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SARTHAK CHOUDHURY 
New Delhi, 16 November 

T
he track to ballot boxes runs 
through fields. And political 
parties know if they are to  
win the race to those boxes, 

they need the owners of those fields  
on their side. 

“The parties, it seems, have figured 
out that farmers are going to be the 
kingmakers this time,” quips Suder 
Baxla, a farm leader from Narayanpur, a 
district in Chhattisgarh. 

Baxla’s state is among the five that are 
in election season. These are all states 
where a significant percentage of 
households are directly reliant on 
agriculture: Rajasthan (63.3 per cent), 
Madhya Pradesh (57.7 per cent), 
Telangana (47.3 per cent), Chhattisgarh 
(55 per cent) and Mizoram (60 per cent). 

For all of them, minimum support 
price (MSP), the minimum floor price 
farmers must get from the government 
for their crops, is a make-or-break issue. 

Cognisant of the mood and of the Lok 
Sabha election next year, last month, the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)-led 
government at the Centre increased the 
MSP for rabi crops. Wheat, the primary 
rabi crop, saw the highest increase since 
2007-08 — a jump of ~150, taking the MSP 
to ~2,275 per quintal. 

Not to be left behind, opposition-led 
Chhattisgarh, Rajasthan and Telangana 

are also promising higher MSP. Farmers, 
meanwhile, have adopted a wait-and-
watch approach. 

Madhya Pradesh 
The scene at the bustling Chhatarpur 
mandi, where sale of wheat is on, hints at 
a lack of enthusiasm ahead of the state 
polls. Many farmers express discontent 
over the BJP state government’s wheat 
procurement plans. Some say the misery 
brought upon by the unseasonal rains 
forced farmers to sell their produce at 
distressingly low prices. 

Similar grievances emerged in Sehore 
district a few months ago. Kamal Jogi, a 
farmer from Chauki village in the 
district, says his crops fetched a mere 

~1,900 per quintal against the state-
designated price of ~2,125. “It's hard to 
cover the sowing cost if the produce 
doesn’t sell,” he says. 

With nearly 7.6 million farmers, 
Madhya Pradesh is a crucial wheat 
producer. In its election manifesto, the 
Congress promised an MSP of ~2,600 per 
quintal for wheat. 

Some farmers contend that the 
Centre’s ~150 increase in wheat MSP, too, 
falls short. Alaknana Tomar, a farmer 
from Chhatarpur, says the input cost of 
farming is a lot more than the MSP 
offered. “Fertilisers and diesel prices 
have increased. Moreover, the MSP hike 
is futile without adequate procurement.” 

The Food Corporation of India (FCI) 

slashed its procurement target by 22 per 
cent in 2023, forcing some farmers to sell 
their produce to private players at lower 
MSP, Tomar says. 

The Centre’s decision to release  
50 lakh metric tonnes (LMT) of wheat in 
the open market also hasn’t resonated 
well with farmers. Many of them were 
forced to sell at ~1,800-2,000 per  
quintal across Malwa, Bhopal and 
Narmadapuram mandis, Tomar says. 
There is also discontent due to the ban on 
wheat exports in force since May 2022. 

Chhattisgarh 
Baxla, the farm leader from Narayanpur, 
grows paddy on about 5 acres of land 
with his brother. He says that the ruling 
Congress party’s policies have worked. 

“The existing crop prices 
are fine. The government 
even waived off loans for 
some farmers,” he says. 
Congress has promised to 
increase the MSP for the state 
only because the BJP has 
offered higher prices, he 
believes. 

For the farmers of 
Chhattisgarh, the price of 
paddy has been a key issue 
since the state was created  
23 years ago. 

Congress has promised to increase it 
to ~3,200 per quintal from ~2,660, and the 
BJP is offering to buy 21 quintals per acre 
at ~3,100 in a single instalment. 

Farmers, however, view these 
promises with scepticism, citing 
historical disparities between 
assurances and actions. 

“The BJP’s paddy procurement 
policy fell short of expectations. We 
received only ~1,900 per quintal. Despite 
‘Chawal-waale baba’ (as former Chief 

Minister Raman Singh is called) 
spearheading numerous procurement 
and PDS (public distribution system) 
policies, his administration overlooked 
the MSP matter,” says a farmer who does 
not want to be named. “Before the 2013 
polls, BJP pledged a ~300 bonus on every 
quintal of paddy, which was fulfilled but 
for just two years,” he adds. 

Rajasthan 
In October, the Centre increased the MSP 
of rapeseed-mustard by ~200, to ~5,650 
per quintal for the 2024-25 marketing 
season. Rajasthan is the largest producer 
of rapeseed-mustard and the fifth-
largest producer of wheat. Earlier this 
year, numerous farmers had protested in 
Delhi over a drastic price plunge 

exceeding ~1,000 per quintal, 
and had blamed the 
procurement policy for it. 

Rampal Jat, chairman of 
Kisan Mahapanchayat, 
highlighted that under PM-
Aasha, the government’s 
decision to procure only  
25 per cent of total mustard 
production at the MSP of 
~5,450 per quintal is a 
problem. “The rest is being 
sold in the market at ~4,500 

per quintal,” he says. “Rajasthan 
produces about 50 per cent of the 
country’s mustard. We have decided  
not to sell it below the MSP.” 

Mustard prices at the Bharatpur 
mandi, the hub of oilseeds trade, 
plummeted to approximately ~5,100-
5,200 per quintal in May, marking a two-
year low. The mandi prices in November 
last year were around ~7,500 per quintal. 

“We will vote for the party that 
guarantees us MSP. We are keeping our 
options open,” says Jat, making a case for 

a law on MSP. As farmers, their biggest 
mistake, he says, has been that “we have 
always looked at caste, religion etc. while 
voting. This time we will vote on issues 
related to farming”. 

Telangana 
In Nizamabad, India’s largest turmeric 
market, the mood is that of optimism. 
The Centre’s promise in October to set up 
a turmeric board has brought cheer. 

Muthyala Teja, a farmer from 
Ramchandrapally village, says some 
people in his village were so buoyed by 
the decision that, for the first time, they 
travelled nearly 200 km to hear the prime 
minister speak in a rally.  

“Ten years ago, turmeric prices were 
nearly ~14,000 per quintal. Over time, it 
fell to ~7,000 despite our output going up. 
We expect things to change now,” he says. 
He remembers the stories elders in the 
village would tell, of a time when one tola 
of gold was exchanged for one quintal of 
turmeric. “Let’s see if we can revive those 
days,” he says with a grin. 

Not everyone shares his optimism. 
Some perceive this announcement as a 
mere election ploy, citing the lack of a 
clear road map, both for the turmeric 
board and the MSP. 

Earlier this year, Telangana’s farmers 
protested for turmeric’s inclusion in the 
list of MSP-supported crops. For five 
years, prices have remained flat at 
~4,500-5,000 per quintal. They demand 
an MSP of ~15,000 per quintal. 

Congress leader Rahul Gandhi has 
promised ~12,000-15,000 as support 
price. Meanwhile, the ruling Bharat 
Rashtra Samithi is banking on its 
flagship scheme, Rythu Bandhu, to 
counter anti-incumbency sentiments. 

The fields are clearly where all the 
action is.
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POLITICAL 
HARVEST
Promises galore, but what is the mood in  
the fields? The second and concluding part  
of the MSP series looks at farmer sentiment  
in poll-bound states
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AS YOU SOW 
PART – II

“Savers are slowly understanding mutual 
funds,” said K V Kamath at the Business 
Standard BFSI Insight Summit last month. I 
was reminded of an incident that happened 
almost 30 years ago. 

I was based out of Chennai and had the habit 
of visiting a neighbourhood investment advis -
ory outlet that stocked initial public offering 
(IPO) forms for up-and-coming public offers. 
The forms, more than 40, were neatly arranged, 
almost like newspapers at a vendor’s stall. I was 
slowly going through the forms, trying to re -
member the IPO reviews I had read in the busi-
ness dailies. I noticed an autorickshaw coming 
to a halt outside the outlet. The driver got out 
and rushed inside. He saw me looking at the 
forms intensely and asked me: “Yedhula poda-
lam saar” (In what should I put my money?). I 
realised that this young man had no clue about 
share market or investment. He probably 
viewed investing in an IPO as similar to buying 
a lottery ticket. I could not restrain myself and 
told him: “Lottery ticket la pooduya” (Put your 
money in a lottery ticket). He cursed me and 
left the outlet to look for his next “savaari” (ride). 

Those were the days of the Harshad Mehta 
scam. IPOs were oversubscribed by a large mar-
gin and getting allotment was like winning a 
lottery. A number of naïve investors rushed in 
like my autorickshaw driver friend. Only to exit 
with nothing in their pocket. 

Due to these boom and bust days of the 
Indian stock market the com-
mon investor was always very 
wary of investing in stocks and 
shares. Mutual funds, too, suf-
fered a big setback when Unit 
Scheme 64 had a meltdown. 
And a number of investors, 
who had parked their money 
in US64, had to suffer a huge 
loss. 

There is also the problem of 
herd mentality as far as stock 
market investing is concerned. 
When the index rises, small 
investors rush in. When it falls, they stay away. 
Some of them panic and sell. But behavioural 
economics tells us that small investors don’t sell 
when they should because they suffer from 
what is known as “loss aversion”. Experiments 
have demonstrated that we tend to value some-
thing in hand as a lot more than something that 
we don’t have. We hate to book a loss on a share. 
And we end up holding on to dud shares for a 
lot longer than we should. 

This is where a mutual fund and a profes-
sional investment manager scores over an indi-
vidual investor. The fund manager is dispas-
sionate about buying and selling. They may 
have some favourites but they go by the funda-
mentals. And they almost always perform better 
than the lay investor (experts tell me that simple 
index funds often perform better than schemes 
managed by experts). 

The other problem is that investors come 
when the index rises. And they stay away when 
the index falls. The Association of Mutual Funds 
in India (AMFI) has done a stellar job in spread-
ing the mutual fund culture. Their campaign 
tag line, “Mutual Funds Sahi Hai”, is today a 
widely recalled slogan. The other effort they 
have made is even more laudatory. They have 
built a strong push for SIP or Systematic 

Investment Plan. You invest the same amount 
of money every month, don’t worry about the 
ups and downs of the market. From what we 
heard Kamath say, that seems to be finding 
favour. Money flow into mutual funds is not 
swinging with the ups and downs of the market. 
Right through 2022 when the market was mov-
ing sideways, from January 1, 2022, to January 
1, 2023, the Nifty hardly recorded a gain, but 
mutual funds, and especially SIPs, continued 
to clock inflows. 

So can AMFI declare victory? Not really. 
Reserve Bank of India data about household 

financial savings paints a different picture. 
Indians invest in gold and real estate in big 

numbers but if we take those 
out and look at just the finan-
cial savings, the picture is not 
something to cheer about. The 
biggest chunk of savings goes 
into what have traditionally 
been the big buckets: bank de -
posits (35 per cent), life insur-
ance (18 per cent) and prov-
ident fund/public provident 
fund (22 per cent). These three 
together account for a whop-
ping 75 per cent. Mutual funds 
come in at a respectable 6 per 

cent and small savings account for 7 per cent. 
Pure equity investments are a paltry 1 per cent. 

A Crisil report says that over the last five 
years mutual funds have outgrown life insur-
ance and may overtake life insurance premiums 
paid by the year 2027. 

App-based trading has opened the flood-
gates and if you were to study the growth of 
demat accounts, we should see a big upward 
movement in pure equity investments and 
exchange traded funds. 

The mutual fund industry should be justifi-
ably proud to have worked together, and with 
regulators, to bring about a slow change in pub-
lic attitude towards mutual funds. The topic of 
mutual funds has become so popular that there 
is even a bestseller, Let’s Talk Mutual Funds, by 
veteran financial journalist Monika Halan. 

One caution remains. A big crash like what 
we saw in 2020 may see investors running back 
to gold and fixed deposits. But for that black 
swan event we can hope to see Kamath’s words 
ring true for the coming decade. 
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