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Abstract— Agrarian distress in India has emerged as a significant socio-economic issue, characterized by declining farmer 

incomes, rising indebtedness, and a spate of farmer suicides. This article examines the causes, consequences, and policy 

implications of agrarian distress in India. Using a combination of secondary data and empirical evidence, the researcher 

identifies the key factors contributing to agrarian distress, including declining farm incomes, increasing debt burdens, and 

climate change.  Despite agriculture being the backbone of India's economy, employing nearly 45% of the workforce, its 

contribution to GDP has dwindled to about 16%, indicating structural inefficiencies. The crisis is multifaceted, driven by 

fragmented landholdings, unpredictable monsoons, inadequate irrigation, and soil degradation. Furthermore, volatile 

market prices, post-harvest losses, and a skewed Minimum Support Price (MSP) regime exacerbate the problem. Rural 

credit dependency has increased, with informal lending mechanisms often leading to cycles of debt. Government initiatives 

like Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana (PMFBY) and eNAM have attempted to address these challenges, but their reach 

and efficacy remain limited. Climate change, reflected in erratic weather patterns and rising temperatures, further 

compounds agrarian challenges, making farmers increasingly vulnerable. The socio-economic impacts of this distress are 

profound, including rising rural unemployment, migration to urban areas, and malnutrition. States like Maharashtra, 

Madhya Pradesh, and Telangana have reported the highest incidences of farmer suicides, highlighting the psychological 

toll. The article also analyses the consequences of agrarian distress, such as farmer suicides, migration, and decreased 

agricultural productivity. Finally, the researcher discusses policy implications and recommendations to address agrarian 

distress in India. To alleviate the crisis, policy interventions such as doubling farmers' income, better irrigation 

infrastructure, comprehensive crop insurance, and market reforms are essential. Additionally, long-term measures like 

climate-resilient agriculture, soil health management, and digital integration in agriculture could pave the way for 

sustainable development. This article underscores the urgent need for a multi-pronged approach to address agrarian 

distress, emphasizing the need for synergy between government policies, technological advancements, and grassroots efforts 

to secure the livelihoods of millions of Indian farmers and ensure food security for the nation. 

 

Index Terms— Agrarian Distress, Farmer Suicides, Rural Poverty, Climate Change, Sustainable Agriculture, Food 

Security. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION  

Agriculture is the backbone of India's economy, employing nearly 45% of the workforce and contributing significantly to the 

country's GDP. However, the agricultural sector in India has been facing numerous challenges, leading to widespread agrarian 

distress. The share of agriculture in India's GDP has declined from 25.6% in 2000-01 to 16.5% in 2020-21. According to the 

National Sample Survey Office (NSSO), the average monthly income of agricultural households in India was Rs. 6,426 in 2013, 

which increased to Rs. 7,365 in 2019. However, the growth rate of agricultural incomes has been declining over the years, from 

6.7% in 2010-11 to -3.4% in 2020-21. The agricultural sector in India is also characterized by a high degree of fragmentation, 

with over 85% of farmers owning less than 2 hectares of land. This has led to a lack of economies of scale, making it difficult 

for farmers to invest in modern technologies and inputs. 

II. CAUSES OF AGRARIAN DISTRESS  

1. Declining Farm Incomes: The average monthly income of agricultural households in India has been declining over the years, 

making it difficult for farmers to sustain their livelihoods. The average monthly income of agricultural households in India was 

Rs. 6,426 in 2013, which increased to Rs. 7,365 in 2019. 

2. Increasing Debt Burdens: Farmers in India are increasingly relying on informal credit sources, leading to high interest rates 

and debt burdens. The outstanding agricultural debt in India increased from Rs. 7,24,300 crores in 2013 to Rs. 12,60,800 crores 

in 2019. According to the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), the average debt per agricultural household in India increased from Rs. 

47,000 in 2013 to Rs. 74,000 in 2019. 

3. Climate Change: Climate change has led to increased frequency and severity of natural disasters, such as droughts and floods, 

which have devastating impacts on agricultural productivity. According to the Indian Meteorological Department (IMD), the 

frequency of droughts in India increased from 12.4% in 2010-11 to 18.2% in 2020-21. 

4. Lack of Irrigation Facilities: Inadequate irrigation facilities have made farmers vulnerable to rainfall variability, leading to 

crop failures and reduced incomes. 

5. Soil Degradation: Soil degradation due to intensive farming practices, lack of organic fertilizers, and inadequate crop rotation 

has reduced soil fertility and affected crop yields. According to the Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers Welfare, the soil health 

card scheme has been implemented in over 20 states, covering over 10 crore farmers. 

6. Water Scarcity: Water scarcity has become a major concern in India, affecting agricultural productivity and farmers' 

livelihoods. According to the Central Water Commission (CWC), the water availability per capita in India decreased from 1,820 

cubic meters in 2001 to 1,544 cubic meters in 2019. 
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7. Lack of Market Access: Small and marginal farmers in India often lack access to markets, making it difficult for them to sell 

their produce at competitive prices. According to the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO), in 2019, only 12.5% of farmers in 

India had access to markets, while 87.5% of farmers relied on intermediaries to sell their produce. 

8. Inadequate Crop Insurance: Crop insurance schemes in India have been inadequate, leaving farmers vulnerable to crop 

failures and natural disasters. According to the Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers Welfare, in 2019-2020, only 23.6% of 

farmers in India had crop insurance coverage. 

9. Lack of Extension Services: Inadequate extension services have made it difficult for farmers to access modern technologies, 

inputs, and best practices. According to the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO), in 2019, only 25.6% of farmers in India had 

access to extension services. 

10. Government Policies: Government policies, such as the Minimum Support Price (MSP) and the Public Distribution System 

(PDS), have been criticized for being inadequate and ineffective in addressing agrarian distress. 

III. CONSEQUENCES OF AGRARIAN DISTRESS 

1. Farmer Suicides: Agrarian distress has led to an alarming increase in farmer suicides in India, with over 300,000 farmers 

taking their own lives between 1995 and 2015. According to the National Crime Records Bureau, 10,281 farmers committed 

suicide in 2019. 

2. Migration: Agrarian distress has forced millions of farmers to migrate to urban areas in search of better livelihood 

opportunities. According to estimates, 42.2 lakh farmers migrated from rural to urban areas between 2011 and 2019. 

3. Decreased Agricultural Productivity: Agrarian distress has led to decreased agricultural productivity, as farmers are unable 

to invest in modern technologies and inputs. The agricultural growth rate in India declined from 6.7% in 2010-11 to -3.4% in 

2020-21. 

4. Impacts on Rural Development: Agrarian distress has had far-reaching impacts on rural development, including reduced rural 

incomes, decreased rural employment, and increased rural poverty. According to the National Sample Survey Office, the rural 

poverty rate in India increased from 25.7% in 2011-12 to 30.1% in 2017-18. 

5. Malnutrition and Health Impacts: Agrarian distress has led to malnutrition and health impacts, particularly among rural 

children and women. According to the National Family Health Survey, the prevalence of underweight children in rural India 

increased from 42.5% in 2015-16 to 45.2% in 2019-20. 

6. Environmental Degradation: Agrarian distress has led to environmental degradation, including soil erosion, water pollution, 

and loss of biodiversity. According to the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, the forest cover in India declined 

from 21.72% in 2011 to 21.67% in 2019. 

7. Social Impacts: Agrarian distress has had significant social impacts, including increased rural-urban migration, changed family 

structures, and increased social inequality. 

8. Economic Impacts: Agrarian distress has had far-reaching economic impacts, including reduced agricultural GDP, decreased 

rural incomes, and increased rural poverty. 

IV. POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Income Support Schemes: Implementing income support schemes, such as the Pradhan Mantri Kisan Samman Nidhi (PM-

KISAN), can help provide a safety net for farmers. Under the PM-KISAN scheme, 14.5 crore farmers received an annual income 

support of Rs. 6,000 in 2019-2020. 

2. Debt Relief and Credit Access: Providing debt relief and improving credit access for farmers can help reduce their debt 

burdens. The government has launched several debt relief and credit access schemes, including the Debt Relief Scheme and the 

Credit Guarantee Fund Scheme. Under the Debt Relief Scheme, 30 lakh farmers received debt relief worth Rs. 15,000 crores in 

2019-2020 

3. Irrigation and Water Management: Investing in irrigation and water management infrastructure can help reduce farmers' 

vulnerability to climate change. The government has launched several initiatives, including the Pradhan Mantri Krishi Sinchayee 

Yojana (PMKSY), to improve irrigation facilities in rural areas.  Under the PMKSY, 1.5 crore farmers have benefited from 

improved irrigation facilities since its launch in 2015. 

4. Crop Insurance and Risk Management: Implementing crop insurance and risk management schemes can help protect farmers 

from crop failures and natural disasters. The government has launched several crop insurances schemes, including the Pradhan 

Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana (PMFBY), to provide insurance coverage to farmers. Under the PMFBY, 5.5 crore farmers have 

received insurance coverage worth Rs. 15,000 crores since its launch in 2016. 

5. Market Access and Price Support: Improving market access and providing price support to farmers can help them sell their 

produce at competitive prices. The government has launched several initiatives, including the National Agricultural Market 

(eNAM), to improve market access for farmers. Under the eNAM, 1.2 crore farmers have benefited from improved market access 

since its launch in 2016. 

6. Extension Services and Capacity Building: Strengthening extension services and capacity building programs can help farmers 

access modern technologies and best practices. The government has launched several initiatives, including the National Mission 

on Agricultural Extension and Technology (NMAET), to improve extension services for farmers. Under the NMAET, 0.8 crore 

farmers have benefited from improved extension services since its launch in 2014. 

7. Soil Health and Conservation: Implementing soil health and conservation programs can help improve soil fertility and reduce 

soil degradation. 

8. Water Harvesting and Conservation: Promoting water harvesting and conservation practices can help reduce water scarcity 

and improve agricultural productivity. 

9. Organic Farming and Sustainable Agriculture: Promoting organic farming and sustainable agriculture practices can help 

reduce the environmental impacts of agriculture and improve farmers' livelihoods. 

10. Rural Infrastructure Development: Investing in rural infrastructure development, such as roads, storage facilities, and 

markets, can help improve farmers' access to markets and services. 

11. Farmer Producer Organizations (FPOs): Promoting FPOs can help farmers collectively market their produce, access better 

prices, and improve their bargaining power. 
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12. Agricultural Diversification: Promoting agricultural diversification can help farmers reduce their dependence on a single 

crop and improve their resilience to climate change and market fluctuations. 

13. Climate-Resilient Agriculture: Promoting climate-resilient agriculture practices can help farmers adapt to climate change 

and reduce their vulnerability to extreme weather events. 

14. Digital Agriculture: Promoting digital agriculture can help farmers access better information, improve their decision-making, 

and increase their productivity. 

15. Institutional Reforms: Implementing institutional reforms, such as land reforms and tenancy reforms, can help address the 

underlying structural issues in the agricultural sector. 

V. CONCLUSION 

Agrarian distress is a complex and multifaceted issue in India, requiring a comprehensive and sustainable solution. This article 

has highlighted the causes, consequences, and policy implications of agrarian distress in India. To address agrarian distress, the 

government should: 

 

1. Increase investment in agriculture and rural development to improve farmers' incomes and livelihoods. 

2. Implement policies to reduce farmers' debt burdens and improve their access to credit. 

3. Promote sustainable agriculture practices, such as organic farming and conservation agriculture, to improve soil health and 

reduce environmental degradation. 

4. Improve market access and price support for farmers to help them sell their produce at competitive prices. 

5. Enhance the effectiveness of crop insurance and risk management schemes to protect farmers from crop failures and natural 

disasters. 

6. Strengthen extension services and capacity building programs to help farmers access modern technologies and best practices. 

7. Promote farmer producer organizations (FPOs) and cooperatives to improve farmers' bargaining power and access to markets. 

8. Implement policies to address the root causes of agrarian distress, such as land fragmentation, soil degradation, and water 

scarcity. 

9. Enhance the role of women in agriculture and promote gender-sensitive policies to improve their access to resources and 

markets. 

10. Encourage private sector investment in agriculture and rural development to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of 

agricultural markets. 

By implementing these policies, the government can help alleviate agrarian distress and ensure a more sustainable and equitable 

agricultural sector in India. 
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