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India’s Farmer Protests: An In-Depth
Explainer

We give you the context for why India’s farmer protests are making headlines, and what
the protesters are fighting for.

Michaela Stone Cross
February 03, 2021

Man holding a flag for the Indian Farmer Protests on December 5, 2020 (Randeep Maddoke)
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Internet shutdowns, police crackdown, and outbreaks of violence have not
ended India’s five-month-long farmer protests, which recently gained
momentum and global attention. Last week, things took a turn for the worse
in the nation’s capital, when a section of the farmers’ Republic Day march
broke formation and stormed Delhi’s historic Red Fort. Hundreds were injured
and one dead after clashes with the police, who used tear gas and batons on
the crowd. But just as farmer groups began distancing themselves from the
protest, an impassioned speech by union leader Rakesh Tikait re-energized the
movement, giving it a second wind. 

“They want to destroy farmers, we will not allow this to happen,” warned a
weeping Tikait, in what would become a viral video. “Either the laws will be
taken back, or Tikait will kill himself. This is a conspiracy against farmers."

As Western celebrities expressed their support for farmers (Rihanna and
environment activist Greta Thunberg tweeted about the protests yesterday),
Indian celebrities like film director Karan Johar, actor Suniel Shetty, and
former cricketer Sachin Tendulkar have sided with the government, making
public statements calling for unity. The protest against the government’s
recent agricultural reforms has snowballed into dissent against the ruling
party, with support for the farmers falling along partisan lines, both in India
and abroad. 

Farmers Protest: Rakesh Tikait's Tears Become Turning Point, Crowd ReturnFarmers Protest: Rakesh Tikait's Tears Become Turning Point, Crowd Return……

https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/farmers-protest-key-delhi-up-border-shut-farmers-mahapanchayat-amid-standoff-2359722
https://scroll.in/latest/985789/after-rihanna-climate-activist-greta-thunberg-extends-support-to-farmer-protests
https://pbs.twimg.com/media/EtT47WYVkAEa7mS.jpg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g_TmFrcmG2g
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This is not the first time the ruling BJP government has passed a controversial
bill, nor responded to protesters with internet shutdowns and police force. But
unlike last year’s Citizens Amendment Act (CAA) protests, which centered
poorer Muslim areas of Delhi, the farmer protests are led by a land-owning
group of Punjabi farmers with connections to the influential Sikh diaspora.
This gives the issue more visibility in the Western press. Canadian Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau, appealing to Punjabi voters, voiced his support for the
protesters; Western social media and press are filled with pro-farmer social
media posts and op-eds. After the Black Lives Matter movement highlighted
the issue of police brutality, North American netizens are increasingly
concerned with the right to protest. 

Farmers marching to Delhi on November 27, 2020 (Randeep Maddoke)

Domestically, the government found that referring to Sikh organizers as
“terrorists” is less effective than its previous efforts to discredit Kashmiri and

https://inc42.com/buzz/delhi-internet-shutdown-extended-to-february-2-amid-farmers-protest/
https://thewire.in/rights/justin-trudeau-farmers-protest-india
https://twitter.com/Jamie_Margolin/status/1356695658674216960
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/14/opinion/india-farmers-protest.html
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/kanpur/bjp-mp-khalistanis-tukde-tukde-gang-hijacking-farmers-stir/articleshow/79728897.cms
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anti-CAA activists. The protests have, therefore, gained national as well as

international traction, in the country which has long told its citizens ‘jai
jawaan jai kisaan’ — hail the soldier, hail the farmer.  

In our updated explainer, The Juggernaut gives you the context: why these
protests are happening, how they gained international attention, and why the
new agricultural reform laws are opening up a can of worms. 

The agricultural reform laws

Three new ordinances sparked the current protests: the Farmers’ Produce
Trade and Commerce Act, the Farmers Agreement on Price Assurance and
Farm Services Act, and an amendment to the Essential Commodities Act, all of
which deregulate the agricultural industry. The legislation is part of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s ‘one nation, one market’ agenda, which seeks to cut
back regulation, and bring all states under the same market system. 

Most of the protesters come from the states of Punjab and Haryana, where
prices are regulated through the Agriculture Produce Market Committee’s
(APMC) ‘mandi system,’ which guarantees farmers a minimum price for their
goods. Farmers from these states are wealthier than those from the rest of the
country, due to price control and benefits of the Green Revolution of the 1960s,
which invested in irrigation programs and mechanized farming techniques in
both states. The laws mostly affect farmers from these regions, who are
dependent on government price control. This is only 6% of farmers: the
remaining 94% are dependent on selling in the open markets, anyway. 

However, the protests have come to symbolize more than a minority of
farmers, but the rights of workers and farmers overall. Millions of union
members joined a national workers strike on November 26, and farmers in
other parts of the country have launched protests of their own. The protests
have become an opportunity for farmers to demand protections from
corporate interests.

https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/here-s-why-farm-protests-have-been-loudest-in-punjab-haryana/story-G18qzwYWo7UuvrFmb06xuK.html
https://punjab.global.ucsb.edu/sites/secure.lsit.ucsb.edu.gisp.d7_sp/files/sitefiles/journals/volume12/no2/12.2_Singh_Kohli.pdf
https://youtu.be/Dj4rGHzc-3A?t=390
https://www.deccanherald.com/national/at-least-25-crore-workers-participated-in-general-strike-some-states-saw-complete-shutdown-trade-unions-920200.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/mumbai-news/farm-bills-maharashtra-farmers-participate-in-nationwide-protests/story-kWXkYpqFXPJAFHrRH8CTRJ.html
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Farmers at Singhu Border, Delhi on January 3, 2021 (Harvinder Chandigarh)

What are the protesters’ concerns?

The farmers believe the new reforms will corporatize the agricultural industry
in Punjab and Haryana, forcing them to sell at similar rates to agricultural
workers in the rest of the country, who must compete at market price. For
instance, the Chief Minister of Bihar removed the APMC law in his state in
2006, which led to a fall in prices. 

“The APMC was removed in Bihar in 2006, the so-called monopoly was
removed,” said one farmer. “Name one person who wants to sell off their lands
in Punjab and wants to move to Bihar. If the open market benefited the
farmers then people from Bihar wouldn’t have moved to Punjab it would have

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Bihar-junked-APMC-Act-in-06-but-it-hasnt-benefited-farmers/articleshow/80078630.cms
https://youtu.be/Ho0myzQbsQ4?t=258
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farmers, then people from Bihar wouldn t have moved to Punjab, it would have
been the other way around.”

While the government promises that the new laws will “liberate” a nation of
underpaid farmers, the protesters point out that since the removal of the
APMC law in Bihar, farmers in that state now get half the price for the same
goods. The government insists that the law gives farmers more options and
does not dismantle the mandi system, and claims that many states have
dismantled the APMC because it was destructive to farmer interests, anyway. 

This is why union leaders like Tikait say they are fighting for their lives—in the
rest of the country, farmer suicides are common, and some farmers have even
committed suicide in protest of the reforms. There are now ten official
demands, calling for the repeal of the laws and a guarantee that the
government will maintain the system of minimum pricing. 

Farmers march to Delhi on November 27, 2020 (Randeep Maddoke)

The negotiations so far

https://indianexpress.com/article/india/narendra-modi-targets-opposition-farm-bill-agricultural-reforms-6601809/
https://scroll.in/latest/981476/farm-laws-sikh-priest-dies-by-suicide-near-protest-site-says-unable-to-bear-pain-of-farmers
https://www.freepressjournal.in/india/bharat-bandh-what-are-the-demands-of-farmers-heres-all-you-need-to-know
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The negotiations so far 

Union leaders and government officials have met 11 times — each time without
any success. The farm unions are demanding to repeal the ordinances, while
the government offered to suspend the ordinances for 18 months. Right now,
there’s a stalemate: the government is refusing to enter into further talks until
the farmers consider the suspension, but the farmers are concerned that the
offer was made to derail the movement and have refused to consider it.
Meanwhile, a barricade has been erected to prevent protesters from entering
Delhi, and photos circulating the internet are drawing comparisons to the
border with Pakistan.

The political context

Modi blames farmer resistance on lies spread by the opposition party, which
holds power in Punjab. Congress leader Rahul Gandhi is an outspoken critic of
the laws, claiming they were “not [made] to help farmers, but to finish them.”
However, in the 2019 elections, Gandhi ran on a platform that specifically
promised to “repeal the Agricultural Produce Market Committees Act and make
trade in agricultural produce...free from all restrictions.” 

Much of the political backlash springs from the way in which the laws were
passed. The BJP disregarded democratic procedure while passing the bills,
forcing them through the upper house. Leaders of the farm unions insist the
government did not consult with them while crafting the crucial bill. The
government’s decision to use tear gas, lathi charges, water cannons, arrests,
Twitter bans and internet shutdowns against protesters has drawn
considerable criticism. 

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/11th-round-of-talks-between-farmers-govt-break-down-no-date-fixed-for-next-meeting-10-key-developments/articleshow/80410944.cms#:~:text=Unlike%20the%20last%2010%20rounds,to%20discuss%20the%20suspension%20proposal.
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-01-21/india-offers-to-put-new-farm-laws-on-hold-to-end-protests
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-55899754
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/narendra-modi-targets-opposition-farm-bill-agricultural-reforms-6601809/
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/congress-will-not-relent-till-farm-laws-are-repealed-rahul-gandhi-101610698430457.html#:~:text=Congress%20leader%20Rahul%20Gandhi%20on,%2C%20but%20to%20finish%20them%22.&text=%22BJP%20government%20will%20have%20to,are%20repealed%2C%22%20he%20said.
https://manifesto.inc.in/pdf/english.pdf
https://scroll.in/article/973588/use-of-a-dubious-voice-vote-to-pass-critical-farm-bills-severely-dents-indian-democracy
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-farms-protests-twitter-idUSKBN2A12J9
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Indian farmers' protest, Singhu Border, Delhi on January 3, 2021 (Harvinder Chandigarh)

The agricultural context

Most agree about one thing: India’s agricultural system needs massive reform.
While over 50% of the Indian workforce is agricultural, this only accounts for
17% of the GDP. Farmer suicides are still a problem. While agricultural output
in irrigated land is equal to that of China, only 37% of agricultural land is
currently irrigated — the rest is rain-dependent, and can’t compete with
countries with mechanized agricultural industries. While India is self-sufficient
when it comes to wheat and rice, it’s still forced to import crucial food
commodities like pulses  and vegetable oils from countries like Canada,
Malaysia, and Brazil. 

States like Punjab and Haryana are successful in terms of output, but still rely
on a paddy-wheat monoculture that produces more grain and rice than the
government can transport and store. This means that, while crucial food
commodities like pulses need to be imported, wheat is actually rotting due to a
lack of storage facilities. The government claims that the deregulation of the
agricultural industry will allow for investment in cold storage, preventing crop
spoilage. Wheat and rice cultivation also requires huge amounts of water,
which is leading to the desertification of the Punjab. Farmers in Punjab and
Haryana are therefore making money, but this doesn’t necessarily translate
into agricultural self-sufficiency, and comes at a cost to taxpayers. 

In comparison, countries like China invested far more in irrigating the
countryside, and moved their farm labor force into industry after mechanizing
the agricultural industry. Using a mixed economy that combines market forces
and price control, China has managed to compete globally, and makes more
money on exports than it spends on imports. India, in contrast, has a negative
trade balance: meaning it spends more on imports than it makes exporting
goods. This is partially because it has to compete with highly subsidized goods
from developed countries, and because Indian agriculture relies on labor-
intensive non-mechanized farming, which is far more expensive and less
globally competitive.

https://www.financialexpress.com/budget/india-economic-survey-2018-for-farmers-agriculture-gdp-msp/1034266/
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/shamika-paper-suicides-edited.pdf
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/AG.LND.IRIG.AG.ZS
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-india-wheat-insigh/indias-farmers-gather-record-wheat-crop-but-cannot-move-it-idUSKBN22R01F
https://www.thejuggernaut.com/india-farmer-protests
https://theprint.in/india/governance/save-punjab-from-desertification-move-paddy-wheat-to-up-bihar-bengal-agronomist-ss-johl/587379/#:~:text=On%20the%20paddy%2Dwheat%20monoculture%20leading%20to%20desertification%20of%20Punjab&text=The%20biggest%20problem%20in%20Punjab,decreasing%2025%2D30cm%20every%20year.
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The future

What can fix India’s agricultural industry is certainly up for debate. But for
decades India has been on a path towards liberalization and privatization — no
matter which party is in government, chipping away at protectionist
infrastructure and moving towards pro-market policy. If the farmers want to
keep price controls in place and prevent centralization of the agricultural
industry, they certainly have a long fight ahead of them. But at this point, it’s
unlikely that either the government or the unions will budge.  

Michaela Stone Cross is a staff writer at The Juggernaut.
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Farmers March to Delhi to Protest Deregulation
A new bill deregulating the agricultural industry has caused an uproar amongst
farmers, who are protesting by the thousands in Delhi’s streets.
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The abrupt shutdown left India's 120 million migrant laborers in the lurch — states,
civilians, and companies had to scramble to their defense.
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