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Is conflict-hit Kashmir heading for food crisis? 
In August 2019, India suspended the special status of the Jammu & Kashmir region. Experts feared that in combination 
with drastic changes in citizenship and land laws, the country’s new agriculture policy would aggravate the impacts of 
years of shrinkage in farmlands in the Himalayan region, thus negatively affecting the population’s food situation.

By Athar Parvaiz 

Indian Administered Kashmir (Jammu & 
Kashmir), the northernmost region of the 

Indian subcontinent, where an armed conflict 
has been simmering for the past three decades, 
has a predominantly agriculture-based (includ-
ing horticulture) economy, with 70 per cent 
of population directly or indirectly engaged in 
agricultural and allied occupations. 

However, lack of proper governance owing to 
the perpetual political and armed conflict in 
the region in recent decades has led to shrink-
age of agricultural land because of haphazard 
housing construction, including construc-
tion on agricultural land. Such an increase in 
built-up area over agricultural land in a region 
where farmers have small land-holdings, with 
an average farmer owning less than an acre of 
land, is going to have adverse impacts on the 
food security of the region, experts say. 

Sultan Parray, a farmer in Shalteng-Kashmir, 
said that roughly some 25,000 Kanals (1,241 
hectares) of the croplands once surrounding 
his village now form residential colonies. Par-
ray and his neighbours say that they often hear 
lorries carrying land-filling material buzzing 
around in their area. “It has been happening 

for years and has entirely changed our sur-
roundings, which are now in total contrast to 
when we were young,” says the 60-year-old. 

Farmers in other parts of Kashmir narrate sim-
ilar tales of built-up areas steadily stretching 
while more and more agricultural land rapid-
ly comes under housing. “Twenty years back, 
there were large swathes of agricultural land 
separating our town from Srinagar, but now, 
the two towns have joined with buildings and 
houses built on the agricultural land in these 
years,” says Abdul Rashid, a farmer living near 
Ganderbal town, north-east of Srinagar, Kash-
mir’s capital. 

The Himalayan region, as per the official es-
timates in 2018, had lost 53,000 of its total 
158,000 hectares of paddy land from 2006 to 
2016. Sajad Hassan Baba, an agricultural econ-
omist at Kashmir’s Agricultural University, 
says that losing the paddy land to built-up areas 
is a problem because Kashmiris are voracious 
rice-eaters, with rice being their staple food. 
“As per our surveys, there have been econom-
ic reasons for the major conversion of paddy 
land, and if the trend continues, coupled with 
the climatic change, we will be 80 per cent 

dependent on imports for meeting our food 
requirements by the end of this century,” says 
senior agricultural scientist Mohammad You-
suf Zargar. 

According to Peerzada Amin, a sociologist at 
Kashmir University’s Department of Sociolo-
gy, agricultural land has been used for housing 
“because the state has failed to implement the 
laws which prohibit conversion of agricultural 
land for any other use”. He says that it was 
mostly agricultural land around towns that be-
came affected as people from villages moved 
towards urban areas where educational and 
health facilities existed. Plus, he said, towns 
were considered safe security-wise compared 
to the rural areas, which were militancy-in-
fested and therefore attracted anti-insurgency 
operations from the government forces. 

A new agriculture policy

According to Kashmir government’s agricul-
ture department, it is important to address and 
overcome several challenges in the agriculture 
sector, including low agricultural productivity, 
susceptibility to weather shocks, poor manage-
ment of land, water, and soils, and high ag-
ricultural losses. “[Our mission is] to position 
Jammu and Kashmir as a Global agro brand 
by creating an enabling framework for the 
growth of Agriculture, Horticulture and the 
Food Processing Industry along with enhanc-
ing farmers' income and farming standards by 
social, technological and financial inclusion,” 
reads a segment of the government’s new ag-
riculture policy. 

The agriculture department has now opted for 
prioritising crops and increasing yields through 
the introduction of high-yielding varieties, hy-
brid varieties and increasing the genetic poten-
tial of different varieties in the next few years. 
For example, vegetables are currently grown 
on an area of 48,000 hectares, which is expect-
ed to double in the next five years as per the 
estimates of Kashmir’s agriculture department. 
Also, the current 81,000 bee colonies in Kash-
mir are to be increased to 700,000 colonies in 
the next five years. Similarly, in the same pe-

Between 2006 and 2016, Kashmir lost 53,000 of its total 158,000 hectares of paddy land.
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riod, productivity per hectare in the case of 
maize, currently 32 quintals, is to be increased 
to 60 quintals per hectare. 

However, experts say that much focus should 
be on growing rice, which is consumed in all 
households in the region. “Most of our agri-
cultural land is suited for rice and maize. So, 
it makes a lot of sense for us to produce food 
grains to feed our population, which is grow-
ing fast. We simply can’t afford to import all 
our food grain,” says Baba. As per the official 
figures, Jammu and Kashmir imports 265,000 
metric tons of food grains annually, and the 
food grain deficit in the region is put at 21.7 
per cent which, experts say, is mainly due to 
geographical and climatic conditions, small 
and fragmented land-holdings and the conver-
sion of agricultural land for horticulture and 
other non-agricultural purposes. 

Against this background, the government’s 
land-use policy appears to be somewhat in-
triguing, especially when seen in the context of 
its claims to boost agricultural growth and food 
security in the region. For example, the new 
Housing Policy introduced last year approved 
slum rehabilitation projects, special townships 
and incentives like exemptions from building 
permit fees and land use conversion. 

Conflict history and recent actions by 
India 

For over 70 years, Kashmiris have borne the 
brunt of the dispute between India and Paki-
stan over the erstwhile princely state of Jam-
mu and Kashmir, with an armed conflict (and 
frequent border tensions between India and 
Pakistan) continuing in the Himalayan region 
for over three decades. The prolonged political 
and armed violence has resulted in large-scale 
human rights violations. For example, accord-
ing to a UN human rights report on Kashmir in 
2018, one of the most dangerous weapons used 
against protesters in 2016 – and one which is 
still being employed by Indian security forc-
es – was the pellet-firing shotgun. “According 
to official figures, 17 people were killed by 
shotgun pellets between July 2016 and August 
2017, and 6,221 people were injured by the 
metal pellets between 2016 and March 2017. 
Civil society organisations believe that many of 
them have been partially or completely blind-
ed,” the UN report said. A Reuters report 
in 2019 stated that in an attempt to stifle the 
protests sparked by the removal of Kashmir’s 
semi-autonomous status by New Delhi in early 
August in 2019, India arrested more than 38,00 
people in Kashmir, besides cutting Internet and 

mobile services and imposing curfew-like re-
strictions in many areas. 

The Kashmir dispute is internationally rec-
ognised through UN Security Council resolu-
tions (1948–1951) although the intergovern-
mental organisation has so far not succeeded in 
bringing India and Pakistan together for talks 
on the final resolution of the dispute. 

India had granted a semi-autonomous status to 
Kashmir (Jammu and Kashmir) under its con-
stitution during the 1950s which, among other 
things, meant that Jammu and Kashmir had its 
own constitution, flag and laws, including on 
citizenship and land. But the Indian govern-
ment annexed the partially autonomous state of 
Jammu and Kashmir in August 2019, after im-
posing a blanket communication lockdown of 
the entire Kashmir Valley to disallow any kind 
of protests against its decision. Until August 
2019, Jammu and Kashmir state subjects (citi-
zens) had had exclusive right to property (land) 
and jobs in the Jammu and Kashmir state which 
India has now converted into a Union Terri-
tory – no one except a citizen of Jammu and 
Kashmir could own land in Kashmir as long as 
its semi-autonomous status was intact. Howev-
er, the Indian government has since made dras-
tic changes to citizenship laws and land own-
ership laws, re-designated conservation areas 
and taken control of agricultural policies that 
emphasise production and export of high-val-
ue horticultural foods. For example, all the 
laws related to land-use or utilisation of land 
have been amended by omitting the sections 
prohibiting transfer of non-movable property 
to the non-permanent residents of Jammu and 
Kashmir. This means that any land (including 

agricultural land) in Kashmir can be purchased 
by non-indigenous people – the semi-auton-
omous status of Kashmir provided a strong 
protection against ownership of land and other 
immovable property by people other than the 
original or permanent residents of Kashmir.

Also, the government of India passed a set of 
new controversial farm laws in Indian parlia-
ment in September 2020 which are now also 
applicable to Jammu and Kashmir (under the 
semi-autonomous status, Jammu and Kashmir 
state had a choice to implement or decline 
laws in the state made by the Indian parlia-
ment). Among other things, the new farm laws 
lay much thrust on commercialisation of crops. 
Researchers say that the shift from cultivation 
of food grains to cultivation of commercial 
crops is reminiscent of the British colonial 
period, when the cultivation of export crops, 
such as opium and indigo, was forced upon the 
peasantry by the East India Company.

“As a result of the new farm laws, cultivation 
of food grains in Jammu & Kashmir is bound to 
take yet another hit. Commercial crops, includ-
ing apples, almond, walnut, peach, cherry, and 
saffron, will witness an escalation in demand, 
as this category will increase export prospects, 
generating greater profits for farmers and pri-
vate players,” a researcher wrote in an article 
published on October 13th, 2020 in an Indian 
online publication. The impact of this on the 
population’s food situation remains to be seen. 

Athar Parvaiz is a freelance journalist based in 
Srinagar/ Kashmir, India. 
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Demonstrators react to tear gas fired by police during a protest outside Srinagar, India, in August 2019.
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