Small, Marginal and Tenant Farmers in Agriculture: A consultation

Access Livelihoods Consulting Limited is a Hyderabad based organisation committed to ensuring that the poor are recognised for their active contributions to economic growth, that they organise themselves for higher returns, that the policy and legislative environment that they function in is not weighted against them, and that, therefore, they benefit equitably from their contribution to economic growth. 

ALC provides professional services to the poor, individually and through their collectives, works with other for-profit and not-for-profit organisations and also works with the state and union governments and their agencies, in ensuring equitable economic opportunity, participation and growth. 

Given the sheer numbers of people engaged in agriculture and allied activities, ALC has been working intensely on enhancing livelihood opportunities and income for small and marginal farmers and agricultural labourers.  While ALC sees these direct interventions as very important, it realises that without significant changes in policy and related legislation, the fate of agriculture and small agriculturists and labourers remains uncertain, and that such uncertainty has consequences for all in urban and rural India. ALC would, therefore, like to engage with civil society and the government in arriving at appropriate changes in agricultural policy and legislation to ensure that agriculture continues to be a significant contributor to the GDP and that the rural small and marginal farmer and agricultural labourer, in particular, benefit from their agriculture related livelihoods.

The consultation

ALC is aware that the Green Revolution, which contributed to increased agricultural output, also contributed to unsustainable practices, and a serious acknowledgement of the need for correction in policies and practices is urgently called for. Indeed, while ‘correction’ might suggest that the paradigm remain the same with some significant or insignificant changes, ground reality appears to suggest an overhaul of many of the basic premises. 

Towards deepening its own understanding of the need for the paradigm shift, and in order to arrive at a well considered articulation of the urgent and long-term changes required in agricultural policies and practices, for the betterment of the small,  marginal  and tenant farmer and agricultural labourer, ALC is organising a consultation on ‘Small,  Marginal and Tenant Farmers in Agriculture on the 25th and 26th of May at Hyderabad. The consultation is expected to be a first step towards 

a. Stating clear objectives for agricultural growth – to what end do we, as a nation, and as a member of the larger world, want a growing agricultural economy -
b. Stating the problem in unequivocal terms - identifying key policies, legislation and practices contributing to unsustainable/declining agriculture and changes required in them – factors contributing to agricultural growth but not to the end aimed at (articulated in ‘1’ above), too, will be identified
c. Exploring the need for alternative policies, legislation and practices that could contribute to agricultural growth and to the growth of the small and marginal farmer and agricultural labourer
d. Arriving at broad frameworks/principles for the articulation/drafting of alternate policies, legislation, practices
e. Enabling participants to benefit from one another’s experience and ground research on what can be done in the intermediate in the field of agriculture and allied activities at ground level, so that distress is replaced by buoyancy.
It is important to note that ALC does not expect the consultation to arrive at necessarily any consensus on any of the above. It expects that the consultation will deepen the understanding of all who participate, and will help stakeholders, particularly ALC itself, think through issues and arrive at appropriate/alternate strategies, and that it will provide opportunity to forge alliances for taking forward such strategies. ALC expects this to be the first of a series of consultations/events on this subject and expects to share any working papers/draft policies that it produces, as a result of this consultation, with all interested and concerned. 

The Schedule

	
	Day 1
	Day 2

	0930 – 1000


	Registration till 10 am; Opening session:


	Working groups to prepare alternate legislative/policy frameworks for agricultural trade



	1000 – 1100
	Inaugural session

Welcome: Krishnagopal, CEO, ALC Inaugural address (30 minutes): `Core objectives of agricultural growth’; Followed by open discussion;

Chairperson’s observations: 
	

	1100 – 1130
	Tea break

	1130 – 1300
	Panel discussion: Policies contributing to the problem of decline in agriculture

Papers on 
a. Agriculture Credit, 

b. Subsidy for farmers
c. Tenant Farmer Economics and Realization 

d. Agriculture Technology & Research - Scale & Irrigation Bias


	Panel discussion: Practices contributing to the problem of declining agriculture 
a.  Agriculture Services 
b. Risk Management in Farming 

c.Farmers Control on Agriculture Production & Marketing



	1300 – 1400
	Lunch

	1400 – 1530
	Working groups to prepare alternate policy framework
	Working groups to prepare framework for sustainable practices; tea during group work

	1530 – 1600
	Tea break
	Valedictory session: Reports of working groups

Valedictory address: 

	1600 – 1730
	Panel discussion: Legislation/policy inhibiting agricultural business of farmers’ organisations; 
Papers on 
a. legislation inhibiting   agricultural business of  

farmers’ organisations

 b. Agricultural trade 

 c. Taxation of collectives
	

	1730 -1800
	
	 Tea


The themes and the approach

The consultation is seeking papers/participation from activists, academicians, jurists, law makers, civil servants, bankers, donors and farmer organisations on the themes covered in the 2-day consultation. A brief on each of the themes is provided below, though each paper presenter may well choose to expand the agenda.

1. The paper dealing with the core objectives of agricultural growth is expected to be an overarching paper which grounds the issues relating to agriculture and allied activities in the ultimate aim/s of agricultural growth. It is hoped that the paper will articulate all key objectives of agricultural growth – employment, quality of life, especially of the small and marginal farmer and the agricultural labourer, contribution to GDP, food and nutritional security, etc, and then assess current status, project the desired status, identify key constraints to reaching the desired status and touch upon critical changes required to reach the desired status. 
2. Four papers will be presented on the policies contributing to decline in agriculture, and it is expected that all will look at the problem from the viewpoint of the small producer, and of agriculture, per se. While there are several policies contributing to unsustainable agriculture and decline in agricultural growth, in this consultation, we hope to focus on some of the policy areas: on subsidies, agricultural credit, public investment, farmer economics and realization (MSP, etc), changing production and consumption baskets, and agricultural technology and research to be covered. 

2.1 The paper on Agricultural credit is expected to touch upon credit and how far it has triggered agricultural growth or not needs to be discussed. In particular, it is hoped that the impact on small and marginal and tenant farmers of a growing economy will also be dealt with. 
It is hoped that the paper will suggest the types of credit that can be made, the amount of investment needed, and the likely costs and benefits of such investment. The paper could also juxtapose the credit made in other industries vis-à-vis their contribution to employment, inclusive growth, etc, against the potential for investment in agriculture and their likely contribution to inclusive growth, etc. 
2.2 The paper on subsidies for farmers is expected to deal with subsidies, the positive and negative impacts of subsidy on agricultural production and practices. This paper may also review the actual impact of procurement by Food Corporation of India, on farmers’ cooperatives – that is, assess the extent to which small and marginal and tenant farmers subsidise the public distribution system when they transact collectively with the FCI, even as they benefit under the PDS. It is hoped that the paper will outline the type and level of shift that is necessary, and the implications of such a shift. 
2.3 The paper on Tenant farmer economics and realization is focused on the finance related  issues and the challenges related to their economic sustainability. Tenant farming was in vogue much before the national agriculture policy decided to encourage it through leasing in and leasing out land. Even though land tenancy laws are in place in most states, tenant farmers are yet to get benefits. The reason for this is that in most cases the agreement between the landlord and the tenant is verbal. Usually, the landlord avoids entering into a written agreement with his tenant as he fears losing possession if the tenant continues to cultivate his land over a period of time. Due to lack of written agreement the tenant farmers are unable to access credit from formal financial sources.  It is hoped that this paper will come out with some solution to the challenges being faced by Tenant farmers in terms of their accessibility to credit and further benefits.
2.4 The paper on agricultural technology and research is expected to identify the core areas of current research and their relation to the changing ground realities. It is hoped that the paper will identify key areas of research on which focus is urgently required and will project the likely impact of such research on agricultural growth, on inclusive growth, on increasing nutritional and food security, on employment and on other objectives of agricultural growth. Action research by civil society and governmental organisations helping farmers to use traditional seeds suitable for a variety of soil types, to develop local seed banks, to convert farms into non-pesticide managed farms, etc, will need to be shared. 

3. Three papers are expected to be presented on legislation/policy inhibiting agricultural business of farmers’ organisations – these are laws relating to cooperatives, laws/policies relating to agricultural trade, and laws relating to taxation of cooperatives and producer companies. 

3.1 The paper on legislation inhibiting agricultural business of farmers’ organisations will explore the forms of organisation available to farmers for pre and post production activity. It will, in particular, explore the inhibiting role that cooperative legislation has played in the development of farmers’ organisations, the effects of such inhibition in an economy that has increasingly opened up for investor-sensitive businesses, and the freedom available to farmers to establish independent cooperatives. It will also assess the implications of restrictions on farmers cooperatives on limiting/containing competition in the field of farm produce.  
3.2 The paper on laws/policies relating to agricultural trade will deal with the impact of market yards, stipulations on processing technologies and impact on potential for farmer-controlled decentralised processing units, stipulations on export of farm produce, effect of minimum support price and procurement prices on farmer gain, farmer willingness to invest in agriculture where the farmer has engaged in collective marketing, impact of restrictions on movement of certain produce, etc, all of which affect the viability of agriculture as a livelihood, especially for the small and marginal farmer. This paper could also compare the apparent subsidies to the farm sector with the severe restrictions (and the resultant subsidising by the farmer of the nation) on farm trade.  
3.3 The paper on laws relating to taxation that affect the business of farmers’ organisations is expected to identify income tax and sales tax provisions relating to farmers’ cooperatives and to position these vis-à-vis tax laws in relation to individual farmers. The paper may also explore the likely impact of shifting from a subsidy culture to a differentiating taxation culture of cooperatives. In this regard, the effect of income tax and sales tax on producer companies, too, needs to be assessed. It is hoped that the circumstances under which an organisation of farmers can be treated on par with the farmer herself/himself in the matter of taxation are outlined.
4.  Three papers are expected to be presented on the practices contributing    
 to the problem of decline in agricultural growth– these are on agricultural  

 services, risk management in agriculture, farmers control on agricultural 
  production and marketing. 
4.1 The paper on agricultural services is expected to review the link between agricultural services such as extension, input services an external  inputs, and also review the availability of services to small and marginal farmers (including tenants) and to agricultural cooperatives and other collectives. It is hoped that the paper will explore the factors inhibiting agricultural services and suggest ways by which services can be
                   accessed by farmers  and their organisations.

4.2   The paper on risk management in agriculture is expected to educate us on the   

        variety of risks which occur with high frequency. These include climate and  

         weather risks, natural catastrophes, pest and diseases, production risks that are    

        exacerbated by price risks, credit risks, technological risks and institutional  

        risks. Risk management in agriculture ranges from informal mechanism like  

        avoidance of highly risky crops, diversification across crops and across income  

        sources to formal mechanisms like agriculture insurance, minimum support price  

        system  and  future’s markets. The paper should focus on any of these factors.
4.3 The paper on farmer’s control over agricultural production and marketing is expected to identify the core areas of issues of production and how do farmers can  exercise control over them effectively. Whether farmers should be having control over the use of traditional seeds suitable for a variety of soil types, or to develop local seed banks, how would they sell their produces and get a reasonable price will need to be shared. 

As may be seen from the schedule, there are, in all, 5 main sessions – the inaugural providing the wide canvas and clear objectives of agricultural growth, 3 plenary sessions each followed by participants working in groups around the 3 presentations presented in the plenary, and a concluding session where the reports of all the working groups will be presented, followed by a valedictory address. In each plenary session, the presentation of papers will be followed by open discussion and concise additional observations of the person chairing the session. 

While the lead papers in the plenary sessions are expected to highlight issues, the rich experience of participants is expected to contribute to further learning when participants break into small groups, each to work on one of the themes presented in the preceding plenary, to

a. Articulate the problem/s

b. Identify the causes of the problem/s

c. Suggest a framework to address the causes and the problem/s.

ALC India expects to carry forward the learnings from the consultation into a second phase, to be thought through after the consultation. 
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