It’s problem of plenty for
Bengal potato growers
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Burdwan/Hooghly: Not a crop failure,
it’s a bumper produce that is dogging the
potato growers of Bengal.

And the story of their plight remains
largely untold while the opposition and
the government fight over the farmer
deaths across south Bengal. The farmers
— who fail to get enough price even
after a bumper harvest — remain in
the dark themselves, forgotten by the pow-
ersthatbe.

Twopotatofarmersin Burdwan ended
their lives in the past two weeks. It's said
that it was the bumper crop that forced

them to take the extreme step. Because of--.

abumper crop, therenow is a huge gap be-
tween the actual price and what the farm-
ers should have got for their produce.
Here is a story of two farmers from
Shaktigarh, Burdwan. Seikh Sukur Ali
and his brother Seikh Ali Hussein had
cultivated potato on nine bighas. They al-
socultivated potatofor PepsiCoonamuch
smaller plot of 9 acres under contract
farming. PepsiCo will buy their produce
at Rs 275 per bag of 50 kg. But they are not
getting Rs 135 a bag for the Pokhraj varie-
‘ty they grew on their 9-bigha land. “And

the A-1, Jyoti and Chandramukhi varie-

ties will be reaped in the last week of Feb-
ruary or the first week of March,” Seikh
Sukur Ali says. He has already taken an

" Rs 70,000 loan from SBI for cultivating po-
tato. He took the loan for he couldn’t sell
460 bags of paddy of the past season.

West Bengal Cold Storage Association
vice-president Patit Paban De said, “Even
asthe government’s yearend deadline got
over, there are nearly one lakh tonne of
potato lying unsold in 405 cold storages
across the state. The cold storages need to

. be cleared now for the new crop. Farmers
are now selling the crop for whatever
pricethey get. For a 50-kg bag they are get-
ting not more than Rs 100 even if it's sold
in Orissa; where the cost and transporta-
tion prices make it nearly Rs 175 of a 50
kilogram packet.”

Susanta Saha (24) cuts a desolate fig-
ure in Memari’s Rajpur’. His father Ami-
va Saha had committed suicide. The first
thing Sushanta says is that he would nev-
erreturnback tothefield —agraduate, he
works in a private firm in Malda and
would continue with it. “My father com-
mitted suicide due to debt in market.
‘We have failed to sell the paddy of last sea-
son but still cultivated potato on 8 bighas
of land. The crop is still in the field and
will be reaped on March, but due to poor
market price he chose to end his life in
frustration. The state government in-
stead of helping usisclaimingthathe was
a heart patient and committed suicide as
he could not bear the treatment of heart
ailment. I have to sell the crop in the mar-
ket to get relief on his bank loan and re-

iction in other major potato
o m@aﬂdpﬂﬂ]aﬁ' which

[ '_a!tygoudtrnsyaaren
favorable weather

traditional potato export
Bihar, Andhra Pradesh,

_. gnlng in for distress sel'liﬂﬁ. .
® The re:mlt take for example the

theyneedtoseﬁthfs' aﬂeastmper

Orssa maket. s 100 per 01 mm&-?

Sekgpaclcetto i ‘money

mvested S

WHAT'S THF. m DOING?

o The state had extended the deadlw

for storage of potato till De:

has further extended it till DemmberBI
— in order to help release the

quantity of produce.

© The state government hasmctiﬁned
Rs 400 crore to wmmewperaﬁm

under Confed,

year to purc

however, remaine

that the potatoes

from farmers. The

hawevven was}ust a drop inthe:

turn back to my workplace,” Sushanta
says. His uncle, Ashok Saha alleges, “The
local MLA has never been to our home,
how they would know why he ended his
life for.” The anger is evident which the
opposition isfanning.

West Midnapore, Bankura, Burdwan
and Hooghly account for almost theentire
potato produce — Hooghly with 27 lakh
metric tonne potato last year topped the
charts. The problem isn’t that acute
Hooghly’s 137 cold storages, like in the
other districts. The same pictures greet
one in Bankura. Asit Das, a Baital villag-
er,isyet toputafiguretohisactualloses—
the second vear in a row. MeghrajBhadra,
aKotulpur resident who works in his field
and also trades potatoes, says he’d culti-
vated in 10 bigha of land. “The initial har-
vest is unsold; I really don’t know what I
will do with thenew crop.”

Chittaranjan Banerjee, Director,
Burdwan Central Cooperative Bank said
that the government deadline to clear out

the cold storage stocks is leading to dis-.

tress sales of potato in 105 cold storages
(in Burdwan) at Rs 70 per 50 kg packet,
which meansamere Rs.1.30 per kilogram.

Potatoes are sold in the retail market
at nothing less than Rs 10 per kilogram
even to this day Banerjee explaining
the distress says of the Rs 76 crore dis-
bursed last year to potato cultivators, only
2 per cent has been recovered. This year,
another Rs 80 crore has been disbursed.
For an average farmer in Bengal — heavi-
ly dependent on Boro and Rabi cultivation
— a poor price for paddy first, followed by
an even worse price for potatoes has left
them reeling.

Would Bengal then continue to suffer
after a bumper harvest? Both Banerjee
and De feel that the solution lays partly
in gnvernment playing a more active
role to export potatoes to Sri Lanka, Ban-
gladesh and Arab counties, where local
consumption is more than they produce.
The farmers also need to opt for alterna-
tive farming of mustard, cereals and
wheat — which the state imports from
outside. AMinimum Support Price (MSP)
can also stop farmers being victimized by
unscrupulous agents. The farmers also
should also'consider using organic fertil-
izers as the cost of chemmalfenmzers is
very high.



