Chapter 1

Introduction

Every one agrees to sustainable development as a goal, but not many take the path of the same. The explanation of this contradiction would perhaps lie in the operation of conflicting forces, influencing the human behavior. On the one hand, one can witness the ever- growing demands associated with an increasing population and notions of improved quality of life. On the other hand, one faces the fact that the possibilities of expansion of future production would be constrained by the limits of biophysical resource base. These resources cannot be exploited infinitely without initiating a process of irreversible damage, the signs of which are already seen.

The present study is about a specific attempt at sustainable development. We intend to look at the impact of a project in this direction, carried out by a non- governmental organization, Keystone, working among the tribals of Nilgiris. The project, which is called the ‘Land Development Project’ (LDP), aims to bring traditional crops and cultivation practices back into the lives of the tribals. The main objective of the activity is to enhance the food and nutritional security of the tribals, bearing in mind the merits of their old crops and cultivation practices, which avoid many of the drawbacks of modern agriculture. There is also the objective of bringing about diversified land use. The research is based on the belief that the sustainability of the project would ultimately depend on its falling in place with the complex processes operating in the livelihood of the tribals, which in turn, determine the ‘demand’ for the project. The implications of this intervention can be better understood in the context of the various theoretical discourses on sustainable development and also against the evidences of the backlashes of nature, indicating the un-sustainability of the current development pattern.

Some of the current theoretical discourses seek to understand the issue of sustainable development from the perspective of power and knowledge systems. It is often argued that there is a dichotomy between indigenous and universal knowledge systems. The proponents of indigenous knowledge systems argue that the modernization process has eclipsed indigenous knowledge systems, firstly by refusing to acknowledge its existence and secondly by branding them as backward and unscientific. Harcourt
 in her study states that the proponents of ‘universal knowledge systems’ equate development as economic growth. “Even though many commentators point out that development is far more than economic growth, but extends to social, political, cultural, environmental and gender concerns, economic growth remains firmly entrenched as the stated goal of development”. The author claims that the sustainable development debate marks a shift in development thinking and practice and new avenues are being created in that people are recognizing the partiality of their knowledge. These debates have contributed in creating strong alternative perspectives. One important position of the school of alternatives is that  “development discourses (Sachs, 1992) reduce all societies to a single blue print positing modern western values and lifestyles as the universal goal and is blind to the diversity of other cultures and ways of living”. Harcourt however cautions that in taking this stand, “they themselves seem able only to reverse the categories. They evoke the concepts of the good, pre-modern, traditional world and the honorable resisting Third Worlder and the bad, modern industrialized world and the thoughtless greedy Westerner. She further points out that “while it is useful to recognize the discontents, particularly in relation to ecological destruction, increasing poverty and people’s resistance, one should be aware of being over- pessimistic and seeing no role for the industrialization and modernity…. we also risk the danger of idealizing traditional societies’ relationship to nature, which is not necessarily non- exploitative and understanding of others... even if we see modernity as destructive to nature and traditional culture, we are involved in the process, which both repels and attracts us…. there is no true culture or nature, which we can return or preserve…. social and cultural change and knowledge production are ongoing and fluid struggles involving all actors… the important thing is to acknowledge different positions ; we will have to negotiate through a far more complex and difficult process if we are to confront and try to resolve social inequities”. 

We must deal with the contradictions leading to conflict, which in turn lead to further evolution and modified outcome. Understanding in dichotomies (either as universal /indigenous knowledge systems) might only lead to wishful thinking and condemnation of the other, whereas an understanding of the contradictory forces might lead to valid intervention points.

Even while pointing out the futility of condemning modernization ignoring it’s merits and the sway it has over the people
, one cannot deny that individual actions are often guided by short term and immediate demand gratification. There are enough warning signs that these actions adversely affect sustainable development. Of specific importance to our study are the backlashes faced by the agricultural modernization. This is because the question of ‘food security through alternatives’ gains further importance in the context of increasing awareness of the drawbacks of the dominant agricultural practices.

One should start with giving the due credit to the green revolution, in that despite the doubling of population, food production per capita has been able to keep pace. The pessimistic Malthusian prediction
 has not come true. The green revolution has contributed in alleviating the miseries to an extent that, it might have prevented many deaths from starvation. However the net benefits of this agricultural package can be understood only on considering the external costs. The various counter-effects of agricultural modernization are too drastic to ignore. The decline in bio-diversity consequent to mono-cultivation is one key issue, drawing concern.

Diversity is the characteristic of nature and the basis of ecological stability. Communities everywhere in the world have developed knowledge and found ways to derive livelihoods from nature’s diversity. This knowledge is based on the awareness of the need to sustain the resources for their livelihood. Conservation is a vital policy finding its place in the wide gamut of survival mechanisms of the poor. This need for conservation has resulted in the cultural rules for conservation reflected in notions of sacredness and taboos. Modernization has however, resulted in the fast declining of bio- diversity. It is pointed out that the tropical forests which sustains at least half the species of earth covers only seven percent of the earth’s land surface and the rate of deforestation is so high that, all the closed tropical forests would be cleared with in 177 years. Besides, it is estimated that about 48 percent of the world’s plant species occur in or around forest areas where over more than 90 percent of their area will be destroyed during the next 20 years, leading to about a quarter of those species being lost. The loss of bio- diversity from the wild will adversely affect the rural poor since the wild is their key resource for the food, fuel, fodder and medicine. One should remember that the disappearance of a species leads to the extinction of numerous other species with which it is interrelated through food webs and food chains and about which humanity is totally ignorant.

Of more concern is the decline of bio- diversity from the farmer’s fields. It is stated that during the 20th century, some 75 percent of the genetic diversity of agricultural crops has been lost. Only about 150 plant species are now cultivated, of which just three supply almost 60 percent calories derived from plants. This decline is more noticeable in the case of third world countries since the eco-systems in the tropical belt have been the fountainhead of the world’s food. It is pointed out that from around 30,000 indigenous varieties of rice grown in India, only around 50 exist now.

In traditional agriculture, each plant is identified for it’s specific use hence the notion of weeds is feeble. Contrary to this, the efficiency paradigm of agricultural modernization sees diversity as negatively co- related to productivity and thereby demanding that the practices, of growing chickpeas along with rice or growing mustard with raggi should be eliminated.  

Shiva (1998), points out that even the claims of increased productivity of large farms need not be valid always. An example is that of India in the recent post green revolution period, where the 0-5 acre plot had a productivity of Rs. 735/acre, while a 35 acre farm had a productivity of Rs. 346/ acre.  Despite the productivity of small farms, the externalization of equity under green revolution resulted in increasing landlessness of the people .The percentage of the landless increased from 18 to 33 after the green revolution.  “The externalization of food security issues (restricting it as the concern of distribution alone) from systems of production was at the core of green revolution and is responsible for the hidden food insecurity of the local level in spite of the build up of surpluses at the national level”. This is also because productivity was distorted to measure the maximization of market flow of major commodities, rather than the multiple outputs of diverse crops and crop parts for internal inputs, for local consumption at the household level. “The myth of increase in productivity also is because of the failure of not accounting the disappearance of locally consumed and hoarded foods. This leads to national food security being built at the cost of local food security”.  The argument is also that the green revolution focuses on quantity per acre more than nutrition per acre.
The industrial cultivation is also undesirable from the point of view of sustainability since it is based on the intensive use of energy and natural resources. It is well known that the energy requirements of this package are high; for each kilogram of cereal, around 3-10 MJ of energy are consumed in its production where as for each kilogram of cereal produced in the traditional method, only 0.5-1 MJ are consumed. By its wasteful use of resources (it has led to the decline in the use of bio- mass as fertilizer and also the availability of fodder, thereby increasing only the partial yields), we see that the agricultural productivity is actually proving to be less when compared with the real costs, including the high cost of ecological destruction that affects future yields. Especially in a country like India, where cattle stock is a main source of security
, the HYV’s yield of fodder is poor, both in quantity and quality. Thus when the total system yields are taken into account, many native varieties have higher yields both in grain output as well as in bio- mass output than the HYV’s. The destruction of diversity and the use of land for multiple cultivation have led to an increase in the pressure of land. 

The decline or the disappearance of bio- diversity in the farmer’s field has led to the increase in risks. Bio-diversity is preferred mainly to spread risks. Intercropping reduces the weed problem and pest attack. Pest attack might be substantially reduced since host plants are more widely spread and so harder to find. It is likely that one species of plants might trap or repel the pest. Bio- diversity also reduces soil erosion and water-run off because of the greater ground cover given by the mixture of plants. The combined yields might also be greater, if differences in root and shoot allow the crops to use light, nutrients and water more efficiently. Thus, drawing from the merits of our traditional method of cultivation, one finds that conserving bio-diversity in the fields is essential for two primary reasons, one it acts as an insurance against pests and diseases
. This also acts as an insurance against drought and climate change. This insurance against these major threats are not a trade off from productivity because when all crop outputs are included in measurements of yields, mixed farms have higher yields than mono-cultures. More importantly, it is needed for avoiding nutritional deficiencies for rural communities. Many of the crops threatened with extinction and formerly grown under indigenous cultivation are highly nutritious. 
At present, there is an inverse flow of bio- diversity from the farmer’s fields to gene banks and getting eroded at the source.  This erosion excludes farmer from playing the critical role of conserver of bio- diversity and innovator and the developer of bio- diversity. This brings our attention to yet another concern arising from the modernization and the centralization of authority associated with it, namely the decline of local institutions. There is the loss of resilience or the decline of collective sharing arrangements to effectively face major environmental risks such as drought, floods etc without external relief. 
Replacing the paradigm of self-reliance, the current policy of encouraging mono- crops had at its core dependence on credit. This was an obvious concomitant to the dependence on chemical fertilizers and pesticides. This problem stands out further, when we recall that what we had replaced was traditional mixed farms, which were very well integrated, in that every product, which was produced in the farm was considered useful. In complementing each other, they use least external inputs and produce least external impacts.

The problems of eclipsing  the indigenous production systems become even more acute, at present, when  calls for removal of huge amount of agricultural subsidies are made as part of the Structural Adjustment Programme. Green revolution’s success primarily depended on these subsidies.  Now that subsidies are being removed, we need another alternative. 

Conceptualisation of the research  problem 

The above discussion reveals the growing discontent against agricultural modernization. The question emerging from this discussion is whether this dominant form of food production, based on intensive use of energy and natural resources is sustainable, given that the real costs involved are at times too drastic to ignore. It was noted that despite these costs, the model worked because of the massive subsidies, which supported it. The call for the removal of these subsidies, voiced increasingly, is likely to have implications for food security generated through this model. It is in this context that the attempt of Keystone to bring about food security through alternative measures gains significance. Further, their endeavor of diversifying the crops of the tribal communities also assumes importance in the context of the acknowledgement of the adverse consequences of the decline of bio- diversity from the farmer’s fields. Also, it is well understood that mono cropping bears higher risks, which can be particularly harsh on the vulnerable sections of the society.

The crisis in Nilgiris, where Keystone has based its activities is well known. Nilgiris at present is facing the adverse consequence of mono cropping. The hills have specialized in the cultivation of tea and all the activities in the hills are primarily centered on this industry. The crashing of tea- prices following import liberalization and the resultant slump in the industry has affected the entire economy of the Blue Mountains. The LDP gains further significance in this scenario. The attempt at increasing food security has immediate relevance in mitigating the effect of the crisis in the economy and the diversification of crop use is essentially an alternative against mono cropping and the resulting risks.  

The success and sustainability of the program, however, would ultimately be determined by the ‘influences’ operating in the lives of the tribal people, for whom the program is implemented. The crisis of Nilgiris has created several constraints in their livelihood like decreased purchasing power etc.  Whether the opportunity created by LDP would be made use of and will be continued will, however, depend on the dynamics consisting of their changing preferences and constraints.

In assessing the impact of LDP, we are confining our discussion and analysis to the program’s objective of the revival of traditional cultivation, which is one of the core objectives of the project. Diversification of cash crops is another component of the program for additional income generation. However this activity is in its initial stages and is yet to show results. As such, this feature of the program is not taken up in the study. We have not explored into some other objectives of the LDP, which are mentioned in the next chapter, since they fall beyond the scope of our present study.  

We look into the situation of food security in the lives of the tribals and assess the changes, which have been brought about by this project. We also assess if there are any changes in consumption behavior, which would reflect on their changing preferences.   The opportunity cost meaning the alternative foregone while implementing this project is examined.  Attempt is also done to bring out some important characteristics of the program. Assessment of changes needs benchmarks to compare with. Since there are no historic benchmarks to compare the effects of the project, we draw inferences from the comparisons made between people who are involved in the project and people who are not.  We have also noted the perception of people with regard to changes, which have been brought about by the project. The study is based on the belief that a blend of all these factors, mentioned above would ultimately determine the decision of the tribals to continue with the program. The sustainability would also depend on the broader developments taking place in the economy of the hills like the changes happening in the tea industry, government policy changes about PDS etc. The other programs of Keystone might also influence the sustainability of the project.  The broad objectives of this study are given below

Objectives

1.   To see if LDP has contributed to the food security of the people.

2. To explore some of the dynamics, both external and internal, operating in the lives of the people, which are deemed to have implications for the long-term sustainability of the program.

Chapter Scheme
Chapter 2 goes into the details of the actors involved in the LDP. This gives a description of Keystone and the details of the LDP. It also gives a brief description of the two tribal communities for whom the program is implemented, giving special attention to the role of cultivation in their lives. Chapter 3 is a report on the field visits. Here we trace back how traditional cultivation disappeared from the lives of the tribal people.  Chapter 4 presents the analyses carried out for meeting the objectives of the study and Chapter 5 sums up the findings. 

� The study titled “ Negotiating Positions in the Sustainable Development Debate: Situating the Feminist Perspective” is done by Wendy Harcourt. We are not able to give any further reference about the study.


� For example, Norberg –Hodge (1992), writes in despair of the cultural destruction of the Ladakhi people in their recent confrontation with the developed world.  She notes how much they themselves want modernization even if she profoundly regrets the loss of uniquely sustainable society and culture. At the same time, it is those very development processes which have allowed her to be there studying and learning from Ladakh and sharing of those discoveries with others.


� Malthus, an economist of the 19th century, could not foresee the production possibilities achieved by the modern age; his prediction was that population would grow in a geometrical rate, where as food supply will increase only at arithmetical rate, resulting in a doomed future. 


� Cattle stock is not only the source of food, but also the source of asset security of the poor. 


� The indigenous varieties are generally resistant to pests and other diseases. It is reported that the most of the HYV’s released are susceptible to major pests with a crop loss of 30- 100 percent.
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