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DESCRIPTIVE QUESTIONS FOR MAIN EXAMINATION  

1. Briefly explain the risk of recent resurgence of diphtheria in India? How it can be mitigated? 

(Health Issues) 

2. Do you think agriculture turned into an unprofitable occupation in last decade? (Social Issues) 

DESCRIPTIVE QUESTIONS 

MODEL ANSWERS 

1. Context: Diphtheria is a highly infectious disease, which usually shows up as a sore throat and 

difficulty in breathing. It spreads through contact or cough and sneeze droplets, and is caused by the 

bacterium Corynebacterium diphtheriae. In severe cases, the toxin secreted by this bacterium kills 

cells in the throat, and the debris forms a wing-shaped grey membrane, disrupting breathing and 

earning diphtheria the name “The Strangling Angel.” If the patient isn’t treated quickly with anti-

diphtheria serum, the toxin can spread through the bloodstream hurting the heart and kidneys. 

Recent resurgence: Before the 1940s, when diphtheria vaccination grew widespread, millions of 

children died of the disease across the world. But as vaccination rates and sanitation improved, 

incidence dropped everywhere, including in India. Yet, India continues to be a world leader in 

diphtheria today, with 3,380 cases and 177 deaths reported in 2016. This year has seen worrying 

outbreaks in Karnataka, Kerala and Telangana, among other States. 

India, though it was historically an illness of children under five. As primary vaccination coverage is 

improving steadily, booster coverage remains poor and there is no vaccination for grown-ups. Some 

countries like the U.S. recommend booster doses every 10 years to tackle waning immunity among 

adults. The link between low vaccination rates and disease is clear in all recent epidemics. For 

example, Bihar, which has a poor record of primary immunisation, saw 41% of its cases in the under-



 

 

five age group, while Kerala, which has high rates of immunisation, saw 74% of cases in the above-10 

age group, according to a WHO report. 

A review from Chennai’s National Institute of Epidemiology also found low rates of vaccination 

among Muslim communities, one of the reasons driving outbreaks in States like Andhra Pradesh. 

Kerala, despite its high vaccination rates, has susceptible pockets for the same reason. An outbreak 

in Malappuram this year seems to have been driven by anti-vaccination sentiments seeded by 

Islamic clerics in the district. These outbreaks have been worsened by stock-outs of the anti-

diphtheria serum in these regions. 

Mitigating the risk: The only answer is better vaccination. The director of the National Institute of 

Epidemiology, Manoj Murhekar, recommends in his 2017 epidemiological review that a dose of 

tetanus-diphtheria vaccine be given to children at school entry, because over 80% of all Indian 

children attend primary schools. Also, vulnerable communities like Muslims in Andhra Pradesh must 

be targeted with awareness campaigns. 

2. Context: The agriculture sector is characterised by instability in incomes because of various types 

of risks involved in production, market and prices. The National Commission of Farmers (2006), 

chaired by M.S. Swaminathan, had pointed out that something “very serious and terribly wrong is 

happening in the countryside.” The agriculture growth rates have been unsteady in the recent past. 

While it was 1.5% in 2012-13, it rose to 5.6% in 2013-14. In 2014-15, the rate dipped to (-) 0.2%, 

while in 2015-16 it was 0.7%. The provisional estimate puts it at 4.9% in 2016-17. The trend reflects 

the distress in the agriculture sector. 

Unprofitable occupation:  

 The main reason for farm crises is the rising pressure of population on farming and land 

assets. Government data show the average farm size in India is small, at 1.15 hectare, and 

since 1970-71, there has been a steady declining trend in land holdings. The small and 

marginal land holdings (less than 2 hectares) account for 72% of land holdings, and this 

predominance of small operational holdings is a major limitation to reaping the benefits of 

economies of scale. Since small and marginal farmers have little marketable surplus, they 

are left with low bargaining power and no say over prices. 

 As farmers have been demanding “freedom from debt and remunerative price” through 

several platforms, they carry on fighting risks in production, weather and disaster, price, 

credit, market and those in policy. 



 

 

 While crop production is always at risk because of pests, diseases, shortage of inputs like 

seeds and irrigation, which could result in low productivity and declining yield, the lower 

than remunerative price in the absence of marketing infrastructure and profiteering by 

middlemen adds to the financial distress of farmers. Also, the predominance of informal 

sources of credit, mainly through moneylenders, and lack of capital for short term and long 

term loans have resulted in the absence of stable incomes and profits. 

 Further, it leads to defaults and indebtedness. Uncertain policies and regulations such as 

those of the Agricultural Produce Market Committee (APMC Act), besides low irrigation 

coverage, drought, flooding and unseasonal rains, are some other factors that hit farmers 

hard. 

Looking ahead: The costs of farm inputs have increased faster than farm produce prices. The cost of 

capital too has increased manifold over the years. This turned agriculture into an unprofitable 

occupation and compelled farmers, especially the small and marginal, to borrow costly money from 

informal sources of credit, which deepened the crises. While the farming sector has its own set of 

risks, like any other economic activity, to increase and ensure stable flow of income to farmers it is 

vital to manage and reduce the risks by analysing, categorising and addressing them. 


