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Rising Prices
The Modi government boasts that it has reduced inflation to virtually nothing in the last four years. It cites figures from the official wholesale price index to buttress this claim. Like most boasts of this government, this one too is empty, as the working people know only too well from their own experience and the daily struggle to make ends meet. Even the official consumer price index estimates that prices in rural India have risen almost 21% on average between May 2014, when this government was formed, and April 2018, the last month for which the index is available. In urban areas, the index suggests prices have risen by about 17%. Even the Reserve Bank of India is sceptical of the government’s claims of having brought inflation under control.
Even if we take the official price index numbers at face value, they can at best capture the average variation in prices over a period. What that papers over is the fact that prices of specific commodities have spiked to astronomical levels from time to time over these four years.  For example, who can forget that the price of arhar dal had reached Rs 200 per kg in Sept-Nov 2015? Or that sugar prices had crossed Rs 50 a kg in early 2017. Onion prices had crossed Rs 100 a kg within the first year of the Modi government and there have been repeated spikes in onion prices since then too. In October 2015, mustard oil prices had reached over Rs 150 per kilo.
For the relatively well-off, the constituency that the Modi Sarkar really caters to, such spikes in food prices might be just temporary problems that hardly pinch, but for the working people who are somehow eking out a living, the weeks or months for which such high prices persist mean that they have no option but to consume less. Had the government really been concerned about these sections, there are enough ways in which it can intervene to prevent such volatility, but the Modi government has chosen not to do so. Wedded to the theory that markets know best, it has let them have free play, and the poor have had to pay the price for it.
Had these spikes in prices of food items been a result of higher income for farmers, we could have argued about whether they are worth it. But the fact is that even as prices of food items have sky-rocketed, we read reports every day of farmers being on the roads and dumping their produce because they are not getting suitable prices. This is primarily because the prices of inputs that they use – fertilisers, pesticides, diesel, fodder, etc. – have continued to mount inexorably while the prices they are given in the market or by government simply are not good enough to match these rising costs. For instance, just in one year, between 2015-16 and 2016-17, the price of high speed diesel used for irrigation pumps went up by 23.7%. Similarly, cattle feed went up by nearly 11%. In Modi’s rule, all these prices have increased, bringing widespread misery for farmers. Thus, whether it is the producer of food in the form of the farmer or the consumer, including farmers who are net buyers of food, both have been hit by spiralling prices of all commodities essential for their human survival. There cannot be a bigger indictment of a government’s policies.
It is a paradox that on the one hand, farmers, the producers of food and other agricultural products are not getting remunerative prices for their produce; on the other, common people including a large section of farmers themselves have to purchase the same products from the market at high prices. Where does the money collected through such high prices go? Not to the real producers, the farmers, but to the big traders-money-lender nexus dominated by corporate-big landlord class. Two thirds of the country’s farmers-marginal, small and even some medium farmers - are deprived of institutional credit from banks and are dependent on the private money lenders, dominated by landlords and the rural rich. It is this class who purchases the produce from the small farmers at cheap rates and sells at high rates. They control the market and the products and indulge in speculative trading, which is one of the major factors for the rise in the prices. The government refuses to control speculative trade in the name of ensuring ‘Ease of Doing Business’. It is not concerned about the distress caused to the common people by the rising prices. 
Health services and education – without which a decent human existence is not possible – continue to become costlier by the day as the government pushes the expansion of the private sector in these areas. Modi is fond of bragging that he has brought down the prices of cardiac stents and orthopaedic implants, but his government is actually bringing in policies that will make basic healthcare increasingly unaffordable not just for the poor but even for the middle class. Its faith in the discredited PPP (public-private partnership) model and in health insurance rather than public provisioning of health, as the panacea is evident from the policy proposals emanating from the Niti Aayog. This is a recipe for disaster and impoverishment of millions. Already, healthcare expenses are the second biggest reason for indebtedness and things are steadily getting worse.
The biggest betrayal by this government on the price front has been the cynical manner in which it has used the opportunity provided by low international oil prices to rake in taxes rather than providing some relief to the people. As of 7 June this year, the price of diesel in Delhi was Rs 68.73 per litre, while petrol was at Rs 77.63 per litre. The highest levels of prices these two commodities have witnessed have been in late May this year; they have come down only by a few paise since then. The trend is the same in other cities and states, except that the price levels are even higher. Why are prices at all-time highs? The government claims that the oil companies are allowed to set their own prices every day since they were making losses when the government administered the price. This is utter nonsense. When the BJP was desperate to win Karnataka, these same companies were persuaded to keep prices frozen for almost three weeks.  But what is damning is that less than half the price you pay for petrol, about 48% in Delhi, goes to the oil companies and in the case of diesel this proportion is only slightly higher, at about 59%. The rest is in the form of taxes. The government’s own data shows that the Centre’s share of taxes on petroleum crude and products has risen from Rs 1.26 lakh crore in 2014-15 to Rs 2.73 lakh crore in 2016-17, the last full year for which this data is available. That’s an extra Rs 6,000 per family every year. The government could cut its taxes on petroleum products, as the pro-people Kerala government did, but it refuses to do so. For, successive governments at the centre, this has become a constant source of looting the people. That is why the administrative pricing of fuel that could regulate prices, was dismantled. The government would argue that this burden is only borne by those who buy petrol or diesel and the poor don’t. But the reality is whether you buy diesel or not, you pay for it in the form of higher transportation costs for everything you do buy.
Even when the price of crude oil declined and reached less than half of what it was before 2014, the BJP government refused to pass it on to the consumers. Instead, it has neutralised it by increasing taxes. 
Hence prices of daily essentials do not automatically rise; they are made to rise by the government to satisfy the hunger for profits of the big-business-big landlord class at the cost of common people. This is the real face of neoliberal capitalist order and its servants in governance. 

Prices can be controlled:

· By banning speculative trade in food items

· By universalising public distribution system (PDS) and covering the 14 essential commodities of daily life under PDS

· By reducing the taxes on petrol and diesel and putting in place actual cost plus reasonable return based pricing of petroleum product scrapping the import parity pricing
· By increasing government expenditure on education and health, and providing free education and health services to all needy through government institutions 
The united trade union movement too made similar demands to contain price rise. 

But, governments committed to neoliberal agenda of looting the people and the country are not ready to do this; because they will hurt the interests of the big business houses and corporations.

The ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ before Parliament on 5th September is to make the above demands

Let us Unite! Fight! 

· No to governments that work for the 0.1%

· For policies that benefit the 99.9%
