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India As the World's Food Factory
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fastest-growing major agricultural
economy—recording a 4.6% growth rate
over the last decade—India has already
established itself as a net exporter of
staples like rice and shrimp. However,
as experts highlighted at the recent BS

Manthan, the transition from a "major

exporter” to a "sustainable global food

hub” requires shifting the focus from
quantity to quality, and from production
to regenerative practices.

Status of Food and Nutritional Security - The Stunting Paradox
Despite being a net exporter of food, India faces a stark "Nutritional Security” gap. While the godowns

of the Food Corporation of India (FCI) are often overflowing, the biological utilization of this food remains

a challenge.

1. The Nutritional Deficit - Approximately 35% of Indian children under five are stunted. This indicates
that while caloric intake (food security) might be met, micronutrient intake (nutritional security) is
severely lacking.

2. Soil-to-Human Link - There is a direct correlation between soil health and human health. Over-
exploited soils have led to "hidden hunger,” where crops like wheat and rice are deficient in essential
minerals because the soil itself is exhausted.

India as the World's Food Basket - The Scope

India’s potential to feed the world is backed by several strengths -

1. Growth Trajectory - Overtaking China in agricultural GDP growth, India is the fastest-growing
agricultural powerhouse globally.

2. Diversified Exports - Beyond cereals, India is a leader in dairy, marine products, and horticulture.

3. Trade Opportunities - As India negotiates Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) with major economies, its
cost-competitiveness in labor and diverse agro-climatic zones offer a unique advantage to
penetrate global markets.

The Critical Challenges - Soil Health and Structural Gaps

The path to becoming a global food factory is blocked by deep-rooted structural problems -
1. Declining Soil Health and Regenerative Needs
Decades of the "Green Revolution” model—heavy on chemical fertilizers and water—have degraded soil
organic carbon. Without Regenerative Agriculture (focusing on soil health, biodiversity, and water cycle
restoration), the yield potential of Indian land is hit a plateau.
2. The Subsidy Distortion (Urea Diversion)
A significant challenge is the "poorly targeted" fertilizer subsidy. It is estimated that nearly 22% of
subsidized urea is diverted to non-agricultural industries (like plywood) or smuggled across borders. This
not only drains the exchequer but leads to imbalanced soil chemistry due to the over-application of
nitrogen.
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3. The "Real Farmer” Identification Problem

Land records often do not reflect the actual tiller. Tenancy issues mean that landowners (who
may be NRIs or urban dwellers) receive benefits like PM-Kisan, while the actual tenant farmer, who bears
the risk and manages the soil, lacks access to credit and subsidies.
4. Market Failures and Caution

India remains cautious about opening up its agricultural markets. Experts suggest that a lack of
exposure to global competition prevents the sector from realizing its true potential for creating surpluses
and becoming cost-competitive.

Government Measures and The Way Forward
To fix these gaps, a "20-year vision" similar to the reforms in telecom and roads is required -

1. Precision Farming & Agri-Stack - Building a digital "Agri-stack” to triangulate land records, space
technology, and fertilizer sales data. This could save 230,000—-40,000 crore annually in subsidies by
identifying the “real” beneficiaries.

2. Regenerative Practices - Policies must pivot from “chemical-intensive” to "nutrient-intensive”
farming.

3. Market Reforms - Moving away from a mindset of negativity, stakeholders must embrace market-
oriented systems that allow agriculture to become a surplus-generating activity.

Conclusion
India has the momentum and the trade position to be a global food leader. However, the "Food

Factory” of the future must be built on the foundation of healthy soil and digital transparency. By

bridging the gap between food production and nutritional outcomes, India can ensure that its growth is

not just record-breaking, but also life-sustaining.

Mains Practice Question

1. "Critically analyze the structural and ecological impediments that hinder India’s transition from a net

food exporter to a global nutritional hub. Suggest transformative measures to align agricultural

subsidies with soil health.” (15 marks)

Answer Guidelines for Aspirants

1. Introduction - Briefly mention India’s 4.6% agricultural growth rate and its status as a net exporter.
Define the gap between food security (quantity) and nutritional security (quality).

2. Body

1. Ecological Impediments - Discuss soil degradation, the "hidden hunger” in crops, and the failure of
the intensive-farming model.

2. Structural Impediments - Detail the diversion of urea (22%), the "tenant-landowner" identification
gap in land records, and poorly targeted subsidies.

3. Transformative Measures - Explain the role of the "Agri-Stack” (digital triangulation), regenerative
agriculture, and precision farming.

3. Conclusion - Conclude with the need for a long-term (20-year) policy vision that treats agriculture
as a value-creating sector rather than just a survivalist one.



