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SPEECH BY MR. L.S. SECRETARY OF STATE FOR INDIA,
AT 7.30 p.m. IN TONIGHT.

The subject which has most engaged my thoughts for .many months past and

which is naturally uppermost in your minds today is the grievous condition of

famine in parts of Bengal and in certain other districts of the great continent

of India*

Me have become almost, used to the thought cf whole populations suffering
starvation in the countries occupied by our enemies* But it comes to us as a

profoundly disquieting shock that anything of the kind should be possible anywhere
under the British Flay, or that people should be dying of hunger in the streets cf

the Empire*s second city*

In order to understand what is happening, why it has happened, .and what all

concerned are endeavouring to do to remedy the situation, I would ask you for a

moment to consider the economic background*

India is not a. country like England, in which the great majority of the

people work for wages or salaries and buy their food and. other necessities with

the money so earned*. -The overwhelming majority of the four hundred, million people
of India are small holders, each family living directly off the produce of their

own small patch of land and only soiling what Is surplus to their immediate needs

in order to pay their rent or their debts or to buy a few minor necessities of

life*

Indian seasons,, like curs, are variable and in former days, owing to the lack
of communications, famine followed inevitably upon the failure of the crop in any
particular district# Under British rule the creation of vast irrigation works

ensuring regular harvests and the-construction of nearly fifty thousand miles of

railways have made it possible to meet local famine conditions by rushing in food

from districts of surplus production*

An intensive system of public relief works and a large body cf highly
efficient officers trained in dealing with such emergencies have in the past done

wonders in keeping famine .at bay wherever it became threatening*

One result, however,. of our very success in this respect ham been an incrcease

of population such a.s has never been seen elsewhere in the world. In the ten year’s
between 1931 and 1941 the population of India increased by fifty millions, more

than the whole population of the British Isles, Every month there arc some, four

hundred thousand more mouths to be fed.

The vast majority of this new population, ,possibly forty millions, have had

to find their living off the same land which barely sustained a, smaller population
in the past# Even with every effort to develop industry, to extend irrigation and
to improve agricultural methods, the menace of famine has never "been wholly removed.

That has been the norma1 background* To it have keen super-added two'new factors:
the war, and the break lg up of the former unity of Indian administration hy the
extension of self-government.

India has played a groat .and indeed decisive part in the world struggle
against aggression and. tyranny* You all know something of the record cf Indian
troops in the Middle East, where they proved themselves equal to tin best in every
encounter, from those early days when they helped Field Marshal Wavell to defeat

overwhelming Italian forces down to last spring when General von Arnim surrendered
to the 4th Indian Division*
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What is perhaps not so widely realised here is the extent of the contribution

which India has mode in other directions to the war effort. In spite of the added

strain upon her internal transport system Tue to the war she has denuded her railways
and her river and road transport in order to' help the movement of our armies in Iraq
and to forward supplies to Russia, Her industries have been diverted from the

making of consumers' goods to military equipment of all kinds.

The payment of large sums for employment on military orders and the lack of

consumers' goods has inevitably raised prices throughout India, and in the case .of
food the rise in prices was accentuated last year, not only by the loss of the rice

imports from ‘Burma, but also by a bad rice harvest and by disastrous floods and

cyclones in Bengal and Sind,

With food prices rising, the cultivator, as he could get enough to pay his rents

or his debts by soiling loss of his produce,and could find little/buy if he sold more,

naturally tended to keep a little more for his own often hungry family. Or again,
he was tempted to hold back, not only because he hoped to profit from a further rise,
but also to insure himself against having to buy back food at even higher prices
if his next harvest failed.

On top of that tho merchant, small and great, instinctively tended to hold back

in his turn hoping for better prices, The consequence of this, repeated on a small
scale over some fifty million cultivators and hundreds of thousands of villages and
small or large towns, naturally reduced the supplies available for the workers in the

main centres.

The dangerous possibilities of tho situation were fully realised by the Central

Government of India as soon as the loss of Singapore and the invasion of Burma showed
that India could no longer rely upon her customary rice imports from Burma or easily
secure -wheat cargoes from Australia,

Imports, however, hove never played more than a small part in India's food economy.

Taking India as a -whole, the loss of her imports added to the poor rice harvest still

only meant a reduction of some 4 per cent, of her total normal supplies.

The key to tho whole situation lay in better distribution and it is to that

problem that the Government of India has directed itself for the last 18 months. For

this purpose it enjoyed the full control of tho Indian transport system for the

moving of foodstuffs from Provinces in which there was a surplus to those in which a

deficit had occurred or was anticipated* Here, however, it was faced with obstacles

of a kind never previously contemplated,

By the Acts of 1919 and 1935, tho old centralised administration of India was

broken up, 'Tide powers of government covering the greater part of the whole field of

national life were assigned to the eleven Provinces of British India, The word

"Province”, however, hardly gives a true idea of the nature of those self-governing
units. They arc larger and more populous than most of the states of Europe,

Bengal alone has a population of over 60 millions and Madras is as large as the

whole of Italy, Their populations differ as much from each other in race, language
and customs as those of the nations of Europe and many of them aro inspired by a strong

national fooling. In any case, the first duty of Ministers in a self-governing
community, and indeed the condition of their existence, is to look after the interests

of their own people.

Where those interests clash with these of other communities they naturally
see the point of view of their own people first. To convince them that they should

inflict hardship upon their awn people in order to mitigate the hardships of others

is not always easy.
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The Government of India s on discovered great difficulties in many

directions in securing co-operation from the Provinces t the full extent requires,
to bring about a really even distribution. It may be said that the Government

f India Should, from the cutset, have used its special war powers in order to

ver-ridc the Provincial Government and compel them to fall into line mere quickly.
But it is a very scrims thing, when you have entrusted wide powers and

responsibilities to a democratic Government, to* brush those powers aside and set

back the clock of political development, merely because of the natural hesitation

or slowness of such Governments to respond, as fully or 'as quickly as might be

hoped tothe more impartial injunctions of a central authority.

In any case, with the establishment of Provincial self-government the actual

instruments of government, the officers of all kinds, the police, etc*, had equally
been handled over. It Was only through them and with their 1oyal co-operation that

the Central Government could hope to carry out its policy of securing Uniform

distribution.

Nevertheless, in spite of many difficulties and delays, the efforts cf the

Government of India have sac cowled in preventing acute c Haitians of shortage
spreading over wide areas. While the situation in many provinces has been anxious

and feed prices have risen seriously, still by the co-operation between the

Central Government and the Provinces, by energetic action in supporting the "G row

More Food Campaign, by' the requisitioning of stocks and rationing, the worst

dangers have been averted.

It is only in certain districts of the Deccan, in the States cf Cochin and

Travancore and above all in certain parts of the great Province of Bengal that

really critical state of affairs has arisen.

We arc not concerned here to discuss to what extent the situation in Bengal
has been dim on the .-no hand: to failure of foresight or energy on the part
of cither the previous or the present government of Bengal in looking after their

own needs, or, on the other, f other Provincial Governments or of the Central

Government in fully or promptly meeting thorn.

The important thing to-day is to see what cam be d n without delay to

set things right. At this moment the Bengal Ministry, helped by the long
experience of provincial and district administration of the acting Governor, Sir'

Thomas Rutherford, are doing all in their power tr cope with the situation both

in Calcutta itself and. in the outlying districts of the Province.

They are distributing om from 1,000 free kitchens maintained or subsidised

by Government. In one way or other, 1,300,000 persons, more then the whole

population of Birmingham, arc being given free issues of fcm d. Relief camps

are being opened to dead with the destitutes whohave flocked into Calcutta, from

famine-stricken districts. Every effort is being made to make price controls

effective, though in the condition of India, that is a far more difficult task than

here.

A rationing scheme for Calcutta is being worked out and should cone into operation
before the end of next month, for the Central Government, it is steadily
overcoming the difficulties which have stood in the way of more effective

distribution and is delivering grain to Bengal at the rate cf some 2,300 tens a day.
It is also affording substantial financial help t. the Bengal Government to meet the

heavy cost of relief.

Local inertia and suspicion are being gradually overcom e by the efforts of

Regional Food Commissioners who have been appointed bythe Central Government. .
Each region consists cf a group of Provinces and States and these officers advise

the Governments within their Region, co-ordinate their activities, and report to

the Centred Government. Government purchasing agencies have been set up to buy
surplus stocks in producing areas for distribution in those whore supplies are

short.
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meanwhile, what of our own responsibility here? What have we been doing
and what can we do to help relieve this, terribly anxious situation? Wide as

are the powers which have been transferred to the Central Government and to the

Provincial Governments, the Parliament and Government of this country still
have an ultimate constitutional responsibility for the safety and welfare of

India which they are bound to recognise in an emergency like the present, more-

over, quite apart- from any direct constitutional responsibility every partner
in the British Commonwealth has a moral responsibility towards every other, and
in a. situation like the present we should be bound to do everything in our power
to help India., whatever might be her constitutional position in relation to

this' country.

As a. matter of fact this our two-fold responsibility towards India has

throughout been kept in mind within the limits of what the difficulties of the

war situation have allowed. At the beginning of the year in view of a situation

which was already causing anxiety, substantial quantities of shipping were set

free at a time of great difficulty to enable grain to be imported into India and

undoubtedly cased the immediate strain.

For a time the danger seemed to be removed by -an excellent spring harvest

in Northern India. Since it has once more become acute every effort is being
made to make shipping available. Considerable quantities of grain are now-

arriving and will continue to arrive till towards the end of the year when the

situation can be further reviewed in the light of the Indian autumn and winter

crops.

At the present moment the prospects of the main rice harvest - which will

come on to the market in December and January - arc distinctly favourable.

The so far as we are concerned, is essentially and entirely one

of shipping. No contributions of money here nor even of actual foodstuffs in
other parts of the world can help to releave the present distress unless the

ships can be set free to bring the actual feed to India. Yet, as we all know,
shipping is perhaps the most difficult of all the problems which confront us in
this war*

Vast quantities of shipping are required, not only to feed the munitions
industries and population of these islands or the groat armies accumulating
here, in the mediterranean and the Kiddle East, as well as for supplying Russia,
but every serious military operation requires an immense concentration of vessels

of all kinds.

we have been told that something like 2,500 ships had to be assembled for
the landing in Sicily, and that was only a fore-taste of the larger operations
which have since taken place and are still to come. To decide how much shipping
can be spared, even for so serious a situation as that with which we are now

faced,without injury to the all-important task of defeating the enemy and bring-
ing the war to an early conclusion, is one of the most difficult problems which
the United Nations have to face*

All I can say is that the Indian situation, is being anxiously watched at

this end and that we shall certainly not hesitate to take every measure that nay
be necessary, here and in. India, if at the close of the year the immediate

difficulties of the situation have not been overcome and the need for further

auction should become apparent*
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