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Rural distress and distress driven suicides have become critical issues in the wake of agrarian crisis
in India. On an average, every year more than 16,632 farmers committed suicide nationally since
1997. In this study an attempt will be made to analyze the current scenario of farmer suicides in
India and to identify the factors responsible. An attempt will also be made to suggest some remedial
measures. The result shows that the suicide mortality rate (SMR) for the farmers is high as compared
to the non-farmers in India. Farm stress is an outcome of the complex interplay of various factors like
repeated crop failure, increasing cost of cultivation, low productivity and profitability in agriculture,
high incidence of indebtedness, inadequate institutional finance, more reliance on informal sources of
finance etc.
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Introduction

In India agriculture is a way of life with more than sixty percent of its population
dependent on this sector for their livelihood. In the recent years, Indian agriculture
has been facing its worst crisis. Deceleration in agricultural GDP, mounting farm
indebtedness and mass poverty in rural areas are the major challenges to Indian
agriculture. One of the most gruesome and chilling manifestations of this crisis has
been increasing incidence of farmer suicides. Thousands of farmers from different
parts of the country have been committing suicides over the last decade (Table 1).

According to World Health Organization, suicide is one of the three leading causes
of the death among the people aged 15-44 years globally (WHO). In the recent time,
suicides by the rural population are emerging as a significant category in the whole
suicides data in the many parts of the world (Hill et al., 2005; Levin and Leyland, 2005;
Miller and Burns, 2008; Korusu, 1991; Fiske et al. 2005; Phillips et al. 2002; Senaratna,
2005; Perera, 2005). Depression among farmers is high compared to the general
population and they are a high risk group for suicide (Judd et al., 2006).

The epidemic of farmer suicides is not confined to India only. Korea, Nepal, Sri
Lanka, Africa, Burkina Faso, Mali have also the high rates of suicides in farming
community (Sainath, 2007b). High rates of farmer suicides have also be reported in
the United Kingdom (Hawton et al., 1999; Charlton et al., 1992; Inskip et al., 1998;
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Malmberg et al., 1999), the United States of America (Kposawa, 1999; Browning et al.,
2008), Australia (Judd et al., 2006; Miller and Burns, 2008; Mitra, 2006; Page and Fragar,
2002), Bangladesh, Canada (Pickett et al, 1998) and Japan (Nishimura et al., 2004).

The outbreak of farmer suicides in India is appalling. On an average, one Indian
farmer committed suicide every 32 minutes during the period 1997 to 2007 and
there was as many as 48 farmer suicides everyday in India between 2002 and 2007
(Table 1).

Table 1
Annual Growth Rate of Agriculture and Number of Suicides in India

Farmer Suicides

Year Annual growth All Number As a percentage
rate of GDP suicides of total suicides

in agriculture *

1997 -2.8 95829 13622 14.2
1998 6.9 104713 16015 15.3
1999 1.0 110587 16082 14.5
2000 -0.6 108593 16603 15.3
2001 6.5 108506 16415 15.1
2002 -7. 110417 17971 16.3
2003 10.0 110851 17164 15.5
2004 0.0 113697 18241 16.0
2005 5.9 113914 17131 15.0
2006 3.8 118112 17060 14.4
2007 2.6 122637 16632 13.6
Total - 1217856 182936 15.0

*at factor cost at 1999-2000 prices.
Source: Economic Survey, NCRB.

The magnitude of farmer suicides in India is a clear indication of the severe distress
in the farming community (Behere and Behere, 2008: Nair and Menon, 2007; Deshpande,
2002). Male farmers are more vulnerable to high risks for suicides, which may be related
to their ease of access to dangerous means of suicide (Kelly and Bunting, 1998; Judd
et al., 2006; Hawton et al., 1998).

However, most of the studies related to farmer suicides have a psychological basis
(Judd et al., 2006; Zhang et al., 2004; Inskip et al., 1998) and very little attention has
been paid to other aspects of the stress, particularly those related to the farming
problems, which may have contributed farmers’ decision to commit suicides. In India,
most of the studies on this subject are centered on specific states (Mishra, 2006,
TISS, 2005; Kapoor and Ravi, 2007; Mohanty, 2005; Chandrasekhar and Ghosh,
2004; Deshpande, 2002). The increasing rate of farmer suicides over the time period
suggests a need for further investigation nation-wide scale to assess the individual,
social, and economic factors that may be responsible for the rural distress and related
suicides.
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In this study, an attempt will be made to analyze the current scenario of farmer
suicides in India and to identify the factors responsible. An attempt will also be made
to suggest some remedial measures.

The Current Scenario

In 1990s, India witnessed a large spate of farmer suicides. The farmer suicide has been
reported first in the state of Maharashtra. Rural distress and distress-driven suicide is
not confined to only a few states, but has become a national problem; high incidence
of farmer suicides has even been reported from the agriculturally prosperous states
like Punjab, Kerala and Maharashtra.

According to National Crime Record Bureau (NCRB), there are as many as 182,936
farmer suicides at all India level between the period 1997 and 2007. However,
independent evaluations indicate that the Government figures may be underestimation
of the suicide by farmers in India (Behere and Behere, 2008; Sainath, 2007b). The
situation is most distressing in the state of Maharashtra, which alone witnessed 40,666
farmer suicides since 1995 till date and within Maharashtra, the Vidarbha region is
most affected with about 75% of the farm households under distress conditions. The
annual compounded growth rate of farmer suicide is 2.91% during 1997-2005, which
is much higher than the annual compounded growth rate of the total suicides during
the same period (Nagaraj, 2008).

Male farmers are more vulnerable to the suicide. Considering the period 1997-
2007 as a whole, close to 85 per cent of the entire farm suicides are by male farmers,
and every fifth male who commits suicide in the country is a farmer. Part of the reason
for this overwhelming concentration of farm suicides among males may have to do
with the possible undercounting of female farm suicides in the police records. The
criterion generally adopted in these records for identifying a farmer is title to the land
and in India, the title is generally in the name of the male head of the household. The
highest incidence of suicides was found among the male farmers aged between 30-44
years and nearly 30 percent of all farm suicides in 2001 were among very young
cultivators in the age-group of 15-29 years (Nagaraj, 2008).

Figure 1 depicted the suicide mortality rate (SMR, suicide death per 100,000 persons)
for male farmers and male non farmers in India. From figure, it is clear that the SMR
for male farmers is very high as compared to the male non-farmers in India. SMR for
male farmers has increased from 12.3 in 1996 to 19.2 in 2004 and then declined to 18.2
in 2005, whereas the SMR for male non-farmers was highest in 1999 (14.2).

Causes Associated with Farmers Suicides

There is multitude of informal assumption on the possible causes for farmer suicide,
but there is little definite evidence. Traditionally the mental health problems and mental
illness, particularly depression has been thought to be the single most prevalent
underlying factor in suicide (Malmberg et al., 1999). In case of farmer suicides, a range
of stressors related to farming work also exerts a powerful influence over individual
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behavior causing serious consequences. Indebtedness of the farmer households, burden
of running a business subject to changing agricultural policy, deterioration of economic
status and crop failures were found as important socio-economic stressors for the
farmers (Mohanty, 2005; Mishra, 2006; TISS, 2005; Senaratna, 2005; Perera, 2005).

In order to understand the complexity of the problem, one must have first analyzed
the agricultural system in this country. Agriculture in India is predominately dependent
on the vagaries of nature making it a seasonal occupation, with farmers in several
parts of the country getting only one crop a year. The problem is further compounded
by insufficient irrigation facilities, small size of land holdings, inadequate agriculture
finance, underdeveloped market and unavailability of price support which are the
typical characteristics of agriculture practice in India. Besides this, in the recent years
the cost of cultivation has also increased steadily, with a commensurate narrowing of
the profit margins. Farm stress is an outcome of the complex interplay of various factors,
which lead to suicide among farmers. Some of them are delineated below:

Consequences of Economic Reforms

The economic reform manifested a variety of policy changes which affect the agriculture
sector as well. In the process of economic reform the public investment in agriculture
has declined gradually, public distribution system has vanished and also the food
subsidies have been withdrawn. This has resulted in increasing the cost of farming,
making it non-economic for the small farmers. In 1998, due to global pressure India
has opened up its seed sector for the global seed companies such as Monsanto, Cargill,
and Syngenta etc. As a result, traditional crop has been replaced with genetically
modified crops, which requires purchase of seeds every year. In the hope of gaining
more profit a large number of farmers switched over to GM crops. Uncertain harvests
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Figure 1: Suicide Mortality Rate for Male Farmers and Male Non-Farmers in India
(1996-2005)

Source: Mishra, 2007
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and uncertain output markets associated with these crops further worsened the
condition of the farmers.

Inadequate Institutional Finance

In India demand for agriculture credit is much higher than its actual supply, with an
estimated gap of 50% in the requirement of agriculture credit and supply (Hardikar,
2006). In the recent years, increasing diversification of agriculture has also seen an
increase in credit needs. High rate of interest, high transaction costs, large regional
disparities in disbursement of credit, requirement of the collateral are the main problems
attached with the agriculture lending from the institutional sources. The performance
of public sector banks in lending to agriculture is also quite inadequate. Even with
their vast network of branches in the rural areas, the public sector banks have not been
able to achieve the mandatory target of 18% of their total credit to the agriculture
sector. Moreover, rural areas have also witnessed the closure of more than 3,000 bank
branches between 1993 and 2002 (Sainath, 2007b). Most of the institutional credit goes
to the large farmers, while most of the small and marginal farmers remain out of reach
of the institutional network. A significant share of agriculture credit still originated
from non-institutional sources (Table 2).

Table 2
Credit Flow to Agriculture from Different Sources (In percent)

Source of Credit 1951 1961 1971 1981 1991 2002

(A) Non-institutional 92.7 81.3 68.3 36.8 33.7 38.9
Money lenders 69.7 49.2 36.1 16.1 17.5 26.8
Traders 5.5 8.8 8.4 3.2 2.2 —
Relatives/Friends 14.2 8.8 13.1 8.7 4.6 —
Landlords and others 3.3 14.5 10.7 8.8 6.3 —
Unspecified — — — — 3.1 —
(B) Institutional 7.3 18.7 31.7 63.2 66.3 61.1
Government, etc., 3.1 15.5 7.1 3.9 5.7
Cooperative Society / Bank 3.3 2.6 22.0 29.8 23.6 30.2
Comm. Banks, etc. 0.9 0.6 2.4 28.8 35.2 26.3
Others — — 0.2 0.7 1.8 —
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Government of India, (2003).

Increasing Indebtedness

Growing indebtedness among farmers is also one of the major reasons for rural distress
and distress-driven suicides (Mishra, 2006; Deshpande, 2002). In India, it is well known
that most of the farmers dependent on external finance to enable cultivation. Due to
absence of timely and adequate institutional credit facilities, most of the farmers have
no other choice to borrow money from informal sources at exorbitant rates of interest
to fulfill their credit requirements. The credits from informal sources are usually
attached with the stringent conditions. Due to unfavorable conditions farmers
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accumulated their loans beyond the capacity to repay. High incidence of farmer suicides
was also reported from the states having high percentage of indebted farmer households
(Table 3).

Table 3
Farmers’ Indebtedness and Number of Farmers’ Suicide

State Percentage of Farmer Farmer suicides
households indebted (1997-2007)

Maharashtra 54.8 37,602
Andhra Pradesh 82.0 21,174
Karnataka 61.6 23,948
Madhya Pradesh 50.8 26,226
All India 48.6 182,936

Source: NSSO, NCRB.

Increasing Input Use and Cost of Cultivation with Low Productivity and Profitability
in Crop Production

After the advent of Green Revolution in 1970, agricultural practices became more capital
intensive and more investment has been required for the use of chemical fertilizers
and pesticides. The consumption of fertilizers in India has increased more than 230
times since 1950 to 2002, while the consumption of pesticides increased more than 20
times during the same period, peaking at 32 times in 1990-91 (Table 4).

Table 4
Consumption of Fertilizers and Pesticides in India

Year Consumption of Consumption of pesticides
fertilizers (lakh tonnes) (technical grade, ‘000 tonnes)

1950-51 0.69 2.35
1960-61 2.92 8.62
1970-71 21.77 24.32
1980-81 55.16 45.0
1990-91 125.46 75.0
2002-03 160.94 48.30

Source: Government of India (2008).

Moreover, with the introduction of genetically modified crops in 2002, the cost of
cultivation has also risen drastically due to higher input prices and greater use of
purchased inputs, while the productivity of the land and the selling price of farm
produce have not increased proportionately. High cost of cultivation and high input
prices coupled with low profit increases the stress on farm families.

Climatic Adversity and Repeated Crop Failure

In India, crop production is still very much dependent on monsoon, as currently 60%
of the net sown area is rain-fed and characterized by low and fluctuating productivity.
There are repeated cases of crop failure due to adverse climatic conditions. In the post
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independence period, India has witnessed severe drought in 1972, 1987 and more
recently in 2002 (Karunakaran, 2008). Due to repeated crop failures farmers have
accumulated loans beyond their capacity to repay.

Lack of Alternate Employment Opportunities

Absence of non-farm employment opportunities contributed further to the worsening
of the living standard in the rural areas. Indian agriculture has witnessed increasing
mechanization in the recent years, which has contributed to falling labor use per hectare
of cultivation. Most of the State Governments have also encouraged this by providing
subsidies for the mechanization of agriculture (Chandrasekhar and Ghosh, 2004). In
this situation, agricultural employment has declined gradually without any rise in
rural non-farm employment.

Inadequate Price Support

The inadequacy of proper support price has serious implications for the farmers. The
minimum support price has not been available to all farmers, particularly the small
and marginal farmers and also the Minimum Support Prices declared by Government
of India does not cover the cost of production to the full extent (Table 5). There is wide
variation in cost of cultivation and per hectare yield among the different states.
Therefore, the Minimum Support Prices do not do full justice to the farmers of the
State having high cost of production.

Table 5
Comparison of Cost of Cultivation and Minimum Support Price of

Cotton in Selected States of India (1999-2000 and 2002-2003) in Rs. /Quintal

Cost of Cultivation Minimum Support Price

1999-2000
Haryana 1432.87 1575 (for variety F-414/H777)
Karnataka 2462.15 1775 (for variety H-4)
Gujarat 1940.49

2002-2003
Haryana 1928.28 1675 (for variety F-414/H777)
Karnataka 2026.29 1875 (for variety H-4)
Gujarat 1989.06

Source: Computed from the data at www.indiastat.com

Inadequacy in Risk Mitigation

Agriculture is exposed to various controlled and uncontrolled risks i.e. yield, price,
weather, marketing and technological risks. Much of the distress is because of the
inability to balance the risks. At all India level, only 19% farmers have been covered
under National Agriculture Insurance Scheme during 2005-06. Currently, crop
insurance, rainfall insurance, farm income insurance and a calamity relief fund are
implemented to manage the different risks in agriculture but most of them are still in
the experimental stage only.
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Dubious Role of Compensation

Compensation has played a dubious role in farmer’s plight, a disturbing outcome
being that many farmers are committing suicides simply to get the compensation. The
loan waiver and the cash supports have sent out the wrong message to millions of
distressed farmers. The situation in rural areas is so depressed that meager relief
package provided by the government as compensation is seen as the only way to give
some financial help to other members of the family, exacerbating farmer suicides
(Behere and Behere, 2008; Kapoor and Ravi, 2007).

Measures Taken to Mitigate the Problem of Farmer’s Suicides

To deal with the severe problem of farmer suicides in India Government is taking
various measures. Special relief packages have been announced by the Central and
the State governments, which primarily offer loan waiver, rescheduling of loans,
reduction in interest rates, moratorium on recovery etc.

A special relief package for farmers, consisting of Rs. 10579.43 crore as subsidy/
grants and Rs. 6399.26 crore as loan was announced by central Government in July
2006 for 31 districts in the states of Andhra Pradesh, Maharashtra, Karnataka and
Kerala, where there was high incidence of farmer suicides. In the budget 2008-09,
Rs. 60,000-crore debt wavier scheme for farmers has also been announced by the Finance
Minister. Cash compensation to the family of suicide victim has also been provided by
state government.

However the relief measures are not sufficient. The financial relief measures, offered
to the farmers by the Government, are only to repay their bank loans. However, it is
very difficult for the farmers to repay the loans taken from the informal sources, which
are substantial part of their indebtedness.

Conclusion and Policy Implications

Farmers in India are in severe distress. On one hand Indian economy is attaining
substantially high growth rate and on other, millions of the rural population are
struggling to manage their basic livelihood. Farmer suicide in India should not be
view as only a mental health problem. It is a sign of extreme despair and hopelessness
of the peasantry inundated by repeated crop failures, inability to meet the increasing
cost of cultivation, low productivity and profitability in agriculture, inadequate
institutional finance, more reliance on informal sources of finance and rising
indebtedness.

Giving financial relief is not the effective solution for this crisis. The situation cannot
improve unless all the causes are simultaneously dealt with. There is an urgent need
to improve the overall structure of the Indian agriculture. Keeping this point in view,
the agricultural policy should focus on the following:

1. Timely and adequate availability of institutional finance to every farmer is
important to save the farmers from debt traps of informal sources. As the
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informal sources contribute a significant share in agriculture finance in India
and also provide credit facilities to a section of society, it is not possible to ignore
them. Instead of this, there should be strict legal provisions and regulatory and
supervisory mechanisms to protect the interest of both depositors and creditors.
Effective monitoring of the disbursed funds is also required.

2. Instead of declaring one Minimum Support Price at the National Level, a new
policy of declaring separate support prices for groups of States according to
the cost of cultivation may prove more effective.

3. Generation of non-farm employment is also another important measure to
provide farming community an alternative source of income at the time of
adverse conditions. For this, Government should provide skill development
and training facilities to the farmers and their family.

4. To give wider risk coverage to farmers, a more effective risk mitigation
mechanism is required. There is a need to bring more agricultural crops under
the insurance cover.

5. Public investment in agriculture should be enhanced.

6. Improvement in rural infrastructure facilities will be necessary for agriculture
development.

7. There is a need to reduce the total dependency of agriculture on nature. In
India, it is not the lack of water resources but a lack of effective management
of the water resources that is the cause. There is a strong need for effective
management of the water resources throughout the country.

8. Instead of giving monetary help to the families of those who committed suicides
assistance in the other form may be more rewarding. One way could be to
provide employment to a member of family or provide help in setting up a
small business.
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