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Kisan Swaraj Yatra: A call to join forces to save Indian farming and farmers
“Farming today has been taken away from the hands of Indian farmers. There is no easy solution in sight for us. While newer ideas are put forth such as Green Revolution in Eastern India or Second Green Revolution (like we heard from the Prime Minister recently), these are in reality attempts to create markets for corporations and do not have any real solutions for farmers. It is very clear that government is not able to reach farmers, to improve their situation and these announcements are only political moves. Real and lasting solutions will emerge only if we bring back the culture and the way of life associated with Indian farming and look at agriculture differently”: Mr Vijay Jardhari of Beej Bachao Andolan.  
Shri Anupam Mishra of Gandhi Marg: “So far, we have seen people who are trying to convert agriculture into business opportunities unleash different kinds of weapons – amongst them, chemical fertilizers and chemical pesticides were prominent. Now, these business houses have begun eyeing Seed as a means of profiteering. Natural characteristics of Seed are being modified wherein various business possibilities are being inserted into the seed itself for larger markets. It has to be noted by farmers that wherever they buy and sow such seeds, the business interests of these corporations will take roots, flower and expand. We should all collectively decide what we will do with such Seed and whether we will let the control go away from the hands of farmers – this is one of the main issues that the Kisan Swaraj Yatra will raise for debate”.
“It is time to say loud and clear and in many diverse voices that India's agriculture and farming community should not only survive but thrive, that it should find its own unique path and not simply follow in the disastrous footsteps of American agriculture. It is time to highlight the many solutions already proven at the field level, and the many solutions we are proposing at the policy level - and to formulate and proclaim all these in terms of a larger vision for agriculture to effectively counter the anti-farmer consensus among the powerful elite in Delhi and elsewhere. Even though some governments have come forward to promote organic farming, a word of caution needs to be sounded here: the same governments are also getting into partnerships with corporations like Monsanto and encouraging GM seeds. These two visions and systems cannot just co-exist”: Kapil Shah of Jatan, Gujarat.
New Delhi, August 25th 2010: The Alliance for Sustainable & Holistic Agriculture (ASHA), a new network of individuals and organizations across the country has announced that a “Kisan Swaraj Yatra” would set off from Sabarmati Ashram on October 2nd 2010, to remind all Indians of our hard-won independence and the insidious ways in which agri-business corporations and others are taking this independence and sovereignty away, especially with regard to our food and farming. This Yatra is a call for joining forces to save Indian farming and farmers mired in deep distress and to forge a sustainable path forward for Indian farming.
In the last few weeks, two issues have dominated our public conscience - the rotting of grains in FCI’s holds, and the firing on farmers protesting inadequate compensation for land acquisition. As on 1 January 2010, there were 10.6 lakh tones of grains lying waste under FCI, on which the Supreme Court suggested that these be distributed free to the poor rather than be allowed to rot. In what has become his typical attitude and stand, the Agriculture Minister Sharad Pawar glibly rejected the suggestion. In Aligarh, on Independence Day, the police opened fire on farmers demanding better compensation (at par with that given to farmers in NOIDA) for their land acquired for the Yamuna Expressway, killing at least four people.  An irrelevant and insensitive Land Acquisition Act of 1894, whose date of expiry should have been 1947, is still wielded to rob the farmers off their fertile agriculture land and present it on a silver platter to industrialists and real estate developers.  And yet, these two cases are only the latest reflection of what ails India’s agriculture and her small farmers, who are today at possibly the worst crossroads in their history. These cases, and many other similar or worse cases taking place across the country, are the inevitable ramifications of a market oriented paradigm that was cunningly forced on the people and the farmers of the country in the early sixties. The Swaraj Yatra is being launched to question this and to collectively regain self-reliance in farming and rights over resources for farming, ASHA members explained.  

The new agriculture poisoned the soil, depleted and poisoned the water resources, demolished native seeds, agro-biodiversity and livelihood systems, eroded the farmers’ indigenous knowledge, practice and experience of thousands of years, multiplied the cost of inputs, gravely and increasingly threatened people’s health and nutrition through chemical intrusion in agriculture, and now through GM seeds, is all set to exacerbate the distress all around. Effectively, the messiahs of new agriculture have taken the control over agriculture from the farmers’ hands and placed it firmly at the market’s feet, and have squarely undermined people’s food security.   

Since 1997, according to the Union Home Ministry’s National Crime Records Bureau, a staggering 1,82,936  farmers have committed suicides. Between 1997 and 2007, over 8 million farmers have given up farming altogether. The extent of hunger and malnutrition in India is the second highest in the world. A farmer today is at the lowest rung of the social and economic strata. Once an ‘annadata’, the farmers today have been pushed to become ‘anna-pata’. The worst affected by the ecomonic crisis are the farmers and agriculture; the worst affected by global warming and climate change are again farmers and agriculture; the worst affected by any disaster are, again, farmers and agriculture.

This is a historic juncture for the farmers in the country. There are obviously strong forces pushing farmers out of agriculture, with the vision that Indian agriculture will be more 'manageable' and 'productive' with around 15% of population engaged in farming, under the domination of corporatization, biotechnology and heavy machinery. There is also a vision driving policies that believes that pushing people out of farming and rural areas into other sectors and into cities is what constitutes development. The effects of this are already evident, with the distress migration from villages to cities, the forcible acquisition of agricultural land for industry and SEZs, and the increasing difficulty of the farmers to make ends meet. This Yatra will seek to create a debate on this ‘developmental inevitability’ that is being pursued.
This is the time to speak more loudly than ever, about the return of the small farmer and sustainable and holistic agriculture in our national conscience. There is a growing body of research, knowledge and opinion against the diabolic fallacy of pursuing the market agenda in food and agriculture, and in favour of biodiversity-based ecological agriculture. The IAASTD report issued in 2008, prepared over four years and based on the work and deliberation of over 800 scientists and intellectuals across the world, has pronounced that sustainable, ecological agriculture is the only way forward, if humanity was to have any semblance of purposeful survival in future. More recently, scientists and other concerned voices have underlined a return to chemical-free, localized agriculture as one of the main solutions to the problems of climate change. 

It was 80 years ago that Gandhiji led the Namak Satyagrah (or the Dandi Yatra) to claim people’s sovereignty over their natural resources. It was hundred years ago that he extended a development model for India centred around the concept of “Hind Swaraj”. This year, on 2 October 2010, dozens of farmers’ movements and other organizations across the country will launch the “Kisan Swaraj Yatra” that will take off from the Sabarmati Ashram in Gujarat and traverse through 20 states to reach Rajghat (New Delhi) on 11 December. The Yatra will be flagged off by renowned natural farmer Shri Bhaskar bhai Save. 
The Yatra will highlight issues such as seeds sovereignty, land grab, climate change, food sovereignty and security, GE seeds, chemical pesticides, farm produce pricing, etc. that directly and indirectly affect small farmers in addition to bringing up a debate around the proposed Green Revolution in Eastern India, the tie-ups that several governments have with MNCs like Monsanto, the continuing saga of farmers’ suicides and so on. The Yatra will also raise the concerns over free trade and bilateral agreements, the proposed food security and seeds laws, BRAI Bill, the handing over of public resources for private gains etc. The Kisan Swaraj Yatra will also draw in urban consumers into its fold and will raise issues of food safety, consumer choices etc. The Yatra will celebrate the conservation of diversity by farmers, farmers’ knowledge and will highlight the successes of ecological farming. The participants will develop concurrent events, programmes, campaigns in accordance with the needs and priorities in their respective states.

* * *

For more information, contact the persons listed in the Yatra’s route throughout 20 states of India. 
