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INTRODUCTION 

Drought has been constant visitor to India due to 

its tropical situation and erratic and uneven behaviour 

of Indian monsoon. Crops have been subject to failure 

either partly or completely resulting in famine. That 

means, famine is not a new feature in the history of 

India. In the country, famines had occurred in the past 

centuries, and tradition and history have recorded 

gruesome tales of the trail of misery which famines had 

left behind them. During the British rule, India has 

had 22 famines excluding severe scarcity. The immediate 

cause of famine in almost every instance is the failure 

of rains and this cause will continue to operate until 

we have a more extensive system of irrigation. The pro

blem of drought is so acute that every year, some parts 

of the country suffer from drought, Some time drought 

is so extreme in its intensity and spread that it leads 

to a complete failure of crops. Agriculture is the main 

source of livelihood in the country. It contributes 

about 30 per cent of the national income, supplies raw 

materials for a number of important industries 'and pro~ 

vides products for about 20 per cent of the country•s . 

~oreign exchange earnings,· The total are~ of Indi~'is' 

(vi) 
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330 million hectares of this 142 million consists of sown 

area. Of the total sown area only about 30 per cent is 

under irrigation. The disturbing fact is that in spite 

of 40 years of planned development of irrigation about 

70 per cent of the sown area is still dependent on rain

fall. Agriculture provides livelihood to about 70 per 

cent of the country's population; peoples• dependence on 

agriculture is such that when agriculture fails, the 

economy fails and the people particularly the poor starve. 

Common people suffer due to scarcity of water, fodder, 

cereals, pulses and edible oils and due to the rise in 

prices. People have to move from one place to another 

in search of emp~oyment. An adverse impact of drought 

or famine on agriculture produces a chain reaction on all 

the other sectors of the economy. Food production de

clines, employment declines, livestock succumbs. 

It is contended that· sources or livelihood for the 

rural population are getting diversified, and in some 

areas the rapid advance of productivity in agriculture 

has substantially raised the general living standards 

and reduced the insecurity of rural life; in many states 

a wide array of income support schemes provide a measure 
I 

of protection against destitution to poor households, 

and by some accounts at least a discernible trend to-

wards decreasing poverty has emerged since the miq·sixties. 



(viii) 

But even these recent changes in economic opportu

nities and policies do not seem to be adequate for pre

vention of famines. In"the non-irrigated, semi-arid 

parts of India stagnation or near stagnation of yields, 

population pressure and the increasing frequency of 

droughts keep the rural population at the mercy of the 

monsoon, the vulnerability of impoverished classes re

mains and the need persists for a very extensive and ex

pensive relief system. 

In this dissertation, literature on economic causes 

and impact of famine in India is reviewed. In Chapter I, 

causes of famines under the British rule are examined. 

In the second chapter economic impact of famine or 

droughts is discussed briefly. In the third chapter 

efforts for drought mitigation in the post-1947 period 

are reviewed. Famine relief measures which include new 

approach for relief financing are discussed in the·fourth 

chapter and conclusions are presented in the last chapter. 


