Introduction

Agriculture is one of the most important pillars of the
Meghalaya’s economy. More than 80% of the
population in Meghalaya is dependent on agriculture
for its subsistence. It is one of the most important
aspect of economic development, it has been one of
the main drivers of growth of the economy as it
supplies was a major source of natural produces to
most of the manufacturers.
In spite, of its great significance to Meghalaya’s
economy, the share of agriculture and its allied
activities in Meghalaya is continuously declining over
the years. This predicament is caused due to many
factors that are cropping problems to farmers. Our
Zizira explorers team are always learning by working
closely with famers. Here are a few insights we have
on the agricultural problems faced by farmers
in Meghalaya.
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"What are the challenges farmers face in Meghalaya"
is the question that is usually in the minds of our
Zizira team members who go on field visits. Why is
this an important question? Identifying the
challenges farmers face in Meghalaya and
understanding their concerns is one step closer to
knowing how to release the potential of farmers.
And, Zizira is working to do just that.
Field visits to meet farmers is an important team
activity and there is always much excitement in the
office around them. The choice of village or farm to
visit depends on the season. Every visit is rewarding
and always lots to learn by watching the farmers and
listening to their experiences. Understanding the
cropping patterns, getting to know the farmers
closely, getting an idea of what motivates them, what
excites them and what challenges them. At times
they have had the chance to see and participate in
real time sowing, planting, weeding, harvesting and
so much more.
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In this post we share with you a few concerns of the
farmers, as expressed to team Zizira.
“I wonder about the future of my field as our children
are not interested in being a farmer.
Because the terrain is undulating, we have to walk long
distances, at times through steep slopes, to bring
manure to our fields. It is hard work.
The input costs, like the price of seeds, manure etc., are
going up. On top of this, the cost of transporting manure
and other things add to the input costs and makes it
more expensive.
I am skeptical about organic farming! With Govt.
encouraging organic farming a few years ago, many of
us have used chemicals to boost yield or as pest control.
It makes us now wonder whether organic farming will be
beneficial to us!
We are not good at keeping track of our income and
expenses! We only have a rough idea of what we are
earning and this worries us! ” – As said by farmers the
team met. Translated from Khasi
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During the debrief session, after the field visit where
a few farmers were wondering about organic
farming – the Zizira team was truly concerned.
Organic farming, after all, was the norm with farmers
in NE India for generations.
“Since time immemorial, farming in Meghalaya is
Organic by tradition and has been practiced by our
farmers and the farming community for ages. (Source –
a nicely written piece on Meghalaya Mission Organic)
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Challenges faced by farmers in Meghalaya is not
visible at first glance!
Driving past the lush paddy fields and fruit laden
trees of Shillong, one can’t help but feel envious of
the people who work in those fields. The beauty and
serenity of their surroundings never cease to calm
the white collar worker’s mind which is bursting with
number crunching and information overload 24x7!
Yet, a closer look and one can tell that the life of a
farmer today finds no place in the verses of “The
Miller of the Dee”. Challenges faced by Northeast
India farmers today are numerous and there is no
dearth of reasons. But here’s a quick look at some of
the most critical ones.
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Fragmented land holdings
Between 1951 and 2001, the population of Northeast
India saw a 350% increase. And with this kind of
growth, it was inevitable that the pressure on land
would only increase. As an example, 81% of the
population of Meghalaya is agrarian, with individual
land holding averaging half an acre. This fact has
resulted in numerous side effects which are already
causing long term damage. For instance, overusing
the same plot of land again and again without proper
knowledge of crop rotation has severely diminished
soil fertility. Another serious side effect of
fragmented land holdings is that farmers earn only
enough to sustain their immediate needs. This
means they do not have the means to invest in their
land, which keeps them from upgrading or adopting
new farming techniques, which would have brought
higher dividends for them.
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Lack of a stable market
In a recent interview with Mr. Barry Syiem, he stated
that unless the markets don’t open up, farmers will
continue to grow conventional crops, which in turn,
are heavily influenced by the market. Since markets
won’t open up, farmers refuse to experiment with
new crops. And needless to say, the ones to suffer
from this predicament are the farmers. If the
markets were more encouraging, then farmers could
start growing low volume but high–value crops that
not only work well with their small land holdings, but
also provide greater value.
Lack of mechanization
Other than Assam, the other states in Northeast
India have adopted little in terms of mechanization.
It is not an uncommon sight for farmers to manually
plough, sow, harvest or winnow their crops. Even
transportation is time–consuming.
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Often produce is loaded in hand woven bamboo
baskets and manually transported as there are not
roads for vehicles to pass. So you ask what stops
them from mechanizing their operations? There are
two primary reasons. Firstly, given the hilly terrain of
the region, it is neither feasible nor practical for large
mechanized operations to take place. Secondly, even
if farmers did happen to own land in the plains, small
land holdings prevent them from making the kind of
investment required for mechanization. The lack of
modernization is also visible in post–harvest
activities for high–value produce like the high
curcumin Lakadong turmeric. Farmers still manually
clean, slice and dry their produce, which
unnecessarily adds to their labour cost. Ironically,
this causes the majority of the turmeric farmers to
just sell their produce in their native raw state at far
lesser prices. Had they been able to adopt
mechanization, their produce would have sold at
higher rates.
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Agricultural infrastructure
In India, post–harvest losses due to unavailability of
proper storage is said to be as much as 30%! With
limited connectivity, hilly terrain, subsistence
agriculture, and fragmented land holdings – the
numbers for the Northeast region is bound to be
much higher. Did you know that wastage in fruits
and vegetables cost the Indian economy more than ₹
2 lakh crores annually due to lack of storage, food
processing units and proper market infrastructure?
And all of these factors only compound the
challenges faced by Northeast India farmers.
Lack of education creates gap between Northeast
India farmers and prosperity
A government survey on India’s adult
literacy estimates that 32% of the country’s rural
population is illiterate, as compared to 15% of the
urban population. Extrapolate that to the farmers
in the rural areas, the figure must be
significantly higher.
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Education is not only a basic right, it also helps reveal
opportunities and scope for improving one’s
circumstance in life. For instance, the majority of
scientists that Zizira has met maintain that jhum
cultivation is one of the most harmful practices of
Northeast India farmers. And with the mounting
pressure on land, fallow period is now less than 3
years as compared to 20 years earlier. Additionally,
there are several organizations helping farmers who
work diligently to aid in upgrading and adopting
more productive and efficient farming technologies.
However, given the lack of proper education, farmers
more often than not, are unable to even capitalize on
the various government schemes for farmers and
the unemployed youth of the region.

A Story of a Traditional
Turmeric Farmer

The Jaintia Hills District of Meghalaya is home to the
finest turmeric in the world with its “Lakadong”
variety. Here, subsistence and marginal farmers
cultivate turmeric for self–consumption and sale at
the local markets. But that doesn’t take away the
high demand it has both at the national and
international spice market. Lakadong turmeric is
believed to have more than 7% curcumin content, (an
extract from turmeric which is said to have medicinal
properties) that’s one of the highest in the world.
Zizira’s explorers recently travelled all over the Jaintia
Hills in a bid to work with the turmeric farmers there
and in the process, open up the market for them.
Exploring villages in search of turmeric farmers
Using Mootyrchiah as the base, which we had visited
previously, we started our quest for turmeric
farmers. The areas growing turmeric in Jaintia hills
are located around Shangpung, Sahsniang
and Iongkasaro.
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Trust is the key
As we passed through each village and locality, we
realized that the impression we were creating was no
different from that of traders or middlemen. It was
not easy to get a group of farmers together and
explain the vision of Zizira and how we were creating
markets for them to give them a profitable share for
their hard work.
However, eventually, we could see their distrust turn
to smiles as the farmers began to understand the
mission of Zizira. And given the credentials of Team
Zizira, it was only a matter of time before we were
able to connect with some of the farmers.
All well and done, we were pondering on the
possibility of a long term relation with the farmers.
So for this, we needed to dig deep and understand
each of their pain points to see where and how Zizira
can fill the gaps.
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As we spoke with the farmers, one of the issues that
they shared with us was the challenge they faced
around production, from initial cost to labour to
price volatility. A report on the challenges faced by
the turmeric farmers of Jaintia Hills clearly shows
how cost plays a critical role in turmeric farming:
Problems in the production of turmeric
• Lack of knowledge about pest control
• Scarcity of farm manpower
• Pest attack
• High cost of labour

• Unavailability of financial support (during sowing)
• Unavailability of timely labour (during harvesting)
The above list is clearly not exhaustive and is in fact,
just the tip of the iceberg. Even as the farmers aspire
to grow turmeric on a large scale, given these
challenges, the cost as well as the risk multiply
many fold.
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And had the farmers not been deprived of their fair
share by the middleman, it would have been
compensated for the risks that they are taking by
going for mass production.

Turmeric farmers speak out!
“A local trader came in and asked to buy turmeric
from me at a very good price and promised to return
on the third day. I was excited and started to slice
and dry my freshly harvested turmeric. But it has
been more than a week now and still no news from
the person. Right now, I’m not very sure about selling
the turmeric or to keep waiting for the trader. This is
not the first time it has happened. We are often
offered ridiculously high price but at the actual time
of the sale, the money that we get is lower than what
was agreed upon initially”, said a turmeric farmer
from Niawkmai.
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“I grow turmeric all by myself. After curing and
processing, I then take my turmeric to Shillong and
sell. I know that there are government schemes to
help farmers like myself but I am in the dark. Yet, in
spite of this, I am continuing what our ancestors
have been doing, and that is growing turmeric” said a
70–year–old lady farmer at Lad Mynksan.
There are several other similar stories of market
abuse, lack of knowledge of government schemes
and many other challenges that the turmeric farmers
are facing. At the end of the day, all they want is their
produce selling at a rate in line with their hard work
and toil so that they are able to provide a better life
for their family.
Where does Zizira come in?
As you see, most of the issues here are related to
financial returns which are often squeezed out by the
local traders or middlemen. With grit and a great
team of leaders, Zizira hopes to open markets for
the turmeric farmers of this region and get them
better returns.
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What happens if next generation farmers move away
from farming in an agrarian economy? This question
came up during a Zizira field visit where the team
met with farmers who have been following farming
as that is what their parents did.
"Meghalaya is basically an agricultural state with about
80% of its population depending entirely on agriculture
for their livelihood" says Wikepedia
A team of two visited Umlyngka village in East Khasi
Hills District of Meghalaya in the last week of April
2015. We bring you their first–hand report – on the
fruits and vegetables that grow there and a hard
working lady farmer they met.
Next Generation Farmers – opting out of farming?
Weeding, loosening the soil, pulling out dry leaves –
an elderly lady farmer was working with loving care.
She told the team that she follows only organic
farming methods.
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Her farm had onion, coriander, potatoes, French
beans and fenugreek. She was growing vegetables
for her own consumption and sells only the excess, if
any. Her distress was evident when she said:

“My family is not interested in farming! My daughters
and other family members prefer to work as wage
workers or sell things in the market rather than tend to
the farm.”
The team also met with a couple who had moved to
Umlyngka village from West Khasi Hills. Farming is
the only vocation they know and they love it, having
grown up working on farms. They were growing a
variety of vegetables like Fenugreek, Corinader
(Cilantro), Lettuce, Potatoes and Onion.
Unlike this farmer couple who grew up working on
the fields and continue to farm for a living, the
present generation seems to be moving away. Given
a choice they prefer other jobs is what the team
heard from the farmers they met in Umlyngka.
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Perhaps because the next generation farmers have
seen their parents toil long hours without adequate
returns? Another interesting factor – Meghalaya has
a number of good schools and colleges, even in the
remotest of places. Hence children get good
education and not surprising that they tend to look
for other opportunities. Ironic is it not? Farmers want
their children to get good education, but once
educated their children, who could have been next
generation farmers, lose interest in farming?
How to retain the rich agricultural heritage of
Northeast India?
Meghalaya, as other states in Northeast India, has a
rich agricultural heritage. It is endemic to unique
herbs, fruits and vegetables. Is it not important that
the art of farming, that has come down generations
and has been sustaining the economy, be preserved?
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Therefore, is it not important that the next
generation farmers feel motivated enough to pursue
agriculture as a livelihood and retain and pass on the
learning they get from their families!
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Cannot afford to own land? Rent it
The Zizira team made an interesting observation
during this field visit – small and marginal farmers in
Umlyngka village who can’t afford to own land rent
small plots! The rents are reasonable. The zeal in
them to be able to farm at any cost was
obvious. What a pity that children of farmers owning
bigger plots who could have become second
generation farmers are shying away while there are
many who want to do nothing but farm! The Zizira
team noticed that 5 or 6 farmers shared a large plot
collectively, each having rented their own parcel of
land. In fact the farmer couple we have referred to in
the above para too had rented a plot of 5000 Sq. Ft.
and they pay ₹ 2000 as rent annually. A member of
the Zizira team said.
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“This was such a beautiful sight – they share the same
water source – where water flows from one mini–farm to
another! The only drawback is that when one or two of
this group use chemicals, the others too could get the
effect through shared irrigation.
Zizira hopes to play a small part in improving returns
to farmers of northeast of India by promoting their
produce through our blog post and by reaching
some of their unique products to other parts of India
through an eCommerce portal.
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Is there hope?
To improve the agricultural scenario and to start
with, a few of the means would include:
• Subsistence farmers getting inputs or planting
materials for free even if they have less than 0.2
hectare of farm land.
• Individual farmers can work together in the form
of cluster farming and self–help groups so that
they may protect their own interests as opposed
to being dictated by middlemen
• Establishment of agro–based industries, which
will bring better returns to the farmers and will
also increase the shelf life of local produce.
“If the annual agriculture income is more than a
salaried income, youngsters will take the plunge into
agriculture. Unlike the old adage that agriculture
comprises only old people into their 60's, today the
interest among present day educated youth and
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their dedication towards farming is an encouraging sign
that the agriculture scene is going through a
renaissance," says Dr. B.J. Pandian,
Director & Nodal Officer, Tamil Nadu Agricultural
University, Coimbatore.
This only proves that a remunerative income is the
only way to retain or bring back youth into this
fast–declining field.”
"Mere theory, oration or advice will never work with
today's youth. They need to see and get convinced
themselves. Once they get convinced they will easily pull
others into it," sums up Dr. Pandian. Source
Zizira hopes to play a small part in improving returns
to the farmers of Northeast of India by promoting
their produce and in the process unleashing the
potential of family farms in Meghalaya.

Hope you found this Ebook
on problems faced by farmers
in Meghalaya informative. Our
team of explorers is always
ready to share our discoveries
and experiences to our reader
Do you know of any farmer you
would like us to write about.
We would love to hear from
you, write to us at
support@zizira.com.
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