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The next Chinese New Year will 
begin on February 12, 2021. It will 
be the year of the Ox. The first real 

publishing season since the pandemic 
started will begin at about the same time. 
In America and elsewhere, I suspect, it 
will be the year of the Diary. 

Writers in lockdown are, like 
everyone else, feeling pale and 
postoperative. A diary, as soldiers, 
prisoners and invalids have long 
understood, can be a good way to write 
oneself out of a bad spot. 

The Chinese novelist Fang Fang 
lives in downtown Wuhan, the 
epicentre of the coronavirus outbreak. 
After that city went into quarantine in 

January, she began keeping an online 
diary about her experience. Wuhan 
remained shut down for 76 days, and is 
still struggling to return to anything 
resembling normalcy. 

In her diary, Fang Fang wrote about 
quotidian things: Food, pets, sleep, 
friends. She talked about weeping, and 
about her country’s mental health. Her 
diary provided a daily catharsis. She 
monitored newspapers and the 
internet, keeping tabs on what was 
happening outside her small  
housing project. 

She told uncomfortable truths about 
China’s fumbling response to the 
outbreak of the coronavirus. Censors 
regularly squelched her. Chinese 
nationalists mounted a trolling 
campaign against her, claiming she was 
besmirching Wuhan’s rosy-cheeked 
image. Her entries began to seem 
 like samizdat.  

She kept at her task. She gradually 
became a national hero, read by millions 
starving for something other than the 
dissembling and patriotic gruel issued 

by the government and by Chinese 
media conglomerates. Her diary has 
now been published in English as an e-
book, Wuhan Diary: Dispatches From a 
Quarantined City. 

Fang Fang captures the shock and 
panic at the start of 
the quarantine; 
people in Wuhan 
had been told that 
the coronavirus was 
“not contagious 
between people,” 
that it was easily 
controllable and not 
to worry. The truth 
hit hard. 

The author is in 
her mid-60s, and 
lives alone with her 
old and increasingly stinky dog. (When 
she runs out of pet food, she feeds her 
dog rice instead.) She takes the 
quarantine seriously. She has diabetes, 
and is aware the virus could kill her. 

She finds much to admire in people’s 
response to the shutdown. Neighbours 

form grocery collectives. When the food 
arrives, they lower buckets from their 
apartment windows and reel it up, as if it 
were minnows in a net. She notes the 
performance of many small kindnesses. 

She has a fascination with the eerie, 
empty city, which is “quiet and beautiful, 
almost majestic,” as long as you aren’t 
sick. Watching the sanitation workers 
stoically going about their tasks fills her 

with emotion. 
At the same 

time, she writes, 
“You begin to see 
things you never 
imagined 
humans were 
capable of.” With 
hospitals full, the 
sick wander the 
streets looking for 
help. Some of 
those trapped in 
Wuhan from 

elsewhere end up living in tunnels. 
She zeros in on dark scenes. She is 

horrified to see a photograph of a pile of 
cellphones on the floor of a funeral 
home. Their owners have been quickly 
cremated. 

She writes about the now infamous 

Huanan Seafood Wholesale Market, 
which has been linked to the start of the 
outbreak. After the market was 
abandoned, some fish were left behind, 
she writes, and they “started to emit a 
wretched stench”. 

There were more than a thousand 
vendors at the market, she writes, and 
nearly all ran legitimate businesses. She 
notes that they too are victims. 

“I wonder what the site of the market 
will become in the future,” she writes. 
“Some people have suggested turning  
it into a memorial hall dedicated to  
this calamity.” 

She is alert to rumour, “painted full of 
tongues,” as Shakespeare understood, 
and conspiracy theories. She watches as 
“this virus continues to roam the city like 
an evil spirit, appearing whenever and 
wherever it pleases”. She studies the way 
boredom and terror, not a combination 
humans are accustomed to, mingle and 
ferment. Her world has dwindled to the 
size of her tiny living space. 

This is an important and dignified 
book that nonetheless, in this adept 
translation by Michael Barry, has its 
share of dead space and repetition. 
Wuhan Diary would have been twice as 
good at half the length. Still, the urgency 

of this account is impossible to deny. 
This book is most scorching in Fang 

Fang’s calls to hold to account the 
leaders who downgraded and 
minimised the virus, wasting nearly 
three weeks and allowing it to seep into 
the world at large. 

She wants Chinese culture to change, 
for people to be more willing to admit 
error, to stand up and take blame. 

“We are all aching for the 
opportunity to really let someone have 
it,” she writes. “Actually unloading all 
our anger on someone or something 
would be a productive psychological 
outlet for most of us. My daughter once 
asked her 99-year-old grandfather what 
his secret to a long life was. His 
response: ‘Eat a lot of fatty meat, don’t 
exercise and be sure to curse out anyone 
who deserves it.’” The society needs to 
pass a kidney stone. 

What advice does Wuhan Diary have 
for a world emerging from lockdown? 
What the virus most craves, Fang Fang 
writes, “is for more people to start 
venturing outside.” She also writes: 
“There has to be a way forward that no 
one has come up with yet.” 
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The market for food is bedevilled with diffi-
culties in India. The recent announcements 
are an important beginning in solving these 

problems. It is important to focus on the three big 
decisions of private persons — what to sow, how 
much to invest, and what to store — and think of 
the incentive environment for better decisions. The 
way forward involves much less government 
involvement, warehousing, futures markets, inter-
national trade and national trade. 

Paul Samuelson told a fable 
about agriculture, which is 
called “the cobweb model”. A 
good harvest is followed by a 
price crash, and then sowing 
goes down, which gives a surge 
of prices, and then sowing goes 
up, and the cycle of pain con-
tinues. There is more than a 
whiff of this problem in India; 
we have seen these cycles of 
boom and bust play out 
repeatedly. 

How does the market econ-
omy solve these problems? It 
is important to focus on the 
three big decisions made by private persons: What 
to sow, how much money to invest in inputs, and 
what to store. When these decisions are made well, 
the food market works well, and vice versa. What is 
the environment through which these decisions 
can be made well by private persons? Four elements 
are required. 

A market-based warehousing system is required, 
to replace the existing world of Public Distribution 
System (PDS) / Central Warehousing Corporation 
(CWC). Private persons will peer into the future, fore-
cast future shortages, and stock up goods in response. 

This is an area where the policy agenda, in the main, 
is that of ending government involvement. 

How will private persons forecast future short-
ages? How will farmers decide how much land 
should be sown, and what crops should be sown? 
The most important input into this is the futures 
market. The futures market encourages private per-
sons to study the food economy, and make forecasts 
of future prices. With a well functioning futures 
market, private persons will benefit by looking at 

the futures price, and sowing 
and storage will shift in favour 
of goods where future short-
ages are visible. This is an area 
which requires the removal of 
heavy-handed restrictions into 
futures trading, the integration 
of India with global futures 
markets, and the normal agen-
da of getting India up to well 
functioning financial markets. 

International trade is a 
good source of stability. When 
there is a glut in India, and 
prices crash, it is in India’s 
interest to export a lot. When 

there is a shortage in India, and prices boom, it is 
in India’s interest to import a lot. Here also, the 
actions of private persons must determine whether 
to import or export. There are vast opportunities 
for India to engage in labour-intensive and high 
value agricultural exports (<a href="http://www. -
mayin.org/ajayshah/MEDIA/2019/agri_intnl_trade.
html">), which requires simultaneously shifting 
land away from capital-intensive products like 
wheat or rice. 

It is important to see that integration into the 
world market requires the development of organi-

sational capabilities in private firms. When a gov-
ernment coerces people in unpredictable ways, with 
bans and unbans, such organisational capability 
does not develop. The policy agenda is one of gov-
ernment stepping away, as it has in (say) the market 
for nickel. 

The fourth element is trade within India. India 
is vast and heterogeneous; we are like the European 
Union. Trade within India is also a great source of 
stability. This requires removing all interference by 
the government in intra-India trade. There should 
be full freedom for buyers and sellers to travel any-
where and trade anywhere, as there is in (say) the 
market for nickel. 

With these four elements in shape (warehousing, 
futures trading, domestic trade, and international 
trade), the incentives will be in place for private 
persons to make the three decisions (what to sow, 
how much to invest, what to store) properly. The 
boom and bust, and persistent low income, of 
Indian agriculture will be solved when we shift from 
state domination to individual freedom. 

The recent announcements focus on problems 
of warehousing and the national market. The 
announcements are in the right direction. Rapid 
and technically sound implementation is now the 
need of the hour. The present maze of interventions 
is a complex legal minefield, featuring reductions 
of freedom through Parliamentary laws and through 
laws enacted by state legislatures. Careful legal anal-
ysis is required, of this minefield, to develop the 
legal strategy for the Parliament to enact new law 
which creates freedom in warehousing and in the 
national market. 

A key idea lies in utilising Article 301 of the 
Constitution of India, which states that trade and 
commerce throughout India shall be free. This cre-
ates interesting possibilities for the Union govern-
ment to play a role in creating an integrated national 
market, and by creating institutional mechanisms 
to continuously identify and review administrative 
barriers to trade in the food market. A paper by 
Anirudh Burman, Ila Patnaik, Shubho Roy and 
myself, “Diagnosing and overcoming sustained food 
price volatility: Enabling a National Market for Food 
(https://bit.ly/BPRSfood),” has this legal analysis. 

The market for food has a maze of restrictions 
which interfere with the three big decisions of pri-
vate people. In the short run, the full market-based 
mechanism will not be in play, as many reform 
actions are required. In the short run, policy initia-
tives will often generate some unpleasant partial 
equilibrium effects. It is useful to think in general 
equilibrium, and undertake the long-range work 
required to fully graduate to a market-based food 
system, and then reap the full gains. 

The food market is a nice demonstration of the 
failures of traditional Indian development thinking. 
The path to policy failure is paved with good inten-
tions. The developmental state, the central planning 
instinct, the almost casual crushing of human free-
dom, delivers bad results. At every step of the way, 
our faulty intellectual framework led to policy 
actions that kicked off unintended consequences. 
The way out of mass poverty in India lies in  
questioning these foundations, in food and in  
other areas. 

The writer is a professor at National Institute of Public 
Finance and Policy, New Delhi

Economic freedom 
in agriculture
The boom and bust of agriculture will be solved when we shift 
from state domination to individual freedom

Of the images that haunt me, these are par-
ticularly heart-rending — one, that of the 
little girl who died off the coast of a European 

city as her parents were trying desperately to reach 
there by boat from a faraway land, for a better future. 
The other, more recent, is of an elderly woman, with 
all her belongings on head, walking kilometres to 
get home from a Covid-19 locked-down city in India, 
leaving behind her dreams of work and going back 
to the village she came from. The third is of the 
young man — also escaping from a locked-down 
city — who died after walking 
for days, just some hundred 
kilometres from his village. 

For the past one year, I have 
been writing about migration 
— from the perspective of 
increased insecurity in vil-
lages, wrecked by poverty, 
agrarian distress, and now the 
weird weather, which makes 
agriculture more and more 
unviable and life unbearable. 
It was due to the traditional 
push (people leaving because 
they had no choice) and pull 
(people leaving because they 
wanted more choice) factors, but at a much height-
ened pace and scale. This exodus was hardly docu-
mented. The World Migration Report 2020 says glob-
al migration is on the rise. But there is little data on 
migration within countries. In India, the last official 
count of migrants was in the Census of 2011, which 
was outdated and did not explain the huge numbers 
of what I called “illegal” settlements growing in 
urban areas, congested, without urban services, and, 
most often, the hub of industrial activity, which, in 

turn, is the cause of pollution in the city. 
Today, these “invisible” people have become visi-

ble. We see thousands and thousands of “migrants” 
are cramped in relief camps because the government 
will not let them go home, fearing that the disease 
will spread through them to villages and remote dis-
tricts. We see them because they are desperate to 
leave the city, and because there is no public transport 
operating, they walk back with their belongings and 
their children, and with no food and no place to sleep. 
When asked, they have told us they do not want food; 

they just want to go home. Their 
cry is unmistakable, heart-
wrenching. 

Now, the numbers are 
emerging. The Union govern-
ment in its affidavit of April 12, 
2020, filed in the Supreme 
Court, said there were some 
40,000 relief camps in opera-
tion across states, where some 
1.4 million migrant workers are 
housed and fed. But this is an 
underestimation. There are 
many who are not in the 
camps; they are on the road, 
struggling to reach their desti-

nation. After April 29, when some 40 days after the 
nationwide lockdown began, the Union government 
said that the stranded people could go home — buses 
would ferry them across states, the numbers are 
beginning to be better known. We will have to wait 
to see once this flood of people reach their destination 
— in trains, buses, or trucks; by road; or any other 
way they can make it — to understand the real impli-
cations of this movement from city to village. 

What will this mean? The first is about the works 

they will leave behind. Migrants may have been ille-
gal in some countries and unrecognised in others, 
but the fact is that their labour is vital for all 
economies. Today vast parts of Europe, Australia, 
and the US do not have enough labour to harvest 
their crops. What then will be the fate of food in the 
coming months? In India, the impact will be felt as 
the lockdown ends and labour is in short supply to 
restart the economy. Will this make us value them 
more, provide them better opportunities and bene-
fits so that they return? Will this give migrants a 
makeover in the post-Covid-19 world? 

There is also the other reality that Covid-19 has 
thrown at us. The places where the disease is most 
likely to breed are where there are no urban services, 
where settlements are overcrowded, where safe 
water supply and sanitation are inadequate, and 
where people have no way to stay safe. This is where 
we have allowed our workforce to live. Consider 
Singapore, where the virus has made a virulent 
comeback. The island nation, always confident of 
its cleanliness record, is finding that it did not take 
care of the dense settlements where its migrant 
labour lives. It is the same elsewhere. So, will we 
rework the need to provide better housing, water, 
and sanitation services to our urban poor, including 
the migrant labour? Will this mean we will invest 
in improving the environment in which they live 
and work? 

Lastly, what happens when the migrants go back 
home? Will they want to return? This then is the 
opportunity to invest in rural economies so that 
they have the choice not to leave?  

The writer is at the Centre for Science and Environment 
sunita@cseindia.org 
Twitter: @sunitanar

Covid-19 has made the invisible visible
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U
nion Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman on Sunday completed 
her package constructed by the government to deal with the 
fallout of the Covid-19 pandemic and the economic consequences 
of the lockdown. Earlier, Prime Minister Narendra Modi had said 

that a ~20-trillion package was in the works. This, which would amount to 10 
per cent of gross domestic product (GDP), was so large a sum that many were 
concerned about the fiscal implications. Now that the package has been 
announced in its entirety, it is clear that in fact the fiscal implications will 
not be so large. Most of it is in the form of guarantees or liquidity measures 
rather than outright new spending. This is wise from the point of view of 
fiscal restraint — but, equivalently, it means that there is no immediate 
positive news for the demand side of the economy. The relief package may 
help a few pockets of the economy manage these trying times, but overall 
problems could intensify in the absence of a demand revival. It is not sur-
prising, given the announcement of the ~20 trillion number, that the gov-
ernment has not been entirely transparent about the fiscal accounting. 
However, that should change now. 

Some major steps forward have been announced and those should be 
welcomed. There have been special efforts made in agriculture, with the 
promise to remove the sword of the Essential Commodities Act, which has 
long been used to harass private investors in the agricultural supply chain. 
Nationwide reform of the agricultural produce marketing system is also over-
due, but here as before the devil is in the detail. Some of the other measures 
in the package have been announced earlier, including in the last Budget. 
However, it is to be hoped that this crisis will at least grant some urgency to 
their notification. For example, giving more freedom to companies that issue 
non-convertible debentures might technically strengthen the corporate bond 
market — which should be done as soon as possible, given the financing 
needs of the private sector. 

Unambiguously big news, however, was the changes in the defence sector, 
which show the right intent. An increase in the cap on foreign direct investment 
was overdue; it is important that it comes with the assurance that the forces 
will set “realistic” requirements. Hopefully, this is where the new chief of 
defence staff institution will show its value. The other big step forward was in 
the assurance that the public sector would be reduced to “strategic” sectors, 
and there too the private sector would be permitted access. Of course, this 
depends on the definition of “strategic” but it is to be hoped that the govern-
ment’s dire fiscal straits mean that at last genuine privatisation is on the 
horizon. There have been moves towards privatisation before in the tenure of 
the current National Democratic Alliance government, but in the end disin-
vestment, including mergers with or purchases by other state-owned enter-
prises, has been the chosen method. This can no longer be the paradigm. 
Getting the state out of non-strategic sectors means outright privatisation. 
The government, if it wishes to shore up sentiment, must release a small list 
of strategic sectors and a timeline for the others in the immediate future.

States need resources
During pandemic, Centre must not constrain states

I
n the design of its pandemic relief package, the Union government has 
been careful about the immediate fiscal impact. This is because it is 
facing a severe revenue crunch. The under-performance of goods and 
services tax predated the pandemic — but, naturally, the near complete 

standstill imposed by the lockdown will have further affected revenue. In her 
announcement of the package, Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman 
was right to note the fiscal problems the Union government was facing were 
also applicable to the state governments. In fact, many states witnessed rev-
enues decline by up to 90 per cent in April. They must be allowed to borrow 
more freely than the package envisages. 

The state governments require greater independence and consideration. 
First of all, they are on the front line in terms of dealing with the spread of the 
disease, and in managing quarantine and treatment. The administrative and 
other expenses of quarantining, contact tracing, and health are straining their 
finances. Secondly, they are facing an even more severe resource crunch than 
the Union government — especially those that depend upon their own revenue 
and not transfers from New Delhi. Poor states in the Gangetic belt like Uttar 
Pradesh and Bihar will expect transfers from the Union; but states like Tamil 
Nadu, Gujarat, and Maharashtra, which get more than two-thirds of their rev-
enue from their own sources, will be hit hard. State governments’ revenues 
come from their share of goods and services tax (GST) and petroleum taxes; 
the excise on liquor; as well as stamp fees and duties on property and vehicles. 
GST has fallen, and the Union was in any case dilatory on sharing states’ dues; 
petroleum cess was increased, but that is not shared with the states; and, of 
course, real estate and liquor had been locked down. Fitch estimates that 
states lost almost ~1 trillion in revenue just in April. This follows a consistent 
shortfall in taxes devolved — according to the Centre for Policy Research, 
transfers to the states fell short by almost ~7 trillion in 2015-20 than was pro-
jected by the Fourteenth Finance Commission. 

In this context, ensuring that states have enough resources not just to 
carry on the pandemic fight but also to maintain regular spending and indeed 
stimulate their economies is a real challenge. Note that there is a ceiling on 
borrowing by the state governments at 3 per cent of state gross domestic 
product per financial year. This has helped control the states’ share of the 
general government deficit. However, it is clear that at this unprecedented 
moment some special measures will have to be taken. The Union government’s 
relief package included the announcement that states will be able to borrow 
up to 5 per cent of state gross domestic product during this financial year — a 
substantial increase from the current 3 per cent. But it is unfortunately hedged 
about by conditions that are unwarranted in the current scenario. Even if 
those conditions look good on paper, in the current political scenario, the gov-
ernment must accept that they should not be evaluated by the Centre but by 
a joint or a genuinely independent body — an inter-state or a fiscal council.
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Package focused on reforms, not to boost demand immediately

Some steps forward


