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I
t was expected. The uproar 
over Sri Lanka's path-breaking 
decis ion to go organic is on 
predictable lines. The same 

arguments, the same kind of fear 
psychosis, and the bogey of ideo
logic.ol thinking that will take the 
world backwards should not come 
as a surprise anymore. Any possi
ble disruption to the power equilib
rium dominated by agribus iness 
g iants is sure to be met by an 
orchestra playing the usual wrong 
concerto. 

Even before the U Food Sys
tems Summit recognised the need 
to move towards a healthier, more 
sus ta inable and more equitable 
food systems, Sri Lanka had made a 
bold resolve a few months earlier to 
put the concept of agro-ecological 
transformation into action by ban
ning the imports of chemical ferti
lizer and pesticides, through a 
gaze tte notification on May 6. 
Coming afte r the ban on palm o il 
imports and the directive to grow
ers to uproot the existing planta
tions in a phased manner, Sri Lanka 
has shown a remarkable determina
tion to make a trans ition towards a 
healthy and sus tainable future for 
fanning. 

Addressing the UN General 
Assembly in New York on Septem
ber 22, President Gotabaya Raja
paksa said: "Susta inability is the 
cornerstone of Sri Lanka's national 
policy framework. Because of the 
impact on soil-fertility, biodivers ity, 
waterways and health, my Govern
ment completely banned the use of 
chemical fertilizers, pesticides and 
weed ic ides earlier th is year," add
ing that the "production and adop
tion of o rganic fertilizer as well as 
investments into organic agricul
ture are being incentivised." 

For a country under a 

huge foreign debt burden, with as 
much as 80 percent of the revenue 
collected going towards debt ser
vicing, and at the same t ime faced 
with severe food shortages at home, 
the Sri Lankan President has so far 
stood firm agains t the pan ic being 
created in the name of growing 
food insecurity aris ing from an 
anticipated drop in production. 
T his reminds me of a similar kind 
of pressure built within days after 
former President Suharto of Indo
nesia had banned in one go the use 
of 57 chemic.ol pesticides on paddy 
under a presidential decree in the 
late 1980s. This was in response to 
an unprecedented attack of brown 
plant hopper pest on paddy, and it 
was on the advice of the I nterna
tional Rice Research Ins titute and 
the UN Food and Agric ulture 
Organization (FAO) that the late 
President Suharto then launched a 
programme of integrated pest man
agement in paddy. 

An impression is being created as 
if Sri Lanka's food cris is is the 
result of the nation 's shift towards 
organic fa rming. Well, that is incor
rect, a propaganda drummed up by 
the chemical industry. In reality, 
the ban on chemical fertilizer and 
pesticides came into effect only in 

early May, and s ince then there is 
only one cultivation season, called 
Yala - sown in May and ha rvested 
in Augus t, but even before t he crop 
hit the market , fears over declining 
yields were a lready rife. It is gener
ally in the second and third year 
after chemical use has been s topped 
that we can see the yields tapering 
off before it stab ilises, and then 
s lowly begin to rise. In any case, 
the exte rnal cost that intens ive 

fanning systems leave 
often taken as a price that society 
inevitably has to pay. l b illustrate, 
the rice belt in the North is witness 
to renal failure in a big way among 
the rural poor, which many believe 
is linked to excessive use of chemi
cal fertilizers and pesticides, while 
a number of experts discount any 
such link. 

A report in The Independent 
says that more than 20,000 people 
have d ied from Chronic Kidney 
Disease (CKD), and it has rendered 
over 400,000 s ick in the past 20 
years. In the case of tea also, the 
second-largest export commodity, 
again an unnecessary scare is being 
created. Already the yields are very 
low, with the FAO est imating that 
the yields have been continuously 
on the decline in the past decade, 
dropping to 350 to 400 kg per acre 
in large areas, and even to 150 kg 
per acre in some cases. 

With nearly 75 percent of the 
tea g rowers being small , soil deg
radation is the prominent 

reasons for the fa lling yields. The 
advantage in going completely 
o rganic by applying suitable agro
ecological approaches in cultiva
t ion pract ices, is that in yea rs to 
come Sri Lanka can build on soil 
health, thereby rejuvenating the 
tea gardens. It can create a niche 
in the global market with organic 
tag being its US P. Considering 
that the demand fo r organic food 
products is rising globally, Sri 
Lanka is placed in an advanta
geous position, given its head 
s ta rt, provided of course it takes 
the right s te ps to guide the trans i
tion. 

The challenge before Sri Lanka is 
to redesign its research, develop
ment and production approaches. It 
has to first begin by reorienting the 
national agricultural research pro
grammes suitably altering the edu
cational curriculum. Research pri
orities need to shift based on vali
dating and protecting community 
knowledge and innovations. Es pe
c ially to address the complexities of 
climate cha nge, traditional varieties 
and the richness of available dive r
s ity offer immense resilience. Care 
must be taken to ensure that the 

transformation process is participa
tory; fo rcing it down on fanners 
will not work in the long run. 

For those who doubt whether 
ag ro-ecology - and it includes 
organic, natural a nd biodynamic 
farming systems, etc., - can feed 
the world, and if yes, then how to 
achieve food system transforma
tion, a 2019 report by the FAO's 
High Level Panel of Experts on 
Food Security and Nutrition, 
deta ils the pathways. It a lso quotes 
a meta-analysis (2017) by Raffaele 
D'Annaolfo et al which has conclu
sively brought out the economic 
gains accruing from agro-ecological 
fanning systems. Accordingly, the 
yields increased in 61 percent cases 
analysed, decreased in 20 percent, 
while farm profitability increased 
in 66 pe rcent cases. 

It requires courage to s tand up 
alone. And it happens only when 
you believe in something. President 
Gota baya Raja paksa's tryst with 
organic fanning may eventua lly 
open the door to the future of 
global fanning. 


