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ﬁccording to current statistics a@

estimates, approximately 36 per cent of
the people of North-East India are below
the poverty level. In Meghalaya, for
instance, 50 per cent of the households
are below the poverty level. This, according
to the editors of this volume, implies that
those who live below poverty level are
unable to buy enough food. In almost all
the states of North-East India the
availability of all the food items taken
together are much below the standard as
recommended for a healthy life.

The immediate objective of policy makers
and official agencies is, thus, to make
standard food available to the people.
Unfortunately, this remains uncertain in
North-East India, and the situation is
alarming. A natural corollary of this
situation is widespread nutrition
deficiency and at least 250 million people
in India suffer from varying degrees of
malnutrition: out of 100 deaths in rural
India, 58 are of children and seven million
children are affected by blindness
because of nutrition deficiency. The picture
of North-East India is dismal in this context.

In view of the above state of affairs the
public distribution system has an
impaortant role which has, so far, failed to
reach the target groups in the countryside.
This volume contains 37 papers from
eminent experts on aspects of public
distribution system, the overall agricultural
scenario, food security, nutritional security
and the related population and health
issues in different parts of North-East
India.

Some case studies of various constituents
of the region throw adequate light on the
existing conditions and are useful in
finding solutions to the very acute
problems in North-East India in the context
of the issues covered by this
comprehensive book.
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INTRODUCTION

cial issues involving the whole society. The economy of
North-East India is based on agriculture and our agricultural
productivity is low. The agrarian sector is technologically poor. The
average productivity as a result is quite low. Manipur Valley's
productivity per unit is higher than that of Assam, but we may take
Assam as representative of the whole of North-East India. Cereals,
being the source of calories, dominate in the food composition of all
states in the region. Arunacha! Pradesh has the highest per capita
consumption of 609 grams per day and state of Meghalaya has a
minimum consumption level of 210 grams per head per day. The
minimum recommended level is 403 grams per capita per day. While
Mizoram has a consumption of 31 grams per head per day of pulses,
a source of poor persons protein. Meghalaya's consumption is only
3 grams, the lowest in North-East India. The national recommended
level is 104 grams. According to current estimates, approximately
36 per cent of the people of North-East India are below the poverty
level. In Meghalaya, fifty per cent of the household are below the
povenrty level. This implies that those who live below poverty level
are unable to buy enough food. In almost all the states of North-
East India, the availability of all the food items taken together are
much below the standard as recommended for healthy life.

The objective of all production is the assured welfare and good
life of the people by raising the standard of living .condition. Qur
immediate objective is to make standard food available to the people.
This remains uncertain even today in North-East India. The growth
of food grain productivity in the region except Mizoram is below all
India average of 2.78 per cent per year. The lowest annual growth
rate is less than 1 per cent in state of Meghalaya. The disturbing
situation in the states of Manipur, Meghalaya and Tripura is that
the population growth rate is more than that of growth of food grains
production. This situation in North-East India, a food deficit area is
as a whole alarming. The problem has to be handled in the

fod, Nutrition and Food Security in North-East India are grave
o
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formulation of short-term and long-term basis. Apart from macro-
economic policies, particularly of agricultural policies, a number of
direct intervention such as public distribution systems of food items
is relevant tor achieving food security. In the present state of
agncuiture in North-East India, when the rate of growth is slow and
the demand is growing, the equilibrium can hardly be brought about
by market mechanism. In the region, the food grain production is
short by 2 million tonnes of the total demand of 8 million tonnes.
Although literacy is high, the poverty level is not any way low, as a
result, nutritional level is extremely low in North-East India.

It has been estimated by National Nutritional Monitoring Board
that atleast 250 million people in India suffer from varying degrees
of malnutrition. As a result, out of every 100 deaths in rural India,
58 are children, 7 million children are affected by blindness because
of nutrition deficiency. Health care picture of the country is dismal.
We spend a meagre of 6 per cent of the per capita gross Domestic
Product on health. The North-East picture is dismal.

Under this condition, the public distribution system has important
role. To reach the target groups through the Public Distribution
system is an important policy of any welfare state. But in the present
set up, it has failed to reach the target groups in the countryside.
The rising price inhibits the poor people to lift the food items from
the ration shops. The open market prices are often manipulated by
the dealers and agents. The off-take ot food grains from the ration
shops in rural areas has been often much low. The stock position
does not indicate the scarcity situation for the needy. Price, quality,
underweight and lack of infrastructure in the form of road and
communication system are the deterring factors. Isolation and
inaccessibility are to be tackled to met the target groups in the rural
areas for the Public Distribution System, more so in the hill states
of North-East India.

Under the present circumstance the Public Distribution System
and the Food Corporation of india have a significant role to fulfil
welfare objectives. A full network of Public Distribution system,
procurement quality and pricing of food items by the Food
corporation of India are the prime duty needed to assure food
security of the people. Although in recent years, efforts were made
in North-East India. Particularly in the plain areas to bring self-
sufficiency in food grains, the gap between production of food and
the consumption demand remains big. In North-East the supply of
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food grains from distant Punjab and Haryana is uncertain and costly
due to inadequate surface transport. Regional plan could be made
for the purchase if food grains from our neighbours like Bangladesh,
Myanmar and South Asian countries by developing the proposed
Asian Highway network.

We need the prioritization of policy towards food and nutritional
security in the twenty first century. We need to take bold strides for
rural and agricultural development involving land reforms and
development of agriculture to realise the National Agricultural Policy
to attain an annual growth rate of 4 per cent plus. We are world
leader in milk production and the second largest producer of fruits
and vegetable. We are to take integrated dairy development projects
in North-East India. Fish farmers must be encouraged. Horticulture
should play ar: important role in rural development.

The global policy follow up activities have been liberalization of
the agricultural sector, monetary and fiscal compression, cut in social
sector spending, free trade, and marketization, corporate land

-lordism, privatization, promotion of bio-technology and genetic
engineering, revamping ot marketing policy for promoting private
sector intervention and free trade in agricultural products. All these,
infact, provided better scope to private sector market forces in food
grains in the country. Poor delivery mechanism of Public Distribution
System, poor infrastructure and inadequate coverage in the tribal
and hill regions exposed the poor to open market forces through
denial of social sector benetit squeeze. The post globalization follow
up for dismantling the Public Distribution System pose greater threat
to the poor. The regiona! and sate disparity in food grains share, fall
in off take, higher prices and dual pricing are found in many places.
This has resulted in denial of adequate quantum of energy, protein
and nutrition to a very large number of rural poor in North-East
india. There is a need for appropriate strategy to face the challenges
of globalization.

The threats of market economy and globalization, change in
consumption pattern, poverty, illiteracy, lack of defined concerted
efforts—further accenturated the food security risk in North-East
India. Food and Nutrition safely not should accompany social
development investment in heaith, education, water, sanitation and
housing. Public investment in human capital, women participation
and increased role of public action are of utmost importance for
ensuring food and nutritional security. In view of strong gender bias,
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women and child nutrition deserve adequate attention. The policy
issues on Public Distribution System is of great importance.

There is a necessity of state intervention for revamping Public
Distribution System by associating local democratic bodies at
various level. It is necessary to take a holistic view of the improved
agricultural production which can only be achieved by genuine land
reforms. The fractured public policy towards land reforms,
agriculture, food, health and nutrition has a tilt towards the market
forces and this has to be resisted.

DesasHis Basu
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