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• This presentation is based on work with farmers,
women’s self-help groups (SHGs) and grassroots
NGOs in south India between 1958 and 2012.
• I include conclusions drawn by the Major Group for
Women, the Major Group for NGOs and the 2008
IAASTD Report.
• My overall purpose: acknowledging the
importance of women in agriculture including
those who do paid work and feed the household.
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Differing Paradigms of Development, Feeding
the World and Eliminating Poverty
Corporate model

Alternatives

• Multinational corporations
control most food and
farming operations.

• In both “developed” and
“developing” countries focus
on family farms, small and
medium size farms and
cooperative farms.
• Focus on local food
production, combining the
best of traditional farming
and ecologically sound
innovations such as SRI.

• Large corporate farmers
focusing on world markets,
not nearby markets; and
smaller contract farmers
with little autonomy.
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How can the world feed the 9 billion people
projected for 2050?
Meat consumption in USA: 120 kg/year/person
World average: 43 kg
India: 5 kg
Do we need that much meat to keep healthy?
Agribusiness corporations, backed by massive subsidies
and government support have ramped up global industrial
meat production . . . with devastating consequences for
people, animals, and the environment. . . In the South, a
rising group of home-grown transnational corporations
(TNCs) are joining ranks with firms from the North to
push Big Meat into every corner of the planet.” (NORAD,
2010)
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GETTING RICH ON HUNGER
1.

Role of agricultural traders

2. Getting banks and pension funds to bet
on “aduki” beans, leveraged soya
beans, wheat, rice
3. High prices translate directly into
misery and malnutrition So how did
investors get their hands on food?
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The ‘Food Sovereignty’ Approach
• Food sovereignty is the right of each nation to maintain and
develop its own capacity to produce its basic foods respecting
cultural and productive diversity. We have the right to
produce our own food in our own territory. Food sovereignty
is a precondition to food security (La Via Campesina, 1996).

• Increasing the scope and extent of sustainable agriculture,
food security for all (including rural and urban poor) along
with their sense of human dignity and meeting their basic
human needs - which I have spelled out elsewhere– clearly
depends on social movements both in India and the rest of
the world.
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The World’s Population and Agricultural Yields
Altieri [2008] notes:
• Smallest two hectare farms in US produced
$15,104/hectare and netted $2,901/hectare
• Largest farms averaging 15,581 hectares yielded
$249 / hectare and netted $52/hectare.

Small farmers have less environmental impact.
There is an inverse relationship between farm size
and output to more efficient use of land, water,
biodiversity and other agricultural resources.
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3 Factors affecting the Future of Food
SRI and other new
ecological sound
agricultural management
techniques

Corporate
determination to
make money and
control the food
system

Food movements
and other related
movements for
greater equality,
more variety in local
food , and more
autonomy
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According to Uphoff [2007]:The System of Rice
Intensification is more about PRODUCTIVITY than
YIELD
It raises simultaneously the productivity of:
•
Land – more output per unit of land
•
Labor – more output per day of work
•
Water – ‘more crop per drop’
•
Capital – higher returns from investment
which is quite unprecedented – but not impossible ?
YIELD of rice is important, but it is not the only relevant concern
for farmers or society

PRODUCTIVITY is key to reducing poverty and to promoting rural
development
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SRI: Just Five Fundamental Ideas
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

If you transplant, use young seedlings –
Use wider spacing and single seeding per hill
Keep soil moist but not flooded – unsaturated
Add organic matter to soil – as much as possible
Actively aerate the soil – as much as possible

These ideas can transform our current rice
practices. It also allows for monsoon irregularities.
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Two Different Paradigms of Production
• GREEN REVOLUTION strategy:
(a) Change the genetic potential of plants, and
(b) Increase the use of manufactured external inputs (fertilizer,
insecticides, herbicides) – also use more water

• SRI ( a technique of AGROECOLOGY) changes the way that
plants, soil, water and nutrients are managed to
(a) Promote the growth of root systems and
(b) Increase the abundance and diversity of soil organisms to
better enlist their benefits.
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SRI gets MORE from LESS by mobilizing
biological processes
SRI requirements include:
• More labor while learning the method, but SRI can
become labor-saving after about 2 years.
• Water control needed for best results
• Access to biomass for compost to get best results -can use fertilizer
• Skill and motivation from farmers!
• Crop protection in some cases
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Farmer Innovation Is Key to Success
• New and better implements – are reducing SRI labor
requirements
• New and better methods of crop establishment -- also
saving labor
• Extension of SRI concepts and practices to other crops
• Farmer-to-farmer dissemination – significant for the
spread of SRI
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Import-Export of Rice and other Foods in
India
• Change in policies and growing reliance on western
imports; by 1999 India had become a net exporter of
foods, but today it is importing many essentials such as
cooking oil.
• Because of WTO regulations, small Indian farmers are
earning considerably less from agriculture, much like
maize farmers in Mexico since NAFTA.
• The implications for localized sustainable agriculture are
critical, but are only being countered by some civil society
organizations.
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11th [2007-12] and 12th [2012 – 17] 5-Year Plans
in India
 National Food Security Mission - Rice
 Increase rice production by 10 million tons by the end of 11th
Plan (2007-08 to 2011-12)
 SRI to be implemented in 133 districts across the country (5
districts in Tamil Nadu)
 Target area for SRI: 5 million ha
 Rs. 3,000 per SRI demonstration allocated
 50,000 demonstrations; 1 demo of 0.4 ha for every 100 ha of rice
area
 The Indian SRI network daily sends out reports of incredible
increases in yields often verified by government officers
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Sri seedlings right after transplanting
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SRI seedlings about a week later
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SRI rice close to harvesting
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SRI paddy up close showing density of yield
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Cultural Effects of SRI, Worldwide and India
 SRI has had many social implications. Farmers who have
grown rice through traditional methods for years get really
excited by SRI’s high yields . For example, at RASTA, only ½
acre of SRI Rice was grown. The next year, one of the farmers
who watched it, decided to implement SRI. In the following
year 27 farmers decided to do, and so it continues .
 It has spread like wildfire: from NGOs, farmer-to-farmer,
through farmer field schools, and often just by observation.
 Anthropologists can greatly contribute to this task of
documentation and dissemination.
 See handout for more inspiring examples from around the
world.
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Women and SRI: As Landowners and Workers
• As landowners, women have been extremely interested in SRI
because
 It utilizes 1/3 – 1/5 of water consumed in traditional agriculture
 It works with traditional seeds, thus producing significantly
greater yields
 Does not require the use of artificial pesticides and herbicides
because weeds are considered a source of organic manure
• Women can be taught to use the wide variety of weeding tools
available [depending on the size of land holding], but this depends
on whether women are allowed to use farming implements.
Attitudes towards women’s physical capacity vary widely across
regions in India, and worldwide.
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Alternative Pathways
• In Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and parts of Tamilnadu, NGOs
are helping small cultivators develop sustainable modes of
agriculture – 1. organic composting as a substitute for
chemical fertilizers, 2. dig small ponds for rainwater storage
and, 3. refurbishing irrigation channels

• Innovations become mainstream when farmers are inspired
by one another’s success, see alternatives work and in the
following year more people are likely to follow their example.
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• RASTA, one of the NGOs I work with in Kerala, is headed
by an unusual woman, Omana, She works closely with
women’s self-help groups, women farmers and men in
these farming families.
• RASTA has introduced women farmers to SRI rice
cultivation, and are working with both land- owning
households and women’s self-help groups from tribal, low
caste, Muslim, Christian and higher-caste Hindu women.

Intercropping [above] and a tribal
woman farmer in Wayanad district,
Kerala [right].
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In Conclusion: Policy Recommendations
women’s right to eat, to land, and by extension to
water and seeds, be seen as a set of critical human
rights that must be taken into account in developing a
policy for a sustainable planet.
small scale farming, which has been shown to be
immensely productive worldwide, be given a major
emphasis in the policy planning that will result from this
CSD meeting.
in combination: to be fully effective, development,
food security and climate change adaptation must be
gender responsive i.e. a recognition of roles played by
women and men in communal activities (agriculture, for
example) to effect change from within.
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