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Ministers, farmers hold
discussions on MSP law

ZiaHaq and
Gurpreet Singh Nibber

letters@hindustantimes.com

NEW DELHI/CHANDIGARH: A top
government team led by two
Union ministers - Shivraj Singh
Chouban and Pralhad Joshi -
along with Punjab officials held
crucial talks with farm unions
on Saturday in Chandigarh on
their longstanding demand for
guaranteed floor prices, with
both parties deciding to take the
parleys forward and meet next
on March 19, farm leaders and
officials said.

The government is expected
to table a set of proposals for
consideration by the farmers in
the next round on their single-
point demand to bring a law
that will make it compulsory for
traders and buyers of farm pro-
duce to pay federally fixed mini-
mum support prices, or MSP, to
cultivators for 23 notified crops.
They are also likely to report the
progress of the talks to the
prime minister’s office before
the next round, an official said.

MSPs are rates set by the Cen-
tre at 1.5 times the cost of culti-

Agriculture minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan greets fasting farmer lead

Govt forms 21-parameter farm
distress index to thwart crises

Zia Haq

letters@hindustantimes.com

vation to serve a price signal for | NEW DELHI: The government has

markets, but they are largely |

notional for most crops, barring
cereals,

Two years after farm unions
wontinued on 312

developed a farm distress index to
alert local authorities in case of
deterioration of conditions of culti- -
vators, crops and their livelihoods
based on 21 parameters so that

timely intervention can be initi-
ated, officials said.

Experts tasked with devising
theindex at the Central Research
Institute for Dryland Agriculture
said hardships, which often lead to
serious economic and emotional
consequences for farmers, can be
averted if detected early and, for

ANl |

that, an advance warning mecha-
nismisrequired. “The index has
seven sections of three questons
each. By analysing the answers, it
will be possible to know whether
or face conditions that may lead to
stress,” said A Amarender Reddy, |
the design head of CRIDA.  »#2 |




Govt sets up farm distress index '

to ensure timely crisis aversion |,
g || Modi to distribute 19th

Zia Haq
zia.hag@htlive.com

NEW DELHI: The government
has developed a farm distress
index to alert local authorities in
case of deterioration of condi-
tions of cultivators, crops and
their livelihoods based on 21
parameters so that timely inter-
vention can be initiated, officials
said.

Experts tasked with devising
the index at the Central Research
Institute for Dryland Agriculture
(CRIDA) said hardships, which
often lead to serious economic
and emotional consequences for
farmers, can be averted if
detected early and, for that, an
advance warning mechanism is
required.

Nearly half of India’s popula-
tion still depends on a farm-
based income and agriculture
accounts for about 17% of the
country’s gross domestic prod-
uct or GDP, making the sector
critical to growth in Asia’s third-
largest economy.

“The index is very simple and
has seven sections of three ques-
tions each. By analysing the
answers, it will be possible to
know whether they are experi-
encing any distress or face con-
ditions that may lead to stress,”
said A Amarender Reddy, the
design head of CRIDA, a wing of
the Indian Council of Agricul-
tural Research.

Crop failures and debt levels
often drive farmers to commit-
ting suicide. For instance, in
Maharashtra, 2,851 farmers took
their lives in 2023 due to farm
distress, according to data com-
piled by the state relief and reha-
bilitation department.

A majority of India’s 220 mil-
lion farm households depend

Nearly half of Indm s population still depends ona [arm based

income and agriculture accounts for about 17% of GDP.

heavily on subsidies and loans to
meet cultivation costs. Extreme
weather events, which are
becoming frequent, can wipe out
crops and their ability to repay
their debt.

The distress index has been
developed under the Nabard-
funded project called “Farm Dis-
tress and PM Fasal Bima Yojana
(PMFBY)". Nabard or the
National Bank for Agriculture
and Rural Development is
India’s largest rural creditor and
the mission aims to Expand cov-
erage of the government's flag-
ship PMFBY, a subsidised crop
insurance scheme.

The index covers key areas
related to financial health, crop
conditions, weather projections
and even emotional health of
farmers at the level of a village or
group of villages, the official
said. The data will then be proc-
essed by an Android-based
application and empirical results
on the intensity of distress can
be obtained. The application will
be useful in large dryland rain-

HT PHOTO

fed regions prone to droughts,
like Telangana, Andhra Pradesh,
Karnataka and Maharashtra.
“Agricultural distress is a

complex phenomenon and is not
triggered by any one cause. Itis
an interplay of income, financial
profileas well as economic deci-
sions by farmers. Distress often
results from factors such as crop
failures, miscalculating returns
and weather shocks,” said R
Mani of Tamil Nadu Agricultural
University. He said formalisation
of credit and public insurance
programmes like the PMFBY can
greatly alleviate distress. How-
ever, such facilities need to be
efficient and simple to adminis-
ter, he said.

The survey on Situation
Assessment of Agricultural
Households and Land and Live-
stock Holdings of Households in
Rural India, 2019 conducted by
the National Sample Survey
Office showed that about 58.3%
of rural households were
employed in agriculture, which
is their main source of income.

tranche of PM-Kisan in

Bihar on February 24

HT Corres pondent
letters@hindustantimes.com

NEW DELHI: Prime Minister
Narendra Modi will release the
latest tranche of PM Kisan, a
cash-transfer programme for
farmers, in Bhagalpur district of
Bihar on February 24 where he
will also launch several pro-
jects.

The PM will spend a day in
Bihar — where polls are due
later this year — where he will
address a rally and release the
19th instalment of PM Kisan.

“Ours is a Government
devoted to the welfare of farm-
ers. Taking that spirit forward,
the 19th instalment of
PM-KISAN will be distributed to
crores of farmers from the pro-
gramme in Bhagalpur,” the PM
said in a poston X.

The PM will also launch a
Centre of Excellence for indige-
nous breeds in Motihari area of
East Champaran district along
side a milk processing plant in
the Barauni area of Begusarai
district, a statement issued by
the Prime Minister's Office
(PMO) on Saturday said.

Among other key pro-
jects, the PM will inaugu-
rate the Ismailpur-Rafi-

ganj road over bridgeand
the doubling of the Wari-

saliganj- Nawada-Tilaiya *} t'fh

railway section.
Under PM-KISAN,
the government pro-

vides income support of 36,000
a year to farmers with a valid
enrolment, paid in three equal |
cash transfers of 32,000 —one
every four months. It was
launched on 24 February, 2019. |

“Over 9.7 crore farmers
across the country will receive
direct financial benefits
amounting to more than |
221,500 crore,” the statement
said on the release of the 19th
instalment of PM Kisan in Bha-
galpur.

Identification of beneficiaries
under the programme is the
responsibility of state govern-

ey MmO

ments as per the scheme's

guidelines.
Any land-owning farming
household can enrol itself sub-

ject to exclusions, such as |

income ceilings, income-tax
payers, government employees,

elected representatives and any- |

body with a monthly pension of
%10,000 or more.

PM Modi had released the
prévious 18th instalment of the
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PM-KISAN scheme on October |

5, 2024 in Washim district of |
Maharashtra, days before the
state assembly elections.

The event saw over 94 |

million farmers across
the country receive

. 320,000 crore through
Direct Benefit |
Transfer

‘\ (DBT). |

direct financial bene- |
fits, amounting to over |
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o0 headway as farmers firm on MSP'
demand, Chouhan lists Centre’s sops

Next round oftalks In ChandIgarh on March 19 | Dallewal reJectS appealtoendfast

RucHixa M KHANNA

TRIRUNE NEWS SERVICE

CHANDIGARH, FEBRUARY 22

No headway could be
reached in the second round
of talks between the protest-
ing farmers and a central
team comprising three minis-
ters here tonight as the farm
unions remained adamant on
their demands, including a
legal guarantee on the MSP
of crops. The two sides decid-
ed to hold further discussions
on March 19.

The central team, compris-
ing ministers Shivraj Singh
Chouhan (Agriculture and
Farmers Welfare), Piyush Goy-
al (Commerce and Industry)
and Pralhad Joshi (Consumer
Affairs and Food & Public Dis-
tribution), insisted that the
government was “‘committed
to not only purchasing crops
on the MSE but also support-
ing farmer welfare schemes”,

Speaking to the media after
the meeting, Chouhan said
the discussions took placeina
cordial atmosphere. “We
heard the views of farmer
leaders Jagjit Singh Dallewal
and Sarwan Singh Pandher. A
very good discussion took
place. The talks will continue

CONTINUED ON PAGE 7
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FARM UHIOHS TO DECiDE
ON FEB 25 MARCH TOD#Y

_ | ®Fan Farm untons wrll deche on

|

Sunday whether to go ahead
with Delhi march on Feb 25
® Union leader Sarwan Singh
Pandher said they would hold
anintemal meeting of all
unions to take a call onthis

DON'T GIVE IN TO GOVT
PRESSURE: SKM PANEL

| AnSKM panel comprising Buta

Burjgill, Ruldu Mansa and Buta
Shadipur has wamed the unions
engaged in talks with the Centre
against going soft ontheirdemands

<< Union ministers Shivraj Singh

| Chouhan and Pralhad Joshi greet

farm leaders Jagiit Singh Dallewal
and Sarwan Singh Pandher. en

Planto check distresssale of crops in works: Centre

NEW DELHI, FEBRUARY 22
Union Agriculture Minister
Shivraj Singh Chouhan on Sat-
urday said the government was
working on ascheme to prevent
distress sale of farm produce.

The minister mentioned the
sale of fruits and vegetables at
throwaway prices. ‘Jahan bhi
takleefein dekh rahe hain,

hum yojana bana rahe hain
(we are framing schemes
wherever we are witnessing
irritants),” he said. He was
speaking after inaugurating
the Pusa Krishi Vigyan Mela.
The fair that opened today will
continue till February 24.
The minister said new seed

- varieties_and ffﬂpfecluwb
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gies would be taken to farmers
toboost their income. Flagging
a series of meetings he has had
with farmers directly and
through organisations,

Chouhan said the ministry was
trying to understand the prob-
lems of the sector and would
accordingly frame schemes,
H&.;.a.ldy some issues were
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under the Centre’s considera- 1
tion. “Prices are low at the |
farm gate level but consumers |
are paying higher rates. Farm-
ers are gefting paid less for the
produce and consumers are
shelling out more. Whois tak- |
ing the profit in the middle? \
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These profit margins need to [«

Le reduced,” he said, —TNS \
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Hyacinth invades

BIJENDRA AHLAWAT

TRIBUNE NEWS SERVICE

FARIDABAD, FEBRUARY 22

The process of refilling Bad-
khal lake with water from
sewage treatment plant (STP)
is almost complete under the
Rs 79 crore revival project,
but the water body has got
infested with hyacinth (wild
weed). This has forced the
authorities concerned to plan
a cleansing drive.

Costing several lakhs, the
cleaning work is proposed tobe
allotted under the CSR initia-
tive soon, it is revealed.

The Faridabad Smart City
Limited (FSCL), which has
been carrying out the lake
project under the Smart City
drive, will allot the work for
cleaning the weeds and the
authorities propose to com-
plete it by March-end, reveal
sources in the administration.

Though some of the gov-
ernment departments and
agencies have exhibited
interest in taking up the

The cleaning work of Badkhal lake in Faridabad is likely to be allotted under thq CSR initiative. TRIBUNE PHOTO.

cleaning work, the final allot-
ment is expected to be done
before the completion of the
ongoing structural develop-
ment work, it is claimed.
Hyacinth had started grow-
ing as soon as the water start-
ed flowing into the lake from
the STP about two years ago.
While a tender of Rs 3 crore
for the work of phytoremedi-
ation for removal of the

weeds had been floated last
year, the process was with-
drawn due to overpricing,
claim sources in the FSCL.
Phytoremediation is a tech-
nology which uses ‘living
plants to clean up soil, air and
water contaminated with
hazardous contaminants. .

.Sunil Harsana, an environ-
mentalist, said that as water
hyacinth *(Eichhornia cras-

sipes) is one of the most inva-

" sive aquatic plant species, it

could multiply rapidly on the
water surface and cover large
areas within a short time. He
said the weed might be harm-
ful to aquatic life and could
obstruct boating, which is like-
ly to be the main feature of this
tourist spot. The dense growth
could also provide an ideal
breeding site for mosquitoes

Badkhal lake, cleaning drive soon

and other insects, it is added.
The revival work of the lake,
Spread over 42 acres, was
1aunched1n2019 according to
officials who claim that refill-
ing work has been completed
with the help of the STP. The
development of facilities relat-
ed to structures like Marina
bay and Bundh (embank-
ment) to make it tourist-
friendly spot has also been
moving towards completion
asover 80 per cent of the work
has been accomplished. The
Marina and Bundh structure
would” have two levels of
decks for leisure, sightseeing
and food courts. The 600m-
long bay will also provide a
boating facility, it is revealed.
Sanjay Joon, Divisional
Commissioner and CEO
FSCL, said the lake revival
project would be completed
by March 31 and the work of
removal of the weeds from
the lake is likely to be handed
over to some competent
authority or department soon.
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Centre to form national-level panel to

promote natural farming: Minister

Expresses concern over md:scnmmate use of chemmal fertmsers

TRIBUNE NEWS SERVICE

KURUKSHETRA, FEBRUARY 22

Union Agriculture Minister
Shivrgj Singh Chouhan today
expressed concern over the
indiscriminate use of chemical
fertilisers and said a national-
level committee would be
formed to promote natural
farming in the country.

The Union Minister today
visited the agricultural fields
where natural farming is
being done under the supervi-
sion of Gujarat Governor
Acharya Devvrat at Kainthla
village of Kurukshetra.

He said, “Due to indiscrimi-
nate use of chemical-based
fertilisers, the fertility of land
is decreasing, beneficial
insects are getting killed and
the chemically grown pro-
duce has become a cause for
many diseases. If the situa-
tionisnot changed, the future
generations will not forgive
us. We have to move towards
natural farming.

Union Agriculture Minister Shivraj Smgh Chouhan at Kainthla village on Saturday.

“There are nnsconcepuons
that the yield will be lower in
natural farming. With all confi-
dence, I want to tell farmers
that if natural farming is done
in a proper manner, the yield
will increase. With natural

- farming, along with intercrop-

ping, farmers can get better
results. It will be beneficial for

the land '000,” said Chouhan.
The Union Agriculture Min-
ister said, “Soon, we will form

a national-level committee

and make efforts to start a
movement to promote natu-
ral farming. Through- this
committee, we will urge farm-
ers to start adopting the tech-
niques of natural farming

from a small piece of land and
then expand gradually after
taking proper training. Farm-
ers of the country will be
made aware about adopting
natural farming and the farm-
ers will also be given fraining.

- The citizens will be able to get

vegetables, grains and fruits
without pesticides.”

e
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Ursula von der Leyen

~ Teamof European
' Commission set
. for2-day India visit

NEW DELHI, FEBRUARY 22
A full delegation of the Euro-
pean Commission will visit
India on February 21-28 for a
t plenary session with Prime
¢ Minister Narendra Modi to dis-
 cuss trade, economic security
s andresilient supply chains.
During this visit, the second
meeting of the EU-India Trade
t  and Technology Council (TTC)
t will take place, covering key
" topics such as clean technolo- |
gies, digital infrastructure and
trade system compatibility.
The Ministry of External
Affairs announced on Satur-
day that European Commis-
sion President Ursula von der
Leyen will be accompanied by
the European Union College
of Commissioners on an offi-
cial visit to India. ,
This marks the first-ever vis-
itofthe EU College of Commis-
sioners as a group to India and
one of their first collective visits
since the start of the current
European Commission’s man-
date in December 2024, follow-
ing the European parliamen-
tary elections in June 2024.
President von der Leyen’s
visit follows the announcement
of a new strategic agenda for
EU:India relatiqns, This will be
her third visit to India, having
* previously visited for a bilateral
meeting in April 2022 and to
attend the G20 summit in Sep-
tember 2023. She and PM Modi
have also met regularly on the
sidelines of multilateral forums.
India and the European

Union have been strategic
partners since 2004, = TNS
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Guchchhi,

the elusive

Bia. W

L

PADAM PARKASH BHOJVAID

-4 gises human beings, driving them for-
M. ward in their daily toil. A right mix of
the basics — fats, carbohydrates and pro-
teins —forms a balanced diet, sufficient for
anybody, anywhere in the world. But evolu-
tion and affluence have played their part,
shaping our palates with a spectrum of
flavours, textures and rarities. What we eat
is no longer just about sustenance; it is
about identity, status and, sometimes,
sheer indulgence.

}“’“ﬂ OOD, it is said, is fuel —fuel that ener-

A kilo of dried mushroom can cost
up to ¥50,000; it’s a taste of
privilege, and a tale of inequality

Guchchhihas | Some foods remain humble, feeding the
an earthy, masses. Others, however, ascend into the
nuttyaroma | rarefied realms of luxury, reserved for
andumami- | thosewho can afford their exorbitant price
ladentaste. | tags. From glistening pearls of caviar tothe
PHOTO BY silky allure of the finest chocolates, from
THE WRITER blue fin tuna sashimi to truffle-infused

risottos — certain delicacies whisper of
exclusivity. Among them is one of the most
elusive and eéxpensive mushrooms:

' quchchhi’ (Morshella: esculainta) of Thorel =

mushroom, nature’s clandestine bounty,
hiding in the misty folds of the Himalayas.

Guchchhi is a fugitive of the fungal
world, defying human attempts at cultiva-
tion. It does not sprout from orderly beds
in climatecontrolled greenhouses, nor
does it submit to the predictable rhythms
of agriculture. Instead, it emerges unbid-
den, its wrinkled, honeycomb-like caps
pushing through the damp leaflitter of the
Himalayan forests.

This enigmatic mushroom is found at ele-
vations between 2,500m and 3,500m, thriv-
ing in the temperate forests of Himachal
Pradesh, Uttarakhand and Kashmir; born
of snow, raised by deodars. Its preferred
companions are the mighty deodar cedal's,
the very trees that give these forests their
ethereal, cathedral-like silence. Guchchhi

e

van treasure

thrives in soil enriched by decaying wood,
growing in scattered clusters after winters

of heavy snowfall. As spring awakens the
highlands, melting snow seeps into the
earth, triggering the miraculous, almost
mystical, emergence of these mushrooms,

Their life cycle is as secretive as their
habitat. The spores, invisible to the naked
eye, remain dormant in the forest floor,
awaiting the perfect confluence of mois-
ture, temperature, and organic decay.
Unlike their domesticated fungal cousins
— button mgshrooms or oyster mush-
rooms — guchchhis refuse to be tamed. No
scientific breakthrough has yet succeeded
in their artificial cultivation, ensuring that
every guchchhi ever savoured has been
foraged from the wild, hand-plucked by
weather-worn fingers of villagers who
know the land like their own pulse.

If guchchhi were merely another mush-
room, itwould have remained a footnote in
the Himalayan folklore. But nature has
endowed it with an earthy, nutty aroma
and a deeply umami-laden taste — an
alchemy of flavours that elevates even the
humblest broth into a dish fit for royalty.

Luxury restaurants in Delhi, Mumbai
and Paris auction these mushrooms to the
highest bidder. A kilogram of dried guchch-
hi can command anywhere between
30,000 and ¥50,000 ($400-$600). In compar-
ison, the villagers who brave the steep
inclines and bone-chilling winds to harvest
them earn barely a fraction of that sum.
These foragers — often women and young
children — trudge through treacherous
slopes, eyes scanning the undergrowth.
Eachguchchhi they collectis a prize, yet, hy
the time it travels down the convoluted
supply chain — passing through middle-
men, dealers, exporters and high-end
retailers —its price inflates, and the origi-
nal harvester' remains trapped in the

_ unyielding clasp of poverty.

- There is no legal framework governing
the sale of these mushrooms. Unlike saf-

a structured system, guchchhi remains an
orphan of the economy. There are no coop-
eratives, no procurement schemes, and no |
fair-trade certifications to ensure equitable |

earnings for the real collectors. Therefore, |

one can say that guchchhi is a taste of priv-
ilege, and a tale of inequality.

In a world that worships gourmet exclu-
sivity, the irony of guchchhi is stark. A bite

traded under . |-

of guchchhi-infused risotto or a bowl of
creamy morel soup is not just a gastronom-
ic experience, it is an unwitting participa- ‘
tion in a system where the ones who gath- l
er and deliver nature’s treasures remain
nameless. Perhaps, the real delicacy here [
is not the mushroom itself, but the taste of
justice — a flavour yet to be cultivated.

— Thewriter is a retired Indian

PForest Service officer
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—~eHERE'S magic in  watching
*Himalayan meadows' bloom, as
flowers of myriad colours and
shapes sproutup on the green grass
£ once the snows relent. It is within
this endearing tapestry of natural beauty that
one can make an acquaintance with bumble-
bees, flitting restlessly between blossoms, their
fuzzy bodies dusted in golden pollen, defying
the thin air and cold with a fervour that belies
their gentle appearance.

Bumblebees are vital pollinators in the
Himalaya and the Northern Hemisphere as a
whole, especially forwild flowering plant species
in higher elevations where other pollinators can-
not survive. These industrious insects exhibit
remarkable adaptations that enable them to
thrive in cold, high-altitude environments.

One of the most intriguing aspects of bum-
blebees is their ability to fly despite having a
large body mass relative to theirwing size. This
apparent paradox is resolved through their
unique flight mechanics. By rapidly flapping
their wings in a figure-of-eight pattern, they
create little pockets of air, or vortices, that gen-
erate lift, which allows them to hover and nav-
igate efficiently in the thin air.

Their thick, insulating body hair, known as
‘pile’, helps conserve heat and increases the

surface area for pollen to stick to their bodies as
they travel across nearly 6,000 flowers on a
WE day. Additionally, they possess the
ability to shiver their flight muscles and gener-
ate body heat, an important pre-condition for
many insects to be able to fly.

Bumblebees are among the most effective

_ pollinators in the sub-alpine and alpine

Bumblebes, buzzin agal

_Bumblebees face severe threats from climate
change and human activities. PHOTOBY THE WRITER

ecosystems. Their robust bodies and long
tongues enable them to access nectar from a
variety of flowering plants, including those
that other pollinators cannot reach. Species
such as' the Himalayan blue poppy and
Rhododendron rely heavily on bumblebee
pollination for reproduction.

Tbday, bumblebees face severe threats from
climate change and human activities. Rising

temperatures are altering flowering times and,

shrinking their suitable habitats, while the per-
vasive use of pesticides threatens their popula-
tions by directly causing mortality or impairing
foraging and navigation skills.
Theiractivity notonly supports plant biodiver-
sity, but also sustains the livelihoods of local
communities. Consider the case of apple planta-
tions, where bumblebees, along with' other
species like honeybees, are important pollina-
tors. As the populations of these species decline,

nst the odds

farmers in some regions of China, and even in

the Western Himalayan regions of Himachal
‘Pradesh and Uftarakhand, have been forced to

pollinate the crops by hand, a time-consuming
and labour-intensive process.

The absence of bumblebees in high-altitude
Himalayan ecosystemns could trigger an ecolog-
ical collapse. Without these pollinators, the
reproduction of many alpine plants would be
severely compromised, leading to a decline in
plant diversity. This, in turn, would affect herbi-
vores that depend on these plants for food, sub-
sequently impacting the entire food web, while
also accelerating soil erosion. -

Protecting bumblebees requires urgent
action. By restricting the use of harmful pesti-
cides and promoting sustainable alternatives,
such as organic farming and integrated pest
management, farmers can protect pollinators
and maintain their crop yields.

Equally important is the need for dedicated
research to better understand bumblebee ecol-
ogy, behaviour and population dynamics in
wild areas. Awareness campaigns are also vital
in ensuring that people understand and appre-
ciate the indispensable yet sometimes hidden
role of bumblebees. _

Itis a cathartic experience watching bumble-
bees dance from bloom to bloom, their plump
bodies defying gravity with an energy that
seems borrowed from the sun itself. Some-
times, in a nectar-fuelled revelry, they get too
drunk and drowsy to continue, curling up
unconscious inside flowers like tiny, slhumber-
ing pilgrims in nature’s delicate inns.

Their ceaseless hum is not just the sound of
life in motion, but a reminder of nature’s deli-

cate balance, one that we must protect.
— The writer is an outdoor enthusiast
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