	[image: image1.png]C.

@C Y

Knowledge in0

Society





	KICS Sharing Session – 24: 

The Kisan Swaraj Yatra of 2010

Held on: Saturday, April 30, 2011, 0430 – 0600 PM

At: Conference Hall, Centre for World Solidarity (CWS), Street No.1, Tarnaka, Secunderabad

Facilitators: 

Kavita Kuruganti (Convener, ASHA), supported by 

Dr. Ramanjaneyulu (Centre for Sustainable Agriculture) and 

Kiran Vissa (Association for India's Development)




As part of the knowledge sharing and learning process of the KICS Forum, sharing sessions have been held in different cities in India like Hyderabad, Bangalore, Mumbai and Bhubaneswar. The purpose of these sharing sessions is to increase the peoples’ understanding and to learn from each other on areas of common interest. The sessions have helped spread knowledge from people in different sectors and from different backgrounds offering different dimensions to some of the larger problems facing society, thus seeking solutions to the multidimensional nature of today’s problems.

Incidentally, the 24th Sharing Session on the Kisan Swaraj Yatra happened to be the first since KICS got itself registered as a trust. The session was moderated by Dr. Rukmini Rao. If the session could be divided into different sections, it could be categorized as follows:

(i) What is the Kisan Swaraj Yatra? 

(ii) What happened during the Yatra?

(iii) What emerged out of the Yatra? 

(iv) What are the highlights of the Kisan Swaraj policy?

(v) General discussions on the Yatra and the policy

The Evolution of the Yatra

The Yatra originally germinated from an idea in April 2010. Partners in the then network called the ‘Coalition for GM free India’ consisting of around 120 organizations from across 15 states held wide discussions on how to rejuvenate the call for issues surrounding farmers and their livelihoods. It was observed that after the announcement of the moratorium on Bt Brinjal during February 2010, there was a lull in the voices supporting ecological farming. This was largely because most of the activists who were kept on their toes till then, took a reprieve thanks to their success against the introduction of Bt Brinjal.

While one battle had been won, it was felt that a whole lot of issues were left unresolved. It was realized that the focus should not just be on GM crops but on the onslaught of agrarian crises faced by farmers and their households in India. This resulted in the expansion of the coalition and got renamed as ASHA (Alliance for Sustainable & Holistic Agriculture). The Kisan Swaraj Yatra thus became the platform for ASHA to draw attention to the wider issues in agriculture such as farmer suicides and debts, and to then aspire towards a concrete redressal of these issues.

The theme of the Yatra was “Food, Farmers, Freedom”. This theme was chosen to draw attention to the multiple issues facing farmers and farming today, some of them being:

· to improve and support their livelihoods

· to iterate that if we neglect farmers, it will lead to our demise too

· to reject the domination of corporations since they do not play any constructive role

· to improve the sustainability of farmers’ livelihoods

· to preserve the farmers’ sovereignty over seeds and other resources 

· to ensure food security for all citizens of the country

· to mobilize the support of farmers and consumers in these issues

· to send a positive message that there are solutions to farming crises 

· to redraw the policy framework and address the crises

· to gather like-minded individuals and organizations

Glimpses of the Yatra

The Kisan Swaraj Yatra was a 71 day journey from Sabarmati to Rajghat lasting from October 2nd to December 11th 2010. The pan-Indian bus tour saw around 220 yatris meet more than 25,000 citizens directly in at least 50 towns and cities across 20 states in India. The yatris consisted of a diverse crowd of people including students, activists, farmers and academics, drawn from both urban and rural areas.

The Yatra was punctuated by addresses by prominent people, including Shri Anupam Mishra of the Gandhi Peace Foundation who started off the Yatra with the keynote address at Gujarat Vidya Peeth. This was meant to drive home the fact that the Kisan Swaraj Yatra was ideologically founded on Gandhian principles.

There were numerous dialogues and meetings with farmers throughout the Yatra. Most of them were structured meetings which were hosted by partner organizations of ASHA local to that particular area. However, some of the meetings were impromptu like when the bus halted or broke down and the Yatris started chanting slogans immediately drawing attention of the people nearby. Dialogues were held with farmers even at night making the most of the available time and context.

The yatris also got exposed to instances of ecological farming and visited numerous natural farms. One such farm in Madhya Pradesh was cultivated by a farmer who also happened to be a former MLA. Of course, the Yatra was not devoid of humorous interjections with the purpose of drawing attention: there were mock Yagnas such as the ‘Sharad Pawar Sadh Buddhi Yagna’ invoking the Almighty to give good sense to the Minister of Agriculture!

The Kisan Swaraj Yatra, though being a mega rally in its own right, saw daily rallies at the various places visited. These rallies helped to disseminate the issues highlighted as well as demands proposed by ASHA. Reports on various agrarian issues were released at distinct locations all along the way, such as the one on the impact of Bt Cotton on farmers.

Entrepreneurship among farmers also took prominence with the yatris visiting some of the outlets marketing organic produce. These visits resulted in interactions and introductions with farmers who have come together to market their produce through farmer organizations which deal with ecological and organic farming. In addition to this, the Yatra brought myriad experiences of seed conservers, breeders, ecological farmers and other projecting their successful ventures.

The dialogues extended to students and academics with memorandums being submitted to heads of agricultural universities to focus on seed sovereignty of farmers and food security of the nation. Declarations and promises were issued by several farmers, organizations and people including the Gandhian activist Shri Anna Hazare who declared that Ralegaon Siddhi will remain GM free. Thanks to lobbying by the yatris even MPs committed to some of the demands of the Kisan Swaraj policy.

The Yatra was abound with activities like dialogues with agricultural scientists, seed festivals, visits to places of interest particular to the Gandhian and Freedom movements, tree planting, submission of memorandums to leading political leaders, collection of donations towards funding farmer friendly research in agricultural universities, street plays and more.

Reception to the Yatra was varied and participants included people from all walks of life. While the State Government at Kerala officially welcomed the yatris, agricultural scientists in some universities refused to engage in dialogue. Celebrities from the film industry like Mahesh Bhatt also participated. Famer unions (Vivasayigal Sangam) in Tamil Nadu, which do not usually come together due to political allegiances, came together for the Yatra. Media coverage was also extensive with one channel in Hyderabad broadcasting a related political debate live on TV.

The Yatra culminated with Gandhi Darshan at Rajghat. This was attended by people from hundreds of organizations as also others including MPs from various political parties. It was a sight to behold with all present endorsing the demands of the Kisan Swaraj policy and also commitment to the theme of “Food, Farmers, Freedom”.

The delegation then met the Chairperson of the National Advisory Council, Smt. Sonia Gandhi and discussed the demands of the Kisan Swaraj policy as also the expected action from the Government on the same. While she wholeheartedly supported the farmers’ needs and accepted that the farmers’ survival is crucial for the rest of the nation’s survival, Smt. Gandhi said that she could arrange for a meeting with the delegation only after the current debate over the Food Security Bill reaches a fruitful conclusion.

What emerged out of the Kisan Swaraj Yatra?

The Yatra reiterated the travails experienced by farmers for a long time now. With compounding of existing issues, the yatris witnessed firsthand how today farmers struggle not just to stay in farming but even to stay alive. Their rights and resources are declining day after day, thus leading to many quitting this occupation. But many still want to hold on to farming and the Yatra helped to highlight this to the urban consumers. Farming issues pertinent to women were also reported especially the impact of current chemical farming practices on health and food safety. The monopolization of the seed market by corporate entities and the loss of sovereignty over resources by farmers also came to the forefront. Farmers’ plight in marketing their produce and securing appropriate prices and procurers for the same was also an issue which received widespread attention. Apart from the above general achievements, the Yatra:

· secured commitments from several universities to conduct research on open pollinated varieties of seeds of different crops

· convinced many farmers to shift to ecological farming and entire villages to go GM free

· initiated widespread debate on issues such as the plight of farmers in Vidarbha, the people of Punjab as also the proposed Green Revolution in the Eastern States

· sensitized youth to the concerns of those dependent on agriculture

· influenced some governments to commit to the main demands of the Yatra and ASHA

· convinced NAC to conduct a public hearing on the demands of the Yatra

· was conducted purely on donations from thousands of individuals and a few organizations like Chetna Organic and Greenpeace

· saw a high degree of voluntarism with people staying and eating at others’ homes along the course of the Yatra, with minimal comfort

· brought ASHA to the forefront with the network making a foray into new states which were not part of it earlier

· found a framework of articulation for the policy demands: Income Security; Environmental Sustainability; Rights over productive resources; Safe/adequate/nutritious/diverse foods for all (aka) the Four Pillars

Highlights of the Kisan Swaraj policy

At the initial stages when the Yatra was still being conceptualized, the members discussed and debated on a wide range of issues. It culminated in 13 demands which are foremost of the list of farmer’s priorities. These demands are summarized into ‘four pillars’ on which rested the goals of the Yatra. These formed the basic framework for the drafting of the Kisan Swaraj policy, elucidated below.

I. Income security for farming households

· The policy demands that all farming households belonging to agricultural laborers, farmers, etc. should be given adequate support in terms of income security. 

· This should be facilitated in the form of enabling low cost agriculture by providing appropriate subsidies and resources

· Improvement in the existing price support mechanism which is wrought with insufficiencies. The existing Minimum Support Price (MSP) should make way for a Minimum Fair Price which accounts for 1.5 times the actual cost of cultivation taking into all factors suggested by the National Farmers’ Commission in 2004

· The notional nature of the MSP should be replaced with the fair price mechanism so that whenever the farmer suffers loss due to price inflation and market intervention strategies, the society/government pays the differential and compensates farmers for their losses

· In the event of farmers not being able to receive their minimal income, a producer bonus is to be provided to maintain basic living standards

· Farmers should be provided supporting infrastructure in the form of marketing assistance, storage space, etc. This will ensure that farmers do not indulge in distress sales, and hence provides them support towards the next season’s crop

· Improved options in risk management such as better credit linkages and crop insurance, as well as social security benefits such as old age pension and maternity benefits to be provided to farming households

· A Farmers’ Income Commission should be set up on the lines of the Pay Commission. This will take into account the actual costs involved, prices which the farmers get and adequate support to be provided – that is, an institutional mechanism to provide direct income support

· The policy also demands that the food prices should be directly tied up to the price inflation. In the last three years, there has been no change in the procurement price for paddy while the input prices have skyrocketed by over 200%. The policy calls for the prices to be hiked in the more or less the same way as the Dearness Allowance is hiked for the salaried class

· Farmers to be provided with a 40 day labor subsidy so that they are compensated for costs of external inputs in the form of own or hired labor

II. Environmental sustainability

· The policy requires the State to draw a roadmap for promoting ecological farming (based on the Community Managed Sustainable Agriculture model) including recasting of subsidies. This is to be done on a pan-India scale and not just in pockets that are currently being practiced by specific government programmes

· It further demands the phasing out of toxic and unsustainable technologies like agri-chemicals and stop the release of genetically modified organisms (GMOs)

· The policy also stipulates that farmers should be provided direct payment for the ecological services rendered by organic farmers

III. Farming communities’ rights over productive resources

· Currently, the seed market is controlled to an alarmingly large extent by corporate bodies. Hence the policy demands that the control of all productive resources like water, land, forest and seed be worked out in a farmer-centric manner

· Research and development in public academic institutions should be pursued in the best interests of farmers and not be an extended R&D wing of corporate bodies

· Since the agricultural land is fast diminishing (more than 2 million hectare land lost in the last two decades, on paper alone) and tenancy is increasing, the policy demands increased rights over resources to farmers

IV. Securing adequate, safe, nutritious and diverse foods for all

· By addressing the above three pillars, the needs of the consumers will then automatically be addressed and securing the security of safe and nutritious food will thus be ensured

General Discussions

Following the sharing by the presenters, the house was open to debate and discussion. Some of the questions raised and their responses are summarized below.

· What was the main purpose behind organizing the Yatra?

The main purpose of the Yatra was to engage in a two way dialogue with both farmers and consumers, to tell and hear about issues pertinent to farming in India and to spread the message that food and agriculture is everyone’s issue and if consumers did not take these seriously then we will have to suffer the consequences in the near future.

· How are ASHA’s activities progressing with respect to the policy, after the Yatra?

ASHA is now in the process of working out detailed mechanisms for implementing the demands highlighted in the policy, which will also include financial implications. Proposals are being done as to how existing laws can be tweaked or policies can be articulated. This will be done on the lines of the exclusive agriculture budget that was presented for the very first time in the state of Karnataka in 2011. These mechanisms will be a lot more concrete than the Andhra Pradesh Farmers’ Manifesto that was released in 2009.

· While political parties, universities and organizations supported and gave undertakings during the Yatra, has it yielded any change in reality?

The KVK in Goa promised that it would not take up any more Bt Brinjal trials while the Samastipur University has stopped GM trials for Monsanto. Besides, people other than NGOs and civil society organizations have begun to discuss the issues central to farmers today, at least in the areas that the Yatra visited. Among the yatris, it has created a paradigm shift in the way that they look at farming. More and more people are coming forward to assist in ongoing and future activities of ASHA. In Madhya Pradesh, a small scale Kisan Swaraj Yatra was organized in around seven districts of the state. 

· What are the S&T issues involved in the Kisan Swaraj policy?

One of the four pillars of the policy deals extensively with the control of farmer’s productive resources. This has S&T written all over it because research on these resources is currently being controlled by corporate entities to a large extent. Hence, it is important that civil society begins to engage with S&T enthusiasts and practitioners in achieving nutritious food security for all, and in the process help our farmers get their dues. 

· With several information services being provided to farmers, do these services actually help farmers?

Most of the information, in the form of market prices and conditions, is provided to farmers to help market their produce. However, this will not bear much fruit if the market is not conducive for the farmers in the first place. For instance, Governments say that they cannot achieve sufficient yields without using chemical fertilizers. But later they retract that they would not be able to procure from farmers since there is far too much yield. So unless the market itself becomes favorable towards farmers, new information services through ICT and the like will not provide farmers the help that they need the most.

· Will ecological farming be able to feed large numbers of people in a manner the Green Revolution did?

While ASHA does not believe in wholesale criticism of the Green Revolution, it believes that the whole brouhaha over the actual benefits of organic farming is due to the misguided propaganda by proponents of chemical farming. Ecological farming should not be seen as subsistence farming. While Malthusian arguments are quoted frequently to support chemical farming, the question of millions of hectares of agricultural land being lost due to the absence of support to farmers is generally missed out in the debate. If only appropriate attention was diverted to the plight of the farmers and if only their land was utilized for ecological farming, food security will not look as gargantuan a problem as it is made out to be.

· Are not financial institutions and urban consumers as responsible for the plight of the farmers?

It is indeed true that education of the urban consumer is crucial to furthering the cause of the Kisan Swaraj policy and ASHA is actively engaging in that. However, the pricing and the market intervention mechanisms currently practiced by the Government is of a far more serious nature. Hence, it is the need of the hour to work out a framework to provide direct income support to farmers than blame consumers. In addition, most farmers are consumers of their own produce; this further exemplifies the fact that the status quo needs a hard rethink to support our farmers. 

· By interlinking the NREGA with farmers, will not the primary purpose of NREGA be defeated?

The Kisan Swaraj policy does not talk about tying up the NREGA with farmers. ASHA does believe that if farming was considered an act of labor under the NREGA then the rights of the laborers would indeed be diluted. However, it is proposed that a labor subsidy be provided to farmers to subsidize them for the expenses incurred in procuring external inputs and/or employing hired help, in a mechanism separate from NREGA.

· In hindsight, is a “Yatra” the best method of propagating the farmers’ cause?

A “Yatra” is perhaps not the best forum to highlight farmers’ issues, but it is certainly an important tool that helped the cause. It has acted as a big campaign push to bring the predicament that Indian farmers have been suffering for several years together. The Yatra has succeeded in creating torrents of energy among several sections of people and organizations and this has been achieved only because of the existing format of the Kisan Swaraj Yatra.

Closing thoughts

The sharing session saw many people participate from different organizations including WASSAN, KICS and the Livelihood School. The speakers were presented with a copy of the thesis written by Julia Quartz who in association with KICS and CSA conducted her research on the NPM movement in Andhra Pradesh.

