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Report of Dissemination Workshop

 held at Shillong on 7th-8th July, 2004

THE EVENTS

Background and Objective:

South Asia Watch on Trade, Economics and Environment (SAWTEE) based in Kathmandu is currently coordinating a project on the impact of WTO agreements on Farmers’ Rights to livelihood in the Hindukush Himalayan region. This is a composite research and advocacy project running simultaneously in five South Asian countries viz. Nepal, Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh. Consumer Unity & Trust Society (CUTS) is implementing its India component in Central and North Eastern Himalayan Region.

The main objective of the project is to make strategic interventions, which will contribute to securing farmers' rights to livelihood in the Himalayan region in the context of liberalisation, globalisation and the WTO (World Trade Organisation) agreements. This project aims to address poverty issues of the mountain communities and conservation of Biodiversity in the region. The prime objectives in organising the workshop are dissemination of information and generate awareness among different stakeholders about the impact of WTO agreements on mountain farming, to analyse the probable threats and frame up recommendations on how to face the challenges and avail of the opportunities of globalisation and trade liberalisation for promotion and sustenance of the livelihood of mountain farmers. 

Another important objective is to strengthen the existing network built up during the process of execution of the project and extending it further with new ones attending the workshop who are actively and sincerely involved with the concerned issues. Creating upward and downward linkages between policy level and grassroot level through feeding up the recommendations evolved out of this workshop at the national level policy making will go a long way in fulfilling the objective of the project.

Organisation of the Workshop:

The workshop was jointly organised by the Department of Economics, North Eastern Hill University (NEHU) Consumer Unity & Trust Society (CUTS) in the Seminar Hall of NEHU’s Mayurbhanj Complex on 7th and 8th July 2004 on “Farmers’ Rights and Livelihood of North Eastern Himalayan Farmers.”

Participants:

Around 45 participants comprising various stakeholders including members of the academia from North Eastern Hill University, government officials, representatives of CUTS, NGO professionals, members of cooperatives and SHGs and the media actively took part in the workshop. Valuable contribution of resource persons from NEHU and government department working on the concerned issues and NGOs working with local communities helped to cull out quite pertinent and relevant recommendations from the workshop.
Summary:

The resource persons explained issues related to impact of WTO agreements on farmers’ rights to livelihood, scope of crop diversification to support livelihood of mountain communities, importance of traditional knowledge and indigenous medicines etc. Each of the presentations was followed by lively discussions on problems, issues and suggestions. The NGOs working with local communities exchanged their views and brought to the fore the problems which the mountain farmers are facing in real life to sustain their livelihood in these areas. They drew special attention on absence of proper infrastructure in percolating down the required information on changing economic scenario in domestic economy as also against the international arena. Building up strong network among the various stakeholders as also formation of active farmers group found to be the need of the hour. 

Inaugural Session

Chair: Prof. Eugene D. Thomas, Dean, School of Economics, Management and Information Sciences, NEHU

Prof. Nirankar Srivastav, Head, Department of Economics, NEHU

Mr. S. Banerjee, Advisor, CUTS

Prof. J. B. Bhattacharjee, Professor, NEHU

Mr. S. Umdor, Department of Economics, NEHU
Prof. Thomas and Prof. Nirankar Shrivastav welcomed the distinguished guests and participants to the workshop. 

Appreciating the initiative to organise such workshop, Prof. Thomas explained the necessity to make threadbare analysis of the real situation of the farmers in the northeastern region and take up concrete steps for promotion and sustenance of their livelihood. Prof. Srivastav urged on building and strengthening the network among the government officials, NGOs and farmers for proper and adequate dissemination of required information. 

S. Banerjee depicting the background of the Farmers’ Rights Project (FRP) projected a brief introduction of the workshop. He explained that FRP is a research and advocacy project, executed by CUTS since 2001 to analyse the impact of WTO agreements on farmers’ rights to livelihood in the Hindukush Himalayan Region (HKH). Pointing out that globalisation is an inevitable force that nations cannot escape from, he hoped that the workshop would address the hitherto neglected concerns of the mountain farmers and thus help them to reap the opportunities that the new scenario brings through the interventions of governments and civil society in general. 

In his inaugural address, Prof. J. B. Bhattacharjee complimented CUTS and the Department of Economics, NEHU for organising the dissemination workshop on a very vital subject. In the context of the reckless governmental measures of the recent times, the government alone cannot repair the damage today, and hence the initiative to empower the farmers to enable them to assert their right to livelihood comes well in place, he said. Though the makers of modern India believed that a new India would be born out of our villages, the situation is alarming today as the farmers are illiterate, exploited and unaware of the global forces at work. Hence, the workshop addresses the most important need of awareness building and educating the farmers and it is a very positive step taken in the right direction, he concluded. 

At the close of the inaugural session, S. Umdor proposed the vote of thanks and specially noted that the CUTS deserved special tribute for focusing also on the problems of mountain farmers, as discussion generally centred around the concerns of plains farmers only.
Session I: Implications of WTO Agreements: Issues and Challenges for the Mountain Farmers 

Chairperson : Prof. E. D. Thomas

Speakers: Ms. Kalyani Ghosh, Research Associate,  CUTS


    Dr. B. Panda, Reader, Department of Economics, NEHU
The presentation projected an overview of various WTO agreements, specifically related to agricultural trade and its implications on developing countries in general and Hindu Kush Himalyan (HKH) region, in particular. The agreements comprise Agreement on Agriculture (AoA), some clauses of Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs), Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures (SPS). The presentation also highlighted two other crucial agreements related to agriculture – International Union for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants (UPOV) and Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). It has been opined that the developed countries, to a large extent, has manipulated the agreements to their advantage and that these agreements opened up greater risks to developing countries. This is mainly because the developed countries erect different tariff and non-tariff barriers to hinder free market access of the developing countries’ products. Domestic markets of developing countries are also adversely affected on account of the cheap and surging import from developed countries.

Several implications of these agreements on the HKH region have been pointed out, like problem of market access and non-availability of seeds, use of chemical fertilizers having adverse effect on the soil of the region, nation’s lack of resources to safeguard this mountain region, the fact that the support measures of the agreements are not applicable here due to resource crunch etc. The recommendations include measures to create a level playing field for all the countries to enjoy the same benefits, compensatory rules against countries that manipulate the agreements, encouraging the exporting of commodities in which the developing countries enjoy comparative advantage, sensitization of farmers and dissemination of knowledge, support measures for promotion of farmers livelihood in HKH region etc. 

Explaining the concepts of patent and sui generis system under the TRIPs agreement, the issue of biopiracy of traditional knowledge has also been discussed. Greater awareness building among farmers on TRIPs related issues, local initiatives to prevent biopiracy and preparing of Community Biodiversity Register on a priority basis need to be given utmost importance. With regard to SPS measures of the WTO, she observes discriminatory pursuits by the developed countries in limiting exports of developing countries. UPOV, on the other hand, emphasises the Plant Breeders’ Rights (PBR) and do not provide any specific rights for the farmers. It has been suggested that PBR should not curtail the farmers’ rights and the varieties bred by them should also be protected; developing countries should resists pressure to limit farmers’ freedom to save and exchange seeds. The CBD agreement made in 1993 establishes commitments on conservation and sovereign rights of nation on biological resources. It makes commitments on equitable benefit from the biological resources for both the contracting parties, which is a welcome relief for developing nations. The CBD can protect the rich repository of indigenous knowledge among the mountain farmers of HKH region. 

The second presentation on the theme “Livelihood Strategies in Rural India and Thailand : A Comparative Analysis,” by Dr. B. Panda of the Department of Economics was based on a research study undertaken by the presenter on rural employment diversification in India and Thailand. Describing a scenario of employment stagnation in agriculture and the formal sector, Dr. Panda makes a viable case for the rural non-farm sector in providing solution to problems of rural unemployment, poverty and urban congestion. 

His findings show that there has been employment diversification both in Thailand and India, though it is more pronounced in the former country, and that there is regional variation and gender bias. Agriculture itself, education, infrastructure and size of land holding are determinants of non-farm employment. Among the Northeastern states, employment in the rural non-farm sector is below 30 per cent of total employment and hence the need for focus here. The main recommendations Dr. Panda made included work on the agriculture and non-agriculture link, promotion of education and development of socio-economic infrastructure, removal of regional incidence in rural non-farm employment, formulation of activity and region-specific policy for growth of non-farm employment, necessity to overcome gender gap in rural non-farm employment in India, making of rural non-farm sector development an explicit strategy for rural development in India etc.

Open Discussion 

Following points came up with very vibrant and active participation from the floor:

· Doubts were expressed about the validity of the claim that the WTO agreements could affect the subsistence farmers of Northeast India. 

The speaker clarified that issues like biopiracy and the need to recognise indigenous knowledge are directly relevant for the mountain farmers where the clauses related to patenting needs proper introspection. It was observed that since biopiracy is an urgent issue in this region, whatever advocacy strategy is planned for the region should emphasize this aspect. 

· The approach of not dealing directly with the problems of marginal farmers and recommending their conversion into non-farmers is beside the point. 

The speaker explained whether agriculture or non-agriculture based employment comes first is not the issue; rather it is the need to go beyond subsistence agriculture. Even when there is excess production among the marginal farmers of the Himalayan region, there may be problems due to the lack of market. Hence, what is suggested is a complimentary approach of developing the agricultural, non-agricultural sector and infrastructure base side by side.

· Sustainability of biodiversity in the context of market driven economy. 

Response from the speaker was that some type of compromise should be accommodated. However, the best way of preserving biodiversity is to adopt a system of agriculture whereby a domestic market-driven model is encouraged rather than a mere subsistence system of agriculture or an export driven model.

· While sensitization among the stakeholders is a necessity, it must begin with the policy makers.

This point has been well appreciated by all.

· More specific suggestions on how diversification of employment can be achieved are called for. 

The speaker stated that while diversification of employment in the rural sector needs to be encouraged, all types of agriculture related development of allied sectors also should be stressed like horticulture, processing industry etc. Agriculture and non-farm sectors compliment each other.

· How to address the problem of coping with fluctuations in the market. 

In his response, Dr. Panda said that fluctuations of the market are not applicable to non-farm activities like processing industry. But it is applicable to agricultural products. Hence the government should come forward with a protection mechanism to cope with these fluctuations.

Session II: Crop Diversification and Farmers Livelihood Options
Chairperson : Sister Madaline Synnah FMA
Speakers      :  Dr. U. De, Reader, Department of Economics, NEHU

Ms. Kalyani Ghosh, CUTS & Mr. S. Umdor, NEHU

Dr. U. De made the first presentation on the session theme itself. Pointing out at the outset that internal production of food grains is not sufficient in the Northeast region, he, however, observed that productivity of land in the region for food grains is comparatively lower here. Conditions here are more suited for plantation and horticulture. Hence, through diversification of crops; people’s purchasing power can be increased and their demands for food grains can thus be met. So, Dr. De proceeds to list out the viability of a number of crops for diversification. Tea in the first place is already tried out and there are scopes for its expansion in states other than Assam. Rubber is also successfully planted in the region and can be expanded in areas where it comparatively brings more profit. The agriclimatic conditions of the region are favourable for horticulture. Hence farmers may be encouraged to cultivate them provided they are aided with supporting industries and infrastructure. Floriculture including orchid cultivation holds high prospects in the region, and has great export potential. Diversifications in the allied areas like livestock farming especially pisciculture, poultry etc., and non-farm activities like handicrafts hold ample prospects in the region. Backed up by a considerable amount of statistical data, Dr. De’s presentation concluded that people in the region might suitably combine farm and non-farm activities for improving their livelihood.

The second presentation of the session on “Crop Diversification and Livelihood Strategies,” by Ms. Ghosh was based on a study undertaken by the CUTS in Uttarnachal (Central Himalayas) and Assam and Meghalaya (North Eastern Himalayas). According to this study, the major portion of the respondents earned their livelihood from cultivation and non-timber forest produce collection. It is found that broomsticks, flowers and orchids can be potential cash crops in the region. Crops are generally cultivated for home use and seldom for commercial purposes. Handicrafts of ethnic designs are sold at throwaway prices. These may be developed as potential livelihood options since there is demand for these items. Collection of forest produce such as fruits, flowers, orchids, medicinal herbs etc., proves to be gainful but leads to depletion of forest, threat to the life of the plant species and biopiracy. Though WTO agreements have impending consequences on their practices, the people are unaware of them. Some of the major recommendations are: extension of livelihood strategies to gainful alternatives like crash crops, encouragement to horticulture by establishing supporting industry, insurance scheme for perishable produces, exchange of indigenous seeds through village-based seed banks, preparing Community Biodiversity Registers, training in product diversification and customized product development, sensitization of mountain farmers on WTO agreements, networking among NGOs, government and others concerned, capacity building of local NGO professionals etc.

Mr. Umdor also backed up the presentation by making the following observations: since the sample size is very limited, the findings are more indicative and may not be generalised, though the insights it provide are valuable. The poor do not depend on only one type of livelihood, skill development for the rural poor is of importance. He stated that the study of CUTS can be extended by the NEHU to show facts about what type of livelihood people depend on and how it has changed. If the poor are exposed to market forces, they also need protection and insurance as recommended in the research study.

Open Discussion:

· While some participants felt that the studies could have focused more on the weaknesses of the present system, others said that they were encouraged by the positive angle of the presentation and would make sure that the guidelines given by the presentations filter down to the grassroots.

· Concerns were raised about some of the generic suggestions made like tea plantations for Meghalaya. Tea cultivation is a labour-intensive activity, which may even lead to turmoil in the state due to demographic apprehensions. 

Dr. De in response clarified that the suggestions were generic and whatever is found useful for particular conditions should be adopted accordingly.

· A question was raised whether indigenous knowledge should be validated through scientific study or research. 

This debate is seemingly alive in the state. However, it is recommended that research should be undertaken before ventures like diversification of crops are seriously thought of.

· Sensitization of the farmers is the need of the hour as progressive measures like opening of wholesale market for traditional products in Meghalaya, which was not welcomed by the actual stakeholders.

· The need for skill upgradation for the rural poor was also emphasized. Simple improved agricultural and non-farm technology that can easily be practiced in an area should be encouraged.

· It was also observed that though broomstick may be thought as a cash crop in Meghalaya, its cultivation is discouraged since it is harmful for the soil and so other viable soil-friendly crops are encouraged instead.

Session III: Plant Varieties Protection and Farmers’ Rights
Chairperson : Mr. Toki Blah, Expeditor, IFAD Project

Speaker    : Dr. D. K. Hore, Principal Scientist, National Bureau of Plant Genetic Resources, Meghalaya Station
Dr. Hore made a much appreciated presentation on “Plant Varieties Protection and Farmers’ Rights: Issues Related to the Northeast Region of India.” He said that maintaining biodiversity was essential for sustainable production of agricultural products and provision of the genetic material essential for the breeding of new crop varieties, and that this diversity would not survive without the farmers’ active participation and that indigenous knowledge and culture are integral parts of agricultural biodiversity management. Referring to various rights of the farmers, he pointed out that the adoption of the sui generis system helps conservation of biodiversity, protection of traditional and indigenous knowledge, equitable system of benefit sharing and technology transfer and just rewards, and hence it helps the region. 

In the context of the WTO agreements, Dr. Hore said that it would lead to industrialization of our agricultural production, corporatisation of agribusiness, intensive crop monoculture practices and seed piracy and biopiracy. He made the following recommendations and observations after a detailed treatment on plant protection and farmers’ rights: 

i) plants and other materials subsisting in nature should be specifically excluded from the patent regimes as patentable subject matter, 

ii) biological processes with regard to traditional plant breeding methods are not patentable, 

iii) should plants be deemed to be patentable, safeguard provisions with regard to compulsory licensing, revocation mechanisms, administration of patent applications and scrutinising of claims should be instituted, 

iv) there is now a need for a clear Ministerial Declaration which clarifies the relationship between TRIPs and agreements like the CBD. 

He also made the following suggestions specifically for the Northeast region: traditional rights of the farmer’s have to be safeguarded, legal rights, policy document, acts, rules, guidelines etc., to be translated to the farmers in their local languages, maintenance of community biodiversity register for documentation of resources and awareness generation.
Open Discussion:

The presentation was said to be useful as it clarified several pertinent points like clarifying technical terminology and the various rights of the farmers. 

· Information regarding the method of registering newly discovered plant varieties. 

Dr. Hore clarified that this is done through germplasm evaluation whereby the plant’s originality and value are determined and on the basis of which the individual or community is recommended for award of benefit. 

· Suggestion to form an interest group by people who feel for the subject and this group can become a pressure group as well.

Dr. Syime in response said that interactive discussions are being held and stakeholders are asked to form their own groups, which will be linked by the project personnel in order to make an organized structure and generate funds as well.

· It was also opined that the system of reward, an invention of the developed countries that have the mechanism to do it, is difficult to practice here. However, the Biodiversity Act, which is already passed, will address the issue. Until then, people are confused regarding how to register or claim a patent right. Though the act is passed, it is not implemented yet. Grassroots level training is necessary and only a village monitoring system can determine who should get the patent benefit.

· Participants working with SHGs said that while they want to encourage the cultivation of medicinal plants, they did not have the knowhow. Hence some technical guidelines may be welcome. This is also required because many medicinal plants grow in the wild and unscrupulous destruction may lead to their extinction.

· Dr. Hore said that the Medicinal Plants Board exists at the central level, though not in Meghalaya. But it can do precious little because there is no market for the plants. So marketing strategies should be regulated for these plants.

· Dr. Syiem of the Department of Biochemistry, NEHU informed the participants that a biodiversity project run by the NEHU has already gathered considerable knowhow-information about the medicinal plants. They also have an office in NEHU’s Bijni Complex. Interested parties may approach the office for knowhow.

In his concluding remarks, Mr. Toki Blah complimented the NEHU saying it has taken up many contentious issues in the recent past that is a healthy sign. The heart of the presentations of the day can be summed up in the word ‘advocacy,’ he said, for which the NEHU is the best medium. The discussion was an interesting intellectual churning, which will in time bear fruits, he concluded.

Session IV: Importance of Traditional Knowledge and Indigenous Medicinal Plants
Chairperson : Dr. Donkupar Syiem, Reader, Department of Biochemistry, NEHU
Speaker        : Prof. B. K. Tiwari, Centre of Environmental Studies, NEHU

Prof. Tiwari made a presentation on the session theme. His contention was that with the onslaught of modern knowledge the traditional knowledge system have been sidelined, but in the recent past science itself has acknowledged the value of traditional knowledge. This type of knowledge is formed from long experiences of human communities and is passed on by word of mouth. He stressed the need for judiciously choosing what is valuable in traditional knowledge. Quoting examples of wonderful traditional practices of the Northeast region like management of forest in Sohra, forest gardens of War area, safety and supply reserves of Mizoram, village forests of Nagaland, Bun cultivation of Meghalaya, Apatani system of natural resource management, bamboo drip irrigation of Khasi hills, disease management of betel growers of Meghalaya, combination of honey bee and orange orchard in Cherrapunjee, rain water harvesting of Mizoram, bamboo groves of the Jaintias of Tripura, sacred groves of Meghalaya etc., Prof. Tiwari said that such knowledge are unparallel biodiversity management systems. He also spoke about the traditional knowledge systems related to medicinal plants on the basis of a study undertaken at Pynursla in Meghalaya. In this study area there are practising herbal therapists and the community depends on them. The indigenous people use more than 50 known herbal species and Dr. Tiwari proposed that families plant these systematically. Most of these are used in combination and one plant may have many uses. The medicines are trusted by the people and are helpful to them especially since these poor village people are often without even the minimum of health facilities and they can hardly avail of the costly healthcare facilities at the cities.

Open Discussion

· If Bun cultivation of non-indigenous plants is also considered as traditional knowledge, then the concept of traditional knowledge itself becomes too wide. 

Prof. Tiwari clarified that traditional knowledge should not be limited to practices that have been going on for thousands of years. It rather is a compendium of locally derived skills. It is a changing and growing entity.

· The scientific base of the curative value of herbal medicines. 

In clarification, Dr. Syiem said that such issues betray the belief that only Western medicine can heal. The argument for traditional medicine is that it has been tried and proven by human experiences of centuries. We do not need to know the composition of these medicines; we actually need cure. The hierarchy of knowledge is a case in point and each type of knowledge has a science backing it. Similarly the traditional governance system of the Khasis has greater working value than the modern bureaucratic system. We can now only give a legal status to what people have been doing over centuries. Dr. Tiwari added that there is a scope of bringing traditional knowledge and science in the same platform. However, the question of validating traditional knowledge by scientific approaches is arbitrary. Citing an example he pointed out that the traditional Khasi architecture may be said to be best suited for the conditions.

· The livelihood potential of medicinal plants. 

In response, Prof. Tiwari said that their curative use is itself the first potential. Secondly, they can also be developed commercially. The Chairperson pointed out that the potential of these plants should not be looked at only from the anthropocentric perspective. Besides, the health of the indigenous people by and large is directly connected to folk medicine.

In response to the above remark it was observed that people in rural areas suffer silently and they are not living healthy lives. They depend on folk medicine for want of capacity. Given a chance, they want to go for allopathic medicines. Dr. Syiem clarified that we cannot undermine the availability and cost-effectiveness factors of traditional medicines. But the shooting cost of allopathic medicines is also going to deprive more and more people. So the need to support and enable herbal practitioners. He also emphasized the fact that the new and traditional medicine needs to compliment each other. 

· If there exists any problem in consuming several medicinal herbs simultaneously. 

Dr. Syiem said in response that they have no adverse effects to heath; rather, they can be used as food supplements.

· It was also pointed out in the discussion that there is no question of any inferior feeing in using traditional medicine. The demand is there and they are proven. Even the developed countries are today inclined towards herbal medicines. It was also observed that in order to prevent ill health medicinal plants should be systematically promoted as vegetables.

In conclusion to the discussion, Dr. Syiem defined traditional knowledge as the local knowledge that is unique to a community or society and spelt out its various other characteristics.

Prof. Shrivastav from the Department of Economics and Mr. Banerjee from the CUTS concluded the two-day Workshop with the vote of thanks. Mr. Banerjee also requested the participants to carry on the discussion and disseminate the information gained from the workshop to the grassroots. The workshop should be a starting point to debates and adoption of viable strategies, he remarked.

Recommendations:

The workshop turned out to be a very lively and participatory exercise. A distinct earnestness about contributing towards the hills farmers’ cause and promoting their livelihood potential from a balanced perspective of commercialisation and sustainability characterised the deliberations of the two days. The participants were concerned about the dynamics of the new market forces that are coming to play in the background of the hills farmers’ plight without protection or insurance. The following are some of the clear strategies that came out of the interactions:

· To promote crop-diversification in upland areas.

· To prepare Biodiversity Register at village level.

· To advocate the establishment of the State Medicinal Plant Board.

· To undertake more frequent dissemination workshops on farmers’ rights and livelihood strategies at the grassroots level.

· To conduct research on the livelihood potential of crop diversification and medicinal plants.

· To establish a Farmers’ Interest Group at the state level and its branches at grassroots level for addressing farmers’ issues with the initiatives of the NEHU and development organisations and NGOs like CUTS.

· To disseminate information on farmers’ rights to the grassroots in local languages.

· To make an information link network with regard to traditional knowledge, farmers’ rights etc.

· To set up Community Botanical Gardens in village clusters.

· To establish marketing network and infrastructure in rural and urban areas.
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