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Summary

The increasing visibility of farmer distress towards the end of 2018 and the results from the recent
state elections reveal the significance of the farmer vote. Looking at both the farmer protests and the
caste protests, in relation to Prime Minister Modi’s promises, reveal the causes behind the recent
farmer protests. A growing attempt to win over the farmers is predicted in the run up to the 2019
general election.

Introduction

India’s prolonged and deepening agricultural crisis will have a significant impact on the forthcoming
national elections, which will be held in the spring of 2019. India has been affected by a long-lasting
agricultural crisis, stemming from long-term problems and some new issues that have surfaced
under the government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi. In 2018 alone, there have been at least 15
large-scale farmers’ protests, which are becoming “the new normal”.}

Two-thirds of India’s population live in rural areas, of which a large part is employed in the
agricultural sector.? In terms of workforce, 33 per cent of the Indian population is employed in
services, 24 per cent in industry and the largest chunk, 43 per cent, in agriculture.® That such a vast
proportion of the population is employed in agriculture makes the rural world particularly important
in electoral terms. In fact, 342 out of 543 seats are rural and “unlike in the US, where poorer
households turn out to vote less than wealthier urban citizens, it’s the less advantaged rural India
that decides elections.”*

The BJP’s win in 2014 was largely credited to the party’s ability to expand its traditional, mainly
urban, vote base and to win over a high number of rural seats from the INC.> As the table below
shows, the BJP won 112 more rural seats during the 2014 elections, as compared to 2009, securing
178 rural seats and 37 urban seats.®

The BJP’s recent loss in three state elections with a high proportion of rural voters, Chhattisgarh,
Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, signalled that the farmers’ unrest can have dramatic electoral
consequences for the ruling party.’
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Table 1: Rural, Urban Vote for BJP Comparison (2009-2014)

PC Category Seats 2014 2009
Seats % of total Seats % of total
won by vote won by vote
the BJP the BJP
Rural 342 178 30.3 66 17.7
Semi-Urban 144 67 29.6 32 19.1
Urban 57 37 39.2 18 24.8

Source: Election Commission of India
Figure 1 shows the seat share won by the BJP in agricultural areas during the recent state elections.®
The BJP’s tally dropped significantly in all three states. Significantly, the BJP’s seat share dropped the

most in areas with a high proportion of farmers.®

Figure 1: Losses for the BJP in the Agricultural Areas
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Figure 2 shows the percentage of rural vote clustered by the party during the 2009 and the 2014
national elections.'® Historically, rural voters have voted for the Congress or other regional parties,
while the BJP’s vote base lay amongst the richer, better educated, upper caste groups.!* At the 2014
elections, however, the BJP was able to draw support from a much broader section of the electorate,
cutting across caste and class.'? As can be seen from the graph, the dip in the Congress’ rural vote
share translated into a rise in the BJP’s rural vote share. Whether the BJP will be able to keep its
rural base intact will be a major determinant of the 2019 Indian elections.
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Figure 2: Rural Vote Comparison (2009-2014)
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Causes of Farmer Distress

Agrarian distress is not new. Long-term factors include lack or inefficient state support; limited
access to institutional credit and high levels of indebtedness; high input costs and declining
landholding size; shift to cash crops without adequate support systems in place; vulnerability to
volatile international commodity prices and low (and declining) public investments in the agricultural
sector.’®

Farmers have also become increasingly disgruntled with their situation due to reoccurring cycles of —
large investments on inputs (fertilisers, seeds, pesticides, etc.) [often through rapacious
moneylenders), crop failure (increasingly due to climate change], inability to pay back the loans and
thus, an inability to meet daily domestic needs. Public investments, which, have been declining in
the last two decades, aggravated the farmers’ vulnerability.*

Adding onto these existing long-term factors, recent triggers have caused a surge in the number of
agrarian protests since Modi became Prime Minister in 2014. First, the Minimum Support Prices —
the prices at which the Food Corporation of India purchases food from farmers — have been
stagnating for three years, although they have been recently increased. Second, the price of certain
inputs have dented farmers’ (already very low) profit margins. During Modi’s term, the cost of fuel,
fertilisers and pesticides increased by 26, 15, and 30 per cent respectively.” Third, price crashes of
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several crops have further deteriorated farmers’ incomes. Fourth, the demonetisation of 86 per cent
of the country’s currency implemented in November 2016 led to a severe shortage of cash —on
which the rural economy largely relies — which impacted farmers’ ability to obtain credit, purchase
inputs and sell their produce.® These factors deepened the farmers’ distress dramatically and
resulted in numerous farmers protests, including in the national capital. Compounding on this, many
agrarian families whose daughters and sons are now educated and seeking employment
opportunities in cities are unable to find them in a context of almost jobless growth. This not only
frustrates educated youth with a rural background, but also causes a shortage of labour and impacts
workers’ productivity, as those working in the fields are becoming older and older.

Modi’s Promises

A key electoral promise of Narendra Modi in 2014 was to double farmers’ income by 2022, through
higher public investments in agriculture-related infrastructures and other forms of support.2® The
plan to double farmer’s income by 2022 has been implemented through various schemes such as the
issuance of soil health cards, the launch of an online platform called e-NAM to find out the right
prices for crops in the market without middlemen, crop insurance schemes and irrigation
programmes.

However, the success of these schemes have been limited!® and did not offset income shocks such as
demonetisation. For instance, an assessment of e-NAM revealed that only a small number of
transactions were conducted and farmers did not benefit much from wider price awareness or
reduced commissions.? Likewise, the crop insurance scheme had limited effectiveness as many of
the state governments did not include cultivation costs into the insurance’s coverage?! and private
insurers have little incentives to pay farmers their due.?? Some state governments also did not pay
out the premiums by the due date, leaving farmers’ claims without reimbursement.®

That the government has been particularly effective at tackling farmers’ distress is evident from the
unusually high number of farmers’ protests that occurred during Modi’s term. These assumed two
main forms.

First, in a number of states, agricultural castes — such as the Jats in Haryana, the Marathas in
Maharashtra and the Patels in Gujarat — mounted agitations asking for reservations in educational
institutions and government jobs. These protests have also occurred with the Gujjars in Rajasthan
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and the Kapus in Andhra Pradesh.? These caste groups have traditionally been dominant in their
states — which make them electorally crucial — mainly because of their large populations and the
large proportion of land owned by the community. % A section of these communities used their
economic and political dominance to expand their reach to other sectors of the economy.?®
However, a sizable part of the community have been hardly hit by the decades-long agricultural
crisis and failed to find decent jobs in the urban sector, given the difficulty of the Indian economy to
generate enough jobs. This sparked off protests and demands for reservations, which are however
difficult to accommodate, given that current reservations already cover the maximum amount of
posts that can be legally reserved.

The second type of farmers’ protests concerned more directly agriculture. Farmers’ organisations
have been asking higher procurement prices, loan waivers, and lower input prices. This type of
demands is easier for the government to meet. In fact, news report suggest that the government
might be announcing soon a package of support for farmers, just ahead of the 2019 elections.?’

Conclusion

The impact of farmer distress on elections was made clear during the 2017 Gujarat election, when
the BJP could hold its citadel only because of the votes of the urban voters — which, unlike in most
other Indian states, are a majority. Most rural seats went to the Congress party. Despite the BJP
retaining a majority in Gujarat, the Congress was successful in winning a large number of rural seats
in areas, particularly were at the centre of the Patel caste protests.? They nearly doubled their
number of seats from 15 in 2012 to 28 in 2017, out of the 48 seats available.? On the contrary, the
BJP won 30 seats in 2012 but only 19 in 2017.2° This shows the extent to which the farmer vote could
influence election results.

The CSDS-Lokniti Mood of the Nation Survey 2018 reported that dissatisfaction with the Modi
administration was highest amongst the farmers. The BJP has thus commenced various mechanisms
to retain its electorate, including a mass-contact campaign by BJP legislators.3! More concrete forms
of support are likely to be announced in the next few months. This would be on top of several state-
level initiatives. The governments of Assam, Maharashtra, Punjab and Karnataka have all approved
farm loan waivers in the past few years. After being elected in Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh and
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Chhattisgarh, the INC waived farm loans within two days®? and has promised to take similar
measures if elected in states like Haryana that go to polls in 2019.

As the race to the general elections in 2019 picks up, we can expect both parties to step up their
attempts to win over the farmers. The 2017 election and the 2018 assembly elections have proven
the significance of the farmer vote. While it is notoriously difficult to predict the result of Indian
elections, what we can be sure of is that the farmers’ distress will play a significant role in
determining the results.
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