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Curbing Stubble Burning 
Examining Possible Policy Interventions
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The root cause of stubble burning 
and the lapses on the part of the 
central and state governments in 
controlling it are examined. 
The injustice done to farmers 
in the past is analysed, and 
possible policy interventions 
are suggested. 
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A few days before Diwali, New 
Delhi had been left choking with 
polluted air, foul and poisonous, 

leading to a health emergency. If air 
pollution during the three-week period 
around Diwali in 2017 was bad, 2019 
was still worse. The spike in air pollu-
tion, measured through the worsening 
air quality index (AQI), was blamed on 
the burning of paddy stubbles in the 
fi elds of North India. There is no deny-
ing that paddy harvesting season in 
Punjab, Haryana and parts of western 
Uttar Pradesh (UP) does aggravate the 
bad air quality in New Delhi, and 
also causes severe air pollution in 
the Indo–Gangetic plains itself, but a 
continuous media howl had projected 
farmers as the culprit, as if they were 
doing it deliberately.

Facing fl ak from various agencies, 
including the National Green Tribunal 
(NGT), a large number of farmers who 
indulged in burning the stubble left in 
the fi elds were hounded, imposed with 
fi nes, threatened with withdrawals of 
subsidies. With fi rst information reports 
(FIRs) lodged against them and the fi re 
incidents treated as a cognisable offence, 
farmers have been treated like petty 
criminals. While state governments 
were using satellite data to pin down 
farmers who resorted to crop residue 
burning, there is no denying that a lot 
of initiatives were taken by farmers, 
including mulching and composting, in 
an effort to look for alternatives. The 
Prime Minister himself had mentioned 
in his radio talk “Mann ki baat” on 28 
October 2018 at least two initiatives by 
Punjab farmers who had vowed not to 
resort to stubble burning. But, a large 
section of farmers had remained defi ant, 
more so as an expression of indignation, 
at the refusal of the policymakers to 
understand the diffi culties they faced. 

Knowing that coercive methods against 
farmers will not work, and realising 
that farmers have little choice but to put 
the paddy stubbles on fi re, given the 
short window before the wheat sowing 
season begins, Punjab Chief Minister 
Amarinder Singh had written to the 
Prime Minister, seeking an incentive of 
`100 per quintal to be given to farmers, 
which comes to roughly ̀ 2,500 per acre, 
so as to offset the additional cost that 
farmers are expected to incur, to man-
age the paddy stubbles without resort-
ing to burning. 

No Heed Paid by the Government

The year 2017 was the third year in a 
row when the Punjab chief minister had 
literally pleaded for an incentive to be 
given to farmers to stamp out stubble 
burning. While his plea was summarily 
turned down, a senior offi cial of the 
Ministry of Agriculture had even told the 
NGT in October that the government was 
not at all considering any incentive to be 
provided to farmers. It clearly showed 
that the thrust of controlling stubble 
burning was not directly engaging farm-
ers, but more pushing machines as the 
answer. Citing the lack of resources, not 
only the chief minister’s request for an 
economic stimulus package of `2,000 
crore (Government of Punjab 2017), but a 
joint proposal two years back by the NITI 
Aayog and the Confederation of Indian 
Industry (CII) seeking `3,000 crore to tide 
over the air pollution crisis emanating 
from the burning of paddy straw was also 
turned down (Financial Express 2017). 

It becomes pertinent to mention here 
that in 2017, `3,000 crore was required 
by Punjab, Haryana, Rajasthan and UP 
to combat the air pollution problem, 
out of which `1,500 crore was needed 
by Punjab alone. But, the requirement 
could not be fulfi lled as both the central 
and the state governments said that there 
was lack of funds. If only the govern-
ment had put on hold the 1% increase in 
the dearness allowance (DA) for employ-
ees in 2017, and diverted the resources to 
fi nd an amicable solution for in situ 
management of paddy stubble, probably 
New Delhi would have escaped the fury 
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of deadly smog in 2019. This would have 
also brought relief to people living in the 
farming belt of the north-west region. If 
only wiser sense had prevailed in 2019, 
and the centre had allocated `3,000 
crore from the prescribed outlay of 
`16,000 crore for the DA instalment an-
nounced before Diwali to tackle stubble 
burning, New Delhi would have been 
saved from substantial healthcare costs 
(Economic Times 2019). More so at a time 
when farmer unions had been demand-
ing an incentive of `200 per quintal to 
cover the cost of managing paddy stub-
bles without burning, and had promised 
not to put the paddy straw on fi re, there 
appears to be no plausible reason for 
denying them the stimulus. Instead, 
farmers were chased, and FIRs fi led 
against them (Khanna 2019). 

Supreme Court’s Directive

A few weeks ago, the Supreme Court saw 
merit in the argument and directed the 
Punjab, Haryana and UP governments to 
provide a bonus of `100 per quintal to 
paddy growers (Business Standard 2019). 
Coming a little late in the season, when 
almost 90% of the standing crop had 
been harvested, the Supreme Court’s 
directive has not had any visible impact. 
The damage in 2019 had already been 
done. But, if implemented in the right 
earnest, after careful strategic planning 
and scrutiny, the incentive that Supreme 
Court has provided for the farmers can 
truly serve as the motivating factor to put 
an end to stubble burning in the future.

Let the farmer use manual labour, or 
machines, or a combination of both to 
clear the stubble. A beginning can be 
made by, fi rst, withdrawing the FIRs 
fi led against farmers to build up their 
confi dence, and then, engage with them 
to fi nd ways and means to successfully 
dispose the huge biomass generated. 
Farmers do realise that putting the crop 
fi elds on fi re is, fi rst and foremost, bad for 
the health of their families, and adver sely 
affects the soil microbial structure and 
the environment, but they fi nd it un-
economical to take care of the paddy 
stubble. After the paddy has been har-
vested by combine harvesters and the 
grain taken to the mandis, clearing the 
fi eld for the next sowing of wheat or 

potato, all in a short period of two to 
three weeks, adds to the farmer’s input 
costs. With or without straw manage-
ment machines, what has not been ac-
knowledged is that there is an additional 
cost that the farmers have to incur. Con-
sidering that farm incomes are very low, 
and agriculture is already in the throes of 
a severe crisis, putting the harvested fi elds 
on fi re is, therefore, the cheapest and 
easiest way of clearing the crop fi elds. 

Need for Working with Farmers

Knowing the tremendous role farmers 
play in producing food for the country, 
here was an opportunity for the society, 
government and the private sector to 
come together and fi nd a workable 
solution. Let us not forget that Punjab 
alone produces more than 20 million 
tonnes of paddy straw every year (Out-
look 2019), and it is not that easy to man-
age the huge volume generated. The only 
possible way to manage the huge bio-
mass is to work with farmers. According 
to the mGnREGA website, considering 
that Punjab has 10.78 lakh active MgN-

REGA job cards, here was an opportunity 
to use farm labour judiciously in combat-
ing the crisis. To address the recurring 
problem, agricultural scientists and farm 
offi cials had suggested a set of machines 
as a “fi tting solution” to curb stubble 
burning. In the past two years, more than 
50,000 crop residue management ma-
chines have been made available to 
farmers in Punjab at 50% subsidy if pur-
chased individually, or at 80% subsidy 
for cooperative societies or farm clubs 
(Chhaba 2019). 

Of the nearly `1,152 crore allocated as 
subsidy for machines in the north-west 
region by the centre, about `669 crore 
have been spent by Punjab on subsidis-
ing the machines in the past two years. 
Machines like happy seeder, chopper, 
cutter, mulcher, mould board plough, 
shrub cutter, etc, come attached with su-
per straw management equipment that 
cut and spread the biomass in the fi eld. 
For machines, which are used barely for 
a few days during the season, farmers 
fi nd it uneconomical to spend an astro-
nomical amount initially and then see 
these machines lying idle for the rest of 
the year. Already, in Punjab, there are 

about 4.5 lakh tractors (Singh et al 
2008), against the requirement of 1 lakh 
tractors. In addition, there are numerous 
other machines, including heavy ma-
chinery, that are used on the farm. 

Dangers of Over-mechanisation

The addition of a newer set of machines 
to manage paddy crop residue will cer-
tainly lead to over-mechanisation, which 
is increasingly being seen as a signifi -
cant factor behind the agrarian distress. 
The way the machines were pushed, with 
the government more than willing to 
provide subsidy, stubble burning seems 
to have come as a bonanza for farm 
equipment manufacturers. The lobbies 
had worked overtime, with many news-
papers suggesting that these machines 
should be made available at 90% subsidy 
to individual farmers. At this suggested 
rate of mechanisation, many fear that 
Punjab will, sooner than later, turn into 
a junkyard for farm machinery. Instead 
of playing the  blame game and building 
up public hysteria against farmers, the 
effort should be to fi rst understand and 
ascertain the root cause that has led to 
the crisis. The intensive wheat–paddy 
crop rotation that Punjab was pushed 
into was based on a calculated decision 
taken by policymakers at a time when 
India was living in a “ship-to-mouth” 
existence, when food would come directly 
from the ship into the hungry mouths.

After the remarkable turnaround in 
wheat production, following the plant-
ing of dwarf wheat varieties in the mid-
1960s, rice was added to the crop rotation. 
Punjab was traditionally not a paddy-
growing area, but the country needed to 
be food secure. With assured prices by 
way of a minimum support price (MSP) 
to farmers and an assured procurement 
system, wherein the Food Corporation 
of India (FCI) was set up to mop the huge 
crop harvest, Punjab (including regions 
that now form Haryana) became the 
food bowl of the country.

Over the years, as wheat–rice crop 
rotation stabilised, efforts were to push 
for increased crop productivity. The 
resulting second-generation environmental 
impacts, essentially from the depletion 
of soil nutrients from an exhaustive crop 
rotation, and the fall in groundwater 
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table at an alarming rate, became clearly 
visible in the early 1980s. The policy 
response was to diversify the cropping 
pattern, moving away from water-
guzzling paddy to other crops, including 
maize. Two reports on crop diversifi ca-
tion by noted economist S S Johl had 
spelled out a number of measures to 
diversify the cropping pattern. Punjab did 
try for pushing in sunfl ower and maize 
to replace paddy, but in a half-hearted 
manner, and the experiments failed. 
Unless there was a guaranteed price and 
added procurement benefi ts, farmers 
found it unreasonable to make a shift from 
paddy, and rightly so. Although the MSP 
for paddy (and, for that matter, any other 
crop) does not even cover the cost of pro-
duction, farmers still prefer to grow paddy 
as the minimum price announced is at 
least guaranteed. At the same time, while 
a lot of blame is being shifted to the policy 
of providing free power in agriculture, the 
fact remains that with MSP being deliber-
ately kept low to provide cheaper food to 
the consumer, free power was a political 
answer to partly offset the losses farmers 
were incurring. 

Subsidy for Farmers or Consumers?

Farmer unions had, time and again, said 
that if they were provided with the legiti-
mate output prices, there would have 
been no need for free electricity. In other 
words, the point that has been completely 
missed from public debates is that what 
seems to be a subsidy for farmers was, in 
reality, a subsidy for consumers. Free 
electricity certainly led to an increased 
withdrawal of groundwater. With 5,337 
litres of water required to produce one 
kilogram of rice (Nibber 2016), Punjab is 
literally mining groundwater. But, then, 
farmers cannot be blamed entirely (some 
savings could have been made) for pulling 
out precious groundwater. They did what 
was expected from them, to increase 
production. For the state government, 
knowing that the water table was getting 
depleted, one plausible policy response 
to reduce the over-exploitation of ground-
water was to do away with the short-
duration sathi crop, cultivated in April–
May, and to delay the sowing of paddy. 
In view of the urgent need to save water, 
it enacted the Punjab Preservation of 

Subsoil Water Act, 2009, which shifted 
the date of paddy transplanting from 
1 June to 20 June (and after the Congress 
government was sworn in, it was advanced 
to 13 June). The shift in paddy trans-
planting by a fortnight surely delayed 
the harvest, which meant that stubble 
burning coincided with the period 
when movement of air over Delhi NCR 
remains subdued.

Saving Groundwater

The delay in transplanting paddy therefore 
came in for a lot of criticism. But, as a 
senior Punjab government offi cial ex-
plained, a delay in transplanting by seven 
days saves 1,000 billion litres of water 
(Vasdev 2019). In other words, the delay 
in transplanting by roughly a fortnight—
by shifting transplanting period from 
1 June to 13 June—would save Punjab 
2,000 billion litres of water (Vasdev 2019). 
Considering the studies that say Punjab 
will run out of water in another 25 years, 
any effort to save groundwater should be 
lauded. This assumes importance, given 
the fi ndings of a study by the Centre for 
International Projects Trust (CIPT), a non-
profi t organisation backed by the Colum-
bia University, which has, on the basis of 
elaborate simulation studies, concluded 
that crop diversifi cation may not eventu-
ally help in checking the groundwater bal-
ance in the long term. The shift to maize, 
which is considered to be less water-guz-
zling, may, therefore, not make much of a 
difference to groundwater balance even-
tually, but because it does not leave any 
stubble to be burnt, may still be a better 
option. But, this has to be accompanied 
with a guaranteed price support system 
supported by the centre. 

To say at a time when India ranks 102 in 
the Global Hunger Index spanning 117 
countries, that paddy production is in sur-
plus and the granaries are overfl owing, is 
a refl ection on gross food mismanage-
ment. When the country needed food, 
farmers were applauded for turning the 
country self-suffi cient. They were the 
country’s heroes. Instead of painting 
them now as villains and blaming them 
squarely for the unmanageable food sur-
pluses as well as the resulting environ-
mental damages, the need is to examine 
where and how policies went wrong, and 

what appropriate policy corrections could 
have been made. Policymakers will now 
have to visualise the kind of policy mix re-
quired in the short term, medium term 
and beyond. While shifting from paddy 
cultivation may take some time, the im-
mediate focus should be on how to curtail 
stubble burning. With Punjab agreeing to 
provide farmers with an incentive of 
`2,500 per acre for in situ management of 
paddy stubble (Krar 2019), and hoping 
that Haryana and Up will follow suit, 
stamping out crop residue burning will re-
quire a combination of approaches, includ-
ing looking for alternatives like power gen-
eration. But, more importantly, knowing 
the ill-will that has been generated over the 
years, it will require deft handling, involv-
ing the farming community, various stake-
holders and, more importantly, the society 
at large. The bigger question, however, is 
whether the centre and the state govern-
ments are willing to prioritise the urgent 
need to reduce stubble burning.
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