“Suicide-Free-Farming” Mission in Vidarbha

The challenge :

Farmers, especially cotton growers in the Vidarbha region of the Maharashtra state have gone on suicide spree with 1,000 cases during 2001 to 2005, almost 10 times the rate 10 years ago.  Rising distress is mainly due to indebtedness amongst cotton farmers due to :-
1. Reduced income due as productivity has reduced by 50 % per acre.

2. Droughts are more frequent, which reduces yield of modern varieties further

3. Price is nearly constant of r10 years, due to imports & more total production

4. Input (Chemical fertilizers, pesticides, power) cost has risen by 2-3 times

5. Lack of alternate source income such as jobs to compensate farming loss.

6. Family expenses have risen 2-3 times due increasing process & more food or cloth is purchased today than being made earlier at home for free

7. Loans for Borewell or marriage etc do not get repaid but keep growing

8. No advice or sympathy to farmers in distress for better farming or life.

Six districts in Vidarbha (Akola, Amravati, Buldhana, Wardha, Washim & Yavatmal) are worst affected, accounting for nearly 62 % of the suicides in the state. Recent survey by the Government indicated that nearly 8.25 lakh i.e. 50 % of the 10 lakh (1.7 million) farming families in the 7,800 villages of the 6 districts are indebted. Of these, 4 lakh are highly distressed, including due to marriage loans (75 %) & medical costs (25 %).

Strategy :-
The government announced in January 2005 a relief package to waive loan partly & interest rates, but still the suicide rate has grown due rising tensions since a decade. Also readjusting the loans can be a superficial or temporary medicine, but real treatment should alleviate the need for loan by :-

1. Reducing costs, which increases savings &
2. Raising income per yield. Since the demand to raise price to the farm produce is ignored since long, income can be increased soon by 
· Growing new crops with market demand 
· Ancillary income generating programmes (IGP) such as livestock rearing or

· Value addition to the farm produce by processing & marketing collectively. Rearing cow, goat or hens is beneficial due to rising demand for milk, meat, eggs & dung, that are highly imported & costly in Vidarbha.  However, the foreign cattle or hens promoted by the government give more yield but need more medical cost & their dung is infertile.

Initiatives :-

Maharashtra Organic Farming Federation, Pune (MOFF, www.moffindia.com) is collective of about 90 voluntary agencies, including farmers’s groups & expert. It has nearly 3,000 farmer members & branches in all the 25 districts of the state. It trains organic farming methods as a cost – reducing strategy to 10-15 neighboring farmers on Thursdays at about 175 farm schools across the state. MOFF has initiated similar training in the 6 suicide affected districts since February 2005, by increasing the number of farm schools here from 30 to 180, where 1,800 farmers are being trained as trainers for the next year.
Activities :-
MOFF training to primarily cotton farmers includes the following topics :

1. Good quality seed selection & treatment 

2. Mixed cropping, for early income, more yield & less pest attack

3. soil & water conservation by trenches, bunds, farm ponds etc

4. Bio-fertilizer, using green manure, cow-dung slurry & microbial cultures

5. Bio – control of pests & diseases, with cow-urine, plants, microbes or insects

6. Post-harvest processing & marketing for higher unit price

7. Ancillary IGP (livestock etc) with local breed of cow, goat or hen

8. Farmers’ counseling on farm management as above or other family worries etc

9. Collective dialogue or lobbying to benefit from the government schemes etc.

Experience :-
This approach of not buying much from outside known as Low external Input sustainable Agriculture (LEISA). It reduces the farm input cost by 50 – 70 %, i.e. from Rs. 7,000 /- per ha / yr at present to about Rs. 3,000 /- per ha / yr, by avoiding chemical (or even costly herbal or microbial inputs) fertilizers & pesticides. LEISA also increase the yield by 25 %, by reducing the loss to pests & diseases. Thus, even at the present productivity of 8 quintals per ha, & the rate of Rs. 1,600 /- per quintal the net income will be Rs. 9,800 /- than the present Rs. 5,800 /- i.e. 50 % more ! As a farming family has about 2-3 ha land on average, the total additional income is Rs. 28,000 /- annually, if all goes well.
Debt – freedom Route :-
Group certification will also be trained as a low-cost option, so that farmers could also earn higher by exports or tapping the domestic urban market that wants eco-friendly, healthy, non-toxic food & fiber. The trained organic farmers could earn 25- 50 % more up to Rs. 20,000 /- per year, equal to. They can thus reduce their debt by 50 % in 2-3 years, as many farmers have loan of about Rs. 25,000 /- equal to annual additional income,. Thus, farmers can repay most of their debts in 2-3 years even after doubli9ng the expenses of household needs such as children’s education.

Dreams & Visions :

The trainees will later register, tlauka farmer’s Assoication (TFA), which will establish Community Facility Centre (CFC). The CFCs will maintain seed banks of local varieties that are drought or pest / disease resistant. CFCs will buy machinery from contribution or grants & get their staff trained in for processing (powdering, drying, grading, testing, packing, labeling etc). The staff may be farmers or women from the local self help groups (SHG). TFA will market theses products with local retailers & wholesalers. Processed cotton, oilseeds, pulses or spices, eggs, milk products etc. When marketed collectively through professional staff, can earn 3 – 4 times more even locally.

The TFAs will also counsel nearly 10 – 15 suicide affected families per village & 50 – 100 risk – prone families per Taluka. Theses will be provided psychological support & advice for income generation programs & social & financial security such as insurance. 

Partners :

MOFF is collaborating with the statewide  NGO YUVA (Youth for Voluntary Action, www.yuvaindia.org), with whom MOFF collected 1 million farmers’ signatures in the year 2005 to protest the unfair globalization & commercialization. Other supporters of MOFF include Centre for Environmental Education (CEE),. Department Biotechnology & Council for Advancement of Rural Technologies (CAPART) of the Government of India, Government of Maharashtra’s Agricultural Department, Food & Agriculture Organization (FAO), Oxfam – GB & Ford Foundation etc. 
