here have been many
I discussions about farmers
and their suicides in the last
year, after the new Congress-led
government took over. Sonia
Gandhi’svisitsto rural areas and the
many promises that she and her
Government have made over the last
year may have given false
impressions that alot isreally being
donefor farmers. Let megiveyou my
own recent experiences as a woman
living in avillage, namely Medak in
Andhra Pradesh!

Wefind no difference whatsoever
inour lives, compared to earlier times!

In November 2004 | went to the
Branch Manager of the Kohir State
Bank Hyderabad to ask for aloan so
that we would be able to plant some
sugarcane on our partially irrigated
two acres of land, aswe badly needed
cash. | was told that we first had to
return the old debts. | told the
manager that newspapers had
reported that the Government and the
present Chief Minister Rajashekhar
Reddy had ordered that the new loans
would be given irrespectively of the
old debts, given that farmers in
Andhra have beenin terrible distress
for several years. The Branch
Manager coolly replied that the
government promises a lot, but that
he did not receive any such orders.
After a long drawn argument, he
finally decided to give us a loan of
Rs. 47.000 but only after we paid the
old dues of Rs. 27,000. This left us
with Rs. 20.000 in our hands, for
handling nine acres of cropland!

If thiswas my, an urban-educated
farmer’s, experience, readerscan well
imagine how the Bank Managersdeal
with rural small farmers. | underwent
the pain of witnessing this when |
took Narsimlu, the husband of a
woman of one of our self-help groups,
to get hisearlier loan of ten thousand
rupees increased to fifteen thousand
rupees, after paying the rest
installment. He started as a
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beneficiary, with aloan of mere two
thousand rupees six years back. He
has been repaying regularly all these
years. Still, hewastreated rudely, and
the manager was not really willing to
give him the loan. | wanted to know
why, and only with great difficulties
— after making him run around for
days and after we had to go to the
next town to fetch stamp papers and
thelike— the officer finally gave him
only thirteen thousand rupees. The
stamp papers were to be collected
fromtheregistrar’s office, because of
the Telgi stamp paper scam, as the
sub-manager told me. Narsimlu had
to pay one hundred sixty rupees for
the paper along with transport costs
between Kohir and Zahirabad. Again,
an example of how the poor have to
bear the burden of the corruption
rackets of the already privileged
people!

Except for one manager of the
Central Bank of Indiain Zahirabad a
few years back, | have not come
across one single farmer-sensitive
bank manager. They use avery rude
language and often humiliate the
small farmers in front of everyone,
just for a few thousand rupees loan,
considering that it is not even their
own money.

Why does the government not
hold training programmes for bank
managers on how they should speak
to their customers, big or small, rich
or poor? Inacountry with millions of
small farmers, is this not a big
potential for abank’stransactions, if
all of them could be involved in the
process of borrowing and paying? |

have seen enough good examples to
state that the villagers, particularly
the rural women, repay their loans
quiteregularly.

We, a rural family, share nine
acres of farmland where we practice
organic agriculture. In November
2004 we had turmeric, pulses,
oilseed, fodder, and maize growing
on our approximately eight acres; the
rest was used as pasture for grazing
our two oxen, cow, buffalo, and lamb.
The two acres of turmeric land was
harvested in March and has
provided us with just about five
quintals of dried turmeric seed. So
we may earn approximately Rs. 6000
to 7000 for ayear’swork ontwo acres
of land if we sell four quintals and
keep the rest for making turmeric
powder for our own and our friend's
use, as well as for seeds.

Turmericislikeginger, adelicate
but extremely good medicinal spice.
Turmeric processing is a lengthy
procedure. After harvesting the
seed, you haveto cook it in big pans
and then dry it. Every now and then
duetoirregular rains, some bits of it
always get spailt, even if you try to
protect itimmediately eachtime. This
also means a series of labour
intensive procedures, which haveto
be carried out with speed. These
involve moving the produce to a
safe place and then again spreading
it out, as you do not know how long
therainsmay last and if the crop may
get totally spoilt. Then one has to
clean the turmeric of root hair and
mud and finally to grind it in local
grinding shops or to sell it as dry
seed.
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Thisaso shows how lifeis made
immensely difficult for farmers, as
none or very little post-harvesting
infrastructureismade availableto the
farmersby the government. Thereare
no drying houses/storerooms
available to the average farmer. A
farmer runsthe risk of losing a good
part of the crop if timely protection
and storage facilities cannot be
organised.

The quantity harvested was very
low, because the turmeric crop got
some root disease, and we did not
want to use chemicals.The parasitic
and tough parthenium grass grew
extremely well in betweentheturmeric
crop, however. Although | sent a
sample of my turmeric to the Spices
Board of India in Calicut/Keral for
testing and adequate advice — asthe
local Krishi Vigyan Kendra(KVK)in
theinteriorsinAlgol village— it was
totally unhelpful, even the Board
could only suggest a chemical
pesticide.

The Bengalgram fetched us
approximately nine bagsfrom alittle
more than two acres, and we sold it
to the organic Shop in Hyderabad
Rytobazar at a slightly better price
than the local market. We kept some
as seeds for the next season.

We also kept the cereal crop
Sorghum and the Safflower oilseeds
for our own use.

We are just able to survive, even
though we work very hard and also
try to keep the soil healthy and
untouched by chemicals.

Whereisthe difference compared
to the earlier times? We have no
access to proper/ required loans, no
subsidies, no extension help, no
storage facilities, no easy direct
access to the market, and no
protection from the whims of traders
and the recent trend of multinational
companies, who are by and large not
interested in organic foodstuff! We
are being given false hopes and we
feel al the morefrustrated.

Let me give another example: |
thought a way out of this drudgery
would be to get my 4.5 acres turned
into an orchard, so that | would_not
have to be bothered any more about
agricultural work. A typical rural
family has no other alternative, but |
can go out and make a living from
other work. So | went to the Fruit
Research Station (FRS) in
Sangareddy to talk to the scientists
and get advice before | began
planting thetreesin the coming rainy
season. | also took samples of my soil
for ascientific test, asthelocal KVK
never wanted to do it for us. As the
Andhra Pradesh State Agricultural
Department Office was aso there, |
thought | would discuss with them
the formalities regarding the
subsidies that | could avail of for
planting, irrigation, etcetera.

TheAgricultural Department told
methat the officer who dealt with the
matter was on a Padyatra called
Farmer’sAwareness Campaign (FRS)
Ryuto Jagrata, organised by the
Rajashekhar Government and that he
would be available only in about two
weeks. | wasgiven hismobile number,
so | called him twice later. Thefirst
time, he said he would meet me and
visit my land when coming into my
area. The second time, he said there
was a change in his programme and
that he had already visited my area
when | was out of Kohir.

The researcher in the FRS gave
me a lengthy introduction to what
should be done before | started
planting trees. For example, | had to
bring four samples from the soil of a
six-feet dug hole, from different
depths inside. And this was to be
done at four places in the field! She
also said that before planting the
trees, | had to have the water tested
and to place a very good fencing
around the property. Finally she
advised that because fruit trees do
not grow so well on black soil, which
is supposed to be more fertile, that |

should rather stick to the cropswhich
deliver aprofit in short intervalslike
onions, maize and sugarcane!

She advised me to meet the
sugarcane expert from the office
nearby, attached to the Agricultural
University of Hyderabad. | later went
to his office and he was very smart
and promised me many things; for
example, he would cometo my field
and even usemy placefor histraining
programs for the farmersin my area
growing sugarcane crop. He even
gave medatesfor training. But when
the time came and | tried to contact
him, he excused himself saying that
his wife had falen ill and he had to
postpone the visit. | was later even
warned by my bio-dynamic farmer
friends, who have had a long
interaction with him, that the
sugarcane expert did conduct
training programs, but moreto exploit
the funds he received from the
government for own use, rather than
to help thefarmers.

The same sugarcane scientist
also gave me the address of an
organic farmer and a baby-corn
exporter in my area. | was told that
the organic farmer grew sugarcanein
an innovative way and that the man
who exports the baby-corn gives
good prices to the producers.
Whenever | contacted the baby-corn
exporter, hetried avoiding me, saying
| did not have enough irrigation and
the like, and that he would contact
me when the rains came. | suppose
that my small scale farming did not
relate to hisideas. | merely wanted
to sow baby-corn on two acres to
make some money quickly.

Asregardstheinnovative organic
sugarcane grower, my friendstold me
how he had misused their market as
an organic producer, which he was
really not. So | did not contact him.

Why did the Hyderabad
University scientist advised meto go
to him? Do they really believe in
organic agriculture at all?
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After all of these frustrating the background with cash but rather  sorghum and our five bagsof turmeric
experiences, we havefinaly decided  because of their own strong spirits—  arelying in our storeroom to be sold
to do whatever is in our own they aregenerally so courageous! Of @t abetter price one day. Who knows
capacities and to do whatever we course, | am not undermining the ~Whether that day will really come.and
think is right. No one is actually farmers' suicidesatall. Itiscertainly ~Whether wewill be ableto repay our
interested in our problems: neitherthe  not so—asonelady extension officer  Various loans amofl)mtl ng to lakhs of
Government nor the scientists. We  from Rangareddy District once told ~"uPeesmeanwhiles
know we are not doing harm to the me—that farmers are committing th As for T%IW’ t\)N? cannot dzyfthat
soil and the animals, and that is suicidebecausethey arebeing offered ' ©!Sa@y NEIPbeing providedirom

) any source for our desperate

enough for our own sound alakh of rupees as compensation. . ~° . .
nscien This onlv reflects the height of situation. Most of thesmaller organic/
co I;S/(l:e cea.‘l family k . | IS onty Tetiects d € NGt O io-dynamic farmers are suffering,
y rural family keeps strng ignorance, avarice and arrogance on - ija the NGOs working with the
that they will never commit suicide, the part of the _pnwleged lot in this organic famersaretelling liesin order
bgcause they havg hands to VYOYk country who thmk that way! to continue to receive donor funds
withand can eamn aliving for surwyal. We are trying out sugarcane on - and to upkeep the privileged jobs of
| am now convinced, after spending  two acres, grow maizeonanother tWo  their directors and staff as well as
13 years with them, that they arenot  acres, and leave the rest for rain-fed  retain the institutional empires they
saying this because | help them in  agriculture. Our seven bags of have built. Q

Consder it Yours, Ourdl

There are various ways in which every reader can make common cause with manusHi and become an integral

part of MmANUSHI team, no matter where you are situated.

1 You can help manusHi publications reach more and more people by:

(@ Introducing the magazine to your friends or relatives by giving them gift subscriptions or sharing your
own copy with them and encouraging them to subscribe.

(b) Requesting the libraries in your city to subscribe.

() Arranging with bookstalls and magazine stands in your areato display and sell MANUSHI.

(d) Publicising maNusHI publications in your area by putting up posters in prominent places such as

schools, colleges, hospitals, and cinema halls. We can send you such publicity material on request.

(e) Organizing display and sale stalls of manusHI at important conferences, seminars, and public meetings
inyour area.

For working out the details of this publicity drive, please feel free to write and consult us.

2 ldentify good literature (poetry, fiction, drama) in regional languages, which can betrand ated and published
by MANUSHI.

3. Send reports from your area or encourage others to do so.

If you wish to write articles for manusHi, you can write and consult us on the choice of topics.

4. If you are an artist or photographer, send us sketches, photographs or drawings that can be used by
MANUSHI .

5. Most important, please send us regular feedback on the magazine and our other publications. Send us
your suggestions for improvement. \We welcome your comments and criticism on our publications.

6. Writeand tell usother waysin which you can help. If you livein Delhi and would like to become aregular
volunteer, please come and meet us any weekday between 4 and 5 pm (preferably after telephoning to fix
atime in advance) so that we can decide together ways in which you can get involved.
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