Threat of famine in Mizoram
Responding to reports of a serious food crisis unfolding in the state of Mizoram, ActionAid International India carried out a rapid assessment of the situation with the assistance of the Centre for Peace and Development, Mizoram. Assistance in accessing secondary information was also received from the Zoram Entupowl (Aizawl Multi-purpose Social service Society). 
The Situational Assessment Report that follows is based on a visit to various locations in the state between the 20th and 26th of February 2008. The process involved interactions with members of the affected communities and representatives of the village councils in 3 villages in the districts of Mamit and Lawngtlai. There were discussions with government functionaries at the district and state levels, including the consultant of the UNDP to the State Disaster Management Authority.
ActionAid International India was represented by Mrinal Gohain, Regional Manager in the Guwahati Regional Office and the Centre for Peace and Development by Angela Ralte and John Lalremthanga.
Districts visited: 



1. Mamit




2. Lawngtlai 
Organisations visited:



1. All Mizoram Farmers’ Union

2. Zoram Entupowl (Aizawl Multi-purpose Social   Service Society). 

Government Offices Organisations visited:

1. Directorate of Food and Civil Supplies, Mizoram

2. Office of the Consultant, State Disaster Management Authority 

3. Office of the Deputy Commissioner, Mamit District

4. Office of the Deputy Commissioner, Lawngtlai

Bamboo Flowering and the Assembly of the Rats!

The lazy green mountains of Mizoram looking so peaceful by the day deceive. They hide the terror unleashed at night-fall by the hordes of menacing rats- rats that destroy harvests, clean the granaries, eat anything that humans would or wouldn’t like rugs and plastic ware and in the odd occasion, even attack sleeping people. It is a human tragedy that has been unfolding here as about every 48 years, coinciding with a phenomenon that is dreaded- the flowering of the most abundant species of bamboo, the Melocanna baccifera. Botanists call it the ‘gregarious bamboo flowering’ others simply note the ‘Rodent Menace’. Mizos call it the MAUTAM.
In local lore, when the bamboo flower ‘all the rats of the world come to assemble here’, which speaks of the very large increase in rodent population. What happens of course is when the bamboo flower and give fruit- the particular species Melocanna baccifera does once ever 48 years- rodents eat the seeds and this triggers an exponential growth in their population. Research indicate that this could be because the high protein content of these seeds causes an estrogen imbalance in the rodents whose fertility rates dramatically increase or that the high protein in the seeds provide the nutrition to significantly enhance the survival rates of the entire rat litter. Inevitably the rodent population turns to human food sources to survive and sustain themselves.  The result is a famine.
Oral history apart, the first historical references to bamboo flowering and the consequent famine go back to 1862, but more detailed accounts emerged of the events in 1911. The famine in the early 1960s by some accounts claimed 10000 to 15000 lives and was to have very serious political implications in the region. The high casualties were attributed to the nonchalant attitude of the authorities and its ineptitude in the delivery of relief/humanitarian aid. The disillusionment and anger this provoked triggered an insurrection by the indigenous tribes. It was a tragic 20 year conflict with the Indian state that was led by the Mizo National Front (MNF) an ethno-political organization formed initially as the Mizo National Famine Front to respond to people’s relief needs. The conflict only ended in 1987 with a peace accord, and the famine with its consequent events remain deeply etched in the psyche of the people continuing to evoke strong emotions.

Bamboo brakes cover about 6446 square kilometres or approximately 31% of the geographical area of Mizoram. There are about 26 species of bamboo in Mizoram alone covering 9 genera, but the non clump forming Melocanna baccifera (Mautak) is the most abundant. Other species such as the Dinochloa compactiflora (Sairil) Dendrocalamus hamiltoni (Phulrua), Dendrocalamus longispathus (Rawnal), Dendrocalamus spp (Rawpui), Bambusa tulda (Rawthing), Bambusa longispiculata (Rawthing chi) and Arundinaria callosa (Phar) are important commercially, but some also because of their impact on rodent populations. The flowering of the different species do not coincide yet may be close resulting in the phenomenon being dragged over a period of 3 to 4 years. For instance Melocanna baccifera flowered in 2007 and locals  and anticipate the flowering of Dendrocalamus spp. (Rawpui) to flower in 2008. 

Pre-emptive measures by the Government

The bamboo flowering in 2007 was long anticipated. It was preceded by seminars and meetings and had extensive coverage, definitely in the local media. A slew of measures were announced by the Government of Mizoram under the canopy of a comprehensive multi-sectoral programme called ‘The Bamboo Flowering and Famine Control Schemes’ (BAFFACOS).  The Government effort through BAFFACOS and other schemes followed a 3-pronged strategy: 

· The early harvesting of bamboo to limit the extent of flowering and to utilize the resource

· To seek the diversification of agriculture by bringing in practices like the cultivation of oil palms, turmeric, ginger and other cash crops, and to provide alternative livelihoods like sericulture to limit the threat from the rodents to Swinden farming or jhumm
. 

· To control rodent populations, and that included a scheme which offers cash rewards of Re.1 per rat-tail; it was introduced as early as 2002, stopped three years later and resumed again in 2007. 

The failure of the strategy is obvious with famine conditions prevailing in large areas and the destruction of over 75% of crops in the state (including the espoused cash crops like oil palms). 

Manifestations of famine in 2008:

Conditions of widespread food shortages and hunger currently prevail in all the 8 districts of Mizoram and there are clear manifestations of famine beginning to unfold in several locations.  
The conditions are most pronounced in the western and southern areas of the state notably the districts of Lawngtlai, Lungei, Saiha and Mamit where crop loss is estimated to be between 85-95 %. 
There are reports of starvation from pockets in the extreme south and south-western areas bordering Myanmar and Bangladesh which are accessible only by footpaths. The condition is reported to be very serious in about 60 villages in Lawngtlai district with people subsisting by foraging in the forests for yam and roots since October 2007. With entire villages being affected all food aid reaching them is very inadequate. The populations are Bru and Chakma, minority tribes in the state and the Lai and the Mara considered sub groups of the Zo ethnic conglomeration but with sometimes tenuous relations with the mainstream.  The Deputy Commissioner of Lawngtlai district in our interview indicated that 98 of the 156 villages of the district were in serious crisis.
It has been reported that in newspapers that atleast 20 persons are nearing blindness due to nutritional deficiencies. However there has been poor monitoring of the impact on the crisis on peoples health and an accurate picture is not available.
The parameter offered by communities for measuring distress is the number of meals being taken by a family. It is accepted that 3 meals (of rice) is normal, 2 meals indicate a shortage and a single meal a crisis. 
Distress selling of properties is the other indicator and in all 3 villages visited there were evidences of this. 
In Bawngva village in Mamit district there are at least 60 families eating food only once a day of which 20 families are subsisting on roots like sweet potatoes. Of the 5 persons present in one discussion in the village 2 could not harvest their crops, the others between 20 to 30 tins where the normal harvest from their 3-4 hectare farms is about 600 tins. The Village Council President present in the discussion stated that he was compelled to sell one of his two 4 hectare plots for Rs.6000/- . Buyers are government employees and traders living in the Mamit town approximately 20 km away. Families are subsisting on the occasional work as labourers in the farms of the well off or under a government Cash for Work programme which provides work for about 3 days a month at the minimum wage of Rs.100/-.
Darlak village also in Mamit, has the appearance of a village which was doing well but now finds 165 families of its 197 in crisis. About 80% had severe crop damage and only 5 families could harvest their crop. All families are down to 2 meals a day and their reserves are being quickly exhausted. The crisis was compounded by the damage to their wet rice fields and their fisheries by floods in 2007. Families are now dependant on food for work programmes that engage them for about 3-4 days a month on foraging vegetables in the forests for sale. There is distress selling with one person in the discussion group reporting the sale of a fishery pond worth more than Rs. 100000/- at just Rs.2000/-.   

Poithar village in Lawngtlai has about 20 families without food for the next day and is entirely dependent on the community to support them. A community ethos that ensures mutual support during crisis is sustaining them. There are 40 families receiving food through the PDS but for most families being large the quota barely lasts them 10 to 14 days. In the past few weeks 4 families sold off their land at distress sales of approximately Rs.10000/- for 2 hectare plots. NREGS offered 50 days employment to those with job cards and this was of substantial support to the vulnerable.
We need to note that all these villages are relatively close to district head quarters and well connected by all weather roads.

An increase in the price of rice in the local markets is happening with per kg rates increasing to Rs.21.50 from Rs.16 prior to the crisis.

State Agriculture Department figures according to a news report estimates loss of paddy at 38247 MT affecting 72.5 % agrarian families in 659 villages.

The Government Response: 
The Government of Mizoram took a cabinet decision in November 2007 to declare the Mautam as a disaster though it is reluctant to accept for obvious political reasons that the situation is rapidly slipping out of its control.

Functionaries/Officials of the Government of Mizoram we spoke to anticipate a worsening in the situation with food and financial reserves in families and communities drying up. An improvement in the situation is only expected, rather hoped for, by the first harvests of the current Jhum cycle (starting around February-March) in August. There are also apprehensions that the sowing in the current jhum cycle will be disrupted by the rodents and its impact would continue till the next harvest.

The government is being compelled by the ground situation to resort to contingency programmes. 
It is drawing upon the Calamity Relief Fund from the Central government to provide food relief to affected populations. There are additional requests for support up to Rs. 590 crores from the Central Government’s National Calamity Contingency Fund and Calamity Relief Fund. Receipts from the NCCF is at Rs.8.81 crores for the disaster.
Firstly, the state has mobilized its Public Distribution System (PDS) to deliver the monthly quota of grains to card holding below poverty line (BPL) families through its the centrally sponsored food security schemes -the Targeted PDS and the Antodaya Anna Yojana (AAY) at 30 kgs and 35kgs respectively per family. The rates being charged Rs.6 per kg in the TPDS and Rs.3 per kg in the AAY are consistent with rates recommended nationally. Above poverty line (APL) families are being given rice at Rs.9.30 per kg.
It claims to be currently using the Calamity Relief Fund for procuring the grains at the economic cost of Rs.1444.89 per quintal while having used it to provide food for work. However the state estimates an additional requirement of  5740 MT of rice and has request the Central Government for an increase in the states PDS quota.
Currently supply is being hampered by the insufficient flow of rice apparently (i) because the Food Corporation of India which is responsible for procurement states that rice stock in the Northeaster region is inadequate and (ii) because of delays in contractual agreements between the state government and the transporters. This is serious with current stock in Lunglei district being about 1000 quintals and in Lawngtlai district below 500 quintals as on 24th November.
It had just announced a grain on credit scheme on the 24th of February where families/communities in distress can procure grains on credit through the government, which would be recovered from the wages of the NREGS which is to become operational through out the state from April 2008.
Response of Civil Society:

· The Salvation Army Indian Eastern Territory has established a Territorial Mautam Famine Relief Committee (TMFRC) and distributed 400 quintals of free rice to the effected families. They are also planning to arrange a Micro Credit Loan to the tune of Rs.40 lakhs for  the affected families.
· World Vision has provided 50 kgs of rice to about x families 
Elsewhere the local civil society and the churches are organising aid most in kind through fund raising drives, concerts et cetera. But over all the effort is disorganised and is sporadic. 
Our assessment of immediate needs:

While it has been difficult to make an accurate assessment of the needs, we can assume that there is an immediate need for food aid to a minimum 30 thousand families living with acute food shortage in the districts of Lawngtlai, Saiha and Mamit. At least 10000 families across approximately 150 to 170 villages in Lawngtlai and Saiha districts would be on the fringe of starvation where poor communications are hampering both food delivery and the flow of information critical for making an assessment and taking decisions on the emergency. We would recommend immediate food aid to these families, as a top priority.
There is also high probability of a health emergency emerging unless food aid is delivered immediately and nutritional supplementation organised particularly for women and children.  Medical aid may also be an immediate requirement. There is no information with regard to child and maternal mortality that may be attributed to hunger but this may be anticipated and would only be revealed by improved flow of information.
Averting prolongation of the crisis would depend on uninterrupted flow of food into the area and also on early restoration of local food production. There is a need for seeds and other farming resources to be made available immediately as the next jhum cycle now begins.

Channelling food aid into these locations besides averting a crisis would also allow more information to flow out of the area.
The major challenge in delivering the aid would be in organising the logistics. It is mountainous area with the most villages being inaccessible to road transport. Lorries/Trucks can go only to some points beyond which jeeps and then only footpaths exist. Transportation costs by trucks, jeeps and porters would be relatively high and though there are no security threats perceived at the moment but organising transportation of large quantities of grain in the terrain would be challenging. 
Difficulties are also anticipated in the procurement of large quantities of grains and other food items. Most procurement would have to be done outside Mizoram in Assam and transported to the forward locations. 

Identifying and mobilising qualified personnel for the medical and health components of any intervention would be problematic.

� Swinden farming or ‘Jhum’, essentially a slash and burn form of agriculture is the primary farming practice in Mizoram and accounts for almost the entire food production in the state. Recent shifts to cash crops like palm oil and plantation agriculture has been experimental and still insignificant to the agriculture economy or in the ability to compensate loss in the conventional Jhum farms. 








