COPY FOR ‘ECOPINION’ IN E.T. OF OCTOBER 20 Dissension among the Milk Revolutionaries by S L Rao

Becoming the largest milk producers in the world is an astonishing achievement. It took a single-minded vision, hard work, determination, integrity, people skills, networking, media and public relations, great leadership and good management to get there. Dr Kurien had all these and he galvanized the cooperative movement in milk. This was in contrast to the erratic record of the cooperative movement in India in many other areas like textiles, retail, etc. He has kept politics and politicians out of it and there has never been even a hint of any  wrongdoing. It is sad therefore to see the movement involved in a public controversy that Dr Kurien has raised about the role of the National Dairy Development Board.

The NDDB created and led by him till recently spearheaded the milk cooperative effort in the rest of the country on the successful model of  the Kaira Cooperative Milk Producers’ Union owners of the AMUL brand. That model of the daily collection of liquid milk from thousands of small producers, processing it in a central dairy, and packaging and delivering the milk to urban consumers gave the producer a guaranteed price based on the fat content of the milk. The surplus from sale proceeds was used to improve the breed, for capital investment, etc the balance being distributed to the producer members of the cooperative. The dairy converted the liquid milk into a standard fat content and into milk powder sold as such or stored for reconstitution into liquid milk in the summer months when milk yields and collections were low. The surplus fat in the milk was converted and sold as butter and cheese and later, other value added products. AMUL the name for all the milk products was a classic case of good advertising and marketing. It is a nationally recognized symbol for pure milk and milk products at affordable prices.  

The NDDB replicated this model with surplus milk powder and butter fat accumulating in the European Union because of their high productivity and subsidies to farmers. The surplus was donated to NDDB who sold it as liquid milk, butter, etc in other urban centers. The proceeds were used to replicate the Kaira model through other state cooperatives. NDDB thus made substantial investments in these cooperatives. They developed their own brands (Verka, Vijaya, Milma, Sudha, etc) with marketing expertise from AMUL management. 

NDDB now plans to create joint venture marketing companies with two of these cooperatives in which NDDB would have 51% equity. The fear is that this equity could at some time be sold to private companies and that the corporate model might infiltrate into producer cooperatives as well.

The corporate model in dairy has led in other countries to consolidation of cattle in large sheds, feeding them growth hormones, animal matter, chemicals, etc to accelerate growth and bring down costs. It eliminated the small producer, led to some genetic deformities in infants, the ‘mad cow disease’ and other consequences. 

In India, milk production has been the major source of additional income to the typical Indian milk producer who owns one or two cattle and is landless.

The corporate model requires a constant striving to achieve greater efficiencies, lower costs, improve margins and maximize shareholder value. If applied to India in production or marketing Dr Kurien fears that it will lead to the decimation of these small producers and of the  cooperative movement in milk. Cooperative milk sector efficiencies are definitely lower than in the West. But the cooperative model has benefited millions of Indian landless so that non-agricultural rural incomes are now the major cause of rising rural incomes. These small producers will in a corporate supply model be consolidated into larger production units for improved efficiencies. There are no similar alternatives in the countryside for this source of income. So long as that is so the corporate model in dairy would be disastrous for India. If it starts only with marketing, the pressures for efficiency improvements will inevitably lead to supply becoming corporatized with its consequences.

The NDDB must focus on improving the production and marketing by cooperatives and offering centralized marketing expertise to the state cooperatives. For that it must build its own expertise, so far dependent on Kaira and Amul. Perhaps Dr Kurien should have done this earlier. NDDB must use its clout with the cooperatives to ensure that the structures and systems in the milk cooperatives are transparent and effective. It can improve the condition of rural women by promoting ‘grameen’ banks among the women who dominate in the cattle care and milk delivery. It can explore and propagate methods to improve cattle productivity and coordinate between cooperatives to maximize logistical savings. But it should not for the present corporatize any part of the dairy movement. 

It is a pity that instead of publicly and dispassionately debating these issues Dr Kurien has publicly personalized them. (812)
