| Les'\gbns of Andhra
rice scheme

) By K. R. VENUGOPAL

duced in 1983, providing rice
al Rs, 2 per kilogram 1o househplds
with annual incomes helow Rs 6,000 is
now coming 1o be recognised by obser-
vers as an anti-poverty scheme in its
own right. The scheme seeks to provide
S kg of rice per month per” person’
subject to a ceiling of 25 kg per house-
hold, or about 40 per cent of the total
nutritional requirements of an average
houschold, through a network of 32,063
fair price shops covering 27,221 villages
and towns.

The scheme’s credentials as an anti-
poverty f rally
from the fact that the role of the
Andhra Pradesh public distribution sys-
tem which till recently handled rice sale
almost exclusively in the urban areas,
and in small quantities, has been fully
reversed to serve the rural poor in a
substantial fashion. In 1982, for inst-
ance, of*the 4,16,000 tonnes of rice
distributed, as much as 1,47,000 tonnes
ar a little above 35 per cent went only
two districts in the State — the Hyder
abad urban city district and Visakhapat-
nam district, which includes the highly
industrialised  Visakl urban

¥

Rice-eating tracts

In Andhra Pradesh rice is eaten
exclusively in some areas while coarse
grain is eaten in others. But even in the
latter the trend is towards taking rice. In
the rice-cating tracts, the study showed,
the following benefits have flowed to
the rural poor because of the rice
scheme:

In the prosperous delta villages, in 2
context of improving daily wage em~
ployment the rice scheme is acting as a
catalyst in hastening the end of the
age-old semi-bondage palery or farm-
servant system, a reform with far-
reaching implications for the dignity of
the rural poor.

Savings in the beneficiary households
while somewhat reducing the burden of
traditional indebtedness, has encour-
aged greater consumption of rice,

getables and other d i
tials like clothes, hair oil, utensils etc.

The open market price of rice has
been held in check because of the
reduced dependence on il. )

An enhanced bargaining power for
agricullural wage labour is evident be-

cause of the reduced dependence on-
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the main eriterion- for
is it is more easily

to manipulation. Initial iden-

tification should be followed by periodic
reviews Lo eliminate the incligible. In
Andhra Pradesh, given the political
will, the elimination of about a million
“ghost" cards and conversion of two
million ineligible green cards scems

stone and not

possible.

The fair price shops are found to be
the next weakest link in the program-
me. Of the 32,063 — F.P. shops in
Andhra Pradesh, 29,065 are in privaie
hands, while 2,998 are cooperative.
Sample studies show that dealers
arrange (o receive rice in their shops
only when it suits them and compel
poor daily wage earning beneficiaries to
buy their entire entitiement mostly in
one instalment ignoring the iacilig‘;‘f
five instalments enjoined by the
emment & daily wage eamers do not
have the financial capability to buy their

| entire monthly entitlement at one time.

| The resulting unlifted quantities of nce
are sometimes sold away by these trad-

'ezsatapro{iti n market.

| The authoriti such trad-

| ers by educated employed youth are

ds for rice in ies and

agglomeration — for only
nine per cent of the population, while
the other 21 districts of the State
aceounting for 48.7 million people or 91

per cent of the population including |

urban dwellers received the balance
2.69,000 tonnes of rice. And in Andhra
Pradesh 76.68 per cent of the popula-
tion live in rural areas of whom 43,89
per cent live below the poventy-line.

Distribution system

With the introduction of the rice
scheme, 79 per cent of the houscholds
identified as poor and entitled to cheap
rice, green cards have been issued in the
rural areas. The quantity of rice distri-
buted through the public distribution
system went up to 15 million tonnes in
1983 and 1.83 million tonnes in 1984
being 360 per cent and 440 per cent
times more than the quantity channel-
led through the fair price shops in 1982
At a volume of 1,8 million tonnes,
'about 30 per cent of the State's entire
consumption is met by the public dis-
tribution system.

A study of the strengths and
weakenesses of the rice scheme was
recently made by this writer in seven
villages of Andhra Pradesh, represent-
ing the most prosperous coastal delta
arca as well as a chronically drought-
prone tract, This study was not based on
household surveys but on discussions
with groups of beneficiaries and non-
beneficiaries held in the villages and on
4 questionnaire eliciting inf ion on
issués central to poverty including ex-
isting wages for agriculral labour, the
number of days of employment avail-
able in and outside the village annually,
.child labour, consumption habits and
expenditure, the price of rice in the
open market, the furctioning of the
village fair price shop in all its aspects,
the quality of rice supplied, and levels
of corruption.

the greater staying power‘imn:d by
heap rice. Such power man-

when paddy prices are low and wages in
kind when paddy prices are high.

Awupics bs gor) (88 “-'[ requirement of up to Rs, 17,000. The

| problem of fair price shop dealers from
| the weaker sections in three of these

panded public distribution system helps
a quicker tumover of stocks and pro-
vides good quality foodgrains to con-
sumers, thus invalidating the criticism
that State intervegtion necessarily
means the supply of poor quality food-
grains,

The scheme has rendered financially
viable around 26,000 fair price shops in

the rural arcas, thus providing the |
potential for stable self-employment for |

educated youth in their own or neigh- after salt in the fair price shop. This will

bouring villages. This promise the em-
ergence of a new small-entrepreneur
class in the rural areas,
There have been other rural spin-offs
_ like stable employment for hamals and
gains accruing to and from regular
transport facilities reaching out into the
rural arcas regularly.

While these results establish the
scheme firmly as an anti-poverty prog-
ramme on a broad front, certain serious
problems faced in its implementation
reguire highlighting. Chief among these

.15 the identification of the eligible poor.
The total number of green cards in
circulation in the State is 10.1 million
covering about 86 per cent of the total
houscholds. This is a palpably high

severely handicapped by the inadequite
credit extended by the banks. In four

- sample districts studied, only 45 per
| cent of the existing 6,666 shops were

covered by bank credit, the average
credit per shop being Rs. 6,609 against a

| districts for which data were made
available is greater, the average credit
| received being Rs. 4,238 per shop. One
solution would be for the Reserve Bank
to permit utilisation of the credit it
extends to the State Government to buy
rice as & wholesaler from the Food
Corporation and the open market, for
retail operations also and recover it

help maintain uninterrupted supphes to
the shops and instal a new and progres-
sive entrepreneurial class of educated
youth who will operate the fair price
shops on the margins provided by the
Government.

Existing guidelines

The responsibility of these young
«entrepreneurs in tur will be to sct up
‘the premises and accessories req
whose costs will not exceed Rs. 5,000
and which the banks can advance with-
out security, even under the existing
guidelines of the Reserve Bank. This

while ing food secunty

figure for an anti-poverty programme,
howsoever broad-based, and is obvi

ly because of a combination of “ghost™
cards (houscholds having more than
one card) and ineligible non-poor secur-
ing green cards. Existence of “ghost™
cards is not peculiar 1o Andhra Pradesh
alone. The solution is, at the time of
initial enumeration, 1o confine eligibik
ity 10 well-recognised poor occupational
classes like agncultural labourers, rural
artisans, marginal farmers cultivating
lands unserved by assured irrigation or
not growing commercial crops, and the
urban slum population. Household in-
come should be used only as a touch-

wﬂxmur.whom&mnbuyth:it
essentials whenever they can in the
course of a month, would also provide
. stable employment to the educated ru-
ral youth under programmes like the

Since the quantity of rice distributed
the fair pricc shops average
around 150,000 tonnes a month, strct
its distribution is vital.,
The State Government has provided for
e e
i at U yat,
anmﬁem and state levels, with
representation for the beneficiaries,
legislators and women 1o oversee their
operations. They must be encouraged
to function actively. Secondly, the staff
provided for day-to-day supervision of
the storage, movement and sale of
stocks is inadequate: This breach should
be filled to stop leakages, which will
otherwise increase because of the con-
siderable difference in rice prices be-
tween the fair price shop and the open
market within and oulsid: Andhra
Pradesh.

Through these measures the ricc
scheme can stabilise the public distribu-
tion system as an anti-poverty institu-
tion to channel not only the wages in
kind payable in programmes like the
NREP and RLEGP which the State
Government is already attempting, but
other support measures also like con-
sumplion finance (as foodgrains) essen-
tially required to support assel-based
loan programmes of the IRDP without
which they are failing. It can ako be

used 1o pay the opportunity cost (in

foodgrains) duc to parents of school
going children in order to improve
attendance in schools. Obviously, 2
scheme which costs around Rs. 160
crore and will on average, 200
crore E[ year during the has
10 build these new dimensions into it, if
it is not 1o be merely, populist and
unproductive.

Hopefully, as poor households eifec-
tively climb out of the poverty line
through other parallel anti-poverty me-

-asures, they can be withdrawn from the
rice scheme. The scheme should ulti-

mately serve only the poorest of the
m. al a cost the State can casily
rd.
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