
1

Ferry Cross Place
Betim Bardez
Goa 403101

26 November 2015

To:
Departmentally Related Standing Committee
on Agriculture, Lok Sabha, New Delhi

With reference to:
Suggestions invited on the Subject 'Comprehensive Agriculture Research based on
Geographical Condition and Impact of Climatic Changes to ensure Food Security in
the Country'

Dear Shri Hukm Deo Narayan Yadav, M.P.,

I write to you in response to the call for suggestions on the Subject 'Comprehensive
Agriculture Research based on Geographical Condition and Impact of Climatic
Changes to ensure Food Security in the Country' issued by the Departmentally
Related Standing Committee on Agriculture of which you are the chair.

Kindly accept my submission which follows and please consider favourably my
wish to appear in person before the Committee, at your convenience, in order to
give oral evidence.

Yours sincerely,

Rahul Goswami
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Rahul Goswami, brief résumé

Major areas of work are:

(1) traditional knowledge systems and intangible cultural heritage
(2) agro-ecology and its place in the sustainable use of natural resources.

I am a Unesco expert on intangible cultural heritage and trainer in the Asia-Pacific and have
since 2011 trained and advised government officials, researchers, traditional knowledge
bearers and practitioners in Indonesia, East Timor, P R China, Indonesia, Cambodia, Sri
Lanka, Seychelles, Mongolia and the Pacific islands on methods to identify, document and
safeguard traditional knowledge systems and intangible cultural heritage and create
institutional capacity for the same. Since 2013 I am an adviser to the Regional Institute in the
Asia-Pacific Region for Training in ICH, in Beijing, P R China. During 2014-15 I served on
the Unesco consultative group to introduce culture into the Sustainable Development Goals.

I am adviser to the Centre for Environment Education Himalaya (supported by the Ministry of
Environment, Forests & Climate Change) on the applications of local knowledge for
development objectives in the Indian Himalayan and hill districts. I have worked with the
Ministry of Agriculture, Government of India, as a social sector consultant for the National
Agriculture Innovation Project (2009-13) on the revitalisation of the agricultural extension
system through formal and participatory methods. My research in agriculture and food
practice and policy has concentrated on the transformation of primary crop, prices and costs,
and the socio-economic equations pertaining to the maintenance of food security – working
with a variety of research organisations and NGOs (such as Centre for Social Markets
Bangalore, Economic Research Foundation New Delhi, Centre for Communication and
Development Studies Pune). I serve on the global food security network forum for the
Committee on Food Security of the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO).

Phone +91 8600043381 / 9833471884
Email makanaka@pobox.com
Ferry Cross Place, Betim Bardez, Goa 403101
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My submission which follows is an outline response to the Committee’s call for
inputs on issues such as the need to evolve new varieties of crops which can
withstand climatic fluctuation; requirement to evolve improved methods of
irrigation; need to popularise consumption of crops/fruits which can provide better
nutrition; need to develop indigenous verities of cattle that can withstand extreme
climatic stress; need to develop system for precision horticulture and protected
cultivation; diversification of species of fish to enhance production from fisheries
sector; need to strengthen agriculture extension system ; focus on agriculture
education etc.

‘Aspects of cultivation, provision of food, and use of land in Bharat today and
a generation hence’

The outline I have provided here includes several issues of current urgency and
connects them to scenarios that are very likely to emerge within a generation. The
intention is to signal the kinds of pathways to preparation that government (central
and state) may consider. It is also meant to flag important cultural and social
considerations that lie before us, and to emphasise that economic and quantitative
measurements alone are not equipped to provide us holistic guidance.

The outline comprises three sections.

(A) The economic framework of the agriculture and food sector and its imperatives.
(B) The social, ecological, and resource nature of crop cultivation, considering
factors that influence it.
(C) Methods, pathways and alternatives possible to adopt with a view to being inter-
generationally responsible.

(A) The economic framework of the agriculture and food sector and its
imperatives

This framework considers the agriculture and food sector, including primary
agricultural production recorded, the inputs and products of industry based on
agricultural raw material (primary crop whether foodgrain, horticulture, spices,
plantation, ruminants and marine, oilseeds, fibres), agribusiness (processing in all
its forms), supply chains connecting farmers and farmer producer organisations to
primary crop aggregators, buyers, merchants, stockists, traders, consumers, as
well as associated service providers. This approach is based on the connection
between agricultural production and demand from buyers, processers and
consumers along what is called the supply chain.

If this framework is considered as existing in Bharat to a significant degree which
influences crop cultivation choices, the income of cultivating household, the
employment generation potential of associated service providers, then several sets
of questions require answers:

* Concerning economic well-being and poverty reduction: what role does
agricultural development need to play in promoting economic stability in rural (and
peri-urban) regions thereby contributing to poverty reduction and how can the
agrifood sector best contribute to jobs and higher incomes for the rural poor?
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* Concerning food security: what role can agricultural and agro-industry
development play in ensuring rural and urban communities have reliable access to
sufficient, culturally appropriate and safe food?
* Concerning the sustainability of food producing systems: how should agriculture
and agro-industry be regulated in a participatory manner so as to ensure that
methods of production do not overshoot or endanger in any way (ecological or
social) conservative carrying capacity thresholds especially in the contexts of
climate change and resource scarcity?

When viewed according to the administrative and policy view that has prevailed in
Bharat over the last two generations, there is a correlation between agricultural
productivity growth and poverty reduction and this is the relationship the macro-
economic and policy calculations have been based upon. Our central annual
agricultural (and allied services) annual and five-year plan budget and state annual
and five-year plan budgets have employed such calculations since the 1950s, when
central planning began.

However the choices that remain open to us are considerably fewer now than was
the case two generations (and more) ago when the conventional economic
framework of the agriculture and food sector took shape.

(B) The social, ecological, and resource nature of crop cultivation, considering
factors that influence it

1. Food and agriculture has been and continues to be described in aggregate terms
– how much is Bharat producing at what costs to feed how many. This is the
formulaic view that has changed little since the early Five Year plans. However,
many of the key factors have changed, and so this description is today outdated.

2. Adequacy of supply, acceptable thresholds of cost and price, frequency of
procurement, adequacy of storage, equity of distribution, access to food staples, the
duty/burden of subsidies – these have been the guiding points for any ‘national’
discussion on food and agriculture. But many influencing factors are not
recognised, or are not spotted before they become influencing factors, and so this
method of measuring total foodgrains, the ecological and energy cost of producing
and moving these foodgrains, and the social impacts of the transformation of our
primary crops into food are urgently needed.

3. The last two censuses (2011 and 2001) have shown us that deep changes in the
structure of our population have taken place. There are fewer agriculturists and
cultivators (fewer in numbers and fewer depending solely or mainly on cultivation).

4. Urban populations are growing at almost twice the rate of rural populations, and
urban settlements are concentrating ‘consumers’, which has a long-term effect on
the manner in which primary crops are transformed and used.

5. Data relating to national income considers this change good for GDP and its
growth. This is only one dimension of considering the agriculture and food sector,
and it is overshadowed in importance by other dimensions which our current
system of national accounts is not equipped to identify and recognise. Amongst the
more important of other costs and impacts are those relating to the environment,
natural resources and to community and household health.
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6. From the Tenth Five Year Plan the provision of food staples and the practice of
agriculture has been described more commonly in terms of macro-economic
equations – balancing producer costs against consumer prices, the imbalance of
credit and the lack of capital – and in terms of technical inadequacies – such as
‘yield gaps’ due to supposedly inferior seed, or weak market institutions, or
inadequate retail infrastructure, and less in terms of ecological, social and health
impacts and costs.

7. Such descriptions have their origin in the industries surrounding agriculture
and food, in particular the biotechnology industry and the food retail industry. But
these descriptions have also come to be adopted by organs of government, and
such an adoption has tended towards tacitly supporting a techno-financial view of
cultivation and food provisioning in Bharat.

8. In these circumstances technology like genetic engineering/genetic modification
has entered our country in the role of a ‘silver bullet’, promising to solve the alleged
problem of insufficient food for a growing population, the alleged problem of ‘yield
gaps’ in cereal, pulses and vegetable staples, the alleged problem of our crops not
being suitable to adapt to a climate variability and change.

9. The results of such bias are two-fold and long lasting. For the vast mass of
existing and new urban consumers – who are uneducated about the manner in
which primary crop and food staples are transformed by the food industry – the
industrial and retail food model is a symbol of some kind of ‘progress’ which is
endorsed by both government and industry for its significant contribution to GDP
growth.

10. For the cultivators and agriculturists, the increasing techno-financial bias
exercised by both private procurement (organised contract farming is now 15 years
old) and the national agricultural research and extension system either imposes a
growing burden if they choose to continue farming, or compels them to abandon
farming that is made unremunerative for smallholders, and search for livelihoods
in urban centres.

11. Such a situation is shaped not only by national and state-level practices but
also by the country’s free trade agreements, which have proliferated over the last
20 years. These agreements are sought to be strengthened through aggressive
interpretations and aggressive enforcement of intellectual property rights.

12. The audience and target both for this arrangement is Bharat’s mainly urban
middle class. This is a demographic section that is seen, particularly by the
country’s major trade partners (the USA and EU included), as a large, growing and
receptive market for their food products. A similar and competing view is held by
Bharat’s own industry.

13. In both cases, there are agro-ecological and cultural ramifications that receive
scant attention. Some of these are: (a) industrialised and processed food products
whose raw material needs determine what farmers will cultivate rather than
farmers following traditional inter-cropped species suitable within local
biodiversities and conditions, (b) altered diets (significantly higher consumption of
meats and dairy, a continued drop in the quantity of raw cereals and pulses
consumed as fresh-cooked meals, significantly higher intake of refined sugars,
sweeteners, salts, flavourings and preserving additives) with attendant effects on
health (obesity and non-communicable diseases), (c) animal husbandry designed
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for a domestic meat industry that is at odds with the cultural ethos of the country
(Bharat has for the last three years become the largest exporter of buffalo meat, a
fast-growing poultry sector has contributed to the spread of consumers’ resistance
to antibiotics).

14. The industrial crop staples cultivation that is being fostered in Bharat (highly
mechanised supply chains, 'modern' terminal markets', food processing 'parks') is
unsustainable with regard to net energy use and therefore with regards to climate
change as well. Such a system relies heavily upon activities that raise non-food
related carbon emissions through the use of pesticides, though fertiliser
production, farm mechanisation, processing, transport, packing and retail. The
greater the complexity introduced into the provisioning of retail food from crop
staples, the greater the use of energy and wastage of energy.

15. What is today being peddled as ‘climate smart agriculture’ must not be
confused with agroecology, which is is a holistic approach to agriculture, based on
principles of ecology as well as food and nutrition security, food sovereignty and
food justice which seek to enhance agricultural systems by using and recycling
natural resources instead of relying on externally-produced and externally-
purchased inputs. It encourages local (and national) food production by small and
marginal farming households and is based on techniques that are not delivered
from top-down, but which are developed from farmers’ traditional knowledge and
practices as well as from farmer innovations. Because this approach makes nature
a powerful ally in ensuring food and nutrition security, building healthy soils and
conserving water, it increases farmers’ net incomes and practical resilience in the
face of climate variability and change, while improving biodiversity and crop
diversity.

16. Moreover, ‘climate smart agriculture’ is a politically-motivated term. The
approach does not involve any criteria to define what can or cannot be called
‘climate smart’. Agribusiness corporations that promote synthetic fertilisers,
industrial meat production and large-scale industrial agriculture – all of which are
widely recognised as contributing to climate change and undermining the resilience
of farming systems – call themselves ‘climate smart’. This new nomenclature lacks
any social or environmental safeguards and fails to prioritise farmers’ voices,
knowledge and rights as key to facing and mitigating challenges posed by climate
variability and change.

(C) Methods, pathways and alternatives possible to adopt with a view to being
inter-generationally responsible

This is a summary of the current situation. What remedies exist and how should
they be pursued?

1. The last ten years have seen a welcome change in the availability and breadth of
public knowledge (collected by government ministries and departments). A great
deal of this knowledge pertains to small administrative units (block and taluka in
some cases) and other kinds of demarcations – such as Bharat’s agro-ecological
regions and riverine sub-basins (there are 60 agro-ecological sub-zones and 94
river sub-basins and these must be more rigorously considered as individual
growing units in the same way that districts are considered administrative units).
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2. Until now each of these has maintained critical links between cultural and
biological richness. A century’s worth of study of biological and cultural diversity in
these sub-regions has shown that the richest areas of language, of rituals and
customs, correlate to and have evolved with areas of both floral and faunal diversity
– this is the link between plants, animals, and our land, ‘bhoomi’, that our
communities have derived material and non-material welfare from, and that is how
their knowledge systems, linguistic development, and cultural identities have
grown and formed. This extraordinary richness cannot withstand the threats posed
by development described in Section B.

3. Until the methods of the national agricultural research system was enforced by
state policy, Bharat’s food staples were the direct product of human selection on
wild plant diversity. In our small traditional farms, there is actually more diversity
of staple varieties than non-staples, and this diversity is the most powerful
indicator of variation at the farm and community levels. The corporate (government
and industrial) systematisation of ‘validated’ crop varieties and methods – far fewer
cultures and limited knowledge – will lead to less diversity in our crops (the fate of
what are called our ‘coarse cereals’ since the 1970s) accompanied by the erosion of
cultural practices (which are arrayed around our crop calendars). This direction by
the state must be reversed.

4. Especially in the context of a renewed move towards federalism, towards
decentralisation of planning and particularly towards self-reliance at the panchayat
level, several corrections need adoption: (a) cooperative farming must be
encouraged, with legal support, as in the examples of small cooperatives of organic
farmers; (b) villages must become self-reliant in the provisioning of their food
staples (this consideration must outweigh that of the ‘national market’); (c) the bio-
physical limits of the major food producing districts (the top 250 by quantity) have
already been reached and this necessarily limits the demand urban Bharat can
exert upon rural Bharat, in terms of food but also in terms of the population that
must remain food producers; (d) local production, local procurement, local storage
and local distribution will address the energy use in agriculture question, the rising
emissions curve of the food distribution and processing network, and the
economics of costing and pricing; (e) petroleum-derived fertilisers and chemicals-
derived pesticides must be replaced by organic material and biological methods;
and (f) our food varieties come from diverse ecological systems, which are
environments in which ritual, scriptural, inherited and spiritual practices have
encoded knowledge that is both a guide and an agent of adaptation for times
ahead, whether the effects of climate change, fuel and energy shortages or natural
calamities.

I request you to kindly treat this as an outline contribution to the subject,
'Comprehensive Agriculture Research based on Geographical Condition and Impact
of Climatic Changes to ensure Food Security in the Country', issued by the
Departmentally Related Standing Committee on Agriculture. The points I have
provided above are supported by a mass of research, data and reference (these can
be provided and elaborated upon during the evidence collecting phase of the
Committee’s work). Please find enclosed with this submission several commentaries
based on my analytical work in the subject.

Rahul Goswami, Goa, November 2015


