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IMPROVING AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION by S L RAO

There are some who do not accept any need for increasing agricultural production because of the accumulation of stocks of food grains with government, indicating that demand is already fully satisfied. This is a ridiculous argument. The stock accumulation is indicative of high prices and lack of purchasing power, not demand satisfaction. There continue to be huge gaps in nutrition. These must be met. Price support policies, public distribution, storage, transport, credit are issues to be addressed. But production is not growing at the rapid rates of earlier decades till the 1990's and this has to be reversed. Public investment has been declining in agriculture and Indian agricultural productivity for most crop and non-crop agriculture is among the lowest in the world. With the limits having been reached on additional lands brought under cultivation, the answers are to contain wastage caused by poor storage, rodent and pest damage, and by improving productivity. The productivity jumps of the past in crops like wheat and rice have come about due to careful plant breeding. Genetic variation available from closely related organisms has been used to develop crops with more desirable characteristics. But this seems to have slowed down in recent years. The new method now offered to farmers is the use of genetically manipulated seeds. "Modern genetic engineering consists in extracting the DNA corresponding to a particular gene from a donor organism and then inserting it into the cells of a recipient in such a way that it becomes incorporated into the recipient's genome." This can be done even when the donor and recipient are in no way related. For example the human gene for insulin has been successfully inserted into the genome of bacteria, and these bacteria grown in industrial vats, supply human insulin to the market. Transgenic DNA transfers in agriculture till now have been mainly to provide crop plants with resistance to insect pests. They have been transferred from bacteria well as many other crop plants that are resistant to particular chemicals. In the last six years that they have become available, over 20% of US maize acreage is transgenic. They have been widely used for cotton and soybean as well among other crops.

  Potentially, any new characteristic can be built in, ranging from pest resistance to additional nutritional features. The technology has been resisted in Europe. India also has witnessed opposition to "GM" from a coalition of different groups, from ngo's working on the environment to farmer groups.

Richard Lewontin in the New York Review of Books, (quoted above) examines the different arguments for and against "GM" in agriculture. He identifies five general issues in this debate over "gm" organisms. They are threats to human health, possible disruption of natural environments, threats to agricultural production from a more rapid evolution of resistant pests (as happened with DDT), disruption of third world agricultural economies and moral objections to 'unnatural' interventions. So far a transgenic plant has poisoned no one. The Brazil nut protein produced by a transgenic soybean was not released because it was allergenic. This is cited as a good example of self-policing by industry. But it might have also been because it was realized that the Regulatory Authority would not have allowed it. India needs a regulatory framework that can at all times identify such transgenic products in use. We do not have one and even in the USA such precise identification and labelling has not been possible.

"GM" can cause ecological damage when transgenic crops are produced on thousands of acres. They could then produce hybrids and weedy species at the margins of cultivated fields, resulting in weedy forms that will be unusually invasive. 

"No unequivocal conclusions can be drawn about the overall effect of genetic engineering technologies." All the threats mentioned are real ones and could happen. An effective government regulatory system is essential and it must have independent data, not relying only on what is given by the producers. 

The real objection might well be to the disappearance of the idyll of pastoral agriculture, with small organic farms. Large corporations are now entering agriculture. They do not merely produce tractors and farm equipment, motors, pump sets, PVC pipes, fertilizers and pesticides but seeds as well. With transgenic seeds the farmer has to commit that he will use the seeds exclusively, and not sell them. He is becoming a businessman who has a contract as to what he can and cannot do with the seed that he buys. This development is part of a long historical marriage between industry and agriculture. If we are to increase our agricultural production we must not discard these new technologies, but adopt them reluctantly and carefully with adequate safeguards in place. (780)

