Nayakrishi Andolon
The New Agricultural Movement

by Anne-Marie Zilliacus

lying over Bangladesh, theland
Fisflat, green and wet. Rivers

spill over lush fields. The water
comes very close tothe runway o the
small airport. And the airport is small,
like Ottawa airport used to be when |
was akid. It'sacrowded land, 130
million people in an area not much
bigger than New Brunswick.

But what does cromded mean? If
you had that many people in New
Brunswidk, cauld they live of the land
in this harsh climate o ours? Someone
said to me when | told them | had just
returned from Bangladesh, "It must
have been heartbreaking." What did
that mean? Did they expect pemple to
be starving in the streets, overwhelmed
by one disaste after anotha? That's
often theimpression one has of the
country because the only time it makes
international newsiswhen thereisa
flood or cyclane. But Bangladesh isa
land of incredilde fertility and the
floods ar e vital for flood-plai n eco-
sydems as well as rainfed agriculture.
Wate is thesource of conserving
biodiversity of plants and fish resources
and avital dement in agricultural
practice.

| wasin Band adesh vidting
UBINIG, a policy, advocacy and
research organisaion that is leading
the organic farming movement in
Bangladesh. UBINIGis at the
forefront of the eoological movement to
bring us back toa healthy way o living
and feeding ourselves. Thisismore
than just organic farming. Itisa
movement by the farming communities
to aultivate happy relationsin lifeand
the environment and create new ways
to build coommunities. Inthe Bangla
language this New Agricultural
Movement is cdled Nayakrishi
Andolon. UBINIG describes
Nayakrishi thisway: "It is based on a
very badc principle. Observe and
follow the processes of life and nature,
the bounty and the diversity, in order to
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interact with the externa worl d, to be
transformed in theact of participation,
in order to open up the immense
possihilities of joyful ectivitiesand
happinessin and around us. Thisisa
very simple pri nciple because such
participation isimpossibl e unl esswe
squardy challenge existing relations
that assert hierarchy, control,
destruction, explaitatin,
disintegration, fragmentation or, in
other wards, unsustainable practices.”

Nayakrishi Andolon istaking a
lead in the struggle we are dl i nvolved
in, our collectivestruggle and
resiganceagaing the colonizing and
homogenizing processes of
globalization. In Canadawe are jug as
invdvel in thelifeand death questions
to ensurefoad, nutrition and
environmental security. Weare as
much at risk of lodng our popular
knowledge, culture and practices as
anyone in the Third World, perhaps
more because of our daily exposure to
propagandizing television and
newspapers in a pditical sygem that is
funded by financial contributions from
big busi ness and funds subsi dies for
businessin return. Agricuture has
become, not away of life, but another
business as family farms ar e taken over
by agribusiness. When Farhad
Mazhar, of UBINIG, was in Canada
last year visiting organic farmsin
Quebec, one farmer proudly told him
that there were 39 farmersin their
organic movement and asked how
many there were involval in
Nayakrishi. "Fifty thousand," replied
Farhad. And there will be two hundred
thousand of them within fiveyears
becausethe movement towards organic
farming is growing sofast.

This ispossible because Nayakrishi
is not simpy an environmental
movement. T he farmi ng communities
are engaged in a gruggle to transform
and reorder lacal, regional and global
econamic and political relations. It has

grown out of the wark that UBINIG did
starting in theearly 1980s with a
series of study circlesheld on issues
concerning develgoment and social
change Sharinginfarmation isthe
base, and Nayakrishi Andolon has
spread all over Bangladesh through
this sharing, and through training and
exchange vi sits bet ween far mers of
different regions.

In the years before the Green
Revolution introduced high yidding
hybrid seeds that requi red pesticides
and fertilizers in order to produceas
advertized, Bangl adeshi far mers grew
ove fifteen thousand verieties o rice.

Different rice seedswere panted at
various times of year, and seeds varied
depending on the eco-systemthey were
planted in. Today only eight rice
vari eties are pl anted by the mgjori ty of
Bangladeshi farmers. They require
vast inputs of fertilzer and pesticides,
inputs that destr oy the unculti vated
foad that once made up40% o the
Bangladeshi di et and was a so used for
medidnes and fodder for animals. The
loss of uncultivated foods, available to
the poorest o the poar, greatly
increased hunger in the country.
Nayakrishi farming practices are
turning this around asmultiaopping
and other old, familiar methods are
used to retain and enhance sal fertility
and to enhance productivity. Peple
know thebenefits. They do not become
sick from ingeging pestiddesand
fertilizers when they folow Nayakrishi
methods. And wamen [ the
traditional custodians of seed varieties

[ are regaining their position in the
community and at the heart of
agriculture. The Nayakrishi Seed
Network, is composed primarily of
women who share and exchange seeds
among themselves, as wdl as the
delicate wisdom of seed conservation
and propagation.
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Some Nayakrishi farmers will bein
Canada in August 2002 when UBINIG
brings a delegation of them to the 14"
OrganicWorld Congressheld by the
International Federation of Organic
Agriculture Movementsin Victoria
BC. The motto for this meeting is
"Cultivating Communities," which is
what UBINIG has been dang with
Nayakrishi Anddon for same years
now. If thereare Quaker organic
farmeas whoare intereged in meeting
with farmers from Bangladesh, please
let me know as Inter Pareswill be
involvedin their tour of same organic
farmsin Canada. The dimateand
many of thecrops are very different,
but Canadian and Bangladeshi organic
farme's are both involved in the
struggle to regenerate the life o their
communities, not merely in food
production. As UBINIG says,
"Agricultureisaway o life acultural
practicewith dl theimplications of the
word Culture'.”

It certainly wasn't heartbreaking in
Bangladesh. It was heartening and
encouragi ng to find that aland so often
seen as dirt-poar, was rich with
possihility. We need togo past the
mediaimages of Third World countries
that portray them as hopeless places,
and instead realizethat they are
creative and vital places from which we
can learn many things. Certainly
Bangladesh is such a place, aland of
fertility and of strong spiritua values,
where the val ue of lifeis celebrated
daily. And certainly we canshare
UBINIG's objective; the need for all of
us to ensure democratic parti cipation
by people, equitable di stri bution of
social wealth and productive resources

O if our planet isto survive.
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