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M
ention agriculture and

most people immediate-

ly think of wheat and rice.

That is to be expected, since these

two crops dominate the airwaves

and policy pronouncements, ac-

count for the bulk of the subsi-

dies going into agriculture as well

as the bulk of what is pushed

through the public distribution sys-

tem, and of course define food

security (the promise of 25 kg per

head of wheat/rice to every poor

family at Rs 3 per kg). So, the sta-

tistics make for interesting read-

ing. Between them, wheat and rice

account for just 20.8 per cent of the

sub-set of the economy that is called

“agriculture and allied activities”.

In comparison, milk accounts for

17.6 per cent of agriculture, as does

horticulture (fruit, vegetables and

flowers). But we don’t hear of the

need for subsidies to these large

sub-sectors. In comparison with the

subsidies going mostly to wheat

and rice, the milk sector is prof-

itable, as is poultry, and as are cash

crops like sugarcane and cotton.

Bear in mind also that coarse grains

and pulses, which are grown most-

ly on non-irrigated land, receive lit-

tle by way of government support;

yet these account for 6.6 per cent

of agriculture (wheat is 8.1 per cent).

So, what is it that makes wheat

and rice special, such that even though

they contribute barely 3.3 per cent to

the country’s total GDP, they absorb

something approaching 2 per cent of

GDP as subsidies? It could be that

they form the bulk of the consump-

tion basket for the poor, but then the

poor are separately being prom-

ised food security (which, if there

is total coverage, will probably cost

another 1 per cent of GDP).

Nor can it just be that you need to

protect/subsidise millions of poor

farmers (70 per cent of the 100-plus

million land holdings in India are un-

der a hectare), because only about

40 per cent of the country’s cropped

area is under wheat and rice. The rest

is under coarse cereals, oilseeds, puls-

es, cotton, fodder, sugarcane and the

like. How is it that farmers can grow

all those other crops without the scale

of government support that wheat

and rice growers get?

In any case, it is not just farmers

who are poor; there are 50 million

forest dwellers (to take another cat-

egory of poor) who make do as best

they can without state support. If any-

thing, the forest department is hos-

tile to them. Besides which, it is the

success of dairying that has helped

boost rural incomes far more than

growing wheat and rice; milk is now

the single-biggest commodity to come

out of Indian agriculture, and most

milch animals are owned by small

and marginal farmers, landless work-

ers and shepherds — all poor people.

If protecting poor consumers and

poor producers is not a convincing

explanation for the extraordinary fo-

cus on wheat and rice, what about

the country’s food security, which

is defined by self-sufficiency in sta-

ple food? India has to grow enough

to avoid large-scale imports, chiefly

because such imports are not feasi-

ble (the global trade in rice, for in-

stance, is barely 25 million tonnes).

But if national food security is the re-

al reason, surely we would be do-

ing more to boost wheat and rice pro-

ductivity. Mexico has 80 per cent high-

er wheat productivity than India, and

Sri Lanka has double India’s rice pro-

ductivity per hectare.

No matter how one looks at the

wheat-rice economy, the conclusion

is inescapable that, despite all gov-

ernment efforts, producers achieve

poor productivity, consumers com-

plain of high prices, and bothget sub-

sidised, even as other parts of the agri-

cultural economy shine in compar-

ison. Any takers for reform?

Stuck in a wheat field

A
fter some dithering, US Pres-

ident Barack Obama has ac-

cepted the advice of his gen-

erals to add to the number

of US troops in Afghanistan

to drive the Taliban out of Helmand

province. Once secured, the troops would

maintain a presence whilst the police

and development agencies moved in

to restore the authority of the Afghan

government, and provide the means for

the economic reconstruction of the re-

gion. As a third part of the strategy, “mod-

erate” elements of the Taliban would be

co-opted into the Afghan government.

This strategy echoes the path taken by

Gen Petraeus to pacify Iraq as a pre-

liminary to US withdrawal from the coun-

try. But there are grave doubts whether

this strategy will succeed.

First, the desire to co-opt the Taliban

is worrying. Unlike Iraq, where the in-

surgents were a minority and the major-

ity could be empowered to create a rela-

tively credible government, in Afghanistan,

the insurgents are the major tribe in the

region: the Pashtuns. Co-opting a Taliban

committed to Wahabism will turn

Afghanistan into a de facto Islamist state.

This will provide a new base for the “ji-

hadis”, threatening its neighbours, par-

ticularly India. The Chinese, who fear

Islamists destabilising Xinjiang, have right-

ly protested at this aspect of US policy.

Second, attempts to resurrect the tra-

ditional economy of the region, devas-

tated by years of civil war, face insur-

mountable obstacles in the new nar-

co-economy which has developed. In

2007, the southern provinces of

Afghanistan provided 92 per cent of the

world’s opium, with a farm gate value

of US$1 billion. This opium economy

provides the Taliban the money for arms,

and control over the opium growing

provinces by offering farmers protec-

tion from the poppy eradication pro-

grammes spearheaded by the US as part

of its War on Drugs.

Third, attempts to persuade farm-

ers to switch to legal crops from poppies

will be stymied by the relative profitability

of growing illegal poppies. An evaluation

by the UNODC of its Alternative De-

velopment project between 1997 and 2000

in three districts of Kandahar found that

though the project succeeded in rais-

ing yields of legal crops (like wheat, cumin,

beans, onions and fruit) by about 90 per

cent, these improvements would not have

been sufficient to make legal crops more

profitable than opium poppy. The poppy

crop can also be harvested earlier than

wheat, allowing farmers to double crop,

growing maize after harvesting the pop-

pies. Poppies being weather-resistant are

also a more reliable crop than wheat. Opi-

um is also easy to store, transport and

sell, providing poor farmers a simple

means to smooth income and thence in-

ter-temporal consumption, in the absence

of any formal credit markets. The income

per hectare from opium poppy in 2000

was an average of $16,000. As the UN-

DOC report on The Opium Economy rue-

fully concluded, “at these gross income

levels, no other crop which could be plant-

ed on a large scale would be competitive

vis-a-vis opium poppy in Afghanistan”

(see my “Endangering the War on Ter-

ror by the War on Drugs”, World Eco-

nomics, 2008).

F
ourth, a large illicit economy has de-

veloped after the Russian withdrawal

and the civil war amongst the many Mu-

jaheedin factions, providing the infra-

structure for transport, communications,

arms and protection required by the var-

ious factions to retain their areas of con-

trol. The poppy economy continued to

flourish under the Taliban. Though they

banned the production of cannabis as it

was consumed by Afghans and Muslims,

they allowed that of opium which was

mainly consumed by kaffirs in the West!

Their ban on opium in 2000 to resist in-

ternational pressure on human rights

was also prompted by financial motives.

With the ban the price of opium in

Afghanistan jumped from $44/kg to $350-

400/kg. Before the ban, 60 per cent of

the opium stock had been stored for fu-

ture sales. Owners of the stocks made

a killing. A substantial portion was held

by Osama bin Laden and his follow-

ers, who also served as middlemen for

Afghan opium producers, using this in-

come to finance terrorist training camps

in Afghanistan. (Lal, op cit, n.8). 

With the overthrow of the Taliban

and the discontinuance of the ban, opi-

um production soon reached the level

of 2000. For the warlords, who still con-

tinue to rule much of Afghanistan, the

narco-economy continues to provide

a rich source of takings. In these cir-

cumstances, the  Afghan war can only

be won by breaking the narco-economy

whilst taking on the Taliban, A rational

response would be for Nato’s devel-

opment agencies to use the money they

are currently spending on their failed

economic development efforts in

Afghanistan, as well as that on poppy

eradication, to purchase the opium pop-

py crop directly from the farmers, in

competition with the Taliban and drug

lords. The farmers could be required to

put the 10 per cent tax on income from

poppy cultivation that they currently

pay to the Taliban into development

funds, located and managed by locals

to refurbish the destroyed agricultural

infrastructure, which in time might be

able to raise the productivity of alter-

native crops sufficiently to allow farm-

ers to switch to non-poppy crops.

The opium purchased directly from

the farmers could be used by the west-

ern development agencies to provide

morphine for easing the pain associ-

ated with various terminal illnesses, in-

cluding AIDS, in many parts of the Third

World, especially in sub-Saharan Africa.

WHO reports that 4.8 million people

a year with moderate to severe can-

cer pain receive no appropriate treat-

ment. Nor do another 1.4 million with

late-stage AIDS. For other causes of

lingering pain there are no estimates,

but WHO believes millions go untreated.

The vast majority are in developing

countries. (Lal, op.cit., n. 16). Any sur-

plus of opium could be stored for fu-

ture use for both medicinal purposes

and to control the markets for opiates.

But such rational solutions to defeat-

ing the Taliban, by accepting the opi-

um economy in Afghanistan and using

it to win rather than endanger the War

on Terror, can only be achieved if the

US and the UK give up their decades-

old War on Drugs. This is the subject

of my next column.

Science should be made as simple as

possible, but not simpler

—Albert Einstein

A
ll great advances in knowledge

take place at the intersection

of disciplines but nowhere more

than in the sciences that proliferate at

an incredible pace. As Sylvia Nassar,

Editor of Best American Science Writ-

ing, 2008 (Harper Perennial, Rs 510)

puts it, the canvas extends “from instant

communication to genetic testing, fer-

tility treatment to space tourism, al-

ternative fuels to genetically modified

corn” that is “dizzying, exhilarating,

kaleidoscopic and unprecedented”. But

making the final cut for an annual num-

ber of this kind means not just great sci-

ence writing but great journalism as

well: “A compelling story idea, not just

a topic; extraordinary, often exclusive

writing; and a facility for concisely

expressing complex ideas and mass-

es of information” from the final fron-

tiers of the subject. Much like the nov-

el, the articles must express a philos-

ophy where the truth and its conse-

quences unfold in a series of images that

all add up to a simple truth about na-

ture’s dark secrets. Otherwise, the com-

mon reader for whom the anthology

is prepared won’t accept it.

With 19 articles from the three broad

areas of science, technology and medicine

— and their numerous sub-specialisations

— where does one begin and what does

one pick and choose because all can’t

be reported here?

Amy Harmon’s Facing Life with a

Lethal Gene concerns a young woman

whose grandfather died of Hunting-

ton’s disease caused by a single gene.

Huntington’s is invariably deadly but

death comes with agonising slowness.

The first debilitating symptoms appear

in one’s 30s or 40s and most victims

die within a decade. “Having one grand-

parent with the disease places the odds

at one in two, but the actual odds, if

she in fact carries the gene are one

in one, and if she does not, zero. Which

is it, the lady or the tiger? Ignoring her

mother’s advice, the young woman in-

sists on finding out the truth which is,

she does have the gene.”

But this isn’t the end of the story. Her

mother had it too but hadn’t gone through

with the test because, “You want to

enjoy life”. In other words, her mother

had transferred her death sentence to

her daughter! But the subtext of the sto-

ry is that the impact on society of break-

throughs in genetic testing need not nec-

essarily lead to prevent genetic disor-

ders if the individual refuses to go through

the tests. And if she does, what next when

it is confirmed that you have inherited

the gene? In the ultimate analysis, the

choices are ethical, assuming, of course,

they can be treated.

Richard Preston’s An Error in the Code

is a strange story where you attack your-

self physically. The disease is called Lesch-

Nyhan syndrome that serves as a template

“for trying to trace the action of one gene

on complex human behaviour”. Preston’s

descriptions of the link between gene mu-

tations and behaviour is spun out through

case studies of patients who have been

stricken with the disease in which they vir-

tually eat themselves to an early death.

In The Abyss, Oliver Sacks meets a

man, a once brilliant musician who, due

to an illness, lost his ability to process

his experiences into memories; for him,

everything happens as if for the first time.

He was left with a memory span of on-

ly seconds — “the most devastating case

of amnesia ever recorded”. And yet he

retains much of his musical proficiency.

As his wife wrote in her 2005 memoir:

“His ability to perceive what he saw and

heard was unimpaired. But he did not

seem to be able to retain any impression

of anything more than a blink. Indeed,

if he did blink, his eyelids parted to re-

veal a new scene. The view before the

blink was utterly forgotten... In addition

to this inability to preserve new mem-

ories, he had a retrograde amnesia, a

deletion of... his entire past.”

This is a sad story — the patient nev-

er quite recovers — but in the course of

telling the story, Sacks makes several ref-

erences to the literature on the nature of

memory itself. He quotes from a 1997 book

by Lawrence Weiskrantz, Conscious-

ness Lost and Found: “The amnesic pa-

tient can think about material in the im-

mediate present... He can also think about

items in his semantic memory, his gen-

eral knowledge... But thinking for suc-

cessive everyday adaptation requires... the

ability to reminiscence.” 

The biggest story of 2008-09 was glob-

al warming or the planet itself. Appro-

priately, there is a short piece by Vice Pres-

ident Gore, Moving Beyond Kyoto, and

two pieces on pollution in China, Beneath

Booming Cities, China’s Future is Dry-

ing Up and In China, a Lake’s Champi-

on Imperils Himself. The last section is the

random destruction of the Iraqi seed bank

in the US-led invasion, the deliberate

destruction by Stalin of Soviet seed spe-

cialists and the decrepit state of present

Russian facilities: the essay is rightly called

Sowing for Apocalypse.

It would be worthwhile for you to check

out on the rest of the anthology.

P
arked on a rocky cliff 400

feet above Jodhpur’s sky-

line is the magnificent 15th

century Meherangarh Fort, the

city’s crowning glory and the

biggest tourist attraction. Per-

haps because it is managed by a

private museum trust in the

hands of professionals, Meheran-

garh is a model of cleanliness,

efficiency and judicious restora-

tion. There is plenty of organ-

ised parking for tourist coaches,

no lurking touts and vendors, or-

derly queues at the ticket coun-

ters, clean toilets, a pleasant cafe

and excellent museum shop.

On a recent morning, the po-

lite, uniformed staff at the in-

formation counter suggested that

I try out their audio guide — avail-

able in eight languages, includ-

ing Gujarati and Chinese — and

for Rs 200, this turned out to

be the best bargain I have had in

a historic monument in India.

The hand-held console was un-

complicated and one could eas-

ily pace one’s walk through some

20 locations of the fort’s many-

tiered gateways, courtyards,

palaces, temples and display gal-

leries filed with splendid treas-

ures. The commentary was lu-

cidly written and narrated with

just the right number of dramatic

flourishes and quotes; if one

wished for more information,

there were enough resting points

to listen to more advanced nar-

ratives on subjects as varied as

Mughal-Rajput alliances, the us-

es of opium and the art of minia-

ture painting.

There must have been more

than a thousand visitors the

morning I was there (including

large groups of foreign tourists,

parties of schoolchildren and

flocks of villagers) but none of

the jostling, noise, overflowing

municipal garbage bins or hec-

toring and grubby guides that

give you a headache and hasten

your departure from the ancient

glories of India. In fact, there

were enough pools of activity

other than guides to engage the

visitor’s interest — an exhibition

on dhurrie-weaving, for exam-

ple, or a demonstration of how

to tie a Marwari turban — that

sent the foreigners into camera-

clicking frenzy and had the

schoolchildren begging for more.   

Thirty years ago, Meheran-

garh Fort was a neglected relic

but an enlightened maharaja has

turned it into a showpiece of con-

servation, civic pride and a prof-

itable financial venture. On my

recent trip to Jodhpur, I came

across another courageous ex-

ample of what innovative en-

terprise can do to pull back in-

ner cities from the clutches of

chaos and ruin. This is the open-

ing of Raas, Rajasthan’s first

deluxe boutique hotel in the

bustling heart of the old walled

city. This is not your average

haveli-heritage type property

with peeling frescoes, creak-

ing doors and ice-cold bathrooms

but a confident architectural syn-

thesis of the old and the new.

It is an idea as audacious as

someone creating an oasis of lux-

ury and style in the shadow of

the Jama Masjid in Delhi.

A couple of years ago, two

Jodhpur brothers, Dhananajaya

and Nikhilendra Singh, found

a decrepit series of 18th century

buildings set in an acre-and-a

half compound with a fabulous

view of Meherangarh. The eld-

erly Thakur of Raas wanted to

sell but there were 60 tenants on

the property. Gradually they got

them out and set about cleaning

the structures of decades of lime

plaster and ad hoc extensions to

reveal the rose-red hues of the

local sandstone. They found two

British investors for their proj-

ect and engaged Delhi-based ar-

chitect Ambrish Arora and his

associate Rajiv Majumdar. It

helped that the four men were

about 40 with a similar outlook.

After going through dozens of

options, they decided to build two

modern blocks with 29 rooms

and suites. Using the same sand-

stone and local artisans but us-

ing a completely contemporary

design vocabulary — stone jaalis

in geometric design, blue lime

wash to merge with the colour of

the Blue City, a retake on Mughal

terrace gardens set round an in-

finity pool — the architects and

owners have created a graceful

fusion of traditional techniques

and modern comfort.

The Raas experiment has be-

come the focus of regenerating

old Jodhpur, with its ancient step-

wells and water bodies. If the old

inner cities of Athens and Mar-

rakesh have undergone major re-

vivals, a new beginning in Jodh-

pur can show the way in India.

AFGHAN, TALIBAN AND DRUGS

On the frontiers

of science

A new beginning in Jodhpur
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L
ife is a journey without maps.

So is diplomacy. No diplo-

matic pharmacopoeia exists.

One has to proceed empirically.

Diplomacy does not promise mok-

sha. It provides hope. Even mod-

est progress is worthy of respect.

While negotiating with Pakistan,

three facts must be borne in mind.

One, the future of Indo-Pak rela-

tions lies in the past. Two, India-

Pakistan relations are accident

prone. And three, Kashmir is a per-

manent impediment to having good

neighbourly relations with so frac-

tured a country as Pakistan.

I served as ambassador of In-

dia to Pakistan 30 years ago and

have followed developments there

with sustained interest. The last

time I paid a formal visit to Pak-

istan was in 2005 as external af-

fairs minister. I was received with

both respect and warmth. I have,

in my small way, made a mod-

est contribution to the improve-

ment and strengthening of our bi-

lateral relations. Hence I welcome

Manmohan Singh’s decision to

resume talks with Pakistan. He

is, by temperament, not a risk-

taker. Here he has taken a big one.

The recent announcement re-

garding the talks between the

foreign secretaries of the two

countries came as a surprise to

almost everyone. This was so be-

cause until a few weeks ago, the

decision of the government was

not to resume talks with Pakistan

until we received satisfaction on

two vital counts. One, 26/11. Two,

terrorism. These decisions were

taken at the highest level. Then

came the U-turn (it is a dreadful

phrase, but we are stuck with it).

Is there concrete evidence that

Pakistan has satisfactorily de-

livered on both counts?

We are a long-suffering people

and take the verbal incontinence

of the leaders of Pakistan in our

stride. The latest outburst of the

Cambridge- (same college as mine)

educated foreign minister, Mr

Qureshi, has not rebounded to his

credit. Regardless of what some

political parties say, the talks must

not be called off. The US and the

Vietnamese were talking to each

other at the height of the Vietnam

War. The Americans were talking

to the Chinese in Warsaw even

when America did not recognise

the People’s Republic of China.

It is in the very nature of our

governmental structure that on

all important foreign policy issues,

the prime minister calls the shots,

unless there is a forceful individ-

ual sitting on the chair of the min-

ister for external affairs. The NDA

government injected a new en-

tity in our well-established poli-

cy-making establishment — the

National Security Advisor (NSA).

We did very well without one for

over 55 years. The fact that the

NSA sits in the Prime Minister’s

Office and meets the PM sever-

al times a day gives him a larger-

than-life persona. The present in-

cumbent is God’s own good man,

but his job has the elements of the

devil in it. He will be doing a lot

of back-seat driving during the

forthcoming talks.

The talks are being held in Hy-

derabad House, an architectural

freak, if there was one (No wonder,

the Nizam spent only one night

in it). It is pretentiously protoclair,

exudes the stale air of pomposity

and functional long windedness.

Next, there is the ubiq-

uitous media. TV diplo-

macy needs very spe-

cialised skills. Instant

diplomacy is a hazard.

I wish the gentle, de-

cent and experienced

Nirupama Rao all luck.

She will need it.

In foreign policy,

atmospherics are im-

portant and so are

perceptions. The

diplomatic weather

in Pakistan may have

temporarily changed

but the diplomatic climate has not.

Is there an agreed agenda or

are the talks open ended? One re-

ality stares us in the face. Kashmir

will be brought up by the Pakistani

team, regardless of the agenda.

The Pakistani water problem too

can come up. Our intention to build

a dam on the Chenab has caused

Pakistan much worry. The 1960

Indus Water Treaty has stood the

test of time and can’t be played

about with. On terrorism Pakistan

is belligerent, on Kashmir it is bel-

licose, on water it will have to come

to terms with India. We should, in

this regard, be generous but Pak-

istan will have to abjure terrorism.

If our Pakistani friends are

serious, the outcome of the talks

could be positive. I for one hope

that good sense will prevail and

the old mindset will be discarded.

India can sit it out.

Pakistan can’t. It

doesn’t have the

wherewithal.

Tailpiece

In September

1957, Vice Presi-

dent Radhakrish-

nan came on an of-

ficial visit to

Peking. He called

on Chairman Mao

at his residence. Af-

ter shaking hands,

Dr Radhakrishnan

patted Mao on the cheek. Mao

was taken aback. He was not used

to such informality. Dr Rad-

hakrishnan saved the situation,

saying: “Mr Chairman, don’t be

alarmed. I did the same thing

to Stalin and the Pope.”

The author is a diplomat, writer

and former foreign minister

Diplomacy provides hope

The present NSA is

God’s own good

man, but his job

has the elements

of the devil in it.

He will be doing a

lot of back-seat

driving during the

forthcoming talks
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