Farmers’ Rights and Livelihood of Garhwal Himalayan Farmers

Report of Dissemination Workshop

 held at Nainbagh, Tehri Garhwal on 20th-21st December, 2003

THE EVENTS

Background and Objective:

South Asia Watch on Trade, Economics and Environment (SAWTEE) based in Kathmandu currently coordinates 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 developing countries viz. Nepal, Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh. CUTS is implementing its India component in Central and North East 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. 
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Participants:

The workshop witnessed active participation of farmers coming from different regions of Garhwal Himalayas like Uttarkashi, Jaunsar and Tehri, valuable contribution of resource persons from research organisation and NGOs working with local communities, representatives from CUTS and RLEK.
Summary:

The resource persons explained issues related to farmers’ rights to food security and sustainable livelihood against the backdrop of trade liberalisation and multilateral trade agreements of WTO. The farmers exchanged their views and brought to the fore the problems which they are facing in real life to sustain their livelihood mainly in mountain areas. Their affinity and interest to keep the flow of traditional knowledge uninterrupted came up in the discussion from time to time. The striking point emerged out was that the women participants expressed their opinion with infallible logic and established the importance of traditional baranaja (crop rotation and diversification of agriculture) system for their sustenance.

Introductory Session

Farmers expressing their keen interest stated that they look forward to participate in such workshops in order to enrich their knowledge about different practices of cultivating crops, any innovations in the field of agriculture and policies both national and international having a bearing on their livelihood. 

IPR and Farmers’ Access to Seed

Dr. Ghayur Alam, Centre for Sustainable Development
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Dr. Alam explained the basic concept of patent to the farmers. He mentioned that “intellectual property rights” (IPRs) are legal instruments, which provide protection to inventions. Creators are given the right to prevent others from using their inventions, designs or other creations. IPR encompasses originality in invention in the areas of manufacturing processes, product designs, plant varieties, computer programme, publications, music etc. Types of IPR vary between patent, plant breeders’ rights, copyrights and trademarks. 

He pointed out that there remains some confusion over the issue of patenting. Developed countries are very much concerned and have high awareness on patent laws as they derive more and more new technologies. This trend of stressing emphasis on patent and pressurising the developing countries to follow suit has started for last ten to fifteen years and is getting further momentum now. For commercial interest MNCs and TNCs want stringent patent laws to sustain their monopoly. 

Dr. Alam brought to fore two crucial aspects of universal patent laws. Analysing its impact on Indian economy in particular, he specified that extending the patent for more years and implementing the provision of patenting on new sector like agriculture might have some inherent instability component. The major impact will be on seeds where the private companies and MNCs will gain by the patent law to restrict others to sell, save and exchange the seeds and therefore the prices of seed will start increasing. He emphasised that the farmers should have the freedom to save and exchange patented seeds and the new act provides them with this facility. Only if it is some branded seed then they will not be able to sell it next year in that name. He highlighted the fact that US and developed countries (DCs) pressurise Indian government to withdraw this Act not in favour of DCs. Therefore, awareness generation in this respect is of urgent importance so that farmers themselves can address the issue from their own point of view and their united voice would help making the policy decision at national level.  

The farmers vibrantly interacted in the session and they pointed out non availability of fair prices, inadequate market access and nonexistence of proper distribution centre for sale of their crops as major constraints faced by them in mountain agricultural activities. Though marketing samities have been formed in the region the farmers are still dependent on the mediators. This imparts risks of not getting fair prices and involves uncertainty in profit generation.  The farmers, as a result, fall into the vicious circle of debt. 
Farmers brought to the fore the restrictions on the cultivation of specific herbs which can give them greater financial benefit. In general, they are not aware of the herbs which are listed as endangered species and which require a permit for their cultivation. Many times, farmers in remote villages grow these herbs due to lack of information and end up paying high penalties.  

Scope of Crop Diversification in Garhwal Himalayan Region 

Dr. Ghayur Alam, Centre for Sustainable Development

Puran Bartwal, Centre for Development Initiatives

Dr. Alam mentioned that in many cases risks are much higher in cultivating cash crops in comparison to traditional crops. He cited some examples of Pithoragarh district of Uttaranchal. Farmers sharing their views mentioned that medicinal plants and vegetables are perishable in nature. Therefore, the prerequisite for cultivating such crops will be existence of sufficient demand for these products in the market. If the crops could not be sold it could not be saved either. Referring to the problem of market access the farmers stated that there is no “mandi” or market place for selling the traditional medicinal plants. Moreover, such plants are generally cultivated in high lands and not in very large quantities. One of the women participants from Jaunsar region highlighted the importance of crop rotation and baranaja system of agriculture (cultivation of different crops in different seasons) for the sustenance of their livelihood. 

Puran Bartwal while commenting on the issue of crop diversification specified the need for mixed cropping in lieu of the prevalent trend of mono cropping. He mentioned the importance of maintaining traditional system of crop cycle, which helps retaining soil nutrient, food nutrient and food security. Moreover, this system is not dependent on chemical fertiliser or any kind of huge financial investment.

Commercialisation of Agriculture & Its Impact on Mountain Farmers 

Puran Bartwal, Centre for Development Initiatives

Puran Bartwal commenced the session by depicting a brief and comprehensive view of Beej Baacho Andolan (Save Seed Movement) which was started in 1990-91 at Hemvalghats Region of Tehri Garhwal. He put special emphasis on developing and saving traditional variety seeds. Delineating the concept on commercialisation of agriculture, he presented a very lucid comparison between producing traditional crops, on the one hand and cultivation of cash crops for commercial purpose, on the other. He analysed different components of agricultural practices like fertiliser, seed, availability of water, crop cycle, knowledge about different farming methods etc. Farmers took active participation in the discussion and the following points emerged out of this:

· Local and traditional variety seed as used in traditional agriculture and the traditional practice of using compost and organic manure need to be conserved as against commercial farming using hybrid seeds, pesticides and water package.

· Crop cycle, i.e. crop rotation and mixed farming in different agricultural seasons are predominant in traditional farming while commercial agriculture rests on mono cropping. 

· Problem of availability of adequate water is not so important in traditional method as it is mainly dependent on rainwater. On the contrary, for commercial farming sufficient and continuous source of water is a necessary precondition. Therefore, to promote the former, attention may be given for conservation of rainwater. 
· Crop safety is ensured more in traditional farming, specially when this natural way of cultivation also moves in the lines of ecological balance. Commercial farming takes resort to pesticides which always has adverse impact on fertility. 
· Knowledge of traditional farming is inherited from the past which, needless to say, requires no additional investment. However, cultivation of cash crops is related to adopting some scientific methods and it also needs certain amount of initial investment.
Another issue that came up during floor interaction was lack of proper communication and conveyance and poor infrastructure. Often roads get blocked due to heavy snowfall or landslide and it is not possible to reach the market in time. Here Bartwal put forward the suggestion of making value addition and here food processing may serve the purpose. He explained the concept with an example of preparing chatni from tomato through which the perishable raw material can be converted into a preserving item and the price of this finished product will be much higher than the raw material.

Group Discussion 

The participants were divided into three groups comprising eight to ten persons in each. Each group worked on issues like listing of different traditional varieties of plants, their medicinal and other values, use of domestic animals to improve livelihood etc.   

Second Day:  

The discussion started with reviewing the last day’s programme. 

Group Presentation

Each group presented lists of alternative crops exhibiting their interest towards crop diversification. They also explained medicinal values of different plants and traditional knowledge inherited from past. All of them emphasised the importance of traditional system of cultivation for sustenance of their livelihood. 

Importance of Database for Promotion and Conservation of Traditional Varieties

Puran Bartwal, Centre for Development Initiatives

Bartwal illustrated that India has rich resource of diverse medicinal plants. But there does not exist proper database for medicinal plants with adequate and reliable information on their properties and uses, potential for cultivation, economic potential, extent of availability etc. He also mentioned the release of a Red Book containing the names of endangered plants will be right step toward generating awareness on conservation and proper utilisation of medicinal plants. He also drew special attention to the importance of maintaining Biodiversity Register. This is of urgent necessity for establishing farmers’ rights over indigenous variety plant resources. The register will contain list of plants, abundance, rarity, uses and location of occurrence in a given village. 

Role of Policy Intervention in Improving Farmers’ Livelihood

The discussion involved active participation from the farmers and evoked threadbare analysis to cull out policy issues which will help sustaining farmers’ livelihood. Following are the main recommendations emerged out of the discussion:

Recommendations:

· Government needs to put more emphasis on crop diversification.

· Policies should help promoting values and importance of traditional varieties of plants.

· Cultivation of new varieties should never ignore the traditional ones.

· Government needs to frame up policies that will help to promote sustainable livelihood in environment friendly and ecologically balanced system.

· Government need to review the earlier policies and accommodate the unfinished tasks in the new ones and evolve strategies for proper implementation and execution of different schemes to improve farmers’ livelihood.

· Policy initiatives should be taken up for conservation of traditional variety seeds.

· Government policies need to be framed such a way that would encourage farmers to build up cooperatives which, to a great extent, will solve the problems of market access, unfair prices, preservation of crops etc. Self Help Groups should be made the centre of marketing channel for farmers if they are to get the benefit from sale of crop. Farmers could also get a platform through such cooperatives to reach their voices to the policy makers. 

· Meetings of the cooperatives at the village level need to be arranged in a regular interval. This would be followed by the meeting at district level where representatives from each village level cooperative will interact among themselves and the issues discussed and probable solutions evolved thereof could be placed at a national level meeting. The final outcome of this national level meeting will be submitted to the policy makers and pursued constantly to give a final shape at the policy level.

· Civil societies and NGOs should play key role in generating awareness among the mountain farmers on how to avail of the benefits of advanced knowledge and technology during this era of liberalisation and globalisation. Information on impact of different World Trade Organisation (WTO) agreement related to agriculture in general and Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs) in particular also needs to be disseminated to the mountain farmers through sensitisation programmes. 

The one and half day workshop came to an end with small notes of opinions from the representatives of CUTS and RLEK. The organising partners extended their thanks to the resource persons for their valued contribution and the encouraging participation and thought provoking interaction of the target group have highly been appreciated. The farmers not only highlighted the emerging problems but also put forward some probable solutions which needs to taken up at appropriate authority for developing congenial policy environment.   

