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THE KEY TO CONTROLLING POLLUTION DUE TO STUBBLE BURNING

CHANDRANT
BANERJEE

he impact of air pollution is
widespread and deep. [t leads
not only to increased expendi-
ture on healtheare but also
adds to economic losses across
sectors, This year, the outbreak
of the coronavirus pandemicis
threatening to make the situa-
tion even worse.

The quality of air in Delhi,
according to the System of Air
Quality and Weather Forecast-
ing and Research (SAFAR). al-
ready fell to ‘moderate’ in the
beginning of October It is ex-
pected to fall further with the
onset of winter and increasing
instances of crop-residue burn-
ing in the states of Punjab, UP
and Haryana,

The Central government has
allotted 1,700 crore to tackle
the issue, enabling the con-
cerned states to subsidise ma-
chinery used in managing stub-
ble and enhance campaigns and
farmer support programmes to
promote alternatives.

Involvement of other stake-

Diree tor General, Confederation
of indian Industry (CI)

holders, especially industry,
civil society and citizen groups,
can help address stubble burn-
ing. The on-ground experience
of the Confederation of Indian
Industry (CIT) sheds light on
how this can be done.

Farmers have traditionally
burnt crop residue constrained
by alack of awareness of alter-
native methods and their ben-
efits, and easy access to requi-
site machinery, The CII's
intervention in 2018 in 19
villages in Punjab through a
pilot field project with active
technical training and adviso-
ry support by Punjab Agriecul-
tural University, Ludhiana
(PAU} and district agriculture
offices resulted in 75% of
the area becoming free of stub-
ble burning.

In 2019, the project was scaled
up to 105 villages in six dis-
tricts in Punjab and Haryana.
Before our intervention, 64 %
of the rice straw produced in
the intervened villages was

burnt. The village farmer
groups were supported with
awareness building, training,
farm advisory and viability
gap funding to procure machin-
ery A year later, 87% of farm-
ers adopted improved straw
management measures, fully
or partially, and 76% of straw
was saved from burning.

The environmental benefits
of 1mproved crop residue man-
agement (CRM) remain very
strong. A total of 1,83,000 tonnes
of rice straw was prevented
from being burnt, saving an es-
timated 1.29 thousand tonne
PM10, 770 tonne PM2.5 and oth-
er pollutants from being re-
leased into the atmosphere. An

Q

The on-ground experience of the Confederation
of Indian Industry shows how pollution can be
addressed by better crop residue management.
The CII's intervention in 2018 in 19 villages n
Punjah resulted in 75% of the area becaming
free of stubble burning. Sudstantial money
and water were also saved, but Initial
investment is needed te help farmers get
improved tech and tools at a viable tost

estimated 10.15 billion litres of
water was saved in the project
villages in just one year.

The economic case for better
crop residue management
looks promising, but turther
investments are required
in the sector. Contrary to popu-
lar helief, it costs farmers
22,948 per acre at the straw dis-
posal stage, as indicated in the
CII's study.

Corresponding operations
under CRM alternatives re-
main slightly costlier, despite
the government subsidy on ma-
chines, by about 8% in case of
in-situ practice and 64% on ex-
situ. In the areas where the CII
helped, this cost was brought
down significantly (22,630 per
acre and 2,672 per acre for
mulching and straw incorpora-
tion respectively) through
shared economy models and fi-
nancial support. To accelerate
the adoption of better CRM
practices, farmers need im-
proved technologies and tonls
at a viable cost.

The machinery cost disad-
vantage of improved CRM may
eventually get offset through
input efficiency gains and bet-
ter vield realisations, but these
benefits usually come later.

Behaviour change is criti-

cally important in this endeav-
our: Persuading farmers to give
up stubble burning was chal-
lenging, with a sense of help-
lessness amongst farmers. So-
cial sector professionals and
grassroots partner organisa-
tions on behalf of the CII led
the dialogue with farmers lead-
ing toa fundamental change in
their behaviour. The CII's work
was recently awarded the Unit-
ed Nations Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (UNSDG) Action
Award by UNDP and Govern-
ment of Punjab under the cat-
egory of ‘Integration, Conver-
gence, Joint Action and Holistic
Solution Approach’,

In the ecurrent scenario,
while sizeable machinery has
been deployed in villages
for improved straw manage-
ment, several issues still re-
guire attention.

For instanee, Custom Hiring
Centres formed under the gov-
ernment scheme face inherent
financial and capaeity con-
straints. The capital cost re-
guirement is significant even
after subsidy. A collaborative
approach with industry CSRs,
start-ups, NGOs and citizens
groups is criticallv important
to tackle air pollution.
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