“This is hopeful work, though it is a small thing” – Opines Mr. John from Germany
I've made my way by foot, bus, train and jeep, over the past months far from the trans-Himalayan region of Ladakh where Indian citizens of a Tibetan cultural heritage were busy gathering the barley harvest.  Now I find myself among rice and millet farmers in the middle of South India's Deccan Plateau, a very old land-mass in the middle of the subcontinents triangular peninsula, where granitic Pre-Cambrian bedrock breaks free in many place from the thin red topsoil.  I am staying on a two acre agroforest tended by a family employed by the Green Foundation (GF).  The land and its buildings serve as a meeting place, educational facility and biodiversity conservation center.  The land displays extensive water catchment trenches, several composting techniques, a well organized seed bank, perennial herbs, diverse annual vegetables and many dozens of species of trees of various purposes, totally some 500 species of flora in all.  Most days,   I work along side the caretaker, a gentleman named Gowrachar, who despite his eighth grade education seems to know the local, English, and scientific names for nearly all of the abundantly diverse plant life.

 

Together, we hand dig small plots amid the coconuts, papayas and neem trees for the cultivation of open pollinated vegetable varieties including beans, tomatoes, okra, eggplant, and vitamin rich leafy greens like amaranth, (commonly considered a weed back home).  Though the soil is thin in places and sandy, years of soil building agricultural methods have given it good capacity to retain water and the healthy earthy smell of humus as well as an abundant population of earthworms.

 

GREEN Foundation (GF), a non-governmental organization based in Bangalore, India's booming silicon valley, began work in the rural areas of the states of Karnataka and Tamil Nadu over ten years ago.  Their efforts have centered around the preservation of biodiversity and renewal of sustainable agricultural practices as a means of maintaining food security and the viability and dignity of livelihoods for small and marginal growers.  Their work, which has at this time reached some 300 villages, primarily aims to assist farmers in the maintenance of traditionally cultivated indigenous varieties of grain in preference to the hybridized high yield varieties (HYV's) that have penetrated farming systems since the advent of India's Green Revolution in the 1960's and 70's.  Since 1995, community seed banks associated with GF have conserved a growing number of food crops starting with around 150 and exceeding 500 distinct varieties today. The crops that are held as communal property primarily include types of rice and millets but dozens of pulses and vegetables have been conserved as well.

 

This work is done in the context of persistent rural poverty and increasing wealth disparity.  While the organization is attempting to support income generation activities for farmers, GF takes a food security first stance with regards to the well being of those it seeks to assist.  People like Dr. Vanaja Ramprasad, the organization's director, realize that some of the conventionally perceived cures to poverty, e.g.. adoption of new technologies, have in practice exacerbated the severity of poverty in much of India, particularly those places already at a disadvantage because of their relative isolation from markets and dependency on rain for the irrigation of crops.  Through the adoption of HYV and monoculture practices recommended by scientists and agribusiness representatives over the past three decades farmers have become dependent on external chemical inputs and the use of larger quantities of water.  As a result, natural resources have been depleted, biodiversity lost, and capacity of once self-sufficient farmers to feed themselves substantially diminished.  The much celebrated increase in India's agricultural production of the 1970's, is viewed by many today as a failure for the most precarious segments of the the population, marginal small-scale farmers, who have compromised food security for a promised financial security that failed to materialize.  While it may be nice to imagine a world, an India, without these small-scale agriculturalists, imagine a world instead where all rural people have adequate capital, education, and infrastructure to make use of “modern” systems of production, the present day reality, in which 100's of millions, indeed billions of such people do in fact exist and struggle each day demands that their present day needs be addressed.

 

One very real human need is that of proper nutrition.  Dr. Ramprasad, a nutritionist by training, who was working with the poor in the late 70's, realized that Green Revolution technology with its success in expanding production had nevertheless failed to improve nutrition.  For while her nation's pundits applauded the growth in food yields she found no shortage of malnourished infants in need of treatment.  In addition, in recent years, India has been suffering a well documented epidemic of farmer suicides, literally thousands each year, among growers who find themselves in a position of seemingly inescapable debt often as the result of buying into input intensive agricultural systems only to discover the promised yield increases are insufficient to cover the increased cost of production.  Recognizing that silver bullet solutions have failed to eliminate rural poverty while eroding the ecological integrity of farming systems, GREEN Foundation works to help communities develop and enhance low input endogenous agricultural practices and secure the genetic base for traditional and climatically adapted seed varieties as two fundamental components to food security.

 

Many of the rice and millet varieties that farmers have grown traditionally have important advantage over higher yielding modern hybrids.  First, the farmer can save seeds that are true to type, eliminating the need to purchase seeds.  Many varieties have superior qualities as fodder animals like more abundant or more nutritious straw.  And in the dry land conditions that many of the farmers in the region must work with, perhaps the most important advantage of traditional seeds is the capacity to yield a crop when rains are light. The harsh reality is that, no matter what seeds the farmers sow, no rain means no grain and the rains in 2006 were particularly light.  I have the opportunity to visit nearby farmers who work with GF riding behind Nagaraj, the local field manager who organizes and documents seed holdings back at the biodiversity center.  Nagaraj has his own small piece of land where he grows several types of millets.  There are some bright spots, usually where the growers have water access, but for the most part the tour with Nagaraj is heartbreaking.  Even some farmers that have wells drilled but cannot afford the petroleum to run them have watched stunted rice plants whither in cracked soil. 

 

As we putter along bumpy country lanes, I ask Nagaraj, in the simple English that assists communication more effectively than my attempts to learn the local language, "In dry years like this, is farmer okay, or is farmer hungry."  "Farmer hungry" he responds, "Me farmer, me hungry."  After checking one millet field to discover, to Nagaraj's relief, that the crop will yield viable seed in spite of the drought, we head back to the seed bank.  On the downhill, he cuts the engine to save gas.

 

I believe that food security and biodiversity conservation are appropriate approaches to issues confronting rural areas. I believe that preserving the viability and dignity of traditional livelihoods is among the most important kinds of work that can be done.  But it is not enough.  So GREEN Foundation is looking for ways to bring income into the villages against formidable obstacles.  Clearly the Indian government needs to do more to assist its rural population in spite of the temptation to concentrate on the tax revenue generating cities. Offering credit that results in perpetual debt is not an adequate policy.  I want to offer clear solutions for the difficult circumstances that I see, but discover such a task is anything but simple.  

 

I want to believe that the calluses on my hands represent work that tangibly improves the world, makes a difference to human beings.  All they represent is a bit of turned over soil and some seeds nestled there in its dark mystery, concealing within their spherical perfection the tendency to break open, the tendency to sprout and grow; seeds that will be saved and passed on.  Just a small bit of earth, just a few seeds.  This is hopeful work, it is a small thing.  It is also enormous; bigger than whole civilizations, at the bottom, as it were, of whole civilizations.  I hope that my presence here helps convince those who work for Green Foundation, bright young men and women who might earn bigger salaries working elsewhere, of the profound importance of their efforts.  Their work, already substantial, can be so much more than a few scattered seeds.  It can nurture and sustain great hope.  

 

