Book Launch 

Bhookh Ka Asli Chehra (The Real Face of Hunger)

By Devinder Sharma
SADED and Forum for Biotechnology and Food Security organised a Book Launch (Release?) of Bhookh ka Asli Chehra (the Real Face of Hunger) written by Devinder Sharma, translated by R.D Sharma and published by SADED. The launch was held at the India Islamic Cultural Centre on 11 January, 2010. 

Mr. Vijay Pratap welcomed Surendra Mohanji, veteran socialist, Mr. Mohammed Tahseen, Mr. Mahesh Bhatt and Swami Agnivesh. 

Mr. Ajay Kanchan expressed his privilege at being asked to introduce the author. 

Has known him for last 15 years and recalled Kalahandi and thinking that if they brought out the reality there before people of the country something would change. He also recalled how some people had warned about the Union Carbide plant in Bhopal, before the gas tragedy in 1984, saying if it wasn’t removed forthwith, it would cause disaster. Devinder Sharma is today playing the same role of warning us. Trying to wake us up. He has been struggling alone. Mahesh Bhatt he has known fruitfully over the last year, since he was associated with the film, ‘Poison on the Platter’.

Then it was Dr. Devinder Sharma, the author’s turn to speak about the book. 

His presentation revolved around sharing the scale and trends of hunger, poverty and starvation in India and around the world. How the government sees this issue, their reports, statistics and his critique. He examined and unveiled the relationship between GDP growth, liberalisation and poverty/hunger trends. He also incisively critiqued the current obsession and hype around GDP indicated growth. Issues of equity and justice though he didn’t use the words also informed the inquiry.  

Finally, he outlined a couple of approaches to indicate the approaches where the real answers lie.    

Here is an account of his intense, concise, yet substance packed talk. Read on. 
He started with raising the question _ why is this issue important? 

According to the Governments Tendulkar Committee Report, 37% of Indians are below the Poverty line. This is up by about 10% since liberalization started.

Look around the world, poverty and hunger are increasing.  In the US, there are 49 million hungry people, i.e 1 in 6 people. 

There is an illusion that with GDP growth, poverty will be less. 7%,8%, 8.5%, 9 % ?  What’ll the rate be this year…? There is this whole media play around this number.  As if the solution lies there. 

Poverty Line or is it Starvation Line?
A key assertion he made was that “India needs two lines. A Starvation line and a Poverty line. ”
The current Poverty line, with 37% Indians below it, is really a starvation line. For there is a threat of starvation here.  This % is of those who have less than Rs.14/day.
And the poverty line is way higher. What the Arjun Sengupta Committee revealed_ that 84 crore Indians have less than Rs. 20 a day. That’s the poverty line. 

“Why can’t we be honest, acknowledge that our poverty line is the starvation line. This will help address the problem. As the two need different strategies. In the case of below poverty, giving cycles and solar lanterns for example can make a big difference. And two school uniforms to girl student like Bihar is doing under Nitish Kumar makes sense. It took us these many decades to give the poor a bicycle and girls uniforms! 

The number of poor and hungry are underplayed here and around the world. By hiding behind growth figures and illusions. ”
He shared the story of Mehbool Haq, a Cambridge, Harvard, Yale educated Pakistani economist, who wrote the South Asia Human Development Report, became Pakistan’s Finance Minister. The GDP grew at 7% during his tenure. He was happy and expected to win the elections. When elections happened his party was wiped out. He said he realized that GDP is not a touchstone to growth. Attack poverty ~ GDP grows; when GDP grows, poverty doesn’t come down. When the author (Devinder asked him, why don’t you tell Manmohan Singh this? He laughed and said, “you want to create a fight between India and Pakistan”.  India is around 135th on the UN’s HDI (Human Development Index), below Sudan and Uganda. 
GDP, Poverty~Hunger and the Rich

The United States has the most widespread hunger today (49 million hungry!). 
Why is hunger increasing nationally and globally? 
Its because of intervention policies of international agencies like the IMF, World Bank and Climate Change. 
GDP never shows hunger and poverty it only shows wealth. 

A standing (living) tree does not show in or increase GDP. Cut the tree and it increases GDP by 3 times. 

A tsunami increases GDP, as does a flood. 

Cars also increase GDP 3 times… the car, the oil used and if there is an accident even that adds to the GDP.  

In the last few years, the Government has given tax concessions of 4 lakhs 18thousand crores to the rich _ corporates etc. 

While as, when there is talk of a Rs. 10 increase in procurement price of foodgrains, there are arguments of no money. Not the case in giving concessions to the rich. 

Only the rich speak of TINA (There is No Alternative) 

Before liberalization 30 families constituted 33% of India’s GDP. 

Climate Change is a 300 billion dollars game. Everyone is interested in this pie. US, China, India… Poverty no one is interested in. 

Per capita availability, how much foodgrain stock. Some years back it was 65 milllion tones, if it were piled up in sacks, it would go all the way to the moon and back. Concern is on how to exploit the issue, not address it. Its not a curse from last life.        

If there is shame in saying this, then call it a hunger line.

GM Foods_ Do We Need Them?
He gave the example of Andhra Pradesh where whole villages have decided to stop using chemical pesticides.  3 lakh farmers across 21 districts practice No pesticide Agriculture now. And now, there is a movement to stop chemical fertilizer too.  Significantly there has been no dip in production, as some had warned.  Health costs too are down, as they have linkages to agrochemical use. 

In 2009, kharif crop 14 lakh acres were practicing no pesticide use, under this approach. In the very next, ongoing rabi crop this has gone up to 20 lakh acres. 
Soon it can be 200 lack acres.  Vested interests, like companies, don’t want this to happen.  And pesticide sales of course add to GDP.   (Who does that help?) 

On this Hindi Edition

There is a big section of our population cut off from English language and thus the discourse there. So the keenness on a Hindi edition. Hindi speakers are interested, they read, understand issues and can decide. They are not to be found in TV studios on discussions, but then remember the guys in TV studios at election time, they keep getting it wrong, while the people vote and decide.   
Mr. Mohd. Taseem from Pakistan was then invited to share his thoughts on the issue. He started with saying how his three days stay in India has been very enriching and mentioned his involvement with the book, ‘Peace Bridging Partition’. 

He said the situation in Pakistan was not very different. 

“80% of agricultural land is in the control of a mere 8% families. 

These 8% families are everywhere _ in the Army, Government, Media…  

In Pakistani Punjab 44% of the people have less than 1 ½ acres of land. 

Like Devinder said, statistics, GDP etc. keep the reality away. 

In Pakistan we don’t have basic data. How many roti’s, wheat are available to people? 
How many agricultural labourers are there?”
“Gurbat pe baat karna fashionable nahin raha” (It is no longer fashionable to speak of poverty).

The talk is no more of poverty eradication it is about poverty reduction, alleviation.

“Atleast due to climate change, we have started sitting down and talking. It is not just an issue between nations, but about and between river valleys (ravi, sutlej) and in Pakistan its an issue within too”. 

Gandhiji said a good, wise thing when he said, ‘gaon phir se basane ki zaroorat hai’ (we need to settle the villages again), ‘shehron se kaam nahin chalega’ (these cities won’t serve the purpose). The elders have said wise things… lets listen… (walk that path).   

Surendra Mohanji

Its great to see this book in Hindi. I regularly read your column in (Dainik) Jagran. I get it only to read your weekly column. And it is read by lots of people. And discussed. 

Media has lots of debates like India Shining etc. etc..  

But other than in election time, poverty and debate on it, is off the media. 

If only others too were to go and work in basti’s like Swami Agnivesh. 

The biggest impact of Climate Change is going to be on the poor.      

What the PM goes abroad and says not to do, here he does the same thing. 
If he were only to do here what he asks Europe, US to do, it would make a lot of difference. 
Swami Agnivesh

The most shocking statistic is: 

40,000 children die globally due to hunger everyday. 

7,000 of them are in India.

In 9/11 3,800 people died, in a very short period. We condemned it and still do. What a war was launched after that.  

The death that kills children slowly_ has anyone ever called this terrorism. 

Its not fate. It’s a conspiracy_ to increase poverty, hunger. So the rich get richer.

We need a paradigm shift. 

There is enough food in the world. 1 ½ times what the world needs.  Its just that lots of it is fed to fatten animals. This is leading to deforestation of the Amazon to grow corn and soya for pigs.  

You’ll say Swamiji, aap Arya Samaji ho.. aapne apni baat ched di..

I’m not saying this, read the UN Report, Long Shadow of Livestock’. Methane released by livestock is 23 times hotter than CO2.  

Just by stopping the livestock industry, we can overcome Climate Change. 

We need to look at our lifestyles. The argument has been that its necessary for strength. I’m 70 years old and feel no weakness. 

1 billion birds and animals are slaughtered everyday!
 Congratulate my friend, Devinder for his courage and hope the media will show similar strength to cover this book properly and take it further. 
The book was released by Mahesh Bhatt, Surendra Mohanji and Mohd. Tahseem. 

Mahesh Bhatt 
