Why Goa Should Go Fully Organic

By Claude Alvares

Organic farming (which is about growing crops without the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides) is looking up all over the country. Every day the media presents stories of successful organic farmers. Governments are allocating more and more funding to assist farmers to convert from chemicals to organic. Some States have decided to go completely organic in a few years. Most notable of these are Sikkim and Bhutan.   

Our own small state of Goa and organic farming are naturally designed and suited for each other. The question is whether Goa, in its own economic and nutritional interests, can now shift gradually and fully to organic farming methods.  
For the past several centuries, farmers in Goa have based their agriculture practices on a biodiversity-rich inheritance that is extremely rare for so small an area.  This inheritance is reflected in the varieties of mango, legumes, rices, coconut, kokum and even some vegetables like brinjal and of course, flowers. 

The coastal agriculture lands have demanded the breeding of several saline-tolerant varieties of rice. The Waingan and the Morod fields require their own specific varieties of rices. Add to this, the variety of coconut including Benaulim and Calangute varieties. In fact, one wonders why in such a small State, our ancestors maintained this diverse spectrum of crops. 

As we all know, this domesticated biodiversity of food crops is itself based on a rich natural biodiversity which is universally recognized.

For example, nearly 40% of the land in Goa is under the Western Ghats which is a biodiversity rich zone recognized by UNESCO. Another 20-30% is covered by plateaus which have a higher biodiversity index than even the Western Ghats. Biodiversity in this way defines not only the agriculture, but also the culture of the State.

The origins of all these plant species are to be found rooted in organic agriculture. We have also only now come to discover that this biodiversity can similarly only be maintained by opting for an organic farming system. Biodiversity and modern agriculture based on narrow brand or range of seed material are not easy companions. In fact, there is a direct correlation between the introduction and promotion of modern agriculture, focussed on a few hybrids or high yield varieties, and the biodiversity inheritance. 

Traditionally in Goa most soils have been fertilized either by using fish, fish waste and the leaf of specific varieties of trees for manuring coconut. Paddy straw has been returned to the fields enriched after being processed as cattle fodder. The yields from the rice varieties grown in the late 1960s was – according to a well documented study by the Department of Agriculture – as good if not better than the so-called “high-yielding varieties” introduced under the green revolution programme without the latter’s subsidized or expensive inputs.  
The advent of chemical fertilizers at highly subsidized rates in fact damaged the fabric of the Goan agriculture system. It led to profuse pesticide use. For this reason alone, the food basket of the average Goan today comes contaminated with a variety of toxic pesticides and their residues. Vegetables and other crops imported from neighbouring cities like Belgaum are even more contaminated with poison residues.  
Goa has a very huge investment in the tourism industry but is unable yet to provide tourists with safe food – which can naturally only come from following organic farming practices. The government of Goa has been talking of the need to turn  agriculture in the State organic, but till today there is no organic farming policy which will enable the transition from chemicals to organic taking place within a specific time frame.  Many countries of the world are setting targets for conversion of their agricultures from chemical to organic.  It is recognized that good organic agriculture is the only form of agriculture for the future and that present day conventional agriculture (based on heavy doses of chemicals) should be seen more or less as an agriculture in transition. Its introduction in the country in 1966 may have got the country out of the difficult situation it faced then, but its practices ought not to be continued in perpetuity and should be gradually replaced by the more sensible practices one associates with organic farms.  
For example, reliance exclusively on chemical fertilizers has resulted in less and less organic matter being deposited in the soil and most fields have now been reduced to being passive recipients of only such chemicals. This combined with the use of tractors has created problems for soil health including destruction of the soil’s living communities (earthworms, termites and beneficial microorganisms) and enhanced soil density which creates problems for the efficient aeration of soils. The lack of organic matter and cover crops has led to constant soil erosion as can be seen when strong winds disturb the soil and make it wind-borne. The widespread use of nitrogenous fertilizers has disturbed the nutrient cycles in several wet lands leading to invasion of these areas by plants like the water hyacinth.

Therefore for any sensible planner the move towards organic farming is inevitable.  
There is a strong conviction among most people that chemical fertilizer has enabled phenomenal increases in yields. However, it is rarely noticed that this increase in yields is basically due to excessive irrigation which ends up with more water in the crops. 
The imbalance in nutrients in conventionally grown crops is basically a manifestation of the imbalance in nutrients in the soil.  Nutritious food is to be seen as a health providing device. Eating bulk food (essentially carbohydrates) may give the impression of eating quantity and fullness but nutritious food needs to be taken in smaller quantities since it meets all the body requirements and maintains the system in good health. The issue is therefore not producing more food or larger quantities without examining their nutritious content, but in producing nutritious crops which would be required in smaller quantities simply because they contain all the essential nutrients. Clea Chandmal, one of Goa’s outstanding organic farmers, is a fervent proponent of this view. According to her, the yield argument with which some agricultural scientists wish to continue to defend conventional chemical agriculture is entirely misplaced as the ultimate purpose of food is that it should enhance life, not simply load the stomach. Life cannot be supported if food is contaminated with synthetic poisons.  
There is in fact no justification whatsoever for mixing food with poisons and the sooner pesticides are banned from Goa’s agricultural fields the better for everyone, not just for human beings but for all the other species including the birds for which again Goa – with more than 450 species – is extremely well known all over the world.

Organic farming systems nowadays used by farmers have progressed far beyond traditional farming systems. They retain the best of the traditional system but apply the benefits of new research on plant microbes and soil health to produce a healthy agricultural eco system which can produce good quality nutritious food. Organic farms all over the country produce as well – if not better – than chemical farms and the prize winners for most crops now days are invariably organic farmers.

Organic farming is also wrongly associated only with organic manures or new microbial agents like EM or Jeev Amrut or Panchagavya. While these supplements, many of them home-made, are useful for farmers getting into organic farming, the best of organic farmers have transcended the requirements of these. Clea Chandmal’s farm in Thane, Valpoi, for example, looks more like a forest and uses zero quantities of nutrients imported from outside the farm. All the produce of the farm is 100% organic but more important, the entire system which Clea Chandmal has created for producing the organic food is itself 100% organic, being based on a close study of the forest system.  

Forest systems are the best example of organic agriculture known to man.  A forest system maintains a complete recycle of its own nutrients without any human interference. The entire forest system is fuel by solar energy and at zero cost and zero economic terms. Even though the forest has reached a stable relationship with its environment, it continues to generate its own net bio mass and through that to maintain the community of living organisms and creatures that inhabit its environment. Clea Chandmal tried to mimic forest principles since they are based on natural wisdom millions of years old compared to what agricultural scientists with their limited knowledge can provide. The forest system in fact is so sustainable and complex that we can only learn from it. This modern agriculture has refused to do. 
Besides Clea Chandmal, there are several other organic farms in Goa which follow the principle of little or least interference.  Some of them have been doing organic farming for more than a decade.  (Their names and addresses are listed at the end of this article.)
The Department of Agriculture itself and financial institutions like NABARD are opening up to the prospect of supporting farmers to switch to organic agriculture.  Organic agriculture is in fact the need of the hour. Just like conventional agriculture displaced traditional farming, organic agriculture is bound to replace chemical agriculture and to become mainstream agriculture.  
The biggest challenge is emerging in the form of a consumer market that is demanding quality items and has the necessary disposal incomes. Those who are looking for new technologies like mobile phone and laptops and sophisticated textiles and cosmetics are also going to demand organic foods in their kitchens.  
Similarly if one looks at Goa as a tourism destination, the present decline in numbers can only be reversed if tourists are also able to relish authentic Goan food grown without pesticides and chemicals. It is therefore necessary that the government provides a clear direction on this and move the State to organic agriculture through a series of initiatives. These could include:

a) supporting through funds all activities connected with the promotion of organic farming including inputs like indigenous seeds, composts, fertilisers, organic pest repellants, fast growing biomass generating trees, water harvesting schemes, etc.

b) to support this initiative, the Goa administration can insist that all government functions will only serve organic (safe) food. Certainly the government secretariat at Porvorim should serve only organically grown food. Eventually the move should include all canteens and all public events including the International Film Festival of India. The mid-day meal system in schools should use only organic supplies.
The remarkable truth is that if Goa goes completely organic, all will benefit and no one will lose except chemical fertiliser plants. Certainly no organic farmer till date has committed suicide. When is it we last ate food without being afraid of the chemicals that have got into it? At least the coming generation should be completely rid of those fears at least. The technology to achieve that is readily available and also widely dispersed. What is required is a determined and organised push. The fuel for that can only come from consumers, especially parents.

(About the author: Dr Claude Alvares is Secretary, Organic Farming Association of India and Director of its Central Secretariat. As a well known environmentalist, he also the Director of the Goa Foundation)

List of Goa’s organic farmers:

1) Clea Chandmal 

Thane, Valpoi, Goa.

(Phone: 9423993635)

2) Mohan Tendulkar

Malkpan Malkarnem,

Sanguem 403704 

(Phones: 0832-2678286, 9765185353)

3) Stephen Pereira

Mandovi Farms, 

Birondem, Sattari, Goa. 

(Phone: 0832-2436142)

4) Ajit Malkerneker

P.O. Box 31, Cudchodem 403706 

(Phone: 0832-2616231)

5) Arun Gopal Rao Lokare

Bhata Band, 

Maina, Quepem 

(Phone: 0832-2659926)

6) Arunrao Madgavkar

Heera Organic Farm,

Dhat, Mollem, Goa.

7) Caeser Gomes

75, Guirdolim, P.O. Chandor,

Salcete, Goa. 

(Phone: 0832-2784787)

8) Fr Inaz Almeida 

Our Lady of Fatima Chapel, 

Birondem, Valpoi, Goa.

(Phone: (9420820726)

9) Ambrosia Organic Farm (serves Goa market)

Ho.No.116/A, A.P. Kolaindre, 

Chandgad Taluka, Kolhapur,  Maharashtra 

(Phone: 9822139967)

10) Govind Moreshwar Parsekar

Mandrem 403507 

(Phones: 0832-2247281, 2247223)

11) Chorao Farmers’ Club,

Chorao, Goa.

List of Goa’s Organic Stores:

EARTHWORM ECO STORE
264/79 (2), First Floor, 

Green Vally, Alto Porvorim, Bardez, 

Goa – 403 521. Ph.: 0832 2410871, 

Cell: 9766358343, Email: earthwormgoa@gmail.com
GREEN ESSENTIALS
Near Ideal High School
Sant Inez – Taleigao Road,
Ph.: 0832-245 1360, Cell: 9960643250 

Website: www.greenessentials.in
SWADESHI JOY
Near Communidade Building, 

Market, Saligao, Bardez, Goa.

GREEN GOA WORKS

Letitia Bldg, Khorlim,

Mapusa 403507 Goa.

(Phone: 2255217)

Email: greengoaworks@gmail.com
Website: www.greengoaworks.in
7

