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We have taken up the concept of food sovereignty, and moved away from mainstream 
discourse that uses familiar terms such as ñfood securityò, ñright to foodò or ñentitlement 
to foodò. This is a complicated issue as food production and availability play a critical 
role in a countryôs progress. The multidimensional nature of food production spans 
across several issues starting with sustainable use of natural resources. Todayôs 
technological developments have brought in a new dimension to the production, 
distribution and consumption of food: the global politics of control over food systems.  
 

 
 
Yet at the same time there is a growing resistance against control over food, a 
movement that sees food as a source of nourishment and not poison, a source of 
peace instead of conflict, a source of health and not as disease, a source of prosperity 
and not poverty, a source of nurture and not destruction and decimation. The 
movement is attempting to undermine the notion of food as a weapon, and free food 
from the shackles of globalised control 

Welcome: ñ Food sovereignty: a search through the ma(i)zeò 
Dr. Vanaja Ramprasad, Managing Trustee, GREEN Foundation 

 
It is in this context and as part of the resistance movements that SVARAJ and the GREEN 
Foundation, which have been working on vital issues such as water and seed 
conservation, have come together to debate the different viewpoints and analyse 
alternatives that have emerged from their intensive field-based work with small and 
marginal farmers in rain-fed areas of India. We have brought together speakers who have 
worked for long years on the different aspects of todayôs agrarian crisis that touch upon 
issues of the rapidly changing market, new technologies, ecosystem services and policies.  
 
An epic planetary struggle is underway that will ultimately have more to do with the future 
well being of human beings than wars over oil or terrorism. This is the battle over who will 
control the cultivation, production and distribution of the worldôs food. Despite the fact that 
Indiaôs agricultural systems go back more than two thousand years, we have chosen to 
look to the West and follow their model of industrial agriculture, which is based on high-
input, high-technology, high-energy and high-cost farming. Todayôs crisis in agriculture and 
food production is not a problem for countries with a huge population or countries with a 
huge debt burden alone. Intensive agriculture is also a problem for the prosperous West. 
Across the board the crisis is simmering but has been contained with huge subsidies in the 
West that are not sustainable and are distorting world food prices. Farm debt in the West 
has increased to three times the 1980 levels. We also criticise the industrial agriculture 
model for its dependence on fossil fuel to produce food. As one Canadian farmer put it, 
ñWe are eating oilò. 
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The crisis that todayôs farming community is facing is complicated by links with agro-
chemical companies, seed companies, veterinary drugs, banks, food processors, retailers, 
packers and other stake-holders in the food production and distribution chain. Each link in 
the chain is being controlled more and more by giant corporations. India in the last three to 
four decades has focused on chemical intensive farming and reached national self 
sufficiency in food, but today we are importing wheat, which is the staple food of millions in 
this country. The crisis in Indian agriculture is most graphically illustrated by the wave of 
farmer suicides that we are now seeing.  
 
There is a need to change the acontextual mindset of the Green Revolution era, which did 
not look at regional variations. What are the solutions? Many of the problems we see have 
a common pivot. We have to reimagine our food supply not as a source of profit but as a 
source of nutrition and sustenance. We have to remodel the system to bring together the 
water, soil and the flora and fauna to perceive it as the food we eat. The most important 
lesson we must learn is to remember the circular loops of fertility, seeds and resilience of 
communities in the food web and remember that food production is also about biology and 
not just economics. 
 
Having worked for more than three decades on this issue and very intensively in the last 
decade on biodiversity-based sustainable agriculture, we understand that food is central to 
our lives. We have to stop thinking we can feed the world by reengineering life, and 
instead learn humility. We have learnt from small farms that we have to pause to restore 
the balance that is lost.  

 
 
Keynote Address: ñThe real reasons for persisting hunger in India: A post-Green 
Revolution analysisò 

Dr. Utsa Patnaik, Professor of Economics, JNU 

The current crisis in agriculture, and the widening and deepening of hunger in India, is not a 
result of Green Revolution. While Green Revolution agriculture has many problems and is not 
environmentally sustainable, the cause of the current dire situation is in fact a result of the 
neoliberal policies adopted by the government of India since 1991. These policies include 
trade liberalisation, the increasing power being given to Indian and foreign multinational 
corporations (MNCs), and the cutback of government spending on agriculture (including 
spending on agricultural development and procurement prices). Food grains production has 
been particularly effected, having slipped significantly in the 1990s and stagnated over the last 
six years rather than rising to meet the needs of a growing population. 

 

Food grains are a particularly important section of agricultural production, as they are both 
food staples and essential for use as animal feed. Food grains availability per capita fell in the 
colonial period, because Indian resources were being used to feed people overseas and to 
grow crops that people in Britain and other European countries wanted. Once India gained 
Independence, policymakers worked hard to increase food grain production, having been 
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horrified by the effects of the Bengal famine. The moment neoliberal policies began to hold 
sway, restrictions on the import and export of agricultural goods were dropped. Land and 
resources immediately began to be diverted away from local needs and towards production 
for overseas markets. Simultaneously, land was being lost to agriculture in other ways, such 
as being turned over for Special Economic Zones (SEZs) and industrial uses. Neoliberal 
policies also called for a decrease in state expenditure, and rather than cutting benefits to 
elites the government cut services to small and marginal farmers and to other unorganised 
sectors. Cuts to spending on rural development multiply, affecting rural employment, living 
standards, and the rural population's purchasing power. Today per capita output is decreasing, 
while exports and food stocks exports. Urban areas have also been affected by the diversion 
of resources away from the poor, and there has been a huge rise in urban poverty and 
hunger. 

 

The only way to solve this crisis is to turn away from neoliberal policies, a solution that the 
government is reluctantly and waveringly exploring in the leadup to the next election. 
However, the government continues to open up trade, invite in MNCs, and use Indian land to 
feed the desires of the richest sections of the globe and nation, and it seems that the 
government is unlikely to abandon the neoliberal experiment willingly. 

 
Presidential Address 

Dr. H. Sudarshan, Chairman, Green Foundation 

 

Food sovereignty has several dimensions, including food availability, purchasing power, food 
safety, food absorption, and nutrition security. The most vital task right now is getting enough 
calories to the poorest section of the population. Many people in India, including children, are 
facing chronic, rather than acute, hunger ï which means that their hunger often remains 
invisible, as studies often do not recognise deaths caused by the illnesses that accompany 
chronic hunger as hunger-related. The Public Distribution System in India has failed 
hopelessly, and is the third most corrupt out of all of India's public services. Many states are 
not prioritising food security, and much agricultural land has been turned over to non-food 
production, such as tobacco. However, there are some causes for hope, including the many 
programs happening around the nation, and the recognition by the Karnataka state 
government of the importance of taking organic farming seriously.  
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Special Guest Address 
Dr. Rajanna, Director of Agriculture, Government of Karnataka 

 
The phrase 'food sovereignty' is new, and it encompasses more than just food security, which 
is just about the physical availability of food to citizens. Food sovereignty requires some 
importance for the food producer as well as the consumer. While it may not be realistic to go 
to the extreme of advocating a stop to all food imports, we do need to recognise the right of 
small farmers to decide what they produce. Food sovereignty therefore leads naturally to 
sustainable agriculture, which relies on low-cost inputs and aims at efficient production. It also 
requires soil fertility, which is a vital and underappreciated precursor to food sovereignty. 
Given the amount of people making a living from agriculture in India and the very small 
holdings that many of them rely on, efficiency of production is vital. There is some cause for 
believing that these goals can be achieved in the agricultural areas that were passed over by 
the Green Revolution, and the recent support given to organic, low-input agriculture by the 
Karnataka state government and farmers is also cause for optimism. 

 

ñThe Collapse of Industrialized Agriculture; The Future Strategyò 

Dr. Narendra Pani, Professor, NIAS 

 
While Green Revolution was successful in terms of increased yields, it was state-
controlled and state-sponsored and relied on providing credit to farmers, and guaranteeing 
a government market and minimum prices. This has led to several challenges, including 
the increasing exposure to risk (of uncontrolled subsidies for the government, and of 
market fluctuations and debt for farmers), scarcity of and competition over water, and 
growing inequalities between sectors, classes, and regions. Most solutions to these 
challenges look either towards the state or the market, but there are problems with both of 
these approaches. Market-based responses are undermined by the risk of market failure, 
the dependence of farmers on single buyers, and the role of speculators. State-based 
responses are undermined by the focus on buying votes by spending on large, centralised 
project. We should therefore instead aim to build farmers' capabilities directly by 
encouraging sustainable land use, building a futures market more connected to rural 
conditions, and developing farmers' skills. We also need to distinguish between agriculture 
as a source of livelihoods and agriculture as a source of food, and consider ways of 
successfully resettling the rural population. 
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ñChemical poisoning in food; public health perspectivesò 
Dr. Rakhal, Community Health Centre, Bangalore 

 
The view of pesticides as ñchemicals which kill pestsò is simplistic and fails to adequately 
comprehend the broad and complex system that these chemicals are a part of. Pesticides 
produce multiple effects throughout their life-cycle, with the potential for causing harm 
during to workers and bystanders during their production, transport, and application. Once 
pesticides are applied they spread not only throughout the food chain, but also through the 
water system, the air, and the soil. Current studies do not pay enough attention to the 
complexity of the real world, instead focusing on simplistic tests that skew the results, 
which in turn affects the decisions that depend upon accurate studies. The disjuncture 
between studies and the real world is wider when we consider conditions in the field in the 
developing world and for marginalised groups (including agricultural workers, the poor, and 
women). These groups lack the skills and resources necessary to take precautions against 
the effects of pesticides, and are disproportionately harmed by them. In light of the inability 
of current scientific methods to fully comprehend the complex affects of pesticides 
throughout their life-cycles, we should adopt the precautionary principle and take action on 
early warnings, try to take the safest path to meeting social needs, and place responsibility 
with the originators of possible risks to test extensively and guarantee the safety of new 
technologies. 
 
ñFood security or nutrition security?ò 
Mr. K C Raghu, Food Technologist, Bangalore 

 
 
Food security is not enough alone ï we also needs to think in terms of nutrition security, 
which is an underrecognised concept. Even though there is now some understanding of 
the different components of a balanced diet, more understanding is needed of the different 
forms of carbohydrate, foods with release energy slowly, and other subtleties of nutritional 
science. While the number of people who are underweight remains stagnant in India, the 
number who are malnourished is growing. India is, technically, secure when in comes to 
food grains, but food security is confined to carbohydrates. India still needs far more 
pulses, and a better diversity of diet. Chemical-based agriculture also causes problems for 
food security, as the nutrient content of foods grown in this way is much less than for 
organic produce. The answers to these problems lie in the promotion of traditional crops 
and varieties, especially millets and pulses, and organic farming. There is a convergence 
of interests between the interests of people and the environment: for example, pulses are 
good for the soil, and also provide vital nutrients for a balanced diet. 
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ñCan genetic engineering feed the world?ò 
Ms. Kavitha Kuruganti, Centre for  Sustainable Agriculture, Hyderabad 
GE crops are increasingly touted as the answer to India's food production woes, but there 
are several reasons to reject this argument. There is a lack of understanding of the 
technology of genetic engineering; genes are highly complex, and gene splicing can have 
unpredictable outcomes, as can other techniques used (such as the use of viruses to 
introduce new DNA segments). The health, environmental, and agricultural impacts of GE 
crops are still unknown, and that there are several incidents that have raised concern, 
including the recent livestock deaths after animals grazed in fields where Bt crops had 
been grown. Emerging concerns are not being adequately addressed or studied because 
most large agricultural research institutions in India are funded by agricultural companies. 
The outcome of a GE-based agriculture is likely to be decreased food sovereignty tied to a 
monopolisation of the food supply system by MNCs, increasing costs of cultivation for 
farmers, unsafe foods, unpredictability in production, and increased chemical use. In light 
of these concerns, we should adopt the precautionary principle and take the safest route. 
 
ñThe hopes for small and marginal farmers in the agrarian disasterò 
Mr. Balasubramanian, ADISIL, Tamilnadu 

 
After perceiving severe problems in the agricultural situation in Tamil Nadu, several people 
set up the Tamil Nadu Farmers' Technology Association. The group has been trying to 
develop and disseminate appropriate technology to farmers, provide training, and give 
locally-relevant information targeted to farmers' needs. ADISIL has also been set up to 
further this work, and has joined with several different institutions in order to carry out further 
research. The group has made comparisons between prices for chemical and organic 
agriculture, and find that farmers can make more with organic agricultural methods. As well 
as this, the group is experimenting with marketing, a key issue for farmers, and is attempting 
to organise farmers  and network with political parties, progressive intellectuals, and NGOs 
to push for policy change.  
 
ñSustaining livelihoods through organic bazaarsò 
Mr. Joy Daniel, IARD, Aurangabad,  Maharashtra 

 
 
The Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) is an attempt to bypass the need for third-party 
certification of organic produce, particularly produce destined for local markets. Through the 
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PGS, farmers make a pledge to use organic methods and can mentor and peer review each 
other as they move through the steps necessarily to become fully organic. The PGS has 
been successfully used in the Marathwada region of Maharashtra state, with organic 
bazaars and a strong relationship between consumers and farmers forming the backbone of 
the system. The PGS offers an opportunity for the millions of small and marginal farmers 
involved in predominantly traditional agriculture to avoid the costs of third-party organic 
certification, which would lead to significant achievements in terms of mainstreaming organic 
produce. 
 
ñSustainable practices amongst the Tribals (Soligas) of BR Hillsò 
Dr. Siddappa Shetty, ATREE, Bangalore 

 
Part of ATREE's work focuses on the BRT Wildlife Sanctuary, and the Soligas who live 
around it. Having been deprived of Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFP), which previously 
formed about half of their income, when the wildlife sanctuary was declared, they have been 
thrust into agriculture. The sudden change has led to unsustainable practices and 
environmental degradation, although some traditional, sustainable techniques are still 
practiced. ATREE has been involved in model farms, training, and other attempts to 
conserve water and soil, increase productivity, and diversify crops. The group has also been 
trying to introduce appropriate technologies, such as composting and ñpoor man's 
nurseriesò, and is carrying out participatory research into other techniques.  
 
ñClimate Change and Impending Problems for Food Securityò 
Dr. Yellappa Reddy, Chief Conservator of Forests (Retd.), Bangalore 

 
In the 18th and 19th century, surveys carried out by the Mysore presidency and the 
colonial government praised the agricultural and forest management practices of people 
in the area. Today, the two World Wars and policies that put industrial development above 
all else have led to a situation in which several urgent threats to Karnataka's environment 
are emerging. Acid rain in particular is an increasing problem, and may affect not only 
rainfed agricultural areas but also the Western Ghats, which are a biodiversity hotspot 
and a vital water catchment for the state. Recognised threats to the environment may also 
have other, unanticipated effects; acid rain, for example, kills bees, affecting pollination 
systems and honey production. Additionally, the connections between humans and the 
various lifeforms on which we depend have been disrupted. If these problems are to be 
solved we need to balance development and conservation, and to rethink what is meant 
by 'development'. We need people to speak on behalf of the environment, and to work 
with the environment's self-regulating systems. We need to translate legal commitments 
to the precautionary principle and risk analysis into action, and recognise the universal 




