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Tackling the crisis of rising global food prices 

• The recent spike in food 

prices has been triggered 

by supply disruptions due 

to COVID-19 and further 

aggravated by the Russia-

Ukraine war.  

• Another factor 

underlying the rising 

trend and spikes in food 

prices is the diversion of 

food for biofuel needs. 

The proportion of 

vegetable oil used for 

biodiesel increased from 

1% in 2003 to 11% in 

2011; it went up to more 

than 15% in 2021.  

• This is further related to 

energy prices. When 

crude prices increase 

beyond a certain level it 

becomes economical to 

use oilseeds and grains 

for biodiesel and ethanol, 

respectively. The second 

reason for the use of food crops for biofuel is the mandate to increase the share of 

renewable energy resources. 

• Food prices are also expected to go up in the current and next harvest season because 

of an increase in the prices of fertilizer and other agrochemicals. The international price 

of fertilizer increased by 150% between April 2021 and April 2022.  

Implications for India 

• Export and imports in the agriculture sector constituted 13% of gross value added in 

agriculture during 2020-21. Therefore, some transmission of an increase in global 

prices on domestic prices is inevitable. 
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• This transmission of global prices to the domestic market can be moderated through 

trade policy and other instruments. This is precisely what India has been doing to 

balance the interests of producers and consumers and in protecting the economy against 

excessive volatility in international prices.  

• The policy of having a buffer stock of food staples has also been very helpful in 

maintaining price stability, especially in the wake of global food crises. 

Wheat export restrictions 

• A closer examination of data reveals that India’s action to ban or restrict food exports 

is not disrupting its normal exports. India was a very small exporter of wheat, with its 

share in the global wheat trade ranging between 0.1% to 1% during 2015-16 to 2020-

21.  

• Despite the ban, the export of wheat this year will be much higher than the average 

wheat export from India in recent years. 

• The international market is looking for around 50 million tonnes of wheat to 

compensate for the disruption in wheat exports from Russia and Ukraine. This is close 

to half the wheat production in the country and more than two-thirds of the wheat that 

comes to the market.  

• If India had not imposed a ban on wheat export, it would have resulted in a severe 

shortage of wheat within the country. No responsible country would jeopardise its own 

food security by allowing excess exports. 

Way forward: 

• India should continue with a policy of strategic liberalisation, as followed in the past, 

to balance the interests of producers and consumers.  

• The world requires new breakthroughs such as Green Revolution technology 

• This, in turn, requires increased spending on agriculture research and development 

• Biofuel protocols have contributed to the global food crisis for the second time in the 

last 15 years. Diversion of land under food crops and food output for biofuel should be 

carefully calibrated  

• Factors related to climate change are going to be an additional source of supply shocks 

in the years ahead. Therefore, the global community must plan to have a global buffer 

stock of food in order to ensure reasonable stability in food prices and supply. 
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Environmental governance at the centre stage 

The global environmental discourse has been shaped by four events.  

• The first three were the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962, Paul 

Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb in 1968, and the Club of Rome’s The Limits to Growth 

in early 1972.  

• The fourth was Indira Gandhi’s speech at the first-ever United Nations Conference on 

the Human Environment in Stockholm 50 years ago today.  

• Her address, which looked at environmental issues from a development perspective and 

at developmental challenges from an ecological standpoint, has gone into history as a 

milestone. 

A naturalist 

• Indira Gandhi had already established her credentials as a naturalist when she spoke at 

Stockholm.  

• She had reactivated the Indian Board of Wildlife in July 1969  

• Hosted the Tenth General Assembly of the International Union for Conservation of 

Nature  

• She had started paying attention to protecting sanctuaries  

• Deputed the famed ornithologist Salim Ali to the Ramsar Convention to protect 

wetlands  

• She had launched India’s first species conservation programme at Gir for the Asiatic 

Lion in January 1972 and had started preparations for Project Tiger, which came into 

being in April 1973.  

• The Wildlife Protection Bill was ready to be enacted by Parliament and it became law 

in September 1972.  

• Discussions with States to bring legislation to deal with water pollution had been 

initiated and this would materialise two years later when pollution control boards would 

also come into being. 

A speech for all times 

• One line in that historic speech — perhaps her greatest and most quoted — continues 

to get attention. One version has her saying “Poverty is the greatest polluter”.  
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• In another version, she is recalled as declaring “Poverty is the worst form of pollution”. 

Actually, she said no such thing. The line in her speech added at the last minute reads, 

“Are not poverty and need the greatest polluters?”  

• She said this to bring home to the West that developing countries like India have their 

own pressing challenges in raising the standard of living of millions of their citizens.  

• She underscored the injustice and inequity in the fact that countries with a small fraction 

of the world’s population consumed the bulk of the natural resources causing far greater 

environmental degradation than what countries like India were doing.  

• Quoting from the Atharva Veda, she ended by drawing attention to how ancient 

Indians had recognised the need for ecological balance: What of thee I dig out/Let 

that quickly grow over/Let me not hit thy vitals/Or thy heart. 

 


