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MOUNTAIN VOICES (from Sing Out) 

Paradise 

When I was a child, my family would travel 
Down to western Kentucky where my parents were born 
And there's a backwoods old town that's often remembered 
So many times that my memories are worn. 
D-GDI--AD11
And Daddy won't you take me back to Muhlenberg County
Down by the Green River where Paradise lay? 
Well I'm sorry my son, but you're too late in asking 
Mr. Peabody's coal train has hauled it away. 

Well sometimes we'd travel right down the Green River 
To the abandoned old prison down by Adrie Hill 
Where the air smelled like snakes & we'd shoot with our pistols 
But empty pop bottles was all we would kill. 

Then the coal company came with the world's largest shovel 
And they tortured the timber & stripped all the land 
Well, they dug for their coal 'til the land was forsaken 
Then they wrote it all dov.11 as the progress of man 

When I die, let my ashes float down the Green River 
Let my soul roll on up to the Rochester Dam 

I'll be halfway to heaven with Paradise waiting 
Just five miles away from wherever I am. 

- John Prine

@ 197 I TValden Music, inc. & Sour Grapes Music. Used by permission. All rights reserved. - Paradise was an 
actual toe1m in E. Kentucky before the area was completely demolished by the Peabody Coal Co. 1s stripping opera­
llons. 
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20 Hugging the Trees

higher mountain valleys. By the middle of the decade an improved 

system of !loating logs down the Ganga's tributaries extended 

timber harvests into the mountains of Tehri Garhwal State, and by

the 1850s district officials were reporting that the lowland forests

had already lost their best timber and even in the higher valleys 

some of the prime sal and deodar tracts had been cleared of

marketable trees. 5 

This destruction was soon to increase dramatically. From the

1850s onwards the railways in India experienced phenomenal 

growth, calling for ever increasing supplies of fuel and timber for

sleepers, Much of this requirement was met from the Uttarkhand

Himalaya. 
In the British-controlled areas, up to the passing of the Indian

Forest Act of 1865, no system of conservation was in force and

consequently the most valuable forests were wantonly destroyed 

by government contractors. Following the passage of the Indian

Forest Act of 1878, more measures to protect the remaining forests

were implemented and gradually most of the forests were brought

under the control of the Stale Forest Department.6 Forests were

classified as ·reserved' and 'protected'-the difference revolved 

around the degree of control exercised. Especially valuable areas

were declared 'reserved' because of their vital role in the national

economy. Only well-defined and limited private rights were

recognized. In protected forests private rights were upheld and

restrictions were only imposed in the interests of the right-holders

themselves.7 These forests were regularly inspected by officials

and general principles of management were laid down. 

In Tehri Garhwal State, between 1840 and 1885, the forests

were leased out to contractors for exploitation. After that date

they reverted to the State which established its own forest

department.8 

The local people in both areas resented these encroachments on

what they considered their traditional rights. Not only were the

local economies heavily dependent on the forest and forest

produce but, prior to the advent of outside management, they had

absolute rights over the forest. The inroads on these immemorial

rights created a sense of insecurity and indignation among the

peop1e.9 Forest department officers were increasingly hated and

feared as they came to be seen as oppressors by the hill

population. 
The excessive logging and then the severity of the new laws were
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to lead to two striking consequences. First, village economies 
which were previously dependent on forest resources were almost 
totally destroyed. This resulted in an exodus of able-bodied! males 
to the plains in search of work. Secondly, the reactions of the 
angry and politically powerless villagers led to further depletion of 
the remaining forests. Out of resentment, people i;tarted 
destroying forests indiscriminately. They cut trees whenever they 
could and stopped taking protective care (for example against fire) 
of forests from which they had been excluded. 10 

In 1906 public resentment boiled over in Tehri Garwal State. On 
the morning of 28 December, 200 villagers armed with sticks 
descended on a camp of officials who were inspecting a forest 
surrounding the Chandrabadni Temple near the town of Tehri. 
The <;:onservator of Forests was attacked, his tent destroyed and 
his gun broken. He was lucky to have escaped with his life. 11 
. In British areas too, resentment grew and people resorted to 

burning forests, The strength of this movement led to a declaration 
by the Governor of the United Provinces, at the Bareilly Durbar in 
1907, which said that the Government was taking over the hill 
forests for their protection rather than for the purposes of 
commerce. In 1916, 24.300 hectares were burnt out around 
Nainital in Kumaon. Five years later, in another outburst, 317 fires 
were deliberately lit in Kumaon division affecting nearly 830 
square kilot)letres of forests and destroying over one million 
trees. 12 

During the Civil Disobedience campaign against British rule,
launched by Gandhi's historic march to the sea-shore at Dandi (to 
defy the Government laws concerning the tax on salt), eventually 
laws other than the oppressive salt law, were also contravened. 
Protestors stopped paying land revenue and other taxes and 
various laws, including the forests laws, were openly defied. The 
resistance against these arbitrary rules was meant to be strictly 
non-violent; however, as Gandhi and other leaders of Indian 
National Congress were imprisoned, some moments of indiscipline 
crept into the campaign. Forest fires were again lit in protest in the 
Siwalik hills. 

The protests were not confined to Imperial India. On 30 May 
1930, pcopl" gathered at Tilari in Tehri Garhwal State to protest 
::rgainst the forest policies. The State's army surrounded the 
protestors. on three sides and fired. Seventeen were killed and 
many seriously wounded. 13 
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The forest departments were better at enforcing their orders 
than at educating the people to the value of their forests. There 
was no grassrobt-level rapport between the foresters and the 
villagers. The local nationalist politicians could therefore, in the 
words of one commentator, 'misconstrue the British motive for 
conservation and harp the tune that the Government was 
encroaching upon the indefeasible and innate rights of 
promiscuous felling of trees. As a sequel, forest burning and forest 
uprisings became an important aspect of the political movement in 
the U.P. hills up to 1947'. 14 

The British and the rulers of the princely stales were primarily 
interested in maintaining their profits. To do this they had to usurp 
the rights of the locals and consequently even the conservation 
measures they undertook backfired and the reactions of the local 
population caused irreparable damage to the Himalayan forests. 
The destruction of the ancient village forest-based economies and 
the political struggles that centred on the forest laws reduced the 
once respected status of trees to that of a commercial commodity 
and political weapon. 

In 1931, the forestry advisor to the Maharaja ofTehri Garhwal, 
Franz Heske, lamented that, 'Normally every approach to enforce 
regulations against the century-old reckless exploitation causes the 
immediate resistance of the indigenous population. In some cases 
known to me, government officers in charge of the enforcement of 
the forest-regulations have been manhandled in the most atrocious 
way, and escaped death with sheer luck. The manner of thinking 
of the native man, pressed down by the load of a hard-earned 
livelihood since generations and not educated in school, does not 
move beyond his own ego and to this day he considers the forest 
to be free and worthless and made only to attribute to his own 
comfort. No thought is spent on the futnre generation, although 
everybody experiences every day the interdependence of 
agriculture and forestry'. 15 

Organized pressure greatly increased on the forests of t_he 
Himalaya during World War II with the massive wartime demand 
for'timber products. Following the war the Forest Depa1,ment,_ ina review of its work, arrived at three conclusions: (I) With 
carefully timed rotation cutting Government forests had not been 
permanently damaged; (2). private forests, which were not covered
by systematic plans, had been decimated; and (3) that 
consequently the forest laws had to be amended to give the 
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G9vernment control over all forest lands. 16 Following 
Independence, the 1948 U.P. Private Forests Act, and the 1952 
National Forest Resolution largely accomplished this goal. 17 

The task of 'nation-building' required an increase in timber 
production to meet the rapidly expanding national market for pulp 
and building timber. This was at a time by which no large timber 
stands remained on the Gangetic plains of north India and the 
burgeoning urban centres faced shortages in fuelwood. 

The fate of the Uttarkhand forests was perhaps finally sealed in 
October 1962. Following the brief lndo-China war, development 
in the border areas was accelerated. roads were cut, towns grew. 
workers arrived from the plains. Road construction caused severe 
problems of local landslides and soil erosion, while the 
exploitation of Himalayan timber was greatly aided by road­
building programmes that pushed motorable roads into previously 
inaccessible areas and opened them to logging operatio·ns. 
Road-building brought some employment opportunities to the 
economically devastated hill communities, but the influx of 
outsiders and the growth of roadside tea-stalls and eating places 
placed further pressure on the forests in the form of increased 
demand for timber and firewood. The roads were justified in the

name of national integration. However, as Sarala Devi pointed 
out, from the point of view of national defence, 'In border areas 
the main defence measure is a satisfied and prosperous local

population·. 18 The increased development left the population 
dependent on a money-based economy in which the men became 
menial labourers or went to the plains in search of \\<ork. The 
feared invasion had come from the Indian south not the Chinese 
north. 
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Chapter Two 

The Gandhian Connection 

From 1930 onwards the mountains of Uttarkhand experienced 
campaig'ns against the forest laws as part of the anti-British 
struggle. While sometimes these actions turned violent, with the 
burning of forests, they were generally conducted peacefully in the 
name of the Gandhian struggle for independence. Gandhi, in his 
thirty plus years in India, following his return from South Africa in 
1915, up to his assassination in January 1948, visited the 
Himalayan foothills on many occasions. He went to Hardwar, 
Kangri, Nainital, Dehradun, Mussoorie and Almora. In 1915, 
during a visit to Rishikesh, he remarked that he' was charmed with 
the natural scenery' and 'bowed my head in reverence to our 
ancestors for their sense of the beautiful in Nature, and for their 
foresight in investing beautiful manifestations of nature with a 
religious significance'. 1 As many devout Hindus do, he also often 
referred to the Himalaya as a possible place for retirement if he 
was ever to turn his back on the hurly-burly of political life. But he 
never acturally penetrated into the hills of Garhwal or Kumaon. 

Two of Gandhi's best known Western disciples, Mirabehn and 
Sarala Devi, however, not only visited but also settled in the hills 
and their presence helped to shape the Chipko movement. 

The Disciples in the Hills 

In 1923, Madeleine, the ihirty-one year old daughter of British 
Admiral Sir Edmund Slade, left London for Paris. The young 
socialite felt her life to be somewhat meaningless. She moved from 
interest to interest without any deep commitment. Then she met 
the famous Swiss author Romain Rolland who told her that he had 
a book on Gandhi in press. That book·changcd her life. 'I bought a 
copy', she later recalled, 'took it to my lodging and began to read. 
I could not put it down. I read and read, and as I read the dawn in 
my heart glowed brighter and brighter, and by the time I had 
finished, the Sun of Truth was pouring his rays into my soul. From 
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that moment I knew that my life was dedicated to Bapu [lit. 
'father', an affectionate title for Gandhi). That for which I had 
been waiting had come, and it was this'. 2 

On November 6, 1925, she arrived in India and a day later she 
was at Gandhi's ashram on the outskirts of the city of Ahmedabad. 
During her first meeting wit/! the Mahatma, Gandhi welcomed her 
with the words, 'You shall be my daughter'. Soon thereafter he 
gave her the name 'Mira', after one of India's great legendary 
mystics who was a dedicated devotee of Krishna despite ridicule 
and torture by her husband. The suffix 'behn' means 'sister'. 

She was with Gandhi over much of the next two decades,3 

accompanied him to England for the 1931 Round Table 
Conference, and was arrested with him during the 1942 'Quit 
India' agitation. Following her release, despite the fact that 'the 

· Himalayas were calling', she decided to put all her energies into
khadi (handspun:handwoven cotton) work. And cotton does not
grow in the mountains. The compromise was to find a spinning and
weaving area within sight of the Himalayan snows. She settled on
the plains between the towns of Roorkee and Hardwar close to
where the river Ganga flows from the mountains.

In 1947 she set up 'Pashulok' ('Animal World'), a centre for
cattle development, at Rishikesh. The land was literally at the foot
of the mountains. It was covered with great forests and teemed
with wildlife. Here Mirabehn became aware of the devastating
floods which emanated from the catchment area of the Ganga
deep in the mountains to the north.

In mid-1947 she travelled into the mountains for the first lime
when she visited Uttarkashi, high in the Garhwal Himalaya. Her
concern over the damaging floods led her to undertake further
journeys to investigate !he areas north of Rishikesh. She stayed for
a while at Pratapnagar on a 2150-metre-high mountain ridge
overlooking the town ofTehri and, in 1950, she finally moved into
the mountains proper. Forty-odd kilometres beyond Tehri, where
the motor road then ended, she leased two acres from the Forest
Department and set up an ashram in the midst of a pine forest. A
tiny cottage, a cowshed and another building with kitchen and
living quarters for guests ·made up Gopal Ashram.

Here she concentrated on the forest problem. She listened to
the recollections of elderly villagers and examined the condition of
the forest areas. She sent detailed reports and photographs of her
findings lo Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of
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independent India and an old acquaintance from the long years 
they both spent close to Gandhi. Discussions with Forest 
Department officials followed, but changes for the better did not.4 

For the following ten years she lived in the Garhwal and 
Kashmir Himalaya. Although, when directed at those in high 
places, her voice remained a cry in the wilderness, it was heard by 
village women and some earnest young sarvodaya workers. 

In 1958, before her return to Europe the following year, she 
wrote an insightful article entitled "Something Wrong in the 
Himalaya" for the Hindustan Times.5 The connection between the 
decline in forest health and floods on the plains was finally being 
explained to the public: 

'Year after year the floods in the North of India seem to be 
getting worse, and this year they have been absolutely devastating. 
This means that there is something radically wrong in the 
Himalaya and that "something" is, without doubt, connected with 
the forests. It is not, I believe, just a matter of deforestation as 
some people think, but largely a matter of change of species. 

'Living in the Himalaya as I have been continuously now for 
several years, I have become painfully aware of a vital change in 
species of trees which is creeping up and up the southern slopes 
those very slopes which let down the flood waters on to the plains 
below. This deadly ch_angeover is from Banj (Himalayan Oak) to 
Chir pine. It is going on at an alarming speed, and because it is not 
a matter of deforestation but of change from one kind of forest to 
another, it is not taken sufficiently seriously. In fact the quasi­
commercial Forest Department is inclined to shut its eyes to the 
phenomenon because the Bani brings them no cash for the 
coffers, whereas the Chir pine is very profitable, yielding as it does 
both timber and resin. 

'But what are these crores of revenue worth if all, and more than 
.all of that amount of money, has to be spent each year on trying to 
repair the damage caused by floods? I say "trying to repair", 
because year by year the destruction gets worse, and takes many 
forms which are incalculable in terms of money. 

'Let me now explain in more detail, and with the help of some 
illustrations, why the Banj is so much better than the Chir pine for 
holding back the waters of the monsoon rains. 

'The Banj leaves, falling as they do, year by year, create a rich 
black mould in which develops a thick tangled mass of 
undergrowth (bushes, creepers, and grasses), which in their turn 
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add to the leaf-mould deposit and the final result is a forest in 
which almost all the rain-water becomes absorbed. Some of it 
evaporates back into the air and the rest percolates slowly down to 
the lower altitudes, giving out here and there beautiful sweet and 
cool springs .. It would be difficult to imagine a more ideal 
shock-absorber for the monsoon rains than a Banj forest. 

'The Chir pine produces just the opposite effect. It creates with 
its pine needles a smooth, dry carpet, which absorbs nothing, and 
which at the same time prevents the development of any 
undergrowth worth the name. In fact, often the ground in a 
Chir pine forest is as bare as a desert. When the torrential rains of 
the monsoon beat down on these southern slopes of the Himalaya, 
much of the pine-needle carpet gets washed away with the water, 
and erosion invariably takes place because these needles, being 
non-absorbent, create no leaf-mould, but only a little very inferior 
soil, which is easily washed out from the rocks and stones .. 

'One very important point must be remembered in this respect, 
and that is that when monsoon rain�waters rush down and create 
floods, they run to waste and are lost to the cultivator. Whereas 
when they pass down slowly deep into the soil, they replenish the 
springs and river sources which are of such vital importance to 
agriculture in the dry season. 

'But why are the Banj forests disappearing so fast? It is not 
merely that the Forest Department spreads the Chir pine but 
largely because the Department does not seriously organize and 
control the lopping of the Banj trees by the villagers for cattle 
fodder, and as I have mentioned, is glad enough from the financial 
point of view to see the Banj dying out and the Chir pine taking iits 
place. When the Banj trees get weak and scraggy from 
overlopping, the Chir pine gets a footing in the forest, and once it 
grows up and starts casting its pine needles on the ground all oth,er 
trees die out. 

'It is no good putting all the blame on the villagers for the 
overlopping. In every form of human society, where the 
population figure is high and economic stress, is felt by the people 
things of value have to be protected. The villagers themselves 
realize fully the immense importance of these Banj forests, 
without which their cattle would starve to death, the springs would 
dry up, and flood waters from the upper mountain slopes would 
devastate their precious terraced fields in the valleys. Indeed all 
these misfortunes are already making their appearance on a wide 
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scale. Yet each individual villager cannot resist lopping the Banj 
tree in the unprotected Government forests. "If I do not lop the 
trees someone else will, so why not lop them, and lop them as 
much as possible before the next comer". And each villager, when 
you talk to him on the subject, will say: "Oh! it is bad! These 
precious forests are getting lopped to death. Nobody listens, what 
is to be done?" And he has, as likely as not, himself been lopping 
the heads off half-a-dozen young Banj trees that very morning. 

'That question of his "What is to be done?" is the all-important 
one. The problem is not beyond solution, for, if trees are lopped 
methodically, they can still give a large quantity of fodder, and yet 
not become weak and scraggy. At the same time if the intruding 
Chir pines are pushed back to their correct altitude, and the Banj 
forests are resuscitated, the burden of the present trees will, year 
by year, decrease, and precious fodder for the cattle will actually 
become more plentiful. But all this means winning the trust and 
cooperation of the villagers, for the Forest Department, by itself, 
cannot save the situation. Nor can it easily win the villagers' trust, 
because the relations between the Department and the peasantry 
are very strained, practically amounting to open warfare in the 
Chir pine areas. Therefore, in order to awaken confidence in the 
people, some non-official influence is most necessary. 

'With the aid of local constructive workers, it should become 
possible to organize village committees and village guards to 
function along with the Forest Department field staff which should 
be increased, and also given special training in a new outlook 
towards the peasantry. In this way it should be feasible to carry out 
a well-balanced long-term project for controlled lopping, and 
gradual return of the Banj forests to their rightful place by 
systematic removal of Chir-pines above 5,500 feet altitude to be 
followed by protection of the young Banj growth. The Banj forests 
are the very centres of nature's economic cycle on the southern 
slopes of the Himalaya. To destroy them is to cut out the heart and 
thus bring death to the whole structure. 

'The forests of the Himalaya are the Guardians of the Northern 
Plains, which, in their turn, are the Granary of India. Surely such 
guardians deserve the utmost care and attention that the 
Government can give them.' 

Sunderlal Bahuguna reported that when he visited the aging 
Mirabehn in Austria in 1981 she was overjoyed when she heard 
about the Chipko movement. She had written to the late Prime 
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, Minister Indira Gandhi requesting an end to the commercial 
exploitation of the Himalayan forests and protection for the 
remaining stands of oaks. On her final day, in foly 1982, the 
almost unconscious Mirabehn again had two callers. When Indian 
Ambassador Dalal came to convey to her Mrs. Gandhi's 
assurances that her wishes would be fulfilled, she upened her eyes, 
smiled and said in a faint voice 'very kind'. Her final visitor was 
again Bahuguna, spokesman for the Chipko movement, who 
assured her, one of the movement's chief inspirations, that her 
work in the Himalaya was to continue. Close to death, she 
allegedly managed a smile. 6 

Just eleven days before the death of Mirabehn, Gandhi's other 
disciple in the Himalaya had passed away. Sarnia Devi (Catherine 
Mary Heilman)' was born of German parents in London in 1901. 
She learned about Gandhi from Indian students in 1928 and in 
1932 she came to India to teach at an experimental school in 
Udaipur. In 1936 she joined Gandhi at his Sevagram ashram in 
central India to assist with the Mahatma's experiments in basic 
education. The excessively hot climate troubled her and so, in 
1941, he sent her into the Kumaon hills at Almora for a year of 
rest. During the 'Quit India' movement, the Gandhian ashram at 
nearby Chanauda was closed by the police and the workers 
arrested. Saralabehn ·immediately went to see Acton, the 
Commissioner of Kumaon, and challenged him over the high­
handedness of his actions. Acton replied, 'I want to hang all the 
Ashramites'. Saralabehn took up the fight. Dressed in hill clothes, 
she went from village to village helping the families of political 
prisoners. Her activities naturally did not endear her to the Bfitish 
Raj and finally she too was behind bars. On her release she 
continued her work with the families of arrested activists. 

From her experiences she came to admire the strength of the hill 
women and after independence she decided to settle among them. 
She started an ashram for the education of hill girls along 
Gandhian lines and SQon she had collected a band of dedicated 
young women social'workers around her. Her disciples brought a 
new awakening to hill people, especially the women, through 
through their campaigning for prohibition. One of these disciples 
was Vimala Nautial whO later married Sunderlal Bahuguna. 

Saralabehn strove to create environmental awareness by 
publishing numerous articles and books on ecological problems. In 
196! she created the Uttarkhand Sarvodaya Manda! to work for 
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the uplift of the population and the protect ion of the hi l l  
environment. I n  January 1982 she established the Parvatiya 
Paryavaran Sanrakshan Samiti (Hi l l  Environment Protection 
Society), ded icated to cnviromental protection ,  and donated all 
her belongings to aid the new inst i tul ion in its work . 

A believer in riatu rc cure she rcfm:ed a l lopathic medicines and 
after a year  of ai l ing she fi nal ly died in Almora on 8 Ju ly 1982 . Her 
last words were 'Two Trees' .  By this she meant the hroadlcafcd 
walnut and oak t rees which she saw as the solution to the 
ecological cri sis in the mounta ins .  She had long fought against the 
commercial management of hil l  forests and especially 
monocultures of Chi r-pines and eucalyptus . Two saplings were 
planted in the ground where her body was cremated. 

Ironically the first anniversary of Saralabehn's death was 
marked by the planting of 100 pine saplings, supplied by the Uttar 
Pradesh Forest Depa rtment , to make an existing Chir-pine forest 
more dense. Saralabehn had long held that one of the main causes 
of poverty among the h i l l  population was the deliberate policy of 
planting commercia l  mono�cu l tures,  mainly pines, in place of the 
natural forests. Th is policy init iated the process of soil 
deterioration and erosion .  She had pleaded tirelessly for the 
restoration of  the mixed forests that existed before the organized 
management of the forests was undertaken by the British .8 

The Sarvodaya Philosophy and 

Gandhi's View of Swaraj 

For Gandhi , Indian swaraj, or Independence ,  meant far more than 
merely an India without the British . It meant a certain sort of India 
and a certain type of Indian . Until they were achieved, he 
believed, there was no complete independence . 'If Ind ia is 
satisfied with the mere attainment of pol itical independence and 
there is nothing better for me to do' ,  he claimed,  'you will find me 
reti ring to the H imalayas leaving those who wish to listen to me to 
seek me out there' ." 

Gandhi 's vision of independence was. summed up in the word 
'Ramarajya' ,  the 'Kingdom of God' ,  where there were equal rights 
for princes and paupers , JO where even the lowliest person could 
get swift j ustice without elaborate and costly procedures,  1 1  where 
inequali ties which allowed some to roll in riches while the masses 
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did not have enough to eat were 
sovere ignty of the people was based 
rather than on power. 13

abol ished , 12 and where 
on pure moral authority 

To achieve this end a new movement was needed.  The day 
before his death on 30 January 1948, Gandhi wrote, in what was to · 
become known as his 'last will and testament' ,  that the Indian 
National Congress in i ts present form had outlived its use. The 
Congress had been set up to achieve political independence; with 
that goal accomplished the emphasis had to shift to the social ,  
moral and economic independence of the rural masses. With this 
in mind Gandhi proposed that the Congress organization be 
disbanded to allow Lok Seva Sanghs, organizations for the service 
of the people ,  to grow in its place. 14 

The workers Gandhi was seeking to carry out this task were to 
be khadi-wearing teetotallers who believed in inter-communal 
harmony and were against the practice of untouchabi lity . The 
workers were to have equal respect and regard for al l  religions and 
belief in the equality of opportunity and status for al l ,  irrespective 
of race, creed or sex. The job of these workers was to organize 
villages so as to make them se lf-support ing '  through their 
agriculture and handicrafts while educating ;he villagers in  
sanitation and  hygiene . 15 The sarvodaya (lit . all rising, good of all) 
worker was to be· an idealist, an examp�e and 2. teacher. 16

The type of rural economic system that these workers were to 
help bring into being was one based on intensive small-scale 
farming where manure was returned to the soil as fe rti lizer, where 
a proper balance of animal , human and plant life was achieved and 
where both human and animal power were protected against the 
onslaught of machinery as the price of social justice . Cottage crafts 
were to be developed as an ancillary activity to agriculture. 17 

Forest and vegetation cover had to be maintained to control 
water run-off from the ground and subsistence farming was to be 
conservation farming. Gandhi firmly believed that the earth could 
satisfy the needs of all as long as the needs were kept simple. He 
commented that 'I have heard many of our countrymen say that 
we wi ll gain American wealth but avoid its methods. I venture to 
suggest that such an attempt, if it is made , is foredoomed to 
failure ' .  1 8

The basic needs of  the village were to  be  met by  the  village. This 
meant that vil lages were also to be responsible for smal l-scale 
industries. These industries were not meant to industrial ize the 
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villages but to complete a self-sufficient village-based economy, to 
provide needed employment and to revive old skills. If things 
could be made at the local level they should be: Gandhi was 
against the large-scale production of any commodity that could be 
produced at the village level without difficulty. 19 

Gandhi had always believed that satyagraha, his method of 
non-violent struggle, was only one side of a coin.The other side was 
what he called the 'constructive programme'. It involved future 
leaders in the struggle against exploitation (in all its forms) by 
putting them in contact with the masses while helping to bring 
about the India of Gandhi's dreams. 

The programme, in its original context, dealt mainly with 
remedying the ills of society20 by providing the kind of work which
the poor and unemployed could themselves do in an effort to 
self-respectingly help themselves.21 Through constructive work the 
nationalists were creating the new society while they were busily 
trying to dismantle the old. This was to ensure that one group of 
exploiters were not merely replaced by another group with darke.r 
skin. 

With independence this programme of social reconstruction was 
to be stepped up. Gandhi, however, was cut down too soon to 
guide the movement into the new era. Without him the movement 
lost much of its strength and vitality. Vinoba Bhavc, Gandhi's 
spiritual heir, did continue the experiments however. In the early 
1950s Vinoba walked the length and breadth of India from village 
to village, first requesting landowners to turn their surplus land 
over to landless peasants (the Bhoodan, or landgift, movement) 
and later he led the Gramdan (village gift) movement whereby 
whole villages pledged to pool resources and labour for the uplift 
nf all the inhabitants. 

Even without the Mahatma's presence some took heed of the 
. call in his 'final will' to take up the constructive programme and 
devote themselves to sarvodayd work among the rural poor. Still 
others were inspired by the efforts of Vinoba Bhave. 

Chapter Three 

Beginnings 

Sarvodaya Work in Uttarkhand 

The Gandhian movement in Uttarkhand in the post-independence 
era concentrated itself on the three central issues of the 
organization of women's power, the struggle against the liquor 
menace and the problem of the forest. 1 Sarvodaya workers, 
inspired by Saralabehn, were active in the region from the early 
1940s. 

In 1947, a young local, Sunderlal Bahuguna, entered politics on 
a full-time basis and was soon general secretary of the Tehri 
branch of the Congress party. Under the inspiration of Mirabehn 
and Thakkar Bapa, one of Gandhi's chief lieutenants in anti­
untouchable work, the politician turned his interests towards 
constructive work. He set up a hostel for poor students catering 
especially to the needs of the so-called untouchables or Harijans. 
His work for Harijan uplift and rural reconstruction continued 
along with political activities until 1956 when he decided to heed 
Gandhi's last wishes and leave party politics to work directly with 
the rural poor. Until she left for Kashmir in 1954, Bahuguna often 
visited Mirabehn and helped with Hindi translations for her 
autobiography. After his marriage to Vimala Nautial he travelled 
to Kashmir to seek Mirabehn's advice and the elderly disciple 
sketched the original plan for Bahuguna's Navjeevan ('New Life') 
Ashram which was eventually to double as the Chipko 
Information Centre. The ashram was sited on � ridge just above 
the Garhwal hill village of Silyara, close to where Mirabehn had 
lived. 

Bahuguna inspired other idealistic youth, including 
Chandi Prasad Bhatt, a booking clerk for a transport company in 
Joshimath, to take up sarvodaya work and later to establish local 
industries. At the time cultivable land on the slopes was limited 
and the hill population was growing rapidly. Under-employment 
and poverty were rife and most of the villagers were landless or 
only marginal landholders. In order to achieve economic uplift for 
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the poor, various local cooperatives were formed. 
Bahuguna started a school at his ashram and organized a 

cooperative aimed at securing road-building jobs for the locals. 
Nevertheless he retained the skills of a politician; he could stir 
crowds to action and explain complex issues to simple isolated 
villagers. His place was then, as it is now, on the road. In 1960, 
Vinoba asked him to take his message of self-sufficient village 
republics (gram swaraj) to the Himalayan communities. Following 
Vinoba's directions, Bahuguna and a group of others walked, 
village to village, from the borders of Himachal Pradesh to those 
of Nepal. 

In 1963, after seeing many naked hills on his tours, he penned an 
article for the Hindustan pointing out that the environmental 
condition of the Himalaya could lead to floods on the plains. In 
time his activities became more closely tied to the questions 
concerning the use of the forest. A memorial was erected to the 
people killed in Tehri Garhwal State in 1930, and in 1968, 30 May, 
the anniversary of the killings, was declared Forest Day. On the 
following Forest Day, Vinoba Bhave's representative, D.K. 
Gupta, visited the site and during the ceremony Bahuguna and 
other activists took a pledge to protect the forests. A manifesto 
was issued and its message was taken by the sarvodaya workers 
from village to village to raise the awareness of the local 

· inhabitants. The manifesto declared: 'Since time immemorial,
forests have remained the socio-economic basis of our lives.
Protection of trees is our main duty and we solicit our birthright to
get our basic needs and employment in forests and forest products.
To maintain a loving relationship with forests, the basis of our
happiness, it is essential that the treasure of the forests be used
primarily for the needs of the inhabitants of this region. For t.his
the material used in village industry and other daily needs should
be made available to common-folk and small industries should be
set up in the vicinity of forest for the processing of raw materials
obtained there. Cooperative societies of forest labourers should
be established and the contractor system should be done away
with.'

During the years between 1965 and 1971, however, Bahuguna,
his wife and other Uttarkhand sarvodaya workers dedicated
themselves to working with the hill women to combat
drunkenness. By 1971, five out of the eight districts of Uttarkhand
had been declared 'dry'. The experiences of these years allowed
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the Bahugunas to see the condition of the people and of the 
environment at first hand. It gave them the necessary background 
to be able to undertake the work that would soon be required of 
them and taught them about the power of people to solve their 
own problems. 

The Dashauli Gram Swarajya Sangh 

The poverty in the hills had led not only to despair and drinking 
among the men but also to the mass migration of many of the 
able-bodied males to the plains below in search of jobs. The 
labouring jobs available as lumbermen for contractors, in 
construction crews for road .builders or as porters for tourists, were 
few and far between. The towns and cities of the plains held out 
the promise of work and perhaps financial security. 

While many young men had left their homes in the Garhwal 
Himalaya for employment in the Gangetic plain, Chandi Prasad 
Bhatt had stayed to witness the growing social problems. Coming 
into contact with local sarvodaya activists, Bhatt decided to take 
up the challenge of community building. He wanted somehow to 
break the vicious cycle that had afflicted his community, to find 
occupational alternatives so that the hill youth could survive with 
dignity in their own homeland. 2 

The Inda-China war ensured that the border regions were 
marked for development. The small town of Gopeshwar was to 
become the official seat of the newly formed Ch�moli district and 
if buzzed with action as the construction of roads and government 
offices began. The mountain people, however, gained little from 
this activity. The construction work went to 01Jtside contractors 
who brought in their own skilled and semi-skilled labourers, The 
locals became menial workers earning minimal wages and 
enjoying no security of tenure, even in the most limited sense. 

Divided, the labourers were open to easy exploitation by the 
contractors. Bhatt and his colleagues decided to organize them. In 
1962 they formed a labour collective with thirty permanent and 
700 temporary members. The Malla Nagpur Cooperative Labour 
Society Committee requested the Public Works Department to 
award labour contracts to it instead of to outsiders. They bid for 
and won several contracts to build sections of road, and being 
non-exploitative the Committee was able to pay double the wages 
given by contractors. 
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The organizers decided to also branch into village industries 
focusing on carpentry and metal work. With the help of the 
Gandhian Khadi and Village Industries Commission they set up a 
workshop for making wooden and iron farm implements to meet 
the local demand. Vested interests saw the Committee as a threat 
and soon procedural hurdles were placed in its way. Corrupt 
financial pressure, in the form of the granting of only non­
profitable contracts, was applied to the Cooperative. The 
organization found itself left with only two options if it was to stay 
in business - to reduce the wages of workers or pay bribe money to 
officials. The Committee, not surprisingly, could do neither so it 
decided to abandon its construction activities and concentrate on 

forest-based work. In 1964, the Dashauli Gram Swarajya Sangh 
(Dashauli - the administrative unit around Gopeshwar Village 
Self Rule Society) was founded with the aim of starting village 
industries based on the natural resources of the forests. 

Again a successful start was· made. The availability of timber 
was through the auction of forest lots by the Uttar Pradesh Forest 
Department. The highest bid acquired the resource. Although the 
DGSS had no capital of its own it decided to enter the fray. With 
the goodwill and trust of people it had earned during its earlier 
incarnation, through interest-free loans from the community and 
through donations, the capital for a bid was raised. 

A contract was won, profits were made and the workers 
received a far healthier wage then they could have under an 
outside contractor. By 1968, four sizeable contracts had been 
secured and membership had increased to in excess of 200 
permanent members. This success was again hurting well� 
entrenched vested interests which decided to destroy the upstart 
Sangh. Contractors bid high, beyond the value of the wood they 
were to obtain, and then made up the difference by illegal 
tree-felling. A Gandhian organization, naturally, could not follow 
suit. The Sangh protested and turned to the collection of medicinal 
herbs from the mountains to ensure the livelihood of the workers. 

The locals were efficient at finding the plants but the real profit 
went to the middlemen who marketed the herbs to the drug 
manufacturers on the plains. A survey of the wholesale markets by 
the Sangh in 1969 revealed the extent to which it was being 
disadvantaged. The villagers asked higher prices for the herbs, the 
contractors refused, assuming that eventually the needy villagers 
would be brought to heel. The Sangh then took up direct 
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marketing, taking the herbs to the market in Delhi, the Punjab 
and even Bombay. Work was ensured and with the cutting out of 
the exploitative middlemen some badly needed income was 
provided for 1000 villagers for a period of three years. 

During the I 970 monsoon rains, disastro�s flooding of the 
Alaknanda river and its tributaries caused massive damage to 
stock and property as well as terrible loss of life. Sarvodaya 

workers organized relief operations and slowly the connection 
between deforestation and the destruction became increasingly 
obvious. Nevertheless, at this stage, it was realized that the 
economic viability Of local ventures meaiit that they had to be 
centred on forest resources. The sarvodaya activists of Uttarkhand 
decided that the time had come to set up small resin and 
turpentine factories processing lisa, the sap of the chir-pine. 
Various Gram Swarajya Sanghs set up eight such factories. One 
was organized by the DGSS at Gopeshwar. 

The distribution of /isa was in the hands of the Forest 
Department and most of the supply was earmarked for the huge 
Indian Rosin and Turpentine Factory in Bareilly on the plains. 
The Khadi and Village Industries Commission again helped fund 
these ventures but the Forest Department was not quite as 
forthcoming. It only supplied /isa to five of the units and even this 
allocation to the fortunate plants was at a rate thirty per cent 
higher than that charged to the Bareilly factory in which the 
Government had a large financial interest. Further, the smaller 
units received only enough lisa to keep them operating for three or 
four months of the year. The plants which received no lisa 

allocation had to buy at higher prices on the open market. 
The discriminatory policies operating in all the areas in which 

organized village self-sufficiency was being attempted led to 
widespread dissatisfaction among the local population. In October 
1971, villagers demonstrated at Gopeshwar against these policies. 
They demanded an end to the contractor system, restoration of 
their ancient forest rights and an equitable supply of lisa. Despite 
the protests nothing changed. 

During the following year Bahuguna loured the countryside 
explaining the injustices and a frustrated Bhatt, with the DGSS 
plant idle for the past eight months because of a lack of raw 
material, visited the State capital of Lucknow and Delhi with the 
grievances of the . people. Bahuguna's many contacts and 
experience as a publicist and journalist opened doors to the world 



_.

0) 
� 

38 Hugging the Trees

of the mass inedia. In November 1972, two large daily newspapers
carried reports of the work of the DOSS and the hardships it faced
as a result of vested commercial interests and a discriminatory
forest policy. 3 

A campaign of demonstrations was launched. On the site of the
1930 martyrdom of the seventeen forest-dwelling protesters, a
rally was held on 11 December 1972. Sarvodaya workers explained
the exploitative situation with regard to the forest and its produce
to the villagers. Demonstrations at Uttarkashi and Gopeshwar
followed. The movement was now consciously being taken to the
masses in the Garhwal region. 

The organizational base of the future Chipko movement had
been established by these actions and its rapid spread was ensured
by grass-roots efforts of the sarvodaya activists and the public
awareness that developed as a consequence. As some analysts
have pointed out, the Chipko movement is the expression of an
old social consciousness in a new context.4 That new context was
firmly in place by the begining of 1973. 

Chapter Four 

The Birth of Chipko 

The political unrest in the Garhwali villages that was to flower into--,
the Chipko andolan was centred around economic considerations. 
The demands were for the cessation of forest-exploiting contracts
to outsiders, for the payment of a guaranteed minimum wage to
forest labourers, for the protection of ancient village forest rights
and the provision of materials to small-scale local industries at f
concessional rates. 

The sarvodaya workers had seen the effect of bare hills and
experienced the consequences of floods. They knew that the
forests were vitally important ecologically but in the late 60s and
early 70s even the protection of forests was seen primarily as a
narrowly defined economic necessity. Although now he has
become an ardent environmentalist of the deep ecology school, in
1967 even Bahuguna was arguing that as forests were the basis for
a viable economy in the hills, the people had to be awakened to a
sense of responsibility for their protection. The way to do this, he
claimed, was to entrust local cooperative societies with the task of
handling all forest produce, cutting out the middleman. He called
for more forest industry to bring prosperity to the hills. 1 

This is exactly what the DOSS and other cooperatives were
attempting to do. 

The Simon Company and the Manda! Forest Action2

The Lisa factory of the DOSS was idle and the small unit making
wooden implements had not had the raw materials for production
for a long time. Now the State Forest Department denied the usual
quota of ash trees to the small woodcraft unit. Ash wood was the
traditional material for making agricultural implements as it was
light and strong. These qualities also made it ideal for the
manufacture of sporting goods. If their own needs could be met
the villagers did not mind the allocation of wood to sports good
manufacturers - in fact their own unit could possibly have
benefited by cutting the logs to smaller sizes prior to shipment to
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the plains.
This happy scenario was not to be, however. The Forest

Department not only refused ash trees to the DGSS but allotted
ash trees from the Manda! forest, only thirteen kilometres from 
Gopeshwar, to the Simon Company, a manufacturer of sporting 
goods from far-off Allahabad. This was too much for the Sangh. It 
decided to fight. 
· In March 1973, as.the agents of the Simon Company arrived to

supervise the felling of trees, the Sangh offices became the scene 
of daily war councils. And the events of those days have become 
the stuff of legend. 

According to one version, at one of the meetings of the activists, 
after it had been decided to prevent the Company from felling 
even a single tree, the discussion turned to tactics. After some 
debate Chandi Prasad Bhatt, in a fit of inspiration, announced, 
'Let them know that we will not allow the felling of ash trees. 
When they aim their axes upon-them, we will embrace the trees'.3 

In another version, during the discussion of plans, an elderly 
villager stood up and said, 'When a leopard attacks a child the 
mother takes his onslaughts on her own body.' After a brief 
silence, another shouted, 'Yes that is it, we'll hug the trees when. 
Simon's agent comes to axe them'.4 Whichever version is closer to 
historical fact, on _that day, 27 March, the Chipko andolan was 
born. 

Three days later a public meeting was held in the courtyard of
the Sangh office to decide on the form the direct action would 
take. Besides DGSS workers, another thirty people were present. 
They included headmen of surrounding villages, leaders of various 
political parties, journalists and, by coincidence, the agents of the 
Simon Company who were staying at the local guest house. In 
good Gandhian tradition, the DGSS was doing nothing in secret 
(after all Gandhi had claimed that 'I have come to regard secrecy 
as a sin more especially in politics'.5). Many suggestions were put 
forward, ranging from preventing the Company workers from 
entering the forest, through lying in front of the trucks as they 
were about to remove the felled trees, to beating the Company at 
its own game by felling and removing the trees themselves or even

, burning the trees so that the Company could not use them. 
! Finally Chandi Prasad Bhatt declared, 'Our aim is not to destroy

the trees but to save them. And we will not accomplish this by 
burning them or felling them ourselves. And what purpose will it 
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serve to block the truck's path once the trees are felled? Is it not /
possible that when these people go to cut them, we cling to the / 
trees and dare them to let their axes fall on our backs?'6 111€,J 
meeting enthusiastically endorsed the idea and drafte.d a 
resolution explaining the proposed action, the reasons for it and its 
objectives. It was sent to Government and Forestry Department 
officials. 

Bhatt was called to Lucknow for, consultations and invited to a 
Government-organized five-day seminar on hill development. He 
returned to find that the ten ash a_nd twenty-two other trees in 
question had been branded and the axemen were teady td, fell 
them. On 24 April, as the scene of activity shifted to the Manda! 
forest, 100 people gathered for further discussions. The 
lumbermen were already in the forest awaiting their masters. 
When the agents arrived with their final permits from the Forest 
Department in Gopeshwar, they were startled by the large 
gathering. 

The trees had already been paid for but it was obvious that
lfelling could not proceed in the face of a people united and 

pledged to direct action. The Government offered the DGSS one -
ash tree if the Company could cut its quota. When this proposal 
was turned down more trees were offered. Eventually the number 1 
stood at ten (twice the amount the Sangh had originally requested) 
but still the Chipko activists refused to negotiate. 

On 2 May another meeting was held, this time under the 
auspices of the Uttarkhand Sarvodaya Manda!. The DGSS \ 
activists, now speaking from a position of strength and new-found / r< 
confidence, demanded the inclusion of local people in the 
administration and management of the forest and insisted that 
small and cottage hill industries be given priority in the allocation 
of forest resources. Bahuguna, Uttarkhand's chief sarvodaya
worker, praised the resolve of the people and hailed Chipko as an 
extension of Gandhi's concept of love and non-violence. He also Y 
pointed out, however, that the forests had to be protected from ! ,,

,

poaching and wasteful exploitation by the villagers themselves. On 
the day following the meeting, with folk singer Ghanshyam Sailani 
and others, Bahuguna set oµt to lake this message to the villages. 

A new Divisional Forest Officer had been appointed to lhe 
district. Narendra Singh Negi had a reputation for fairness and 
understanding (perhaps that is why he was sent to Gopeshwar) and 
he putout some conciliatory feelers to the DGSS. He informed 
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Bhatt that the Simon Company's permit for trees from the Manda! 
forest was being cancelled and that they would be given to the 
DGSS instead. The Company was now to receive its trees from the 
Phata forest eighty kilometres north-west of Gopeshwar. 

This could no longer satisfy the activists; their aims had 
widened. The issue was no longer just the rights of the DOSS but 
the forest rights of all the hill communities in the region. It was not 
enough to protect the trees in one place at the expense of another. 

Bhatt reported on the Forest Department's intentions to 
sarvodaya workers from Phata. The trees had already been 
marked and were due for felling on 24 June. At a large meeting in 
Phata on that day, again the determination to hug the trees was 
enthusiastically expressed, and again Simon Company agents 
witnessed the preparations. Guards were posted on the roads to 
the forest to warn of the arrival of the Company's axemen. The 
vigilance was maintained and a stalemate ensued. After three 
days, realizing that it would be impossible to move into the forest 
and work unhindered, the Simon agents returned to Gopeshwar 
and complained to forest officials. They were told that as their 
permit was valid for six months they should wait until the unrest 
had subsided. 

For two months Sunderlal Bahuguna had been undertaking a 
padayatra (footmarch) between Gopeshwar and the Qkimath area 
to publicize the need to save the trees and expound the philosophy 
of non-violent direct action. Now the agents of the Simon 
Company started their own counter padayatras. They went from 
village to village explaining that they had paid for the trees, and 
added that the Chipko activists were trouble makers merely after 
bribes from the Company and that association with them could 
lead to the villagers ending up in gaol. Meetings and counter 
meetings followed. On 22 December, at Trijuginarayan, the last 
village on the road north, another large public meeting was held. 
The villagers had invited the Company's agents to present their 
case. After listening to all the arguments, a resolution to take 
Chipko action was put to the vote. All hands went up, the agents 
had to stand aside. 

The contractors were clever and determined and their repertoire 
of means did not end at talk. As the meeting broke up, the word 
spread that a film would be screened that night at Guptakashi, 
twelve kilometres south of Phata. The film failed to materialize 
and by the time the villagers returned to their homes in the 
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morning' axemen were already at work. As the hastily assembled 
crowd descended, the workmen fled. Five trees lay on the grnund 
as witness to the lapse in vigilance. 

The villagers stood watch over the felled trees and red'"ubled 
efforts to guard the forest. On 26 December the Company's agents 
tried to reenter the forest from a different direction. They 
retreated when confronted by the Chipko activists. More 
demonstrations and rallies followed until on 31 December the 
Company's permit expired. 

The Movement Spreads7

While Chandi Prasad Bhatt had been organizing the direct action I 
at Manda! and preparing for other local confrontations, Sunderlal 
Bahuguna became the messenger for the diverse movement. 
Communications were not good in the hills but as a follower of 
Gandhi, and especially Vinoba, he walked with the news of what 
was happening. He was to become the cement in the identity­
building process for the andolan. Under Saralabehn's leadership 
the Uttarkhand Sarvodaya Manda! decided to make forest 
preservation one of its key areas of work. The various forc:es at 
work in ilhe Chipko andolan were now linked in a recognizable 
way. 

During the lull in the Phata battle, on 25 October, Bahuguna set 
out on a 120-day padayatra in the hill districts. His previous 
excursion had been a relatively low-key affair but gradually, as 
young people showed a desire to participate, the yatras were 
transformed into veritable rames. The youth he inspired during 
this tour proposed an even more ambitious one for the coming 
year - and many more were to follow. 

In the middle of 1973, as Chipko activism took root, the Forest 
Department ended its discriminatory policies on :ne distribution of 
lisa. If it was hoped the gesture would take the wind out o:f the 
andolan's sails, it was a failure. And the floods of 1973 and en,uing 
landslides were yet another reminder that considerations other 
than the purely economic would have to be taken very seriously 
when the exploitation of forests was considered. 

During the first weeks of November 1973 the seeds of the next 
confrontation were sown. The list of forests to be auctioned in the 
following year was announced. One forest, neai- the village of 
Reni, was high in the catchment area of the Alaknanda and its 
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tributaries. If it disappeared the floods and landslides of 1970 
would be repeated. The auction was set for January 1974 but by 
then Chandi Prasad Bhatt had made up his mind to save the forest. 
Plans to survey the catchment area and mobilize the villagers 
around Reni for action were drawn up. 

Women Join the Struggle at Reni Foresf 

The Chipko activists, Jed by Bhatt, mounted an intensive 
campaign among the villages around the Reni forest. They were 
aided in this work by Communist Party of India activists who had 
gained some influence in the area. The cooperation worked well in' 
the interests of this forest. On some future occasions tensions were 
to develop - the means of the Marxists and those of the satyagrahis
on occasion were to prove fundamentally different at their 
philosophical cores. 

During the preparatory work in the villages the activists would 
sometimes play the devil's advocate in order to get the villagers 
themselves to realize what was happening. In one village near the 
Reni forest Bhatt reminded the inhabitants of the connection 
between deforestation and landslides. a connection these villagers 
knew only too well. They had, however, already helped to brand 
the 2451 trees earmarked for felling and had been paid for their 
Jabour. Bhatt told them that they might as well get up and fell the 
trees immediately. There were loud protests, and when asked why 
they had carried out the necessary preparatory work the villagers 
answered that they did what the Government had paid them to do. 
What other action was open to them, they inquired. When asked if 
they would then cut the trees if the Government paid them, the 
villagers answered no, but they could not stop the Government ifit 
wanted to cut the forest. 

Bhatt then explained that it was possible to save the forest. It 
had been done at Manda) and Phata. The trees could be saved by 
hugging them. Although the task was daunting - the forest was far 
larger than any where axemen had previously been challenged -
the notion that perhaps it could be done gradually sank in. The 
women sitting at the rear of the meeting at firs/ giggled at the word 
'chipko' that was so often used, but they listened keenly: they were 
after all the chief victims of deforestation, having to trudge ever 
furthe r for fuel and fodder as the trees vanished. And soon they 
would become the front-line soldiers of the andolan. 
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Bhatt went to Dehradun to plead with forest officiafs to cancel 
the auctions, to warn the bidding contractors that they would face 
opposition from the local people and to publicize the issue. 
Although in a last minute effort to stop the auction, he stood and 
pleaded at the entrance of the town hall where the bidding was to 
take place, the forest was sold. 

Small meetings were held and the people organized in 
preparation for a mass demonstration at Reni on 15 March. The 
demonstration resembled a colourful folk festival with a procession 
being led by the temple musicians of Lata village. Uie demands of 
the villagers were read out and slogans shouted. Bhatt stayed in 
the main town of the region, Joshimath, for two more days. No 
move was made by the contractor, but within one day of his 
departure, on 18 March, their well-provisioned labourers arrived 
in town. 

Forest officials asked to talk to Chandi Prasad Bhatt in 
Gopeshwar on the 26th. They kept him busy for the day. It had 
also been announced that compensation was to be paid to all those 
who had had land appropriated by the army following the Chinese 
invasion, and to make up for Jost trade following the clos ure of the 
border. The payments were to be made in Chamoii on 26 March. 

While the men from Malari, Reni and Lala villages were thus\ 
absent, the axemen moved into the forest. The collusive plan of .! 
the Government and contractors had been executed brilliantly, 
but there was one variable they they had overlooked. The 
busloads of labourers, with their tin windows drawn, had stopped 
short of Reni village and the workmen took a small trail, that did 
not go through Reni, into the forest. They were, however, spotted 
by a small girl who immediately ran to inf orm Gaura Devi, the 
head of the local women's circle. 

Gaura Devi, a child widow, now in her fifties, quickly gathered 
some others and twenty-seven women and little girls rushed after 
the labourers. Some of the men were rude to the women. One,
armed with a gun, tried to frighten them. The matronly Gaura
Devi pushed herself forward, in front of the gun, and challenged
the man to sh oot her instead of culling the trees. She compared
the forest with her mother's home. Most of the labourers were also 

from the hill regions and their shame at having to fight . with
women and tlheir instinctive understanding of the problems Gaura
Devi was explaining to them helped them to decide to withdraw,

The womenfolk stood gu�rd at the path leading to the f orest all
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night. The men returned the following morning. For four days the 
viJlagers stood vigil. The movement's workers camped close to the 
labourers. They talked to the workers, set them at ease and told 
them of the. need for such actions. On 31 March the biggest 
demonstration the hills had ever seen was held. The trees of the 
Reni forest had been saved. 

End of the First Phase9 

On 25 May 1974, the anniversary of the birth of Shri Dev Suman 
(an inspirational Gandhian freedom fighter of Tehri Garhwal 
State, who died in prison in 1944), and just two months after the 
victory of Reni, Bahuguna and several young people started out 
on the historic Uttarkhand traversing padayatra. The marchers 
walked from village to village from Askot, on the border of Nepal 
in the east, to Arakot, on the Himachal Pradesh border in the 
west. They were accompanied by musicians and singers. They 

( entered each new village shouting slogans and singing s<mgs 
, stressing the protection of the forests. The gatherings of curious 

viJlagers were asked to attend an evening meeting where the 
visitors told them of the andolan and its message. The following 
morning, with a letter of introduction from the village headman, 
they would start off for a new destination. This process was 
repeated daily for forty-four days. Many such padayatras were 
held - some organized by students, still others by women - and 
often they called at areas aff,cted by floods and landslides. 
Sunderlal Bahuguna himself walked 4,200 kilometres between 
1973-75 on thes� tours. 

In August, 1974, Uttarkhand Sarvodaya Manda! members 
gathered in Gawr in Almora district and demanded a ban on 
green felling in ihe catchment areas and a stop to excessive resin 
tapping which was ruining the pine forests. They demanded an end 
to the exploitative contractor system and a fair minimum wage for 
forest labourers. Eventually the C:hipko activists made direct 
contact with the labourers to learn more about the conditions they 
worked under so they could help them to obtain a better deal. 

The action moved to the auction sites where forests were 
awarded to the highest bidding contractor. 10 At many of these 
protests Garhwali folk poet Ghanshyam Sailani, the ministrel of 
many padayatras, was present. His inspiring songs helped attract 
crowds to the demonstrations. At one such demonstration, some 
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youths entered the auction hall, took over the microphone and
announced the cancellation of the auction. 

Demonstrations were held against forest auctions in Dehradun,Nainital, Kotdwara, Uttarkashi and Tehri. During the Uttarkashiauction on 3 October, Bahuguna entered the auction hall and 
made an impassioned plea for the halting of proceedings. When 
his appeal went unheeded, he retired to the neighbouringHanuman temple to undergo the penance of an indefinite fast lo protest the exploitation of labourers and the :adiscriminate felling·
of trees by contractors in Uttarkhand. 11 

The pressure on the Forest Department was steadily mounting.
Following the Reni struggle, the U.P. Government appointed an official committee, headed by botanist Dr Virendra Kumar, to inquire into the validity of the demands of the Chipko movement. Chandi Prasad Bh'att was a member of this committee. Its work was to be done within two months; in the end it took two years and 
vindicated the Chipko stand. The agitation at the forest auctions 
led the Chief Minister, following discussions with Bahuguna, to se! 
up another committee to undertake a comprehensive study of 
forest abuse in the entire region. A moratorium on the auction of 
forests was imposed until this (the Swaminathan) committee 
brought out its report. 12 

It now appeared that the Government was serious about 
investigating the ecological sensitivity of the hill regions and about 
changing the exploitative contractor system. A Forest Corporation 
was formed by t_he S,tate Goven,iment to comme�� u11�er)aking 
felling operations directly without the auction of, forest trees to 
outside ci,,ntra¢tors. ':CRa\v '' matdrials were madd mcire r�adily 
available )j> · snjall-s9le it)dustries and smaller forest ·.lots ,we,e 
auctioned so thal local industries had a better chance.of competing 
whe_re the Forest C�rpo_rajifm h�d not taken over. fn, Nov�mber, 
mm1mum wage leg1slat1on was also enacted and ·otber welfare 
measures to improve the lo,tof forest labourers were ·,mpieniented. 

With these victories the cooper,tives flourished. The firs! phase 
of activism had come to I a clo�e. Nineteen-seventy-five; was a 
relatively peaceful year in the .Garhwal and Kumaon hills. 
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Protests heat up in Tabasco 
A delegation ol environmental, human rights, 
and nonviolent peacemaking groups from the 
US, Germany, France and Mexico has iusl 
completed a visitto Tabasco, Mexico, where the 
people are struggling nonviolently against both 
local politicians and multinational oil compa­
nies. DAVID HARTSOUGH reports. 

A There is a significant nonviolent 
9 movement going on in Tabasco,

Mexico. It is a struggle for survival 
of the people who live in the area of the 
Pemex oil installations. Thousands of peas­
ants and fisherfolk whose lands, lagoons 
and lakes have been contaminated or de­
stroyed by the oil installations are involved 
in a long�term nonviolent campaign. 
The campaign began .in I 994 after election re­
sults for governor were rigged i.n fav0ur of 
the rulL�g PR! party. At the lime Governor 
Madrazo wc:s to be inaugurated, there was a 
sit-in at the governor's building which lasted 
for weeks and remained nonviolent despite 
a great deal of violent provocation. 

Late� tbousands marched to Mexico Citv 
(about :,000 kms) to continue their de.mandS 
for free and democratic elections: vVhile they 
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were h-1 iv·fexico City, a truck appeared vvith 
14 boxes of documents proving that H1e PRJ 
had spcnt$70 million on the election for gov� 
e:mor ir·. Tabasco (a state of about two million 
i.J'thabitants). Spendi.--ig $250 per vote is illegal
and also raised questions about where the
PRJ had got all t'us money. 
Next ca.me the ca:mpaign of peaceful civil re­
sistance in which hundreds of campesinos 
and flsherfolk who live near the- oil U'lstalla� 
hons in Tabasco blockaded access to the oil 
installations for weeks. TI1ev demanded th�t 
Pcmex driil no more oil wells until they paid 
compensation to the people whose land and 
livelihood has been severely affected or de­
stroyed by the oil installations. 
T.11ey orga."1ised 12 hour shifts to keep the i.r1-
staliations blockaded around t}ie clock. Over 
10.0 people were a..ryested and held b prtson 
with charges which could have brought each 
of them over 4{) vears in ;:,Tison. The move� 
ment demandel that thCy all be released 
without charges and tha.t the government s:e� 
riouslv consider their demands or else thev 
would resume their campaigr, of civil resis .. 
tance occupying the oil weUs. After rnore 
than a rnonth in prison, and hours before the 
deadli."1.e, aU the prisoners were mleased 
without chru-ges. They now demand that the 
seriously address their other demands. 
On ii March there was a. march of about 
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30,000 ,people - campesinos, fishcrfolk, ar 
//wassroots" people of aU ages from ail ov 
Tabasco to the centra ! square in Villa.hem:o· 
to show their support and comrnitrner;t 
continue this struggle. For them the outcon 
means life or death for their families as WE 

as life or death for their communities and tr 
planet They are prepared to resear.c.h, ed1
cate, go on hunger str�es� and filt the jails 
necessary, to expose the lies of the goven 
ment about the grnss violations of hum.a 
rights and the extent cf the environment, 
destructjon in their conu:nunities. 

Peaceworkers in th£ USA are hoping to o; 
ganise more delegations to Tabasco and t 
fi.J1d soeciali:sts who cm spend some tirn 
worki.r,,g with local human rights,health,a:n1 
environmental groups L11ere. We are als, 
looki.ngforpeoplew:to could accompany t.l-i 
communities b Tab.-3.Sco during their Cct..:"i\ 
paigns of peaceful civil r�sistance. 

Coniact: Peaceworkers, 721 Shrader St, San Fran 
cisco, CA 9411 7 (email peacework 
ers@igc.apc.org). 
Global Exchange, 2017 Mission St, San Francisco 
CA 9411 O (email globalexch@igc.apc.org). 
Movimienro Ciudanano por la Oemocracia 
Prosperidad 31, Col Escandon, CP 11800, Mex1cc 
OF, Mexico (email mdddf@laneta.apc.org). 
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The Struggle for Life and the Environment m Tabasco Mexico 

. By David Hartsough and Joe Mclntire 

1n February we visited Tabasco1 the second richest state in Mexico in 
terms of its oil production. However. it !s one of Mexico's poorest states in 
quality of life for its people. We were hosted by members ofSERPAJ - Sevice, 
Ptace and Justice - arid visited Villaherrnos� Ciudad .Pernex, and many other 
smal.l communities around Corna1calco. Everywhere we went we met 
campesinos, whose lives had been ruined by the greed of Perriex-Tabasco � the 
government ov..rned oil company that produces almost 40% of Mexico's oiL 

\Ve left T a.basco '..v'ith a feeling of sadness about the situation, but also 
encouraged by the courageous people there \Vho are continuing to struggle 
nonviolently in a very difficult s!tuatlon_ We now have a better understanding of 
the 
chain of circumstances tltat is affecting the situation of the inhabitants of 
Tabasco, i.11 particular the ChontaJ people, and have a fe\v ideas how c.oncerned 
people and groups might be able to help in t.1--ie future. 

The great majority of the fol.ks we met se.emed empowered by their 
solidarity v.rith one another and what we perceived as a very firm commitment to 
active nonviolence. Ho\vever_ they have not achieved much success in their 
stmggle so far. All recounted critical eccnom.ic problems including the lack of 
fixed emp.!oyment options, the loss of land, and drastic drops in cocoa and 
coconut productivity. The generalized poverty translates to low attendance of 
children in primary schools, not even funds for notebooks and pencils. insufficient 
or absence of secondary schoois, unattended hc::alth problems I mostly nutritional 
and respiratory diseases), non-potable water supplies, and miserable homes. 
People seemed to be stumbling from one day of misery to the nex.1, trying 
desperately to hold on ·to their :;;ense of self-worth as they are enveloped in the 
cruel \.vhirl of neoliberaJ economic policies. 

T.:i.basco, once a very active fishing, coconut and cocoa producing 
"paradise" state, is now absolutely dominated by Pemex oil - and the 
environmental degradation is truly astounding. Everyv1here we heard, "The

lllore oil they take out of Tabasco, the poorer we become.� It is tragic that in 
one of the richest places of the world in terms of natural resources, the people are 
unbelievably poor. The peopl.e of Tabasco are unwillingly making a very 
great sacrifice in order that the north American people can drive around in 
their cars, 

The environmental degradation of Tabasco was in evidence everywhere. 
Fonnerly rich fisheries had been destroyed. Crops. pastures, and trees were 
suffering from acid tain caused by burn offs of refinery by-products. Local 
peasants told of massive spills of crude oil from pipe lines and from containment 
tanks. Great concern was expressed as well about the increased. incidence of 
leukemias and cancers. It was obvious to even the casual visitor that the 
countryside was dotted with enormous and noisy oil pumping stations. Land has 
been taken from the campesinos and rendered unusable for crops because of the 
comple.."( grid of oil pipe lines and valve stations. The farmers we met told of the 
inadequate compensation they have received from this take over They feel they 
have little redress from the governme!'!t or the Pemex oil company 
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11ie local people spoke to us of their fear of many ga-, exp!osi?ns :h:t 

have plagued their'lives. 1n one expiosion at L% Jslas �ver JOO p�ople
m

we.� 
killed The envfronmental degradation caused by Pemex in Tabasco is

b
so e

J 
o
ft - . �,., , b v ground gas leaks have een e 

\VOtst ""'e have ever seen. .1.v1aJOf a o e .. ' 
i f salt 

unattended Vast ex1ensions_ of lands bave been left faLow because o 
h 

intiltra;io�. One town we visited ha.d iost its potable water two years ago w en 
, . I , U without clean water The 

Peme.x contaminatea their wells. Toe peop e are sd 
h , th land . .1lin ti ns are an eyes.ore throug ou. e · 

debris of _Ie�over 
l.i ngse��e �o ot:in� tJ1e .leftover sludge conta.rnini\tion .. We 

Pemex h..<t:> given p .. " . -· . 
lv cosmeticallv treated ""1th a

$aw first hand how "cleaned snes were simp , , 
covering of dirt. 

rrt eem W1touchable. Public relations 
Pemex and the state governme • s 

officers run compiaintant.s arow)d in clrcle_s and then rum a de3! e� to the 

pia.ints 1'Negotiations" for compensations have been one-s1dea. Th� 
�o�ernor �fTabasco, Roberto Madrazo, spent $70 million doHars on his 
re-election campaign! It is commonly accepted t}iat the csrn-p?-1gn funds came 
from Pemex. theft and drug�traffickers. As fa� as the authon:t1,;s are conc:rned,
the problems affectina the people and the environcnent are at acceptable 
i.evds. It's stran,;;::e th� a resource as valuable as oi1, decteed ''absolute 
property of the People" is destroying the environment and iives ofso many 
ofhs ··ow'tlers". 

SERPAJ has four main lines of work in Tabasco: human -tights_. 

democratization. environme.ntal issues, and e:mpowcrn1ent of local commurties to 
change the s!tuatlon. Serpaj is contmitted to developing civil re:cistance strategti�s 
and to wor!dng nonviolently. Notwithstanding storie.� of puilltive reprisals. we 
"vere amazed at· how concepts of active nonviolence have been broadly accepted 
in the peasant communities where� altllough they consider tJJem.se½ves '"hot� 
tempered"_, the Tabascan peasants have traditiona.!1y felt inferior to and 
intimidated by t11e dominating social structure imposed on them by the authorities 
and the "outsiders". This com.n11tment to active nonviolence .is due in large part. to 
the good work initiated by Raphael Landerreche a.td others in SERPA!. People 
told of incidents of demonstrations, camp-outs, lobbying politicians, negotiating., 

peace walks, sit�down strikes blocking transit to installations, major hunger 
strikes, and jail terms. Everyone agreed that these methods had indeed avoided 
beatings and killings by the authorities 1 They hope the government will begin to 
hear their cries of anguish and their need and demand for change. 

How can \Ve help? 

In terms of how the international community might help we heard several requests that could be classified in the following groups: 

a) Help _in the diffusion of information - both nationally and mtemabonally to mount more pressure on FE1v1EX to provkie compensation for past damages and to STOP contaminating the land and water. The Tabascans arev�·.aware that their cause is off the map of national and international public opm.mn. 
b) Supporting the civil resistance/active nonviolence movemerri � specifically through training in negotiation skills and support for their work 1n trairurtg in active nonviolence to groups throughout Tabasco_ c) Financial support to fund development/education projects - in particular we were impressed u-it.h projects promoting- alternative econortllc/commerciaJventures, for example training and promoti;n of organic production of cocao.
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There was interest expres�ed in intern<.cionals being preset1t iri Tabasco 
for the follo,.ving purposes· 
� to document and convey to the rest of the world the human rights abuses 
being heaped on the people of Tabasco in the name of"progress" 
- through the internet., to update concerned people around the wod.d abo(tt.
the situation in Tabasco and to alen; them to specific ways they could be
helpful. There are strategy sessions once a month among the various groups
in Tabasco. 1l1e results of these meetings, action plans, opportunities for
international presence, etc. could be shared through the internet.
� for concerned internationals to come to observe and be _present as a symbo!
of international public opinion and conscience during periods of civilian
peaceful resistance, and to report to the rest of the world what they see. Many
feel th<1.t after the ciecticns in July may be a time when there \\'1.ll again be a
period of large-sca1e c:vilian peaceful resisrnnce in Tabasco

The contrast betv.ieen Ch.iapas wbere there are so many concerned 
internationals present and Tabasco where there are almost no concerned 
Lnternationals present was striking. Hopefully i.t is not true that the only rnea..'1s to 
get intemationa1 attention is through use of the gun. V/e hope that concerned 
people in the international community can respond to the ca11 of the people of 
Tabasco and support their civilian peaceful resistance struggle and their just and 
peaceful demands for a chance to live their !ives in dignity and not be destroyed 
hy the PEtvtEX o,il con1pany 

David Hartsough is the director of Peac<:..-workers and is a roerrtber of San 
Francisco Friends Meeting and Joe McIntire is a volunteer with SIPAZ Both 
have particiapted in many pc::icemaking projects and nonviolent movements 
around the world over many years. 

For more infom1arion or if you would like to support the nonviolent struggle -in 
Tabasco and/_or participate in a short term delegation as an international observer 
dunng periods of active nonvlolent struggle. contact 

PEACEWORKERS 721 Shrader St., San Francisco, CA 94117 em 
Peaceworkers@igc.apc.org or SJJ>A.2 lntcmational Service for Peace ;n 
Chiapas, Mexico E-mail. sipaz@laneta.apc.org 
http;/f,.,-..,-\V\v_nonviolence org/sipaz 
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A Campaign of Peaceful Civil 
by Dav;d 

Resistance 
Hartsough 

in Tabasco 

There is a very significant nonviolent movement gomg on rn 

Mexico 

Tabasco, Mexico. It is a stiugg!e for survival of the people who live in the area 
of the Pemex oil instaliations, for .Justice, for democracy, and for saving the 
environment. Thousands of peasants and fishermen whose tands, lagoons and 
lakes have been contaminated or destroyed by the oil instaliations, and other 
conce.rned citizens are involved in a long term nonviolent campaign wbicb 
they call "Resistencia Civil Pacifica." They are committed to stand up for 
their rights. 

There have been several parts of this campaign. One part is political. The 
election for Governor in 1994 was stolen by the PR! (the ruling pariy) and the 
PR! declared its candidate for Governor, Roberto Madrazo, the winner. Many 
of the people who had voted for the PRD ( Partido de la Revo!ucion 
Democratica)- the progressive party. and Lopez . Obrador for their Governor 
and who believed their candidate had won. refused to remain silent in the 
face of this fradulent election. At the time Madrazo was to be inaugurated. 
thev had a sit-in. lasting for weeks surrounding the government building 
where the governor was to be in::tgurated. The:i remained nonvjolent even Hl 

the fa<�e of a great deal of violent provocation. 

Later thousands marched to Mexico Citv (about 1000 kilometers) to 
continue their demands for free and democr�tic elections. Miraculously, w.hile 
they were in Me,cico City, a truck load with 14 boxes of original documents 
appeared showing that the PR! had spent $70 milliou on the election for 
Governor in Tabasco, a state of about two million inhabitants. (This was more 
than President Clinton spent for his Presidential Campaign in the entire 
United States,) The PRl(ruling party) had spent aoout $250 per vote which was 
illegal under the Mexican coustitution. This also raises questions about where 
the PR! got all this money • perhaps illegal drug money? 

Next came the campaign of peaceful civil resistance in which hundreds 
of campesinos and fishermen who live near tbe oil installations in Tabasco 
blockaded access to the oil installations for weeks. They demanded that Pemex 
drill no more oil wells until they paid compensation to the campesinos and 
fishermen whose land and livelihood bas been severely affected or destroyed 
by the oil installations. 

They organized twelve hour shifts to keep the installations blocbded 
around the clock. Over 100 people were arrested and held in prison with 
charges which could have brought each of them over 40 years in prison. The 
movement demanded that they all be released without charges and that the 
government seriously consider the demands or rhey would resume their 
campaign of civil resistance occupymg the oil wells. After more 
than a month in prison and hours before the deadline, all the 
prisoners were released without charges. They are now demanding tbat the 
government show its seriousness in addressing their other demands. 

Sunday, March 17 there was a march of about 30,000 people -
campesinos, fishermen, and "grass roots" people of all ages from all over 
Taha.sea to tbe central square in Vi11abermosa to show their support and 
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commitment to continue this struggle. For them the outcome of this struggle 
means life or death for their families as weit as life or death for their 
communities and the planet. They are prepared to research. educate, go on 
hunger strikes. and fill the jails if necessary, to expose the lies of the 
government about the gross violations of human rights and the extent of the 
environmental destruction in their corn.rnnnities and to attain justice. They 
have now begun another camaign of civilian peaceful resistance 
at the oil wells to asssure that their demands are heard. 

Serpaj Tabasco (Servicio, Paz y Justicia or Service, Peace and Justice) part 
of the network of groups in Latin America committed to working for peace and 
justice through nonviolent means, is working closely with this nonviolent 
movement in Tabasco. 
They are; 

*offering nonviolent training workshops to strengthen the
understanding of nonviolent struggle by the people involved ln this 
movement � for both leaders and grass roots communities in this 
campaign. The PRD leadership is very committed to Resisrencia 
Civil Pacifica. 

*workins, with the local environmental and human ri"bts groups to
develop support -for the campaign of civil resistance to get Pemex 
to clean up its act and reem.burse peasants for the destruction of 
their lands and livdihood and commit to working in an 
environmentally conscious way to save the earth and respect tbe 
human rights of the people and of planet. 

*supporting the development of an alternative economy through
developing cooperative food stores so the campesinos do not have to 
be dependent on and support I.be corrupt power structure. 

They are also interested in developing a training program for 
community leaders on nonviolence, the environment and economic 
survival. 

A delegation of environmental\ human rights� and nonviolent 
peacemaking groups from the US, Germany, France and Mexico just 
completed a visit to Tabasco and hope to develop support in other 
parts of the world for this impor+.ant nonviolent struggle in 
Tabasco. 

Peaceworkers is raising money to support this important nonviolent 
struggle in Tabasco. Contact Global Exchange at 2017 Mission St, San Francisco. 
CA 94110 email gJobalexch@igc.apc.org or the Movimiento Ciudanano 
por la Democracia at Prosperidad 31, Col. Escandon, CP I 1800, 
Mexico, DF, Mexico email mdddf@laneta.apc.org to receive an in 
depth report on our trip to Tabasco, for more information, or to 
otherwise get involved in or support this important struggle. 

We hope to organize delegations to visit Tabasco, find specialists who 
can spend some time working with local human rights, health, and 
environmental groups in Tabasco and people who could go to accompany the 
communities in Tabasco during their campaigns of peaceful civil resistance. 

David Hartsough is the Director of Peaceworkers based in San Francisco and 
one of the initiators of thls delegation to Tabasco. PEACEWORKERS 721 
Shrader St., San Francisco. CA 94117 em: Peaceworkers@ige.apc.org. 
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BY Jo CLARE HA.RTSIG fu'\JD WALTER vVn,K 

Textbook.c. tell the ''Great History " of societies: their wars, ·rulers , momentous e",x:nts. But there is another histc,'Y"'tr thrz.. t
of!en is ignored and finally,. lost: the ''Little History _., made l�t the common people, the dissidl!nfa, the pcotle on tin: mar� 
gm�. Up-to the last }cu: decades, almost..all nonviolent actions belonged to the Little History. A1. !<ch of the sto�11 of those 
actwns has been irretrievably lost,. "Nonviolr:nce in the Arena " seeks to save such sh'rit'S before they arc forsotteu I ·cu 
knoiu thenr, as perhaps no one e_ise _does .- Send them to: Stories , FeUowsh..ip.  8(.JX 271 . 1\Jyack, NJ."' 10960. 

Hot Stuff in Tabasco

"In Ch iapas, a sector of the indigenous population 
opted for an-ned resis t,mce. In Tabasco, we're st ruggling 
with the conz.; iction that there is another umv to transform 
the countru . " 

Tha·t is the conviction of Rafael Land erreche, a 
foundins member oi SERPA) (Mexico) , who has been 
instrumental in organizing a remarkable movement which 
has actively opposed exploita tion and corruption in 
Tc1.basco State since election fraud vva:s exDos:ed there in 
Noven.1ber, 1994. TI1is mo\·ement, which iS p&rt political, 

R.aphae! Landtrrechc (le{t ) and .farmers inspedfnx a _Field dcst ro)_red b';I 

r:i/ ;rel/ po/luifon . Photo: David Hart$ough 

part environmental., has faced down vioience, mass 
arres ts, and d i$l nform.a tl.on ca mpaigns designed to 
thwart its confron ta tion wi th Pcn.1ex, the national  oil 
compa ny a n d  PRJ., the ruling pc1 rty of  !Vfexico.  Ye t  
despite a ll that, 30,000 farmers and fi .shermen ar,swered 
its call for c1 nonviolent march on the stJte rnpital of Vil­
lahermosa in March of this vear. 

'fhe movemen t was' first organ i 7,ed by !vfo.nuel 
Lopez Obrador, the PRD (opposition party) candidate 
fr:n: governor of Tabasco, when h: re,:1:Jized tha t the PRI 
candidate had stolen the elect1on through a massive pur� 
c.hasing of votes. Lopez Obrador appealed to the people
of Ta basco to protest, calling for a new rou nd of elec­
tions. As there had already been neariv a decade of con­
sciousness - raising work· carried out by the Catholic
church and other groups, peopie were ready. Frau.cl WRS

no longer something they accepted to bear in sUence.
1/\Ihile the movement arose almost spont�n eously, 

it quickly de,·eloped a highly discip.Urn:?d four-stage pl�n 
to guide its direc:tkm. The .fi.i:st stage was d ialogue: the 
PRO called for the govermnent to rneciin te the conflict. 
PRD members did not, however, expect C(.)Operntion­
and were not su.rprised when they did not recei ve it .  
So they began the second sta.ge: widespread civil dis­
obedience. Plan ts belonging to Pemex-a notorious 
polluter-were b locka ded c1.round the clock by pro­
testers all over Ta base() . 

There were immediate reprisa ls. "The police oper· 
ation in Centla was frightening cmd disproportionate, 
truly an act of intimida tion," Landerreche recall ed. 
"There were about thirty federal highway po.trols, many 
sta te federal police, th ree helicopters of the General 
Police of the Republic, thre'cc: army trucks-to dislodge a 
group of fifteen, of which ha i f  tvere at least sLxty-five 
vears ()id !"  Howe\·e.r, manv of the 1n-otesters were grad• 
l1ates of Serpctj n 1)nviole!1ce trJ i.nh,g:s, and they �\·ere 
unmoved by the threat. Eighty prO tc!:-sters from two 
municipalities were arrested, but the people per�evenc'.d. 

"Som e  Chantal people from Centla started to 
arrl\'e ,1. t the gu�ud s' posts with their sma i l  backpacks 
and their change (A clothes, " Landeneche reminisced 
prou.d ly. "A few days later t he s tJ. t8 pol ic e ' s  buses 
arrived. As soon cts they got there, a. ll the indigenotts 
peoole, tvi th their packs, lined up beh ind the buses so 
the Police could arrest thE:m, Then the police sa id, 'V\le 
hnven ' t  c.::0rne for you . '  And the pec,pi£ sa id , '\.\.�eiL we're 
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ready when you \.vant  us.' After this mm:nent, the loc2J 
g◊';,'ernment c<1lled us back to res ta.rt the d ialogue." 

In the third stage of the resistance, whiC:h occurred 
when the gubernatorial inemguration \Vas scheduled, pro­
testers blocked the door of the Governor's Palace, They 
po;:;ted signs reading, "Brother Policeman., the people arc 
not vour enem.i.es ! "  Thev even sen t coffe e over to the 
poliCe. Finally the police Sent notes back saying that theY 
too were badly treated. I t  was then that slander$ began. 

Rumors appeared that the protesters were ·uvtng 
like pigs L-1 the plaza, creating a filthy mess. The l'Rl pu t  
together marches and petitions deman.ding that the pro­
testers be removed . And in the end, they overpia yed 
their hand. Anyone could see that the dah:ns were sim­
ply  false. Eve!'ltually even loca l pro�PRI nev..-spapers 
headlined, "The PRI Makes Itself Ridiculous." 

After that, toughs carrying clubs began to �ncircle 
the plaza . 

'
1\Ve were very anxious," Landerreche confessed . 

"Toward noon these groups began to take the entrances 
and to attack us verbally, So we gathered together in a 
group and tried to come up wtth a nonviolent action. We 
started by analyzi.n.g the political situation. Vle said, "Ile 
know thilt  Lopez Obra.dor is in negotia tions with the 
a uthorities . . . .  If in these circun1stances we commit an 
error, we respond to the provocation and give them an 
excuse to v,:ash their hands of us, we lose.' So we decided 
to sit down; what would happen would happen. And at 
tha t moment the atmosphere began to change. 

"½'hen we disarmed ou.rselves . . .  we disarmed the 
enemy. I don ' t  want to say that with that the: blows and 
the cu rses d isa ppeared

., 
but something calmed down. 

Extraordinary things happened . Some of the PR! people 

Signs seen a long the way 

who hc'..d been -incitmg the tou�hs storted a..skbg them to 
act wi thout ,..-!olence .. :, Others kep t c0n1ing after' us. 0th• 
ers inter'l:ened to stop thern. There \vas a moment when 
someone wanted to drive a truck over us. The driver said 
to the PRJ person who had ordered it, 'You. brought me 
here to clear out the piaza., not to k: i, l l  i nnocent people, ' 
and he refused the ordeL" 

Eventually a violent att<1ck took plac.z,  the police 
:sprayed tear gas, and the protesters bad to ret rea t fron1. the 
plaza . But there h·as no doubt who ha.d. \von the 2ng,1gE'· 
ment in the public eye: it WBS 11a triumph of dignity. 1

' 

When in terviewed, Landerreche was orgtrnizing 
the fou.rtb $tage of the resistance : a ca mpaign to stop 
paying taxes? as wel.l 2s to boycott stores owned by PRJ 
rrtembers vvho have financed the rcpress1on. 

Ht> is quite dear that D.n end ·to hum.a.n rnisery and 
environmental devasta tion in Tabasco s:v· i l l  requ ire a. 
solid local econor:nic al ternative; tha t  a huge irnpersona l 
svstem of exploitation is his n\O\'ement's u ltimate oppo� 
n·ent. But he 'is also convinced that nonviolence, when :t 
is deeply rooted in all that is most personal, is by for the 
stronger force. "Our struggle is for Mexico to b€ dernccra­
tic and fraternal," he dG:dared. "'Thts is not golng to occur 
by accumulating great  gua nti ri es of hc1 tre"d lnside our­
selves. If we resist1 not only '-\ithou.t the intention/temp• 
ta tion1 bLtt without the desire to respond violently, civi l 
disobedience is invincible." 0 

(Quotations taken from an infen.?iei.LI proz.,ided by David 
HP.rtso1.tgh, executive director of PcacCTvcirkt?·s , rmd trnnslated by
Kett. lvfo(·Lean, Lizzie Brock1 !vl.auricio Klink, David Hart:::.ough, 
amt !odi VVeisz. Co1npifod h:1 i<..£1.bia Hit1ris.! 

• • 

"lrve Lobsters / Dancing Nightly" (at a restaurant in Maine) 
'The Immaculate Conception Maternity Hospital" (in Manila) 
"You are welcome to visit the cemetery where famous Russian composers and artists are bu, ied daily 
except Thursdays" (in a hotel lobby in St Petersburg near a Russian Orthodox cemetery) 
"Big Mama·s Jerk Centre" (a restaurant in Ocho Rios, Jamaica) 

Book titles we've come across; yes, really! 

Jesus, C£0

Proceedrngs of The Seventh Annual Seaweed Symposium 

The Pathology of The Aging Rat 

From Harper's Index• 

Number of La·Z·Boy recliners del ivered to the C IA in January: 50 
• Copyright§) 1 996 by Harper's Magazine. All rights reserved, Reproduced from the June issue by speciai oermiss;cri.
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In Brazil: Creating a New Reality 
Thousands of displaced Brazilian families are taking back the 

land, setting up schools, homes, cooperatives, and organic 

farms-and re-envisioning the future of Brazil 

by Michelle Burkhart 

"You would never see that in a U.S. classroom," one 
of the delegates whispered as we left the classroom. 

"You would never see that in another Brazilian 
classroom," Our translator, Denise, answered with 
goose-bumped arms. 

Our delegation fell silent as we continued down 
the haHway. The classroom in the convenr-turned­
school in southern Brazil had been filled with 
young members of the Landless Workers Movement 

206/842-0216 · www.yesmagazine.org 

(MST)-one of the most successful land reform 
movements in the world. I had never seen a group 
of teenagers so intent on learning and so dear about 
the value char their education will bring co their lives 
and communities. 

The MST arose 20 years ago out of a desperate 
need for land redistribution in a country where 
ownership of arable land is disastrously skewed 
(see YES1 Fall 2002). Ac the root of much of chis 
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Members of the 

landless Workers 

Movement (MST) on 

a 900-ml!e march 

to the Brazilian 

capital, Brasilia, in 

October 1999 

47 



ct; 
........ 

....c: 
V') 

(1J 

.Q 
0 
'OJ) 

BELOW: Residents 

of Camp Monte Pill 

sing in front of the 

idle 1,600-hectare 

farm the MST is 

trying to recover. 

OPPOSITE: Children 

at the Monte Pill 

encampment play 

near the highway 
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inequality are policies chat favor large-scale, export­
oriented agriculture and wealthy landowners who 
fraudulently cake land with impunity. 

This consolidation of land ownership, some­
times accompanied by violent evictions of working 
families from the land, led to a major migration. 
Between 1965 and 1985, half of the Brazilian pop­
ulation streamed into the cities in search of work, 
and the influx continues today. Giant slums rose 
around cities, and many families fell into poverty, 
drugs, and hunger. Today, less than 3 percent of the 
Brazilian population owns two-thirds of the arable 
land in Brazil. 

For many landless workers, rhe MST offers 
a rare path out of poverty and hunger. The MST 
mobilizes landless people to squat on or near idle 
land, in MST "camps." Those in the encampments, 
along with supporters, pressure the government to 
enforce the Brazilian constitution, which declares 
that land must be used for its "social function." This 
means that it must be cultivated for production if it 
is not being preserved for ecological reasons. 

As a result of this massive nonviolent move­
ment, more than 300,000 families have won land, 
and many are now living in permanent settlements, 
farming, studying at MST-organized schools, and 
supporting others who are likewise working to move 
back tO the land. 

Michelle Burkhart 
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But there have also been many casualties; since 
1985, more than 1,000 rural workers have been 
killed in land disputes. 

Classrooms for a New Life 

The ITERRA Institute I visited with a delegation 
led by San Francisco-based Global Exchange, is 
located near Porto Alegre, Brazil. The !TERR.A 
Institute is part of an educational network of more 
than 1,000 schools that the MST created to teach 
literacy, sustainable farming, and leadership, and 
prepare people for professions in such areas as teach­
ing and health care. 

The students are MST members who come from 
impoverished rural and urban backgrounds. At the 
school, they divide their time between study, work, 
physical education, reflection, discussion of current 
events, music, and volunteer work. Non-violence 
education is integrated into all courses. 

Students stay at the school for t\Vo months, then 
travel back to their homes in MST encampments 
and settlements for several months to use their 
newly acquired skills. They continue this rotation 
until graduation. 

!TERRA is a boarding school, but most MST
schools are located on MST camps and settlements, 
and many classrooms are simple, open-air shelters. 

The students we visited had studied together for 
three years to become teachers. They listened intently 
as their teacher explained to our delegation that each 
ITERRA class creates its own banners, chants, and 
songs that affirm their purpose as students and citi­
zens. The students stood to sing us their class song 
about Salete Stronzake, an MST teacher who played 
a leading role in developing MST's educational sys­
ten:i, before she died in a car accident. Then they 
broke into a chant: 

We are following the movement! 
We are planting education! 
We are practicing Sa!ete's dream! 
Their voices carried powerfully as they punched 

their fists into the air. Their confidence and solidar­
ity impressed me. 

As I scanned the students' faces, I could see that 
they were learning to be much more than teachers; 
they were learning to be builders of a new society 
even as they struggle literally co claim the ground 
that makes their survival possible. 

As our group continued to tour the institute's 
grounds, I was struck by the school's focus on gen­
der equality and its holistic approach to education. 
The school has a large garden, a crafts room, library, 
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kitchen, daycare, nursery, and natural pharmacy 
with massage. The students make preserves and 
juice in a small factory and baked goods for their 
own consumption and to sell at markets. The school 
runs as a cooperative; resources are shared between 
everyone, and everyone has a task that contributes 
to the whole, such as baking ot gardening. Ideally, 
the students rotate through all the positions before 
graduation. 

One of my favorite moments on the tour was 
watching several teenage boys and a girl gently rock 
babies to sleep in ilie nursery. I couldn't help bur 
think back on my high school parenting class, where 
I was assigned to tend an egg for a week to learn 
what it means to care for a baby. And I realized how 
rarely I see teenage boys caring for babies. 

Creating gender equality is integral to the MST 
movement, according ro Joao Carlos, a resident of 
an MST camp. "Men and women have to work 
together. If a man fights, it's half a fight," he says. "It's 
only complete if men and women fight together." 

Living in an MST camp 
The day after our tour of the school, we visited Camp 
Monte Pill-also near Porto Alegre. As we arrived at 
the camp, an Afro-Brazilian man strummed his gui­
tar and sang just outside the camp. A small group of 
teenage boys stood around him joining in the song 
and keeping time with clapping hands. 

Behind them, a beautifully green 1,600-hectare 
farm sat idle. To their side stood a maze of black 
plastic tents-the homes of 200 landless families. 
They had pitched the tents on a narrow strip ofland 
squeezed between a buzzing highway and the care­
fully guarded farm. The owner of the farm owes the• 
government more money than the land is worth, and 
he does not live in Brazil, we were told; this makes 
the farm a good candidate for agrarian reform. 

MST camps, such as • this one, are where the 
MST's holistic and egalitarian approach to educa­
tion and life begins. 

"Time at the camps is incredibly important to 
start restoring people's dignity and awakening their 
social consciousness," Joao Carlos says. Many MST 
members are accustomed to being excluded from 
society-living in slums where drugs, violence, and 
poverty are rife and easily lead to an oppressive cy­
cle. Integrating these people back into a function­
ing community is central to the success of MST 
settlements. The teachings of Paulo Freire (author 
of Pedagogy of the Oppressed) on self-dignity, social 
responsibility, and breaking the cycle of oppression 
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"Time at the camps is incredibly 

important to restoring people's 

dignity and awakening their 

social consciousness" 

help residents create positive change and the life 
they wane to live. 

According to Jacqueline-a Monce Pill resident 
who gave only her first name-the days go by quickly 
at camp and people stay motivated because of the 
many planning meetings, classes, music, and daily 
chores. The health of many of the Camp Monte 
Pill residents is poor due to lack of water and poor 
hygiene. The camp is plagued by pollution fi-om 
a leak at a nearby gas station, a:cid leaking from a 
neighboring metal factory, and indoor smoke from 
residents' wood fires. The camp cums into a muddy 
mess when it rains, and when it doesn't rain the 
black tents trap the hot sun. The children play along 
the highway where large trucks go barreling by and 
people yell insults at camp residents from car win­
dows. A security guard hired by the landowner keeps 
a watchful eye on the camp, and a police car passes 
by every half hour to check on them. Planning theit 
future settlement helps camp residents keep their 
spirits Up during their arduous sray at the camp. 

The Monte Pill residents have lived on this strip 
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of land for about a year. The police once attempted 
to evict the families. In response, residents marched 
on the state capital and camped outside the govern­
ment building in Porto Alegre for six months. They 
won the right to return to Camp Monte Pill to wait 
for the idle land next door. 

Camp residents expect to receive che farmland 
soon; however, there will not be enough land to sus­
tain everyone. This creates tensions in camp, says 
Jacqueline, because they will have to allocate the 
land only to chose who have been at the camp the 
longest. 

Camp Monte Pill is one of approximately 
12,000 similar MST camps in Brazil. The MST 
strives to create a leader out of each individual at 
the camps; these leadership capacities help achieve 
successful cooperative-style settlements when land is 
turned over to the campers. It also helps further the 
broader-reaching goals of the MST-to create a just 
Brazil. 

Re-Inhabiting the land 
Assent Lagao do Junco, a permanent MST 
settlement, is made up of small, tidy houses lining 
a dirt road that leads co a large communal space 
surrounded by farmland. This settlement was 
another stop on our cour. 

Fifteen of 35 families on the settlement chose co 
live in a cooperative-style community. Their com­
munal space includes a kitchen with running wa­
ter, large wood-fired ovens, a bathroom with flush 
toilets, murals depicting MST farmers and teachers, 
and picnic tables beneath shady trees. The settle­
ment, where people know they have a permanent 
home, is a huge leap up in human dignity and in 
meeting basic human needs compared to the MST 
camps. 

There is another way 
In the settlements, MST works to demonstrate that 
people can provide their own food instead of im­
porting and exporting cash crops-a system that has 
led to a large increase in poverty and starvation in 
Brazil. 

"It's a slow walk," Tarcisio Stein, one of the set­
tlement residents, says. "Bue we're showing society 
that there is another way of doing_ things." 

At Assent Lagao do Junco, reside·ncs are proud 
to say that they have practiced 100 percent organic 
farming for four years. 

"When we arrived, we had the idea char we had 
to use lots of pesticides," Tarcisio says. 

YES! A Journal of Positive Futures Summer 2005 

183 

With rime, the community realized chat they were 
spending more and more money on fertilizers and 
pesticides because the chemicals were exhausting the 
soil. The chemicals' side effects also caused illnesses 
within the settlement. The community decided to 
switch to organic farming. 

Today, the settlement continues to experiment 
with ways to make organic farming more cost­
competitive with conventionally grown food. 
Recently, they increased rice yields by adopting a 
Chinese practice of using carp to help till and weed 
their fields. The settlement also raises cattle for 
meat arid dairy, and fruits and vegetables for their 
own consumption. 

Not all MST settlements have switched to organic 
farming, but they-are working in that direction. 

One of the MST's biggest challenges now is the 
recent decision by Brazilian President Luiz Inacio 
Lula da Silva to lifr a ban on the sale of generically 
modified crops. MST leaders believe this will in­
crease corporate control over crops by making seeds 
"intellectual property." 

This is not the. only disappointment that rhe 
MST has faced since 2002 when Lula won the pres­
idency. The MST and many other Brazilians had 
invested high hopes in Lula, Brazil's first left-leaning 
president, a former labor leader, and a long-time ally 
of the MST who had vowed to work to end hunger 
and dose Brazil's monstrous economic gap. 

"During Lulis government, nothing has 
changed," Carlos says. Lulis government is under 
tremendous pressure from the International 
Monetary Fund, ocher world organizations, and the 
owners of large estates, he says. 

Nonetheless, Lulis divergence from his cam­
paign pledges is not halting the MST's momentum 
ro fight for a just Brazil. 

"It is quite clear that Lula himself, as a single 
person, will never make agrarian reform. We must 
make agrarian reform happen," Carlos says. "No 
matter what government we have, change has to 
come from the base." 

To strengthen their base, the MST is working to 
build an organization chat unites all movements in � 
Brazil. "Once we are united with all the movements, 
we can start the construction of a new social reality/' 
Carlos says. "We will not wait." 

Michelle Burkhart is a free-lance writer and a former intern at 

YES.r magazine. You can learn more about the Landless Workers 

MoverTient at www.mstbrazil.org and about Global Exchange·s 

international tours at www.globalexchange.org. 
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0 ver the past two decades every issue I have been engaged in a: an
ecological activist and organic intellectual has revealed that what the 
industrial economy calls "growth" is really a form of theft from nature 
and people. 

It is true that cutting down forests or converting natural forests into 
monocultures of pine and eucalyptus for industrial raw material gener­
ates revenues and growth, But this growth is based on robbing the for­
est of its biodiversity and its capacity to conserve soil and water. This 
growth is based on robbing forest communities of their sources of food, 
fodder, fuel, fiber, medicine, and security from floods and drought. 

While most environmentalists can recognize that converting a natu­
ral forest into a monoculture is an impoverishment, many do not extend 
this insight to industrial agriculture. A corporate myth has been cre­
ated, shared by most mainstream environmentalists and development 
organizations, that industrial agriculture is necessary to grow more 
food and reduce hungc:r. Many also assume that intensive, industrial 
agriculture saves resources and, therefore, saves species. But in agri­
culture as much as in forestry, the growth il!usion hides theft from na­
ture and the poor, masking the creation of scarcity as growth, 

These thefts have only stepped up since the advent of the globalized 
economy. The completion of the Uruguay Round of the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATr) in 1994 and the establish­
ment of the World Trade Organization (WTO) have institutionalized 
and legalized corporate growth based on harvests stolen from nature 
and people. The WTO's Trade Related lnte!lcctual Property Rights 
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Agreement criminalizes seed-saving and sced-slrnring. The Agreement 
on Agriculture legalizes the dumping of genetically engineered foods 
on countries and criminalizes actions to protect the biological and cul­
tural diversity on which diverse food systems are based. 

The anti-globalization movement that started in response to GATT 
has grown tremendously, and I have been honored to have been part of 
it. My friends in the Third World Network, including Chakrnvarty 
Raghavan, and the tremendous people in the International Forum on 
Globalization have been a community of creativity and courage that 
has dared to challenge globalization at a time when history is supposed 
to have ended. Globally, we have seen the citizens movements agains� 
genetic engineering and corporate control over agriculture move con­
cerns about genetic engineering from the fringe to the center stage of 
trade and economics. Whether at the SL Louis meeting on biodcvastation 
or the Sy.1iss or Austrian referenda on genetic engineering or the launch 
of the campaign for a Five Year Freeze on genetically engineered com­
merce in the United Kingdom, I have worked with some of the most 
courageous and creative people of our times who have taken on giant 
corporations and changed their fortunes. Corporations that have made 
governments their puppets and that have created instruments and insti­
tutions like the WTO for their own protection are now being held ac­
countable to ordinary people. 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE FIGHT 

TO SAVE THE STOLEN HARVEST 

L 1987, the Dag I Iammarskjold Foundation organized a meeting on 
biotechnology called "Laws of Life." This watershed event identified 
the emerging issues of genetic engineering and patenting. The meeting 
made it clear that the giant chemical companies were repositioning 
themselves as "life sciences" companies, whose goal was to control ag­
riculture through patents, genetic engineering, and mergers. /\t that 
meeting, I decided I would dedicate the next decade ofmy life to find-

INTRODUCTION 3 

ing ways to prevent monopolies on life and living resources, both 
through resistance and by building creative alternatives. 

The first step I took was to start Navdanya, a movement for saving 
seed, to protect biodiversity, and to keep seed and agriculture free of 
monopoly control. The Navdanya family has started 16 community 
seed banks in six states in India. Navdanya today has thousands of 
members who conserve biodiversity, practice chemical�free agricu:1-
ture, and have taken a pledge to continue to save and share the seeds 
and biodiversity they have received as gifts from n·ature and their an­
cestors. Navdanya's commitment to saving seed means we cannot co­
operate with patent laws, which make seed-saving a crime. 

Seed patent laws, forced upon countries by WTO rules, are not the 
only way in which the resources of the Third World poor are being sto­
len to generate profits for giant corporations. In I 994, the coastal com­
munities of India invited me to support their struggle against industrial 
shrimp farming, which was spreading like a cancer along India's 
7,000-kilometer coastline. The Jaganathans, an amazing Gandhian 
couple, had been leading a "shrimp satyagraha," or non-violent direct 
action, to stop the devastation of coastal ecosystems. and coastal com­
munities. We joined forces with others like Bankey Behari Das of 
Orissa, Tom Kochery of Kera la, Jesurithinam of Tamil Nadu, Claude 
Alvares of Goa, and Jacob Dharmaraj in Andhra Pradesh to challenge 
the shrimp-fanning industry in a case that was heard before the Su•• 
preme Court of India in 1996. While the court ruled in our favor, com­
mercial interests continue to attempt to subvert its judgement. 

In August I 998, I witnessed the destruction of India's edible-oil 
economy by the imposition of soybean oil, a pattern being replayed in 
every sector of agriculture and the food economy. The women's 
movement and farmers' movements resisted the imports of subsi­
dized soybean oil to ensure that their livelihoods and their traditional 
food cultures were not destroyed. In so doing, they demonstrated that 
food free from genetic engineering is not a luxury for rich consumers. 
It is a basic element of the right to safe, accessible, and culturally ap­
propriate food. 

On August 9, I 998, which is celebrated as Quit India Day in com­
memoration of the "Quit India" message given by Mohandas K. Gan• 
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dhi to the British, we started the "Monsanto, Quit India" campaign 

against the corporate hijacking of our seed and food. This movement 
against genetically engineered crops and food is now a global citizen's 
movement, involving farmers and consumers, activists and scientists. 
This book tells the stories of global corporations' destruction of food 
and agriculture systems as well as resistance to the destruction by peo­
ple's movements. 

These are exciting times. As the examples in this book show, it is 
not inevitable that corporations will control our lives and rule the 
world. We have a real possibility to shape our own futures. We have an 

ecological and social duty to ensure that the food that nourishes us is 
not a stolen harvest. 

In this duty, we have the opportunity to work for the freedom and 
liberation of all species an<l all people. Something as simple and basic 
as food has become the site for these manifold and diverse liberations 

in which every one of us has an opportunity to participate·---no matter 
who we are, no matter where we are. 

1 
�;h 

The H I J A C K I JWiB 
of tlie GLOBAL

FOOD SUPPLY 

Jood is our most basic need, the very stuff of life. 

According to an ancient Indian Upanishad, "All that is born is born 
of anna [ food]. Whatever exists on earth is born of anna, lives on a,uw, 
and in the end merges into anna. Amw indeed is the first born amongst 
all beings."1

More than 3.5 million people starved to death in the Bengal famine 
of 1943. Twenty million were directly affected. Food grains were ap� 
propriated forcefully from the peasants under a colonial system of rent 
collection. Export of food grains continued in spite of the fact that peo� 
pie were going hungry. As the Bengali writer Kali Charan Ghosh re­
ports, 80,000 tons of food grain were exported from Bengal in 1943, 
just before the famine. At the time, India was being used as a supply 

base for the British military. "Huge exports were allowed to feed the 

5 
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peo_ple of other lands, while the shadow of famine was hourly lengthen­
ing on the Indian horizon."2

More than one-fifth of India's national output was appropriated for 
war suppl!es. The starving Bengal peasants gave up over two-thirds of 
the food they produced, leading their debt to double. This, coupled with 
speculation, hoarding, and profiteering by traders, led to skyrocketing 
prices. The poor of Bengal paid for the empire's war through hunger 
and starvation-and the "funeral march of the Bengal peasants, fisher­
men, and Artisans."3

Dispossessed peasants moved to Calcutta. Thousands of female 
destitutes were turned into prostitutes. Parents started to sell their chil­
dren. "In the villages jackals and dogs engaged in a tug-of-war for the 
bodies of the half-dead."4

As the crisis began, thousands of women organized in Bengal in 
defense of their food rights. "Open more ration shops" and "Bring 
down the price of food" were the calls of women's groups throughout 
Bengal.5

After the famine, the peasants .also started to organize around the 
central demand of keeping a two-thirds, or tebhaga, share of the crops. 
At its peak the Tebhaga movement, as it was called, covered 19 dis­
tricts and involved 6 million people. Peasants refused to let their har­
vest be stolen by the landlords and the revenue collectors of the British 
Empire. Everywhere peasants declared, ''Jan debo tahu dhan debo

ne"-"We will give up our lives, but we will not give up our rice." In 
the village of Thumniya, the police arrested some peasants who re­
sisted the theft of their harvest. They were charged with "stealing 
paddy."" 

A half-century after the Bengal famine, a new and clever system 
has been put in place, which is once again making the theft of the har­
vest a right and the keeping of the harvest a crime. Hidden behind com­
plex free-trade treaties are innovative ways to steal nature's harvest, 
the harvest of the seed, and the harvest of nutrition. 

71ie HIJACKING of tlie GLOBAL FOOD SUPPLY 7 

THE CORPORATE HIJACKING 

OF FOOD AND AGRICULTURE 

lrocus on India to tell the story of how corporate control of food and
gfobalization of agriculture are robbing millions of their livelihoods 
and their right to food both because I am an Indian and because Indian 
agriculture is being especially targeted by global corporations. Since 
75 percent of the Indian population derives its livelihood from agricul­
ture, and every fourth farmer in the world is an Indian, the impact of 
globalization on Indian agriculture is of global significance. 

However, this phenomenon of the stolen harvest is not unique to In­
dia. It is being experienced in every society, as small farms and small 
farmers are pushed to extinction, as monocultures replace biodiverse 
crops, as farming is transfonned from the production of nourishing and 
diverse foods into the creation of markets for genetically engineered 
seeds, herbicides, and pesticides, As formers are transformed from pro­
ducers into consumers of corporate-patented agricultural products, as 
markets are destroyed locally and nationally but expanded globally, the 
myth of"free trade" and the global economy becomes a means for the 
rich to rob the poor of their right to food and even their right to life. For 
the vast majority of the world's people--70 percent-earn their liveli­
hoods by producing food. The majority of these farmers are women. In 
contrast, i•n the industrialized countries, only 2 percent of the popula� 
tion are fam1ers. 

FOOD SECURITY IS IN THE SEED 

Jar centuries Third World farmers have evolved crops and given 
us the diversity of plants that provide us nutrition. Indian farmers 
evolved 200,000 varieties of rice through their innovation and breed­
ing. They bred rice varieties such as Basmati. They bred red rice and 
brown rice and black rice. They bred rice that grew 18 feet tall in the 
Gangetic floodwaters, and salitie-resistant rice that could be grown in 
the coastal water. And this innovation by farmers has not stopped. 
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Fanners involved in our movement, Navdanyn, dedicated to conserv­
ing native seed diversity, are still breeding new varieties. 

The seed, for the farmer, is not merely the source of future plants 
and food; ii is the storage place ofcu!turc and history. Seed is the first 
link in the food chain. Seed is the ultimate symbol of food security. 

Free exchange of seed among farmers has been the basis of main­
taining biodiversity as well as food security. This exchange is based on 
cooperation and reciprocity, A farmer who wants to exchange seed 
generally gives an equal quantity of seed from his field in return for the 
seed he gets. 

Free exchange among farmers goes beyond mere exchange of 
seeds; it involves exchanges of ideas and knowledge, of culture and 
heritage. It is an accumulation of tradition, of knowledge of how to 
work the seed. Farmers learn about the plants they want to grow in the 
future by watching them grow in other farmers' fields, 

Paddy, or rice, has religious significance in most parts of the c0tm­
t1y and is an essential component of most religious festivals. The Akti

festival in Chattisgarh, where a diversity of indica rices are grown, re­
inforces the many principles of biodiversity conservation. In Southern 
India, rice grain is considered auspicious, or akshanta. It is mixed with 
kumkum and turmeric and given as a blessing. The priest is given rice, 
often along with coconut, as an indication of religious regard. Other ag­
ricultural varieties whose seeds, leaves, or flowers form an essential 
component of religious ceremonies include coconut, betel, arecanut, 
wheat, finger and little millets, horsegram, blackgram, chickpea, pi­
geon pea, sesame, sugarcane, jackfrnit seed, cardamom, ginger, ba­
nanas, and gooseberry. 

New seeds are first worshipped, and only then arc they planted, 
New crops are worshipped before being consumed. Festivals held be­
fore sowing seeds as well as harvest festivals, celebrated in the fields, 
symbolize people's intimacy with nature.7 For the farmer, the field is
the mother; worshipping the field is a sign of gratitude toward the 
earth, which, as mother, feeds the millions of life forms that are her 
children. 

But new intellectual-property-rights regimes, which arc being uni­
versalized through the Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights 

'
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Agreement of the World Trade Organization (WTO), allow corpora­
tions to usurp 1he knowledge oft he seed and monopolize it by claiming 
it as their private property. Over time, this results in corporate monopo­
lies over the seed itself. 

Corporations like RiceTec of the United States are claiming patents 
on Basmati rke. Soybean, which evolved in East Asia, has been pat­
ented by Calgene, which is now owned by Monsanto. Calgene also 
owns patents on mustard, a crop of Indian origin. Centuries of collec­
tive innovation by fanners and peasants are being hijacked as corpora­
tions claim in!'ellectual-propcrty rights on these and other seeds and 
plants.8

"FREE TRADE" OR "FORCED TRADE" 

�ay, teo corporations control 32 perceot of the commer­
cial-seed market, valued at $23 billion, and 100 percent of the mar­
ket for genetically engineered, or transgenic, seeds.9 These
corporations also control the global agrochemical and pesticide 
market. Just five corporations control the global tr�de in g rain. In 
late 1998, Cargill, the largest of these five companies, bought Conti­
nental, the second largest, making it the single biggest factor in the 
grain trade. Monoliths such as Cargill and Monsanto were both ac­
tively involved in shaping international trade agreements, in partic­
ular the Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on-Trade and 
Tarriffs, which led to the establishment of the WTO, 

This monopolistic control over agricultural production, along with 
structural adjustment policies that brutally favor expo11s, results in 
floods of exports of foods from the United States and Europe to the 
Third World. As a result of the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), the proportion of Mexico's food supply that is imported has 
increased from 20 percent in 1992 to 43 percent in 1996. After 18 
months of NAFTA, 2.2. million Mexicans have lost their jobs, and 40 
million have fallen into extreme poverty. One out of two peasants is not 
getting cilough to eat. As Victor Suares has stated, "Eating more 
cheaply on imports is not eating at all for the poor in Mexico."10

f! 
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In the Philippines, sugar imports have destroyed the economy. In 
Kcrala, India, the prosperous rubber plantations were rendered 
unviable due to rubber imports. The local $350 million rubber econ­
omy was wiped out, with a multiplier effect of$3.5 billion on the econ­
orhy of Kerala. In Kenya, maize imports brought prices crashing for 
local farmers who could not even recover their costs of production. 

Trade liberalization of agriculture was introduced in India in 1991 
as part ofa World Bank/International Monetary Fund (IMF) structural 
adjustment package. While the hectares of land under cotton cultiva­
tion had been decreasing in the 1970s and l 980s, in the first six years of 
World Bank/IMF-mandated refonns, the land under cotton cultivation 
increased by l. 7 million hectares. Cotton started to displace food crops. 
Aggressive corporate advertising campaigns, including promotional 
films shown in villages on "video vans," were launched to sell new, hy­
brid seeds to farmers. Even gods, goddesses, and saints were not 
spared: in Punjab, Monsanto sells its products using the image of Guru 
Nanak, the founder of the Sikh religion. Corporate, hybrid seeds began 
to replace local farmers' varieties. 

The new hybrid seeds, being vulnerable to pests, required more 
pesti.cidcs. Extremely poor fanners bought both seeds and chemicals 
on .credit from the same company. When the crops failed due to heavy 
pest incidence or large-scale seed failure, many peasants committed 
suicide by consuming the same pesticides that had gotten them into 
debt in the first place. In the district of Warangal, nearly 400 cotton 
fanners committed suicide due to crop failure in 1997, and dozens 
more committed suicide in I 998. 

Under this pressure to cultivate cash crops, many states in India 
have allowed private corporations to acquire hundreds of acres of land. 
The State of Maharashtra has exempted horticulture projects from its 
land-ceiling legislation. Madhya Pradesh is offering land to private in­
dustry on long-term !cases, which, according to industry, should last 
for at least 40 years. In Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, private corpo­
rations arc today allowed to acquire over 300 acres of land for raising 
shrimp for exports. A large percentage of agricultural production on 
these lands will go toward supplying the burgeoning food-processing 
industry, in which mainly transnational corporations are involved. 

'17ie HIJACKING oftfie GLOBAL FOOD SUPPLY 11 

MeJnwhile, the United States has taken India to the WTO dispute panel 
to contest its restrictions on food impo1is. 

[n certain instances, markets are captured by other means. In Au­
gust 1998, the mustard-oil supply in Delhi was mysteriously adulter• 
ated. The adulteration was restricted to Delhi but not to any specific 
brand, indicating that it was not the work of a particular trader or busi­
ness house. More than 50 people died. The government banned all lo� 
cal processing of oil and announced free imports of soybean oil. 
Millions of people extracting oil on tiny, ecological, cold-press mills 
lost their livelihoods. Prices of indigenous oilseed collapsed to less 
than one-third their previous levels. In Sira, in the state ofKarnataka, 
police officers shot farmers protesting the fall in prices of oilseeds. 

Imported soybeans' takeover of the Indian market is a clear exam­
ple of the imperialism on which globalization is built. One crop ex­
ported from a single country by one or two corporations replaced 
hundreds of foods and food producers, destroying biological and cul­
tural diversity, and economic and political democracy. Small mills are 
now unable to serve small farmers and poor consumers with low-,cost, 
healthy, and culturally appropriate edible oils. Fanners are robbed of 
their freedom to choose what they grow, and consumers are being 
robbed of their freedom .to choose what they eat. 

CREATING HUNGER WITH 

MONOCULTURES 

<;;ilobal chemical corporations, recently reshaped into "life sci­
ences" corporations, declare that without them and their patented prod­
ucts, the world cannot be fed. 

As Monsanto advertised in its $1.6 million European advertising 
campaign: 

Worrying about starving future generations won't feed them. Food 
biotechnology will. The world's population is growing rapidly, 
adding the equivalent of a China to the globe every ten years. To 
feed !hesc hill Ion more mouths, we can try extending our farming 
land or squcc1ing greater harvests out of existing cultivation. With 

1r 



� 

I.O 
� 

1 2  S T O LEN  :lfarvest  

the planet set to  double in  numbers a round 2030, t h i s  heavy de­
pendency on land can only become heav ier. Soil crnsinn and min­
eral depletion wil! exhaust the ground. Lands such as rainforests 
wi l l  be forced into cultivat ion. Fert i l izer, insecticide, and herbicide 
use wi l l  increase globa lly. i\t Mnnsan\o, we now be l i eve food bio­
technology is a better way forward? 

But food is necessary for all l i ving spec ies. That is why the 
Taittreya Upanislwd ca l ls on humans to feed all beings in their zone of 
infl uence. 

I ndustrial agriculture has not produced more food. It has de­
stroyed d ive rse sources of food, and it has stolen food from other spe­
c ies to bring larger quant i t ies of spec i fic  commodit ies to the market, 
using huge quantities of foss i l  fuels and water and toxic chemicals in 
the process. 

It is often said that the so-ca l l ed miracle varieties of the Green Rev­
olution in modern industrial agriculture prevented famine because they 
had higher yields. However, these h igher yields disappear in the con­
text of total yie lds of crops on farms. Green Revolu t ion varieties pro­
duced more grain by diverting production away from straw. This 
"parti t ion ing" was ach ieved through dwarfing the plants, which also 
enabled them to wi thstand high doses of chemical fertil izer. 

However, less straw means less fodder for catt le and less organic 
matter for the soi l to feed the mi l l ions of soil organisms that make and 
rejuvenate soi l .  The higher y ields of wheat or maize were thus ach ieved 
by stealing food from farm animals and soil organisms. S ince cattle and 
earthworms are our partners in food production, stealing food from 
them makes it impossible to maintain food product ion over time, and 
means that the partial yield increases were not susta inable. 

The increase in yields of wheat and ma ize under indust ri a l  agricul­
ture were also achieved at the cost of yields of other foods a Sinai \  farm 
provides. Beans, legumes, frui ts ,  and vegetables al! disappeared both 
from farms and from the calcu lus of yi elds. More gra in from two or 
three commodities arrived on national and in ternational markets, but 
less food was eaten by farm families in the Th ird World. 

The gain  in  "yields" of i ndustria l ly produced c rops i,s thus based 
on a theft of food from other species and the rural poor in the Th ird 
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Wor ld .  That is why, a s  more grain i s  produced and traded globally, 
more people go hungry in the Third World. G lobal markets have more 
commodi ties for trading because food has been robbed from nature 
and the poor. 

Product iv ity in traditional farming practices has always been high 
i f it is rememhered that very few external inputs are required. While the 
Green Revolution has been promoted as having increased productivity 
in the absolute sense, when resource use is taken into account, it has 
been found to be counterproductive and inefficient. 

Perhaps one of the most fal lacious myths propagated by Green 
Revolution advocates is the assertion that high-yielding varieties have 
reduced the acreage under cultivation, therefore preserving mil lions of 
hectares of biodiversity. But in India, instead of more land being re� 
leased for conservation, industrial breeding actually increases pressure 
on the land, since each acre of a monoculture provides a single output, 
and the displaced outputs have to be grown on additional acres, or 
"shadow" acres. 1 2  

A study comparing traditional polycultures with industrial mono­
cultures shows that a polyculture system can produce 1 00 units of food 
from 5 units of inputs, whereas an  industrial system requ:res 300 units 
of input to produce the same I 00 units. The 295 units of wasted inputs 
could have provided 5,900 units of additional food. Thu:; the industrial 
system leads to a deG!ine of 5 ,900 units of food, This is a recipe for 
starving people, not for feeding them, 13 

Wast ing resources creates hunger. By wasting resources through 
one-dimensional monocultures maintained with. intensive external in­
puts, the new biotechnologies create food insecurity and starvation. 

T H E I N S E C U R I TY O F  I M P O R TS  

A') cash crops such as cotton increase, staple-food production 
goes down, leading to ris ing prices of staples and decl ining consump­
t ion by the poor. The hungry s!arve as scarce land and water are di­
verted to provide luxur ies for rich consumers in Northern countries. 

" 
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Flowers, fruits, shrimp, and meat are among the export commodities 
being promoted in all Third World countries. 

When trade liberalization policies were introduced in 1991 in India, 
the agriculture secretary stated that "food security is not food in the go* 
downs but do!!ars in the pocket." It is repeatedly argued that food secu­
rity does not depend on food "seJt'..sufficiency'' (food grown locally for 
local consumption), but on food "self-reliance" (buying your food 
from international markets). According to the received ideology of free 
trade, the earnings from exports of farmed shrimp, flowers, and meat 
will finance imports of food. Hence any shortfall created by the diver­
sion of productive capacity from growing food for domestic consump­
tion to growing luxury items for consumption by rich Northern 
consumers would be more than made up. 

However, it is neither efficient nor sustainable to grow shrimp, 
flowers, and meat for export in countries such as India. in the case of 
flower expofts, India spent Rs. I ,4 billion. as foreign exchange for pro­
moting floriculture exports and earned a mere Rs. 320 million. 14 In
other words, India can buy only one�fourth of the food it could have 
grown with export earnings from floricu!ture. 15 Our food security has
therefore declined by 75 percent, and our foreign exchange drain in­
creased by more than Rs. I billion. 

In the case of meat exports, for every dollar earned, India is de­
stroying 15 dollars' worth of ecological functions performed by farm 
animals for sustainable agriculture. Before the Green Revolution, the 
byproducts of India's culturally sophisticated and ecologically sound 
livestock economy, such as the hides of cattle, were exported, rather 
than the ecological capital, that is, the cattle themselves. Today, the 
domination of the export logic in agriculture is leading to the export of 
our ecological capital, which WG have conserved ovt;r centuries. Giant 
slaughterhouses and factory farming are replacing India's traditional 
livestock economy. When cows are slaughtered and their meat is ex­
ported, with it are exported the renewable energy and fertilizer that cat­
tle provide to the small farms of small peasants. These multiple 
functions of cattle in farming systems have been protected in India 
through the metaphor of the sacred cow. Government agencies cleverly 
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disguise the slaughter of cows, which would outrage many Indians, by 
calling it "buffalo meat." 

in the case of shrimp exports, for every acre of an industrial shrimp 
farm, 200 acres of productive ecosystems are destroyed. For every dol­
lar earned as foreign exchange from exports, six to ten dollars' worth of 
destruction takes place in the local economy. The harvest of shrimp 
from aquaculture fanns is a harvest stolen from fishing and farming 
communities in the coastal regions of the Third World. The profits 
from exports of shrimp to U.S., Japanese, and European markets show 
up in national and global economic growth figures. However, the de­
struction of local food consumption, ground-water resources, fisheries, 
agriculture, and livelihoods associated with traditional occupations in 
each of these sectors does not alter the global economic value of shrimp 
exports; such destruction is only experienced locally. 

In India, intensive shrimp cultivation has turned fertile coastal 
tracts into graveyards, destroying both fisheries and agriculture. In 
Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh, women from fishing and fanning 
communities are resisting shrimp cultivation through satyagraha,

Shrimp cultivation destroys 15 jobs for each job it creates. It destroys 
$5 of ecological and economic capital for every dollar earned through 
exports. Even these profits flow for only three to five years, after which 
the industry must move on to new sites. Intensive shrimp farming is a 
non-sustainable activity, described by United Nations agencies as a 
"rape and run" industry. 

Since the World Bank is advising all countries to shift from "food 
first" to "export first'' policies, these countries all compete with each 
other, and the prices of these luxury commodities collapse. Trade liber­
alization and economic reform also include devaluation of currencies. 
Thus exports earn less, and imports cost more. Since the Third World is 
being told to stop growing food and instead to buy food in international 
markets by exporting cash crops, the process of glohalization leads to a 
situation in which agricultural societies of the South become increas­
ingly dependent on food imports, but do not have the foreign exchange 
to pay for imported food. Indonesia and Russia provide examples of 
countries that have moved rapidly from food�sufficiency to hunger be-

II�' 
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cause of the creation of dependency on imports and the devaluation of 
their currencies. 

STEALING NATURE'S HARVEST 

hlobal corporations are not just stealing the harvest of farmers. 
T� are stealing nature's harvest through genetic engineering and pat­
ents on life fonns. 

Genetically engineered crops manufactured by corporations pose 
serious ecological risks. Crops such as Monsanto's Roundup Ready 
soybeans, designed to be resistant to herbicides, lead to the destruction 
of biodiversity and increased use of agrochemicals. They can also cre­
ate highly invasive "superwecds" by transferring the genes for herbi­
cide resistance to weeds. Crops designed to be pesticide factories, 
genetically engineered to produce toxins and venom with genes from 
bacteria, scorpions, snakes, and wasps, can threaten non-pest species 
and can contribute to the emergence of resistance in pests and hence the 
creation of "superpests." In every application of genetic engineering, 
food is being stolen from other species for the maximization of corpo­
r"ate profits. 

To secure patents on life forms and living resources, corporations 
must claim seeds and plants to be their "inventions" and hence their 
property. Thus corporations like Cargill and Monsanto see nature's 
web of life and cycles of renewal as "theft" of their property. During 
the debate about the entry of Cargill into India in 1992, the Cargill chief 
executive stated, "We bring Indian farmers smart technologies, which 
prevent bees from usurping the pol!en."16 During the United Nations
iliosafcty Negotiations, Monsanto circulated literature that claimed 
that "weeds steal the sunshine."17 A worldview that defines pollination 
as "theft by bees" and claims that diverse plants "steal" sunshine is one 
aimed at stealing nature's harvest, by replacing open, pollinated variet­
ies with hybrids and sterile seeds, and destroying biodiverse florr1 with 
herbicides such as Monsanto's Roundup. 

This is a worldvicw based on scarcity, A wor!dvicw of abundance 
is the worldview of women in India who leave food for ants on their 
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doorstep, even as they create the most beautiful art in kolams, manda­

las, and rangoli with rice flour. Abundance is the worldview of peasant 
women who weave beautiful designs of paddy to hang up for birds 
when the birds do not find grain in the fields. This view of abundance 
recognizes that, in giving food to other beings and species, we maintain 
conditions for our own food security. It is the recognition in the Jsho

Upanishad that the universe is the creation of the Supreme Power 
meant for the benefits of (all) creation. Each individual life form must 
learn to enjoy its benefits by farming a part of the system in close rela­
tion with- other species. Let not any one species encroach upon others' 
rights. 18 The Isho Upanishad also says, 

a selfish man over-utilizing the resources of nature to satisfy his 
own ever-increasing needs is nothing but a thief, because using re­
sources beyond one's needs would result in the utilization of re­
sources over which others have a right. 19 

In the ecological worldview, when we consume more than we need 
or exploit nature on principles of greed, we are engaging in theft. In the 
anti-life view of agribusiness corporations, nature renewing and main­
taining herself is a thief. Such a wor!dview replaces abundance with 
scarcity, fertility with sterility. It makes theft from nature a market im-· 
pcrative, and hides it in the calculus of efficiency and productivity. 

FOOD DEMOCRACY 

W.at we are seeing is the emergence of food totalitarianism, in 
which a handful of corporations control the entire food chain and de­
stroy alternatives so that people do not have access to diverse, safe 
foods produced ecologically. Local markets are being deliberately de­
stroyed to establish monopolies over seed and food systems. The de­
struction of the edible-oil market in India and the many ways through 
which farmers arc prevented from having their own seed supply arc 
small instances of an overall trend in which trade rules, property rights, 
and new technologies are used to destroy people-friendly and environ­
ment-friendly alternatives and to impose anti-people, anti-nature food 
systems globally. 
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The notion of rights has been turned on its head under globaliza­

tion and free trade, The right to produce for oneself or consume ac­

cording to cultural priorities and safety concerns has been rendered 

illegal according to the new tn-ide rules. The right of corporations to 

force-fe'ed citizens of the world with culturally inappropriate and haz­

ardous foods has been made absolute. The right to food, the right to 

safety, the right to culture are all being treated as trade barriers that 

need to be dismantled. 

This food totalitarianism can only be stopped through major citizen 

mobilization for democratization of the food system. This mobilization 

is starting to gain momentum in Europe, Japan, lndia, Brazil, and other 

parts of the world. 

We have to reclaim our right to save seed and to biodiversity. We 

have to reclaim our right to nutrition and food safety. We have to re­

claim our right to protect the earth and her diverse species. We have to 

stop this corporate theft from the poor and from nature. Food democ­

racy is the new agenda for democracy and human rights. (t is the new 

agenda for ecological sustainability and social justice. 
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S O Y I M P E R I A l I S .. M 

a,vic[ tfie DESTRUCTION 

of LOCAL FOOD CULTURES

Le diversity of soils, climates, and plants has contributed to a di­

versity of food cultures across the world. The maize-based food sys­
tems of Central America, the rice-based Asian systems, the teff-based 
Ethiopian diet, and the millet-based foods of Africa arc not just a part 
of agriculture; they are central to cultural diversity. Food security is not 
just having access to adequate food. It is also having access to cultur­

ally appropriate food. Vegetarians can starve if asked to liVe on meat 

diets. I have watched Asians feel totally deprived on bread, potato, and 
meat diets in Europe. 

India is a country rich in biological diversity and cultural diversity 
of food systems. In the high Himalayan mountains, people eat 
pseudo-cereals such as amaranth, buckwheat, and chcnopods. The peo­

ple of the arid areas of Western India and semiarid tracts of the Deccan 

live on millets. Eastern India is home to rice and fish cultures, as are the 

states of Goa and Kera!a. Each region also has its culturally �pecific ed­

ible oil used as a cooking medium. In the North and East it is mustard, 

in the West it is groundnut, in the Deccan it is sesame, and in Kenda it 
is coconut. 

21 
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FOOD Democracy 

Jood democracy is an imperative in this age of food dictatorship,
in which a handful of global corporations control the glohal food sup­
ply and are reshaping it to maximize their profits and their power. Food 
democracy is being created through a new solidarity between environ­
mental democracy and sustainable-agriculture movements, farmers' 
movements, consumer movements, and new movements of pub­
lic-interest scientists. 

The central concern of citizens' movements, North and South, is 
creating democratic control over the food system to ensure sustainable 
an� safe production and equitable distribution and access to food. 
Democratic control over food requires the reining in of the unaccount­
able power of corporations. It involves replacing the "free trade" order 
of corporate totalitarianism with an ecological and just system of food 
production and distribution, in which the earth is protected, farmers are 
protected, and consumers are protected. 

Industrial agricullure in general and genetic engineering in agricul­
ture in particular increase commodity production for the market by tak-
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ing away nature's share of nutrition, and by increasing external inputs 
such· as pesticides, herbicides, and synthetic fertilizers. Returning to 
nature and her species their share of nutrition is not just an ethical and 
ecological imperative; it is essential for maintaining food productivity 
for humans·. 

Industrial agriculture based on a reductionist, fragmented, and 
competitive worldview interprets partnerships, cooperation, and mu­
tual help as competition. Instead of viewing cows and earthworms as 
our helpers in food production, it views them as making competing de­
mands on food, and thus views the denial of their right to nutrition as a 
gain in human nutrition. Thus, in breeding, the yield of grain is in­
creased at the cost of straw. Food for humans is increased at the cost of 
food for cows and earthworms. 

Reclaiming democracy in food production implies reclaiming the 
rights of all species to their share of nutrition and, through this ecologi­
cal step, reclaiming the right of all people to food rights, including fu­
ture generations. A food democracy that is inclusive is the highest form 
of equity and democracy. Such a democracy can feed us abundantly be­
cause other species do not feed themselves at our cost; they feed us 
while they feed themselves. 

MOVEMENTS FOR 

ORGANIC AGRICULTURE 

L India, the poorest peasants are organic farmers because they could
never afford chemicals. Today, they are joined by a growing 
international organic movement that consciously avoids chemicals and 
genetic engineering. A U.S. nationwide survey released in November 
1998 by the agribusiness-affiliated International Foods Safety Council 
found that 89 percent of U.S. consumers think food safety is a "very 
important" national issuc--more important than crime prevention. 
Seventy-seven percent were changing their eating habits due to 
food-safety concerns.1 A Time magazine poll puhlished in ,its January 
13, 1999, issue found that 81 percent of U.S. consumers believe geneti­
cally engineered food should be labeled. Fifty-eight percent of con-
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sumers said they would not eat genetically engineered foods if they 
were labeled. In l 998, over 5 billion dollars worth of organic food was 
consumed in the United States, where the organic market is growing at 
25 percent annually. 

In India, ARISE, the national network for organic agriculture, 
holds village-level courses throughout the country to support fanners 
wanting to give up chemical addiction. Ecological and organic agricul­
ture is often referred to in India as ahimsic krishi, or "non-violent agri­
culture," because it is based on compassion for all species and hence 
the protection of biodiversity in agriculture. 

While organic agriculture is a low-input, low-cost option, and 
hence an option for the poor, it is often presented as a "luxury of the 
rich." This is not true. The cheapness of industrially produced food and 
expensiveness of organic foods does not reflect their cost of production 
but the heavy subsidies given to industrial agriculture. The Interna­
tional Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements has been working 
toward the global democratization of organic agriculture. 

MOVEMENTS AGAINST 

GENETIC ENGINEERING 

L November 1998,.fanners in Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka in In� 
dia uprooted and burnt Monsanto's Bollgard crops planted in trial 
fields. In February 1998, a suit calling for an end to genetic engineering 
trials and a ban on genetically engineered food imports, filed by envi­
ronmentalists and farmers, was admitted to the Supreme Court in India. 

In Britain, a movement called Genetix Snowball, launched in 1998 
when five women uprooted Monsanto's crops in Oxfordshire, removes 
genetically engineered crops from trial sites to protect the environ­
ment. In February 1999, an alliance of U.K. farm groups, consumer 
groups, development groups, and environmental groups launched a 
campaign for a "Five-Year Freeze" on genetic engineering. 

In 1993 in Switzerland, a grn�sroots-fun<led organization called the 
Swiss Working Group on Genetic Engineering collected I I 1,000 
names in favor of a referendum to ban genetic engineering. The b!otech 
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industry hired a public relations company for $24 million to defeat the
referendum, which was outvoted by a margin of two to one in June
1998. But the debate is far from over. A similar referendum was orga­
nized by Greenpeace and Global 2000 in Austria. 

In Germany, resistance to genetic engineering is led by the
Gen-Ethisches Network, I3UND, and n grassroots initiative called
Food from the Genetics Laboratory. 

In Ireland, the Garlic Earth Liberation Front dug up a field of
Roundup Ready sugar beet at Ireland's Teagase Research Centre at
Oakport. In France, farmers of Confederation Paysanne destroyed
Novartis's genetically engineered seeds. Subsequently, France im­
posed a t\Vo-year moratorium on transgenic crops. 

Throughout Europe, bans and moratoriums on genetic engineering, 
in response to growing citizen pressure, are increasing. In July I 998,
citizens from across the world met in St. Louis, Missouri, where
Monsanto's headquarters are located, for a conference on 
"biodevastation" and to conduct protests at Monsanto, This gathering
launched a new global movement of citizens against global corpora­
tions trying to control the very basis of our lives.

SAVE THE SEED 

_'A_'1other attempt to reclaim food democracy has been through re­
claiming the seed from the destructive control of corporations. For
more than a decade, Indian environmentalists and farmers have built
Navdanya, the movement for saving seed. 

In periods of injustice and external domination, when people are
denied economic and political freedom, reclaiming freedom requires
peaceful non·-cooperation with unjust laws and regimes. This peaceful
non-cooperation with injustice has been the democratic tradition of In­
dia and was revived by Mohandas Gandhi as satyagraha. Literally, sat­

yagraha means the struggle for truth. According to Gandhi, no tyranny 
can enslave people who consider it immoral to obey laws that are un­
just. As he stated in Hind Swaraj, "As long as the superstition that peo-
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pie should obey unjust laws exists, so long will slavery exist. And a
non-violent resister alone can remove such a superstition." 

On March 5, 1998, the anniversary of Gandhi's call for the salt
satyagraha, a coalition of more than 2,000 groups started the bija sat­

yagraha, a non-cooperation movement against patents on seeds and
plants. 

Seed is a vital resource for the survival of life anywhere. Seed is a
unique and priceless gift of nature evolved, bred, and used by fanners
over millennia to produce food for the people, Farmers select and save
the best seeds from a good crop to plant them again the next season.
This seed-selection, -saving, and -replanting cycle has continued since
the beginning of agriculture. 

The salt satyagraha embodied India's refusal to cooperate with the
unjust salt laWs and was an expression of India's quest for freedom
with equity. The bija satyagraha is our refusal to accept the coloniza­
tion of life through patents and perverse technologies, and the destruc­
tion of the food security by the free trade rules of the World Trade
Organization. It is an expression of the quest for freedom for all people
and all species, and an assertion of our food rights. 

Navdanya's aim is to cover the country with Seed banks and or­
ganic farming initiatives. Navdanya wi,11 not recognize patents on life,
including patents on seed. It aims to build a food and agriculture sys­
tem that is patentMfree, chemical-free, and free of genetic engineering. 
This movement will reclaim our food freedom by strengthening our
partnership with biodiversity.

THE MONSANTO CAMPAIGN 

'Because of the nationwide awareness of genetic engineering and
Monsanto created by the "Monsanto, Quit India" movement, in 1999,
news of Monsanto's genetic-engineering trials in India was leaked to
the press. These trials were being canied out in 40 locations in nine
states. Since agricultural decisions are supposed to be made by regional 
governments, state agricultural ministers objected that they had not
been consulted on the trials. They released the locations of the trial
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sites, and immediately farmers in Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh up­
rooted and bumed genetically engineered crops. 

In Andhra Pradesh, the fanners also got a resolution passed through 
the regional parliament and put pressure on the government to ban the 
trials. After the first uprooting by farmers, the government itself up­
rooted the Bt-crop in other locations. 

Le global movement

BUILDING ALLIANCES 

for food democracy is building 
broad-based alliances�alliances between public-interest scient.ists 
and the people, between producers and consumers, between North 
and South. Solidarity and synergy between diverse groups is neces­
sary because the corporate push for genetic engineering raises is­
sues.of democracy at many levels. 

Public scientists who have worked on the science of ecological im� 
pact have been an important part of this movement. In 1994, Brian 
Goodwin, the eminent development biologist; Tewolde Egziabher, 
Ethiopia's environment secretary; Nicanor Perlas of the _Philippines; 
and I proposed a meeting of scientists working on non-reductionist ap­
proaches to biology. The Third World Network in Penang generously 
offered to host the meeting. The team of public scientists who gathered 
in Penang-Mae Wan Ho, Christine Von Weiszacker, Beatrix 
Tappeser, Peter Wills, and Jose Lutzenberger, along with Elaine 
Ingham, Beth Burrows, Terje Traavik, and others-has played a key 
role in raising ecological and safety issues. 

Without these scientists' solidarity with citizens' movements, in­
dustry's attempt to polarize the debate as if it were between "informed 
scientisis" and "uninfo�ed citizens," or between "reason and emo­
tion," would have been successfuL The Protests would have been 
brushed aside, and commercialization of genetically engineered 
organisms would have continued without any question or pause. 

Solidarity between producers and consumers is also necessary. 
Since most people in the South are farmers, and only 2 percent of the 
world's farmers survive in the North, movements for food democracy 

RECLAIMING FOOD Vemocracy 123 

will take the shape of consumer movements in the North and bothfanncrs' and consumer movements in the South. Our movements for the recovery of the biodiversity and intellectualcommons are the basis of the democratization of the food system. Onthe one hand, refusal to recognize life's diversity as corporate inven­tions and hence corporate property is a positive rCcognition of the in­trinsic value of al! species and their self-organizing capacity. On theother hand, the refusal to allow privatization of living resourcesthrough patents is a defense of the right to stirvivaJ of the two••thirdsmajority that depends on nature's capital and is excluded from marketsbecause of its poverty. It is also a defense of cultural diversity, since themajority of diverse cultures do not see other species and plants as"property" but as kin. This larger democracy of life, based on the earthdemocracy, or what we ca!J vasudhaiva kutumhakwn, is the real force of resistance against the brute power of the "life sciences industry,"which is pushing millions of species to extinction and millions of peo­ple to the edge of survival. 
If we can still imagine food freedom and work to make it real in oureveryday lives, we will have challenged food .dictatorship. We willhave reclaimed food democracy. 
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Canadian Farmer Takes On Monsanto 
By Renata Brillinger 

An historic battle that began on a small 
farm in the Canadian prairies is headed 
to the Supreme Court of Canada. This 
"David and Goliath" saga pits a 72-year­
old farmer named Percy Schmeiser against 
Monsanto Corporation, a multinational 
agribusiness and global champion of bio­
technology, MonsantO has sued M r. 
Schmeiser for patent infringement be­
cause he has refused to pay Monsanto's 
technology fee for use of the patented ge­
netically engineered canola seed that he 
says contaminated his crop. This battle will 
have worldwide consequences for the rights 
of farmers, the influence of corporate 
�gribusiness, and for the legal basis for ge­
rietic engineering, specifically the applica­
bility of existing patent law to l ife forms. 

For over 50 years, Percy Schmeiser has 
been growing canola on his farm near 
Bnmo, Saskatchewan. He has been saving 
seed and developing a varietal that is highly 
adapted and specific to his fann ecosystem. 

, He owns a farm equipment business, and 
was'also the; mayor of Bruno from 1966 to 
I 983, and s�rved as a member of the pro, 
vincial legislature from 1967 to 197 1 .  

In  1997, Percy Schmeiser was charged 
by Monsanto with illegally planting its 
genetically engineered (GE) Roundup, 
resistant canola seed without a contract 
and without paying their $3 7 per hectare 
fee. Monsanto detected the herbicide�re� 
sistant genetics in seed samples they ob� 
tained by trespassing onto his land. Percy 
maintains that his fields were contami� 

nated via wind, insect cross -pollination 
and/or from pass ing trucks carrying neigh, 
boring crops. He h as never p lanted 
"Roundup Ready" seed, and has never 
applied Roundup, which is the only al­
leged benefit to planting the GE seed since 
it permits unfettered application of the 
herbicide without risk of crop damage, 

In March of 2001 ,  the court ruled that 
regardless of how the Roundup Ready 
genes got onto his land, they are the prop­
erty of Monsanto. Schmeiser was ordered 
by a provincial court to pay $ 19,000 in 
damages for 

the profiting of others, knowingly or un, 
knowingly, from the original design. How, 
ever1 patents on life forms require differ, 
ent considerations, both practical and 
ethical. Some of the embedded questions 
include: 

• What, if any1 life forms should be pro­
tected under patent law? 

• What are the consequences of the inevi,
table escape of patented genetics from their 
intended legal user, both ecologically and le­
gally? 

• Who is responsible for the unwanted,
, u n i n tended  

u n l a w fu l l y
using the
seed and an­
o t h e r
$ 1 53 ,000 to

The court ruled that introduction 
of the pat­
ented l i fe 
form into a 

regardless of how the Roundup 

c o v e r
Monsanto 's
court costs. 
His appeal of 
this decision 

Ready genes got onto his 

land, they are the 

property of Monsanto. 

n o n - t a r g e t  
environment? 

• Shall we
entrust the 
stewardship of 

to the Federal Court of Appeal was lost in 
early September 2002, and he is now tak­
ing the case to the Supreme Court of 
Canada .  Percy has counter,sued 
Monsanto, accusing the company of a va­
riety of wrongs, including libel, trespass 
and contamination of his carefully devel, 
oped gene bank with Roundup Ready 
genes. This case will not be heard until 
the original lawsuit is settled. 

The patent law that was used to decide 
in favor of Monsanto was written to ap, 
ply to machines to protect inventors from 

our collective 
seed heritage to individual fanners and 
their consumers, or to the legal fiction of 
the corporate entity? 

At its root, this story provides a case 
study illustrating the perils of GE technol­
ogy. High school biology teaches that 
cross-pollination occurs naturally between 
diffetent plant varieties of the same spe­
cies, and that therefore, for example, GE 
canola can cross�pollinate with non,GE 
canola to result in some GE offspring. The 
products of genetic engineering cannot be 
controlled or contained once they are re ... 

leased into the environment. Although 
GE seed is banned in Mexico, genetically 
engineered corn genes have been discov, 
ered in indigenous maize variet ies in 
Oaxaca, Mexico, the genetic birthplace 
of domesticated corn and the world's most 
genetically diverse com-growing region. 
The commercial release of GE varieties 
into our food system presents a threat to 
all organic food producers and to all farm­
ers cultivating their own seed strains. 

It also illustrates the centralization of 
power that is enhanced by the biotech 
model. Because global corporations exist 
primarily to generate and maximize profit, 
the production and sale of GE seed must 
necessarily be confined by contracts with 
farmers l imiting their abili ty to save the 
seed for future planting. This is the only 
way these corporations can justify the huge 
R&D costs, legal fees and advertising, and 
continue to perfonn for their investors. 
The technology package being sold to 
farmers includes the seed, herbicides and 
other chemicals, and machinery for sow� 
iilg, fertilizing, spraying, harvesting and 
processing. Roundup Ready seed is inex� 
tricably linked to the sales of Roundup, 
Monsanto's most profitable product. Thus, 
in many ways, the autonomy of farmers 
regarding on-farm practices is compro­
mised. And farmers seeking redress, like 
Percy, must go up against corporate flnan, 
cial and legal resources rivaling those of 
some nations. 
Renata Briflinger works for the Occidental Arts and 
Ecofogy Center 
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Nonviolent Struggles Build 
Autonomous Zones in Chiapas 

Luc Davidson Schuster is a fimner AFSC­
NH Youth Organizer who rr:cently returned 
fa,m Chiapas. 

In 1930 Mahatma Gandhi led the fa­
mous Salt March to the sea. This nonviolent 
ac tion went beyond traditional forms of 
protest by employing a consrruccive pro­
gram, aconceptthatwascemral ro Gandhi's 
philosophy ofnonviolence. In this case, the 
mateh was constructive because, rather than 
simply decry the British monopoly on salt, 
the Indian protesters productivdy defied 
theiJ: colonizers by illegally making salt 

· of their own.
Central to the indigenous Zapatis­

ta movement in Chiapas, Mexico is 
the concept of autonomy. A.fi:er almost 
500 years of colonial and neocolonial 
rule in Mexico, the Zapacisras, in the 
spirit of previous indigenous uprisings, 
rose up to wrest control over their 
communities. Though this uprising is 
commonly thought of as a violent rev­
olution, the Zapatistas' success in 
maintainingauronomyfrom the Mex­
ican government has depended in large 
part on their use of nonviolent tactics, par­
ticularly through employing their own 
construcrive program. This program of con­
structing alternatives comes in the spirit of 
one of Gandhi� unique strengths-the abil­
ity to articulate and act out alternatives. The 
Zaparistas now have an entirely separate state 
structure in place. They have established 
schools, clinics, weaving and shoemaking co­
operatives, and a decentralized government 
structure headed up by five different juntas
de/Buen Gobierno, or Committees of Good 
Government. These Juntas provide a unique 
challenge to the political authority of mes­
tizo politicians in Mexico City who have 
historically exercised power Ii-om afar. The 
Zapatisras went from protesting a rrud gobi­
emo to constructing a new bu.en gobierno for 
thernsdves. 

Ten years ago, the Zapatista Army for 
National Liberation (EZ!.N) violentlycon­
fronted their c ultural and economic 
c.olonizers by seizing the tourist town of San 
Cristobal and forcing large ranchers off of 
indigenous land. The initial fighting lasted 
only twelve days and although much vio­
lence has since rained down from both the 
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Mexican military aod hired paramilitaries 
there has been little or no armed response 
by the Zapatisras since Jaouary 12, 1994. 

Over the past ten years, the Zapatisras 
have deliberately invested their time and 
energy into cultivating grassroots demoaa­
cy  among indigenous people a nd 
b roadening their base of support through­
out inremarional civil society. Each of the 
community organizations in the Zapatista ­
conrrolled territories is designed with the 
primary goal of empowering the indigenous 
population. 

"Civil Society � Neutral Zone" 
TzajaJukum, Chiapas. 

Photo: Jeremy Nelson, www.rtfcam.org 

The weaving aod shoemaking projeru 
are all run cooperatively by the participat­
ing crafupeople; the schools and health 
clinics across Chiapas are run by indigenous 
promJJtores; aod the governiog]uma, del Buen
Gobierno make decisions by consensus with 
members rotating on and off every fifteen 
days. The Juntas were designed to rum power 
over to civil governance from the military. 

Because they incorporate extreme fonns 
of consensus decision-making down to rhe 
most grassroots level, these structures have 
the potential to create a society that is truly 
by aod for the people. 

The work inside autonomous Zapatista 
communities has been done alongside srrong 
international support. In order to deter mil­
itary a nd paramilitary incursions, 
international human rights observers have 
maintained a constant presence in many of 
the autonomous comm.unities over the last 
ten years. The schools aod clinics are fund­
ed, fur the most parr, by donors woddwide, 
aod the shoemaking and weaving coopera-

201 

tives depend almost entirely on the support t{ 
of"Zaparourists," foreign activists who vis- lt
it Zapatisra communities. Beyond gaining � 
material support, the Zapatisras have also � 
won over the heans and minds of many in- ": 
te __ rnationals through the use of poetry. :,:, 
Internet communiques, and other creative � 
forms of mass communication. J

It is important to acknowledge that in � 
addition to the obvious tension between the l 
ideal of nonviolence and the militant force il, 
used during the first twelve days of January, J 
1994, there are other aspects of Zapatismo lo 

that don't jibe with most philosophies 
of nonviolence. Nonviolence demands -! 

respect for all human lire no matter 
your position in a particular conflia. 
'While women do enjoy some mean­
ingful power in the autonomous 
communities, scarcely any women 
serve on the Juntas del Buen Gobin-no 
and traditional gender roles go largely 
unchallenged. ; 

In addition to the subjugation of 
women within the movement, the 
Zapatisras have not always respecred 
the humaniryoftheir adversaries, such 

as the mestizo ranchers who were expelled 
during the first days of rhe uprising. 
Meaningful autonom y cannot exist in 
Chiapas w ithout respect for all voices 
involved in the conflict, within indigenous 
communities and without 

In addition to affirmi.ng the equal worth 
of all human life, nonviolence is based in 
grassroots dernocracyaod the peaceful com­
munication of ideas. It must also foster 
creative alternatives. But most of all, nonvi­
olence requires acrive resistance to systems 
of oppression. 

So much of this is evident in the Zap­
atista movement for autonomy that it is 
unfortunate for media attention to focus on 
the EZIN and the gun-roting image ofSub­
comandame Marcos. The initial uprising 
was indeed violent, aod the Zapatisras con­
tinue to do things that at times make pacinsts 
uncomfortable, bu twill this furever taint our 
image of.the overwhelmingly successful 
Zapatisra uprising in Chiapas and prevent 
us Ii-om learning from it! The indigenous 
Zapatisras are deeply proud of the new so-
ciery they are creating aod we should share 
in their celebration ofit W 
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A Quechua Leader Speaks 

F 
ed up with being exploited as slaves 
in 1764, anc·estofS ~ 01 Ecuadoran Antonio Vargas rebelled and tried to establish a government run by local chiefs. The unsuccessful uprising chal­lenged the system of forced labor in the mines and indentured servitude to which natives were subjected. On Jan. 21, 2000, 

� Vargas, a 41°year--0ld Quechua, led a revolt, invoking Mahatma Gandhi's pacifist philosophy. He demanded what 
has been long overdue: justice and autonomy for 

The break with constitutional order 
was short-lived, the conquest was clean, 
and it does not seem that Vargas is par­ticularly worried. "! predicted what would happen, the betrayal of the gen­
erals." He adds, "I've had a conscience since I was little. I was raised in the 
countryside, more or less in the Amazon jungle. And when I dedicated myself to 
school, the teachers were foreigners, and there were problems with that. It was then that I learned to 

suffer.,, 
Ecuador's ethnic minori­
ties and the government's fulfillment of its many 
broken promises. The leader of the Na­tional Confederation of the Indigenous Population of Ecuador (CONAIE) is a bilingual teacher, father of four, and instigator of 
the uprising that over­threw President Jamil Mahuad and cousolidated 

Vargas has 
demanded 
justice and 
autonomy 
for Ecuador's 
ethnic 

Every day, he made the journey from his small vil­lage to the school in town on foot. "I witnessed the racial discrimination of the indigenous people and 
mestizos. In the schools, Indians were marginalized and told to forget their na­tive language of Quechua and replace it with Castil­ian Spanish." minorities. 

the expansion of indige-
nous cultures in this impoverished Andean country of 12 million peopie, 30 
percent of whom are from indigenous groups. The morning of the fleeting establish­ment of the Council for National Salva­tion, the day that a civic military 
triumvirate seized the government for three hours, Vargas saluted and joined hands with Colonel Lucio Gutierrez, his ally in insurrection. Vargas shouted to 
the crowd: "A revolution has occurred with no bloodshed in Ecuador!" 

His commitment to ac� tivism began when he was 17 years old. "It was for the land, for the language, for all of it," he says. That is, for lpdian legal, health, and education 
systems and, the funds to procure them, social secw:lty, and programs against povrrty anil against the progressive degradation of some of the 10 national ethnic groups. Yet Vargas claims that he does not seek independence. "That is what those 
who are trying to sow confusion say, those who say that we are trying to forrn another country. But it's not like that. 

Year One of the Chavez Era 

T
he Venezuelan goverrupent of Pres­ident Hugo Chavez has marked its first year in: office. The year has been characterized by a far-reaching process of change that, through the 

rewriting of the constitution, has re­designed the country's political map. 
"Now comes the stage of translating into reality what has been planted as

seed in the constitution," sa · e 
controversial Chavez, wh akes no 
bones about his aim emain in power · until the year 2

----
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A charismatic retired lieutenant­colonel who led an aborted coup at­tempt in February 1992 and, 
November of that year, serv as the 
«inspiration" for � r attempted coup from his · n cell, Chavez took office on . 2, 1999, after a landslide vie in the December 1998 elections. 

From the very start, the president 
made clear his intention to replace the 
Hmoribund constitution," in effect since 1961, with a new document "in line with 
the new times." 
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We want to fortify Ecuador.'' 
Vargas was born in Puyo, in western Ecuador. Fighting the lethargy of the most downtrodden and resigned Indians of the Amazon took several years. He was president of the Organization of In­dian Townships of Pastaza (OPIP) from 1990 to 1994 and led the 1992 protest 

against oil companies in Indian regions. 
As a result, more than 2 million hectares [4.9 million acres] were returned to the Indians. From 1994 to 1997, he was provincial director of bilingual education and then became president of CONAIE. 
"I'm not going to join a political party,'' 
he says. ''This way, with uprisings, we're better off. Our people have less bitter­
ness or resentment.'' 

"There never has been a program on behalf of the goverrunent exclusively to help the countryside," says Vargas. "The 
majority has been dedicated to the cities, in support of large national and interna­
tional businesses and large banks. The 
countryside is exhausted." The attorney general has ordered 
Vargas to be arrested for subversion. However, it is unlikely that the edict will 
be executed, as an indigenous mobiliza� tion for his freedom and highway blocks would begin immediately. 

HI'm not afraid that they will arrest me," says Vargas. "Ifwe had been steal­ing, or if I were a thief or a criminal, I would be afraid. I fight corruption, 
hunger, and poverty; if that is ·a crime, 
we're going to jail. We don't run away, like corrupt bankers." 
-Juan Jesus Aznarez, El Pais (liberal),

Madrid, Jan. 31, 2000. 

Th��use of the new constitu­' which took effect three days before the turn of the century, renamed the country the "Bolivarian Republic of 
Venezuela" as suggested by Chavez, a fervent admirer of South American lib­erator Sim6n Bolivar, the leader of 
Venezuela's independence movement. The first year of the Chavez adminis­
tration will remain in the memory of 
Venezuela's 23 million inhabitants as a time of feverish electoral activity and 
high-running tension on the political 



Ecuador: A Kidnapped Democracy 

G
- ustavo Noboa has already installed 

himself in the Carondelet Palace, 
Ecuador's government headquar­

ters. The new president took over with 
much more room to maneuver than his 
predecessor, having··--afready been 
granted one of the prerequisites for 
staying in power in a country like 
Ecuador. At least, that is how the recent 
experiences of former Presidents Abdala 
Bucaram (deposed in February 1997) 
and Jamil Mahuad ( ousted in January 
2000) seem to indicate. 

Noboa assumed power when his coun­
try's social conflicts had worsened 
dramatically to the point of provoking an 
insurrection, while Ecuador's blind 
politicians refused to address the prob­
lems. Yet fortunately, at least for now, 
the unrest has not reached the level of 
political violence that faced the Southern 
Cone countries during the 1970s. 

Noboa's power is based on a "sacred 
alliance" that is in the process of uniting 
the economic elites of Quito and Gua­
yaquil. The president can count upon the 
blessings of those corporate and financial 
sectors that have survived the worst eco-­
nomic crisis in Ecuador's history. This is 
their way of rewarding Noboa for con­
tinuing on the road to dollarization 
[begun under Mahuad], despite the 
protests by the native peoples of the Na-

tional Confederation of the 'Indigenous 
Population of Ecuador, the group that 
put an end to Mahuad's regime. 

Furthermore, Noboa counts on sup­
port and advice from former President 
Osvaldo Hurtado, the influential leader 
who pushed for Mahuad's exit a few 
weeks ago, before the indigenous 
demonstrators had arrived in Quito, and 
prior to the military's separation into dif. 
ferent factions. 

Both rightist and moderate parties are 
also falling into line with the new gov­
ernment out of political opportunism 
rather than ideological or democratic 
conviction. For that reason, it is very 
likely that the primary economic re­
form -dollarization-will end up being 
forced upon Congress in the next few 
days. That will be the first step toward 
the stage of development that many 
Ecuadoran and foreign investors dream 
about: the wide-scale privatization of 
public enterprise and property. 

Privatization promises huge gains for 
big business, and corporate leaders are 
confident that that is where the great ven­
tures of the future will be found. Until 
now, the government has privatized noth­
ing. Ecuador's powerful petroleum 
sector is estimated to be worth $15-$20 
billion; the energy sector, another $7 
billion; and telecommunications could 

Promises from a New .President 
0 ne week after taking power at the 

office of the Armed Forces Joint 
Command, Gustavo Noboa tries 

to rest at a hacienda owned by a relative. 
There, the president of Ecuador grants 
Hoy his first interview to the media. Ex­
cerpts from the dialogue follow. 

Your economic team is still not complete, 
and the counlTy sn11 does not have a ve,y 
clear idea about the way ahead. 
• In the first place, it is important for the
country to know that I have a vice pres­
ident who was the minister of finance
and who has a very clear understanding
about financial planning. Governments
usually have one month to make up their
cabinet. I had only five days.
It is said that your energy minister,
Rodolfo Bamiol, does not have any ex·
perience with petroleum.
• Look at all the ministers with experi­
ence in petroleum, and look where we
are. Where is the expansion of the oil

pipeline? Where are the $480 million 
that we should have from the oil price 
recovery? We only have $40 million 
from that recovery. What I want in my 
cabinet are honest technicians, citizens 
of great prestige. 
In your first address, you announced that
the dollarization and privatization 
process would continue. You are an ea,­
nomic liberal. 
• Yes, but I have a profound social
awareness. To me, the poor come first.
When I said no more bankers in my gov­
ernment, that was not just a phrase. Not
all bankers are bad; that I know. They
will be tried in the courts, and those who
committed abuses will be punished.
The previous adminislration sent a bill lo
Congress urgently advocating dollariza­
tion. How long will the process take?
• A team has been working on that. We
will move forward, and hopefully, we
will soon be able to announce to the
country some good news.
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Clarin 
bring between $2 billion and $3 billion of 
profits once they are privatized. 

The third area of support for Noboa is 
the military elite, and not at the lower 
and middle levels of the hierarchy, which 
are becoming increasingly isolated from 
the Ecuadoran oligarchy and the corpo­
rations. On the contrary, the lower lev­
els of the military are moving closer to 
the indigenous and the impoverished, 
something never before seen in this 
country. 

How will Noboa respond to the in­
digenous leaders, who are now speaking 
from a position of strength and not � a 
helpless plea for assistance? Without a 
doubt, that will be a crucial question and 
the factor controlling his presidency, his 
credibility, and his stability over time. 

In gaining the support of the estab­
lishment and the military, Noboa appears 
to have closed the door on the lower· 
classes, particularly the indigenous pop­
ulation, which is being swept toward the 
fringe of political power. Judging from 
this perspective, Ecuadoran democracy 
has been virtually kidnapped. Once 
again, the government rests upon the 
three traditional foundations of power: 
large financiaJ cartels, a divided military, 
and corrupt political parties. 

-Anibal de/ Rio, Oarin (liberal),
Buenos Aires, Jan. 24, 2000.

Indigenous leaders say that if the crisis 
is not resolved soon, we will have a civil 
war. How can you prevent that?
• I have already established bridges with
the Indians. I have always been in favor
of dialogue.
The other time bomb is the mmtary.
• It has been discouraging to see a few
colonels leading a rebellion. They failed 
to understand how serious it is to detract 
from democratic order. The Organiza­
tion of American States, the European 
Union, and the United States could 
expel us from the international commu­
nity. Those who [rebelled] failed to 
realize that the international community 
could set up a blockade and isolate us. 
What about the possibility of reslructur· 
ing the Supreme Court, following the
model of Alberto Fujimori in Peru and 
Hugo Chavez in Venezuela? 
• I am studying alternatives.

-Carlos Jijon, Hoy (independent),
Quito, Jan. 30, 2()()(). 
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Colombia 

From FOR updates, 2004 

The communities profiled in "Resistance Unarmed" are located in Colombia's 
northern Uraba region. San Jose de Apartad6 formally declared itself a peace 
community in 1997. After being threatened with forced displacement they 
decided not to support directly or indirectly any armed actor in the civil war. 
Cacarica community of self-determination, life and dignity is an Afro-Colombian 
community that was initially displaced to the coastal city of Turbo and has since 
returned to their home territory in the lower Atrato river region. They have 
established two "humanitarian zones" where no weapons are allowed. The 
Peace Communities San Francisco de Asis, Nuestra Senora del Carmen, and 
Natividad de Maria are Afro-Colombian communities that have chosen an "option 
of life" by deciding to not participate in the armed conflict, though they live in 
areas contested by armed groups. The Balsita Community of Life and Work, near 
the municipality of Dabeiba in the department of Antioquia, is another community 
that has chosen a strategy of survival based on principles of nonviolence. 

For more information contact Gilberto at 415 495 6334, Fax: 415 495 5628 or 
<gilberto@igc.org>. 

Faced with the loss of their brothers, fathers and children, the survivors of the 
massacre were left with few options: stay in their homes and risk further attacks 
and threats to their safety, or flee down the mountain. Although for many in 
Colombia the refusal to leave their land has proven to be the equivalent of 
signing of one's own death order, the people of La Union know first-hand how 
displacement destroys communities. Summoning every once of courage, this 
time they fought the instinct to run. They stayed in their village and resumed the 
daily business of survival<working the land, tending their animals, educating their 
children. This time the shelter they sought was in reaffirming their commitment to 
a peaceful future. 

Important Resource on Colombian Peace Initiatives 

Accord, a journal on peace initiatives, recently published an excellent special 
issue on "Alternatives to War: Colombia's Peace Processes". The issue, edited 
by Mauricio Garcia-Duran, examines Colombia's peace negotiations, grassroots 
peace initiatives, regional efforts, and the role of the international community. 
More than a dozen articles, maps, timelines, links to other resources are 

available on-line at:http://www.c-r.org/accord/col/accord14/index.shtml We highly 
recommend this reading! 
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Colombia War Spills Into Indians' 

Peaceful World 

By JUAN FORERO 

Published: May 2, 2005 

T 
ACUEYO, Colombia, April 28 - The Nasa Indians
appear to live well on their lush reservation here in 

southern Colombia, a swath of mountains and valleys 
where sweet fruit grmvs, trout teem in fast-flowing 
creeks and colorful birds dart about. 

They live in tidy, well-kept homes, grmving coffee, 
bananas and beans. Emphasizing economic 
independence, they run a successful fish farm and are 
trying to strike up a marble mine. 

The one major threat to their existence is Colombia's 
unrelenting civil conflict, which has ground on for 41 
years. But the Nasa, an Indian nation that numbers about 
100,000 in this region, has used a pacific civil resistance 
campaign to stay out of the drug-fueled war, which pits 
the army and right-wing paramilitaries against Marxist 
rebels intent on toppling the st.ate. 

For four years, the Nasa's stern-faced but unarmed 
Indigenous Guards - now a force of 7,000 men and 
women - have simply driven away the fighters who 
venture into these fog-shrouded mountains in Cauca 
Province. They confront rebel and soldier alike with 
ceremonial three-foot batons decorated with tassels in 
the colors of the Nasa flag, green and red, and persuade 
the outsiders to leave. 

Their success has earned the acclaim of the United 
Nations and the foreign governments that pay for Nasa 
development programs. 

The Indians have forced traffickers to close down 
cocaine-producing labs. They have faced down 
paramilitary death squads. When the mayor of the Nasa 
town of Toribio was kidnapped by guerrillas last year, 
400 guards marched two weeks over the Andes to the 
rebel camp where he was being held. They won his 
release. 

"We do not want armed groups on our land," said Julio 
Mesa, 57, the leader of the Indigenous Guards in 
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Julio Mesa, second from left, 
patrols the town of T acuey6, 
Colombia. Mr. Mesa is the 
coordinator of the Indigenous 
Guards, an unarmed force of?,000 
men and women. 
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Tacuey6. "So what we do is we get people together and 
get them out. 0 

But in the last two weeks, brutal fighting has swept into 
three of the Nasa's eight towns, testing the Indians' 
pacifism and autonomy. 

Starting on April 14, the rebels began rocket attacks on 
Toribio. In nine days of fighting, a 9-year-old boy and 
several policemen and soldiers were killed. The 
government took back the town, but rebels pounded 
another community, Jambal6, with their notoriously 
inaccurate mortars, propane tanks armed with 
explosives. 

Tacuey6 was next. 

On Wednesday, with a Colombian military plane raining 
down bullets on rebel positions, dozens of young 
soldiers supported by light tanks and arm0red vehicles 
stormed Tacuey6. The rebels responded by firing nearly 
a dozen of the makeshift mortars. Soldiers answered 
back with their mounted machine guns from the central 
square. 

11What worries me are the sharpshooters," said one baby­
faced soldier, Andres Nova, 24, as he squeezed up 
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The military stonned Tacuey6 last 
week, and rebels responded by 
firing makeshift mortars. 

against a wall for protection. '1They are not that good, but anyone with a rifle is a 
danger." 

Shortly after, snipers killed a soldier and wounded two others. 

Tacuey6's Indians were caught in the middle. When a rebel rocket landed on a house, 
severely injuring two children, Mr. Mesa and others ran to help. They looked stunned 
and helpless. 

Mr. Mesa, 57, and his wife, Maria, 54, also a member of the guard, had spoken to the 
rebels early on. 11They said, !We're at war,1 11 Mr. Mesa recounted. 'There was nothing 
more to say, so I left. But first I told them, 'What you're doing is very bad.1

" 

Across Colombia, dozens of Indian tribes are being hammered by the \Var. Assassins 
single out leaders of the Wayul.l in northeastern Colombia. In northwestern Chaco 
State, Embera childreri, whipsawed by war and poverty, have committed suicide. 
Nationwide, tens of thousands of Indians have become refugees, Some of the smaller 
tribes, the United Nations recently warned, are on the verge of disappearing. 

Mr. Mesa and other Nasa leaders are determined to see their nation avoid that fate. 

The Nasa, also known here as the Paez, were not always peaceful. In the I 980's, they 
formed a fighting group, Quintin Lame, but the violence only escalated. The Indians 
changed tactics, and vowed to stay out of the fighting. They focused on building a 
self-sustaining community held together by an overarching philosophy of self� 
determination and the right to be left alone. 

'
1The government wants to involve us, in their army, in the police, in their informants 
network," explained Nelson Lemus, an Indian leader. 'The guerrillas, they want us to 
get involved in the revolutionary story, the fight for power.'1 

But ngetting involved in war," he said, "hurts Our culture, our language, our ways. 11 

As Mr. Mesa spoke about the Nasa's efforts to keep the peace, a sniper1s bullet came 
close and the Indian leader and other guards hit the ground. 

'
1We want to talk, to see if they will listen/ Mr. Mesa said, lifting his short, buiky 
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frame off the ground and dusting himself off after the shooting ended. 0Sometimes 
they do listen to us, but lots of tirne, they do not." 

For the army, whose commanders met with the Indians throughout the ordeal, there 
could be no withdrawal, though Col. Juan Trujillo said he understood the Nasa's 
position. But he said it was the army1s job to fight off the rebels. "We are the state 
here," he said. 

Still, Mr. Mesa was not about to give up. Last Thursday, he calmly trudged across 
Tacuey6, wearing a farmer's hat and carrying his trusty baton, and generally oblivious 
to the shooting around him. What he faced, though, was at times heartbreaking. A 2-
week-old girl had died; villagers debated whether the missiles and bullets that had 
raked the fields near her home were to blame. 

But not all the news was bad. When townspeople became concerned that light tanks 
were being positioned too close to where most villagers had escaped, Mr. Mesa was 
able to get a tank commander to hold off. 

And when a young man was detained by soldiers, suspected of helping the rebels, Mr. 
Mesa was able to get the army to turn him over. 

"You see," Mr. Mesa said, leading him away, "Talking is the best way to resolve 
things." 
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From: Barbara Wien 5barbara_ wien@usip.org> 
To COPRED-LIST <COPRED-LIST@gmu edu> 
Subject What democracy looks like 
Date Wednesday, April 19, 2000 JO 00 AM 

:; GD,. ti l t : 
An inspiring account of one young woman's experience. She's from the U. of 
Indiana-Bloomington and involved in the anti-sweatshop movement and Amnesty International. 
New winds are blowing .. 

Hello all, 
I and many other No Sweat I members just got back from the IMF/ World Bank protests in 
Washington D.C All ofus have our own impressions, feelings and thoughts on our weekend. 
certainly don't mean to represent everybody's opinion here, but I would like to share mine with 
you, especiatly concerning certain aspects of the weekend, which the mainstream press has not 
adequately covered so far In the Washington Post, New York Times, USA Today, and 
other AP stories I have read.since Sunday, disturbance of the downtown D.C area and dashes 
with police have been headline stories Almost every news photo I have seen in the papers 
involves some aspect of violence - - protesters wearing gas masks, an officer with a club beating 
an activist, an anarchist under a police horse's hooves. Other stories noted the fact that part of D 
C was closed on Monday so that government employees couldn't attend work. Others quoted 
World Bank officials disputing activist claims or highlighting the "failure" of the demonstrations 
and actions to shut down the financial bodies' meetings 

. The "real" story from this weekend is the character and dynamics of a nascent 
movement. The real story is deep, self-conscious celebration and appreciation of a common 
humanity that the thousands of protesters reveled in throughout every moment of every day. The 
real story is NOT that these activists are trying to tear down an old world order -- embodied this 
time in the Bank and the Fund -- but that they are actively and successfully CREA TING and 
LIVING a new one. 

Most descriptions of protesters (and certainly many of the arguments I heard from people I 
helped to block out of the IMF building on Sunday) focus on how "strange" they are .... the way 
they look, dress, speak, behave. The protesters are marginal, and perhaps partly arising out of a 
fear of people they don't understand (obviously a common phenomenon among us humans), the 
press and others feel a need to marginalize them further, treat them as the other, either mocking 
them or merely tolerating them with a wry, resigned smirk, as if they were oddities in a circus or 
wild animals in a zoo. If they could come to terms with this fear and put it aside to judge fairly, 
they would open themselves to a new experience and experiment in love and democracy. 

This weekend I saw thousands of people, with no central decision- making hierarchy, pull 
off beautifully orchestrated collective actions of civil disobedience. Affinity groups of 5 to 25 
people formed clusters with other groups, sent delegates to long meetings, kept in touch with 
each other at all times via cell phones and bike messengers, and word of mouth passed from one 
group to another as they met in the street. I saw thousands of people so dedicated to consensus 
decision-making that they would spend all night in a circle talking rather than vote over the 
opinions of a minority --and it worked. Even in the middle of mass actions, as thousands locked 
arms and surrounded the IMF building, the spokespeople of affinity groups met, and dispensed 
messengers who walked among all the lines, soliciting opinions from small groups, building 
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consensus for the next stage of the current endeavor. I saw techniques in action that had been 
developed and consensed upon to keep large groups communicating - - hand signals, chants, 
rituals. 

Democracy and nonviolence and love were principles, at once spoken and unspoken, that 
infor.med every move they made. And it wasn't that they didn't recognize or even demonstrate 
other tendencies of human nature -- hierarchy, violence, anger, peer pressure, insensitivity-- these 
were all there. But there was a deep recognition of our common humanity, our tendency toward 
these behaviors/emotions, and they had non-violent, socially-agreed upon techniques of handling 
these situations in a loving and transcendent way. 

Once, during a long hot meeting in a church basement, as hundreds of young activists 
struggled to form consensus on a course for Monday's actions, a man became angry at the 
facilitator and began to yell. Immediately the assembled crowd groaned and quietly hissed its 
disapproval. The man did not lower his voice, and chants of "nonviolence" and "respect" could be 
heard throughout the basement. Still the man did not lower his voice, and suddenly (it seemed to 
me to be almost immediate and simultaneous) the hundreds assembled began to sing one beautiful 
musical note. The man swallowed his anger, the singing stopped, and the meeting was able to 
continue through to consensus. There were hundreds of people in the room. No one responded 
to his anger with more anger. No one raised their voice in response. No one overrode his opinion 
as the meeting progressed ... .just his method of communicating it, which had been out of sync with 
the principles that he and his comrades were operating from and were in struggle to uphold and 
propagate in the world. They acknowledged his common humanity and dealt with it with love, 
respect, and fim1 dedication to the needs of the many. In this movement, everyone is fit to 
govern. Methods such as these may seem strange and even silly to many ofus, but they 
WORKED, and they were truly representative, truly patient, truly democratic, and hence deserve 
careful consideration and respect I had never seen democracy in action like I saw it this weekend 
and it is a lesson we as a country could learn a lot from. There are a lot more impressions 
that I could share with you. One surprise (strange that it should have been a surprise to me, but it 
was) was the warmth with which we were met by the ordinary people in D. C. We were certainly 
treated with contempt by many of the delegates and business people kept out of their jobs on 
Sunday and Monday, but we were thanked and fussed over and treated with affection by the line 
workers in cafeterias, the immigrants having coffee in the Ethiopian restaurant, the working and 
non-working poor in the part of town in which we had our convergence center, the woman in the 
subway who had been a "radical herself" in the 1960's. Unlike the monied elites we confronted in 
the papers and during the blockade, these people treated us like we were on their side and 
represent hope, which I think, indeed, we were and we are. I was touched by the reception. I 
enjoyed being part of the thousands that milled through the city that weekend, who everyone 
recognized by the way we were dressed and the conversations we had I enjoyed sitting down in 
the Metro next to someone reading about the "invasion of the protesters" on the front page of the 
Post, and getting a sideways glance. I enjoyed the dignity that my work afforded me during those 
days. No matter what you might think of the of the protesters, their image, their behavior, and 
their message, they definitely know what democracy is and how to live it ... -- Amber Gallup 
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