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Fodder Banks collect fodder during years of good fodder harvest and store the same for use in 

years of drought. Each member of dairy cooperatives (set up earlier), initially deposits an amount of 

Rupees 20026 with the Fodder Bank, which is managed by poor women community members.27 

Funds generated are then used to purchase and stock fodder when it is available. At times when 

fodder is needed, but unavailable in the vicinity of the village where the fodder bank is located, fodder is 

procured from other Blocks or Districts where fodder is available in greater quantities. Fodder so 

procured is stocked and distributed to members during lean periods at cost, making dairy a sustainable 

livelihood activity, with members using their own resources. For example, in 2003, almost 542 metric 

tons of fodder worth about Rs.1.9 million was distributed to members, including green fodder, dry fodder 

and cattle feed. Not insignificantly, the dung generated by the bovine wealth is a source of manure and 

fuel for small and marginal farmers in that part of the world. 

Since dairy contributes to increasing the food availability for the farmers through higher 

endowment entitlements as well as also increase economic access for those on off-farm employment, 

fodder banks have a vital role in the agricultural life of small and marginal farmers. 

(iv) Tools & equipment library (read Bank) 
Small, marginal and landless farmers most often have little or no access to tools and equipment 

needed for agriculture. Their inability to buy the necessary tools hampers their ability to earn a 

sustainable livelihood in agriculture. To tackle the problem, a Tools and Equipment Library has been 

started. The idea of the library is to house different kinds of agricultural equipment such as ploughs, 

masonry tools, water lifting machines and “heavy” commercial vehicles including tractors to meet the 

needs and the requirements of a farming community. Participation in the Tools and Equipment Library 

programme is based on a nominal membership fee which is then used to buy additional tools and 

equipment, cover repair and maintain the existing tools, and purchase new equipment as the 

membership grows. Thus the library is self-sustaining with management in the hands of the local 

women’s cooperatives, and like the seed bank it increases the endowment entitlements of the farming 

community. 

F. Community based irrigations systems 

(i) Small scale irrigation: Zanjeras, Philippines: equity the key. 
In the Ilocos provinces of the northern Philippines, a typical form of community based irrigation 

system is the Zanjeras. These are small-scale irrigation societies all of whose infrastructure is built, 

maintained and managed by the communities of farmers, the water users. Land is allocated amongst 

the farmers in parcels of equal size, the holdings being dispersed between upstream and downstream 

areas. The even land distribution ensures that the allocation of water as also maintenance obligations 

are fairly equitable, which has assisted the Zanjera system to persist successfully with minimal state 

interference for over two centuries. 

Water is allocated proportionally to the size of the area of the land cultivated as is the size of the 

input of labour and material that each user must contribute to the operation and maintenance of the 

system.  

State control was introduced in the form of the Water Code of 1976, which asserted state 

ownership of water sources, and required that all rights to divert water, whether for irrigation or other 

purposes, be legitimized via possession of a water permit. This intervention has been successful in so 
                                                           
26 1 US $ is equal to 48 Indian Rupees (Rs.) approximately.  
27 Various training such as how to distribute, weigh and transport fodder, and how to manage the administrative process 

associated with distribution for numerous villagers were also provided by SEWA. 
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far as it left intact the traditional, informal systems via which co-ordination and conflict resolution among 

users of particular irrigation systems are achieved. In some cases, it even provided new opportunities 

for co-ordination among different Zanjeras along the same river system, helping in greater efficiency of 

water allocation. However, there is no recognition of traditional and ancestral claims to usufruct rights 

over water that have not been officially registered, leading to instances of over-allocation and 

consequent conflicts between registered and unregistered users. Furthermore, the application 

procedure for water permits puts the wealthy and powerful individuals in advantageous position vis-à-vis 

irrigation associations, despite the fact that the wording of the water codes indicates an explicit favouring 

of collective over private ownership (Cruz, Ma. Conception J., 1989). 

(ii) Farmer Managed Irrigation Systems, Thailand: The Local Bureaucrat as the Pivot 
Farmer Managed Irrigation Systems (FMIS) before the Establishment of RID28 Farmer Managed 

Irrigation Systems (FMIS) were typically developed, operated and maintained by groups of farmers 

(Shivakoti, 2008). The systems were mostly of small scale, optimum to maintain (100-1000 rai), to 

provide water for good harvest of main rice crop, to make water available during the dry season to reap 

a second harvest of rice or other crops and to expand cultivated areas. The District Head was the Agent 

Provocateur. The District Head arranged meeting with different sub-district heads and discussed on the 

most efficiently possible and feasible way for supplying water to different sub-district and villages. The 

sub-district head then discussed with village head and finally planned work strategies. In order to 

operate and maintain the system, farmers were organized and formed water user committees, based on 

canal network.  

In the FMIS the irrigation systems were constructed communally using available local materials 

such as bamboo, logs and stones. When the need for irrigation water arose, the community along with 

community head identified the source of irrigation water and constructed a weir on a river, to hold back 

water. Since the weir as well as entire irrigation system was considered as common property, the 

households had common rights and responsibility for repair and maintenance and hence was governed 

by customary rules and regulations. Each household was obliged to contribute labor, construction 

materials and tools based on the size of their landholding and economic status. Given traditionally 

oriented belief, the households had to collect some funds for annual ritual rites to the weir spirit for the 

protection of entire irrigation systems.  

The water users developed their own rules and regulation. Typically, for maintenance of the 

irrigation systems, labor contribution was guided by the principle of more land, more labor contribution. 

Since the people managed irrigation systems were fully constructed and repaired by local materials, 

farmers were obliged to bring necessary tools and material during maintenance time. The amount and 

types of tools and materials brought were either decided by the Weir Headman or, in most cases, 

already agreed upon rules of proportionate to landholding size. As any traditional society is bounded by 

several belief systems, their mutual understanding and community solidarity has often been reflected in 

some ritual form. Therefore, each household had to contribute for ritual offering either cash or kind 

whatever was convenient. 

(iii) Weirs and Subaks, Bali, Indonesia: the Temple as the Kingpin  
The irrigation systems of Balinese rice farmers achieve coordination of large numbers of 

individual users covering a wide geographical area without the imposition of central control. Farmers are 

                                                           
28 Source: 
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organized into associations known as subaks, each of whose members share a common irrigation 

infrastructure, built around weirs (small dams) into which water is diverted from a river. From the weir 

water is channeled into the canals and aqueducts, which carry it to the fields. Each of these weirs may 

be used by one or several subaks.  

Coordination of planting schedules within and among subaks is necessary for two reasons. 

Planting schedules are staggered so that the peak demand for water from all users from a single 

watercourse is avoided. However, synchronization among fields in the same area is an important part of 

the pest control strategy. The optimum balance between these conflicting demands depends on specific 

local conditions, and is achieved in a surprising fashion.  

Associated with the physical infrastructure for irrigation is a complex network of shrines and 

temples dedicated to the worship of the water goddess and various agricultural deities, which provides 

the basis for coordination of planting cycles within and between subaks. Each temple is associated with 

a single weir, and its congregation is composed of the members of the subaks serviced by the weir. The 

temple hosts annual meetings of representatives of all these farmers, at which a common planting cycle 

for the year ahead is decided. The temple's ritual calendar provides the basis for the succeeding 

sequence of agricultural tasks.  

Coordination among users of weirs along the same river is achieved via regular exchange of 

delegates among temples, in fulfillment of obligations associated with ritual ties among the deities to 

which they are dedicated. This system is finely tuned to local conditions and allows farmers to achieve 

an optimum cropping pattern. Mathematical modeling of the network's ecological properties suggests 

that it allows yields to be maintained in the face of crises such as low rainfall or large increases in pest 

populations, and that these properties depend upon a high degree of coordination of farmers' activities. 

Interestingly, it appears to have evolved as the outcome of a gradual process of experimentation on the 

part of individuals over a period of several centuries, rather than the imposition of any central political or 

religious authority, and is thus an example of coordination resulting from bottom-up organization. 

Attempts to replace the role of the temples by a bureaucratic system of control following the 'green 

revolution' of the 1970's led to a loss of the co-ordinating function, resulting in a series of ecological 

crises (Lansing, 1991) and (Lansing, J.S. and J.N. Kremer, 1993).  

All the three community based irrigation system contributes to increasing food production. They 

thus contribute to increasing the endowment entitlement of the farmers and to the extent that they sell a 

part of their produce, to their trade based or exchange entitlements as well.  

IV. Talapariges in Gujarat, India29 
Talapariges are unique to areas having sandy soil and a rocky substratum. They are mostly 

found in the beds of ponds, streams and rivers; some are around them. While the sandy soil 

ensures ample water percolates during rains and from water bodies, the rocky substratum 

prevents the water from percolating too deep. During the summer when rivers and ponds dry up, this 

water, sweet and purified by filtration through the soil, is still oozing out of the talaparige.  

People dig a pit, five to 15 feet deep, at the site of the spring, build a stone wall around it to 

prevent the water eye—jalada kannu—of the talaparige from getting silted, and construct channels 

along the contours of the surrounding land, providing a gradient for the water to flow. Water from the 

talaparige is supplied for irrigation to tracts of land near the channels. More crucially, underground 

springs are a source of drinking water during the summer.  

                                                           
29 Adopted from Aparna Pallavi (2010). “Lost and Found”, in Down to Earth, New Delhi, April 1-15, 2010. 
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"Before bore wells came along, only land close to a talaparige could grow a second crop," said 

farmer Sankaraiyah of Karmadi. "Even today farmers who do not have bore wells can rely on the 

talaparige to see the crop through." Sankaraiyah receives an hour of water supply daily for his ragi30 and 

paddy crops, each in three hectares, from the underground spring. 

A talaparige and its channels are maintained by a community of farmers. The community is 

headed by a gamkar who calls meetings and initiates maintenance work. A neeraganti coordinates with 

farmers in distributing water. Water division, as Sankaraiyah showed, is done through a deceptively 

simple technique of placing rocks at strategic points in the channel to direct the flow. The position of 

rocks is changed every hour so that everyone gets water," said a farmer, as he carefully packed some 

rocks at the mouth of one channel, reducing the flow. 

In 2007, a Tumkur-based non-profit, Dhanya, conducted a survey in the five districts of the 

States of Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh, India where underground springs were an integral part of the 

irrigation system. In the 1950s and the '60s there were some 2,000 underground springs in Tumkur 

alone, but the study found 150 in the five districts put together. All but 20-30 per cent of these have 

fallen into disuse. 

Decline of the talaparige began with the advent of bore wells, which not only depleted the 

groundwater, destroying springheads, but also destroyed the fabric of social cooperation. In more recent 

years, mining, especially sand mining in the beds of rivers and ponds, has destroyed many talapariges. 

Farmers say frequent monsoon failures and reduced rainfall have also played a role. 

It is encouraging to note that a few underground springs, mostly in Koratagere, Madhugiri and 

Pavagada taluks of Tumkur District, Karnataka, are still in good condition, and their water cooperatives 

active. Karmadi is one of them. 

G. Alternative public distribution system  
Different models for Community Grain Banks have emerged in many communities in the region. 

In one case, a Community Grain Bank in conjunction with reclamation of fallow land and creation of a 

Community Grain Fund facilitated by an NGO (Deccan Development Society, in Andhra Pradesh) has 

evolved into what is called an Alternative Public Distribution System (APDS) based in Zaheerabad 

Mandal31, Andhra Pradesh, India where food grain production, procurement, storage and distribution, 

are done at the community (village) level and are entirely managed by women Sangham32 members in 

11 villages.  

The target groups, drawn from marginal and small farmers, mostly belonging to Scheduled 

Castes33 and Backward Castes34, were organized into self help groups, or Sanghams. The programme 

implementation started, amongst other things, by advancing loans to the beneficiary farmers for 

agricultural operations on fallow lands, over a three year period. The total investment for bringing fallow 

lands under cultivation for all the three years was fixed at Rs. 4200 per acre35.  In the second stage, the 

responsibility of collecting and disbursing loan amounts and timely implementation of all seasonal 

agricultural activities at the village level, were vested in the women committee members in each village. 

Loan repayment was in the form of grain from the partner farmers after harvesting of crops. Grains 

collected were stored using traditional storage methods as parts of the Community Grain Fund (CGF). 

The loan repayments by the partner farmers were spread over a five-year period in the form of grain in 

                                                           
30 A nutritious coarse grain.  
31 Mandal is a sub-District level administrative unit. 
32 A self-help-group in local language is called a Sangham. 
33 They are amongst the most marginalized groups in society. They are also called dalits. 
34 They are also marginalized groups in society but a step better than the Scheduled Castes. 
35 Rs. is the abbreviation for Indian Rupees. Currently 1 US $ is equal to Rs. 48 roughly. 
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prefixed quantities at pre-fixed prices. In the third stage, the grain thus collected was stored in the 

village for distribution during the scarcity months (usually the monsoon season) among the poor 

households on a five-point poverty scale (read level), identified by the villagers themselves based on 

their criteria evolved through Participatory Wealth Ranking. Finally, households identified as above 

were issued a sorghum card by the Sangham entitling them to a fixed quantity of Jowar at a subsidized 

price of Rs. 3.50 per kg, the proceeds of which were deposited in a Community Grain Fund Account 

held with a bank.  The subsidy of one Rupee, between the issue price and procurement price made up 

by the interest payments, accruing from CGF Bank deposited in five years.  Individual village groups 

hold the CGF account with the fund used year after year, for reclaiming more fallow lands. 

APDS increased food availability, as it yielded additional quantities of different kinds of cereals 

and pulses, from the fallow lands. Additional labour employment for various agricultural operations and a 

demand for “bullock-pair-days” created by the APDS increased the people’s economic access to food. 

APDS has also brought back biodiversity conservation as source of food for local communities and 

helped revive several varieties of crops, cereals, legumes, pulses and oilseeds, helping in ensuring food 

security for future generations.  Thus the APDS not only helped the farmers to increase their access to 

food through better endowment entitlements from increased yield, but also improved the nutritional 

quality of food through increasing bio-diversity which provides them with a whole range of food, hitherto 

not available. 

H. Increasing food availability: accessing food from common property resources  
Common property resources (CPRs) (such as lands, forests, wildlife, fisheries, water) may 

incorporate elements of quasi-insurance by allowing free access to forage food and fodder for both 

consumption and trade36. Common property resources that involve access on a rotating basis also have 

a quasi-insurance character. In these cases, community members have equal likelihood (in expectation) 

of receiving fertile and infertile tracts of cultivable land (in the case of agricultural societies) or equal 

amounts in expected catches (in the case of fishing communities). For example, in a fishing community 

in Sri Lanka, access to the biggest catches, which depends on both the time of the day and the location 

in which nets are cast, is allotted on a strict schedule, such that over time, the expected availability of 

fish of all fisherman is equalized, thus smoothing out, to an extent, intra-fisher folk households access to 

food or means to acquire food. (Bhattamishra et al. 2007). In another example, in the warabandi system 

of water distribution in rural Pakistan, canal water is distributed to farmers on a rotational basis at pre-

specified times during the course of the week (Murgai et al. 2002).These traditional rules help 

households to smooth consumption over time, thereby reducing risk (Plateau, 1991) of seasonal food 

insecurity. 

Common property resources may also be seen to constitute the secondary system for food 

production and hence a source for food availability37. Food insecure households traditionally intensify 

the use of the natural resource-base and in particular the common property resources, including forests 

and rivers, when food production and availability is insufficient38. Similarly in coastal and in areas prone 

to floods many landless households try to secure their living by fishing on rivers, canals and flooded 

areas during the flooding season when there are fewer job opportunities. The nature of the CPRs and 

                                                           
36 The possibility of damaging  CPRs articulated by Hardin (1968) should be borne in mind. 
37 There are two food systems. Rice, potatoes etc, which are food produced by the application of technology in the economic 

sense, are called food derived from the “primary food system”. Fish, fruits, honey, gums, small animals, birds, tubers, 
snails, leaves, leafy vegetables etc from the common property resources, micro-environment (Chambers, 1992) and 
forests, and from gleaning and collecting food from lands belonging to richer, relatively well-off farmers, in neighboring 
villages, are called food from the “secondary food system” (Mukherjee, 1994a). 

38 Food gathered from the CPR can be view as usufruct entitlement or entitlement emanating from exchange with nature. 
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the products collected also varies from urban to rural context. In some cases, it has been estimated that 

food from CPRs constitutes almost 35 per cent of total food consumed by the poor in arid and semi-arid 

areas in India. (Jodha, 1986). In Tangail, Bangladesh it has been found that people, belonging to 

different economic grouping, access from 39 to 89 per cent of their food from CPRs or what they call 

uncultivated sources (Mazhar, et. al, 2007). The fact that food from the secondary food system is 

available when food supply from the primary food system was not available or was scarce, has led some 

experts to call food from the CPRs as “hunger foods”. (FAO, 1984, 2002).  

Common property resources (CPRs) (such as lands, forests, wildlife, fisheries, water) may 

incorporate elements of quasi-insurance by allowing free access to forage food and fodder for both 

consumption and trade39. Common property resources that involve access on a rotating basis also have 

a quasi-insurance character. In these cases, community members have equal likelihood (in expectation) 

of receiving fertile and infertile tracts of cultivable land (in the case of agricultural societies) or equal 

amounts in expected catches (in the case of fishing communities). For example, in a fishing community 

in Sri Lanka, access to the biggest catches, which depends on both the time of the day and the location 

in which nets are cast, is allotted on a strict schedule, such that over time, the expected availability of 

fish of all fisherman is equalized, thus smoothing out, to an extent, intra-fisher folk households access to 

food or means to acquire food. In another example, in the warabandi system of water distribution in rural 

Pakistan, canal water is distributed to farmers on a rotational basis and provides turns at pre-specified 

times during the course of the week (Murgai et al., 2002).These traditional rules help households to 

smooth consumption over time, thereby reducing risk (Plateau, 1991) of seasonal food insecurity. 

The use of common property resources to smoothen out the availability of food over different 

months is also significant. A longitudinal participatory study of food insecurity and community coping 

mechanisms in village Rakshit Chak, (inhabited by landless families of Lodha tribe) Midnapore District, 

West Bengal, India over the years 1993, 1995 and 1998 using food calendars, with women 

demonstrates that the common property resources, and the rights of the poor to access them, also act 

as an insurance against a sudden fall in food availability (Mukherjee and Mukherjee, 2008). The study of 

the food calendar reveals that there are four phases of food insecurity. Phase one covers the period 

from mid-November to mid-February, when people eat the most. Food insecurity sets in phase two 

spread over two months, mid-February to mid-April and people eat less. Mid-April to mid-September 

marks phase three when food consumption is very low. Phase four spreads over the mid-September to 

mid-November, when a typical diet of poor households consists mostly of rice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
39 The possibility of damaging CPRs articulated by Hardin (1968) should be borne in mind. 
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Table 5.3  Seasonal food calendar of Village Krishna Rakshit Chak, Midnapore, 1993.  

Month  Rice potatoes Pulses Vege-
tables@@ Fruits@ 

Food@@ 
from Water 

Sources 

Others 
from Wild 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Magh  
(Mid-Jan to 
Mid-Feb)  

***************  *************  ***  cabbage  -  -  wild borums 
and wild 
rabbits  

Phalgun  
(Mid-Feb to 
Mid-Mar)  

*********  ***********  **  spinach  -  -  neem 
leaves  

Chaitra 
(Mid-Mar to 
Mid-Apr)  

****  ****  **2  pumpkin  -  fish and wild 
water plants  

-  

Baisakh  
(Mid-Apr to 
Mid-May)  

****  ***  *  pui leaves and 
herbs  

Mango,  
jackfruit  

fish, snails 
and wild 
water plants  

-  

Jyastha  
(Mid-May 
to Mid-Jun)  

****  ****  **  lota, leaves 
and herbs  

Mango,  
jackfruit  

fish, wild 
water plants  

-  

Asardh  
(Mid-Jun to 
Mid-Jul)  

****  ***  ***  jhinge (nearer 
to Sukini), 
green papaya  

-  -  -  

Srabon  
(Mid-Jul to  
Mid-Aug)  

****  ****  *****  green papaya  -  -  -  

Bhadra  
(Mid-Aug to 
Mid-Sep)  

****  ***  ***  green banana  -  fish and 
snails  

-  

Ashwin  
(Mid-Sep to 
Mid-Oct)  

****  ***  **  -  -  -  -  

Kartick  
(Mid-Oct to 
Mid-Nov)  

**  ***  **  radish, leaves  -  -  -  

Ahgrayan  
(Mid-Nov to 
Mid-Dec 

****  ****  *****  tomatoes  -  -  -  

 

Table 5.4  Seasonal food calendar of Village Krishna Rakshit Chak, 1995.  

Month  Rice potatoes Pulses Vegetables 
$ 

Fruits 
# 

Fish 
 $ 

Snails 
$ 

Others 
from Wild 

$ 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Magh  
(Mid-Jan to 
Mid-Feb)  

*************** ************* *** - - - - - 

Phalgun  
(Mid-Feb to 
Mid-Mar)  

********* *********** ** - - - - neem 
leaves 

Chaitra  
(Mid-Mar to 
Mid-Apr)  

***** *** - - - - - - 

Baisakh@  
(Mid-Apr to 
Mid-May)  

**** *** - - - - - - 

Jyastha  
(Mid-May to 
Mid-Jun)  

**** *** - - - - - - 

Asardh  
(Mid-Jun to 
Mid-Jul)  

**** ** - - - - - - 

Srabon  
(Mid-Jul to 
Mid-Aug)  

**** *** - - - - - - 

Bhadra  
(Mid-Aug to 
Mid-Sep)  

** - - - - ********** - - 
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Table 5.5  Food calendar, 1998 of Village Krishna Rakshit Chak  

Month  Rice Potatoes Pulses Vege-
tables 

from CPR 

Fruit 
from 
CPR 

Fish 
from 
CPR 

Snails 
from 
CPR 

Others 
from 
Wild 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Magh  
(Mid-Jan to 
Mid- Feb)  

**********  *****  -  -  some fish  -  -  

Phalgun  
(Mid-Feb to 
Mid-Mar)  

********  ****  yes  -  fish, jhinuk  -  neem 
leaves  

Chaitra 
(Mid-Mar to 
Mid-Apr)  

*****  ****  -  -  -  -  yes  rabits  

Baisakh**  
(Mid-Apr to 
Mid-May)  

***  ***  -  brinjals  -  -  snails, jal 
geri  

jhinge  

Jyastha  
(Mid-May to 
Mid Jun)  

***  ***  -  kalmi sak, 
susmi sak, 
gim sak,  

-  fish  -  -  

Asardh  
(Mid-Jun to 
Mid-Jul)  

***  *  -  wild 
potatoes, 

mushroom  

-  -  -  -  

Srabon  
(Mid-Jul)  

****  *  -  -  -  weeds,  yes  -  

 
 

There are significant seasonal variations in availability of food like rice, potato and pulses which 

are from the “primary system of food” produced using technology in the economic sense. For example 

the consumption of rice the staple food reaches its peak between mid-January to mid- February after 

which it declines mid-March to mid-April, remaining stationary through mid-September to mid-October. 

The consumption of rice remains low throughout the summer months. Secondary food which primarily 

comes from CPRs provides valuable additions to the food basket of the poor in form of fiber and animal 

protein, adding nutrition to the diet of the food insecure villagers. In the lean period (mid-March to mid-

September), when food from the primary system is low, the villagers access CPRs to cope with food 

shortages. Access to the CPRs like water bodies can make a significant difference to the quality and 

quantity of food available. For example, in the village, a huge tank called Rajbandh was not auctioned in 

1998 by the local body due to a dispute, which allowed local villagers had access to tank and could 

collect a number of food items. While auctioning of CPRs like tanks provide resources to the local 

bodies, it also means that the insecure households are deprived of food in lean periods.   

The food insecure villagers in addition to collecting, hunting and gathering food from the CPRs, 

also glean food from the land of richer farmers. Vegetables like cabbage, pumpkins, ridge gourd 

(jhinge), papaya, green banana, radish, tomato and brinjals not harvested by the rich farmers as they 

are damaged due to pests, hail storm etc are picked by poor families and help to cover their food 

insecurity to some extent. Both systems of food play critical roles in providing food to the villagers of 

Krishna Rakshit Chak. Figure 5.2 also gives glimpses of the extent of substitution of grains etc takes 

place with food from the CPRS.  

“Foraging” of food form common property resources is widely practiced. For instance for the 

Karen Community in Thailand, foraging of food like “fishing, hunting  and gathering of food from natural 

habitats”, constituted one of three main pillars of food procurement. (Chotiboriboon et al. 2009). Similarly 

the Ainu, an indigenous people who live in Northern Japan, collected substantial amount of food from 

the common property resources. In fact in the three component of food, two came from common 

property resources, namely wild vegetables and fish and wild game. It is noteworthy that the food from 
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common property resources provided protein and many vital nutrition which they may not get from 

cultivated grains. (Goodman et al., 2009). See Table 5.6.   

Table 5.6  Collection and preservation methods of some Ainu traditional foods 

Food names Collection and preservation methods 

Wild vegetables  

Wild onion Collect in April to mid-May, dry them by the end of May 
Anemone Collect in beginning of May to mid-May, dry them by mid-June 
Udo, spikenard Collect in mid-May to mid-June 
Japanese butterbur, coltsfoot Collect in beginning to mid-June, dry them by the end of June 
Angelica, fresh Collect in mid to the end of May 
Aha bean Collect in beginning to mid-Nov, dry them by mid-Nov 
Ostrich fern, fiddle head fern Collect in mid-April to mid-May, dry them by mid-May 
Perennial lily Collect in mid-June to beginning of July, preserve them by mid-July 

Cultivated grains  

Egg millet 
Seed them in mid-May, weed in mid-June, harvest in end of Sept. to end of Oct. 
dry them by mid-Nov. 

Barnyard millet 
Seed them in mid-May, weed in mid-June, harvest in end of Sept. to the end of 
Oct., dry them by mid-Nov. 

Italian millet 
Seed them in mid-May, weed in mid-June, harvest I end of Sept. to end of Oct., 
dry them by mid-Nov. 

Frozen potatoes Collect them in mid-April in the vegetable garden, soak in water and  dry them 

Fish and wild game  

Freshwater pearl Collect them in summer in fresh water mussel 

Dried salmon 
Cut salmon into three (borne and top and bottom sides) and dry salmon outside 
in the cold 

Hokkaido deer Catch and cut in mid-Jan. 
Source: Goodman Masami Iwasaki, Satomi Ishi and Taichi Kaizawa. (2009). 

 

It is noteworthy that one study deems the phenomenon of poor people’s scavenging food from 

left-overs in markets in urban areas, akin to rural poor foraging in the CPRs. (Brocklesby et al., 2001). 

The fact that “left-overs” partake the nature of food from common property resources is because they 

can be accessed by anybody without demur and recourse. This is not an uncommon sight in many parts 

of South Asia, Cambodia, Lao PDR and Viet Nam. Box 5.2 is a brief description of this phenomenon. 

Box 5.2  Use of proxy-common property resources in urban Viet Nam, Bangladesh and Nepal  

Assessment carried out by the Center of Development Studies in Viet Nam pointed out that scavenging in 
markets for leftovers was the urban equivalent of relying on CPRs in rural areas. Analysis across PPAs showed that 
the urban poor rely on all sorts of CPRs for their survival from scouring rubbish and garbage dumps to growing food 
on scraps of roadside lands and near railway tracks.  

The social differentiation in the use of and reliance on CPR for survival was visible here also. Use of and 
reliance on CPRs was considered to be predominantly a female option. Any decline in the condition of and availability 
of resources from the CPRs directly and adversely affects women. The study also found that apart from women, the 
same applies to other very poor community members, for example ‘untouchables’ in Nepal or ethnic minority groups 
in Bangladesh.   
Source: Brocklesby and Hinshelwood, 2001. 
 

i.  Increasing the Nutritive value of food: Use of NTFP to Diversify Food Base.      
In most developing countries of Asia and the Pacific, rural and poor people depend on non-

timber forest produce (NTFP) inter alia for food, fodder, fuel, medicines, gums, resins and material for 

shelter. Apart from consumption, NTFPs are also important traded commodities in local to national (and 

in some cases even international) markets. Proceeds from sale of NTFPs at the local markets contribute 

to the ability of the people, especially the poor, to obtain basic needs and provide employment. A study 

carried out within the framework of the EC-FAO Partnership Programme "Information and Analysis for 

Sustainable Forest Management: Linking National and International Efforts in South Asia and South 

East Asia" compiled information for 15 Asian countries at the national level on NTFPs. It revealed that 

while cereals and food grains form the staple food for the majority of the population, there is a growing in 
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importance. And the role of NTFPs not only in increasing the availability of food in the lean period but 

also in diversifying the food basket of the poor at normal times.  

NTFPs contribute in two ways to enhance the food security of poor households. One, it increases 

the available quantity of food in line with the use of CPR to increase food availability discussed in 

section H above and two, it increases economic access to food, otherwise not available, by sale of  

NTFPs40 . Food from NTFPs increases the nutritive value of the food and adds palate to the diet of the 

poor; apart from increasing the total quantum of food available to them. Accessing food from NTFPs is, 

therefore, akin to increasing the total food availability through augmenting the usufruct entitlement of the 

poor or through exchange entitlement with nature.  

As an example reference is invited to Table 5.6 which shows the main categories of forest foods, 

recorded in field surveys in Lao PDR, depicting the rich biodiversity and diversified food base of NTFP. 

A total of 708 NTFPs from plants and animal sources were identified including 238 varieties of plant 

based NTFPs food, and 470 sources of food from animals of different kinds.   

Table 5.6  Diversifying food base through NTFPs in Lao PDR 

Srl. Category No of 
products 

Examples 

1 Fruits, seeds 87 Sugar palm fruits, baccaurea berries, Irvinga nuts 
2 Leaves 86 Barringtonia, lasia, azadirachta, centella 
3 Shoots 23 Bamboo shoots, rattan shoots, palm hearts  
4 Tuber, roots 22 Yam tubers (dioscorea), ganga roots 
5 Mushrooms 16 Ear mushrooms, shii take, termite mushrooms 
6 Flowers 4 Sesbania, butea  
 All plants 238  

1 Fish 300 Cyprinidae, pangasiidae, siluridae, notopteridae 
2 Birds 63 Dove, partridge, pheasant, bulbuls, estrildas 
3 Mammals 54 Squirrels, wild boar, rats, civet rats, mouse deer 

4 
Reptiles, 
amphibians 

41 Frogs, monitor lizards, snakes, turtles 

5 Molluscus 7 Freshwater shrimps, crabs, snails, shells  
6 Insects  5 Red ant eggs, bamboo grub, dung beetles 
 All animals 470  

 Total 708  
Source: Foppes and Ketphanh (2004). 

 

I. Food storage and protection  

(i) Indigenous method of storage 
Food storage is critical in the food consumption chain. However, loss in storage of food in the 

Asia-Pacific region is significant. For example, in some countries like Sri Lanka almost 40 per cent of the 

food produced is lost in storage and transmission41 and in Bangladesh it is as high as 20 per cent42. 

Preventing wastage of food is tantamount to food production. Hence communities, especially, farming 

communities in Asia and the Pacific attach a lot of importance to devising and using good food storage 

systems. The advent of, and progress in, sophisticated post-harvest technologies are a manifestation of 

this phenomenon.  Judged in that sense, food storage is a means to keep intact the availability of food in 

the system and prevent its diminution.  

                                                           
40 NTFPs, such as aromatic oils and medicinal plants are also traded nationally and internationally and can achieve high 

prices in comparison with NTFP traded in local and even provincial markets. Since this Paper is concerned with only 
community based responses to food insecurity, the issue is not explored any further here. 

41 Dr. W.G. Somaratne, OXFAM (Australia), during the discussion at the  “South Asian Civil Society Forum on Responding to 
Food Insecurity in South Asia” South Asia Watch on Trade, Economics & Environment (SAWTEE),   in Kathmandu on 24 
October 2008. 

42 Mr. Atiur Rahman, Dhaka University during the discussion at the “South Asian Civil Society Forum on Responding to Food 
Insecurity in South Asia”  South Asia Watch on Trade, Economics & Environment (SAWTEE)  in Kathmadu on 24 October 
2008. 
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Modern food storage techniques and methods are highly complex involving a series of processes 

to prevent the loss of quantity, quality and nutritional value of the food stored43. However, these facilities 

are generally available in the urban and peri-urban areas. The poor and generally food insecure 

communities across the region, therefore, do not often have access to these facilities mainly due to cost 

implications and location of such storage facilities.  The communities facing food insecurity, have in 

many cases, developed their own systems and mechanisms to deal with food storage so that wastage is 

minimized and the quality and nutritional value of the food stored remains intact. Within these systems 

are also specialized techniques suitable to different agro climatic zones and crops. The methods of 

handling, packaging, storing and transportation and also their final consumption vary according to nature 

of the crop for ensuring maximum utilization and least wastage. Examples of indigenous food storage 

structures in Himalayan regions of India (Verma, L.R. et al,1998) are instructive where food grains like 

maize, wheat and paddy are stored in special containers made of bamboo called Peri or Peru. Prior to 

use, these containers are plastered on the inside with a mixture of cow dung and clay. These containers 

are placed in a separate room called Overi on the ground floor of the house and grain is loaded into 

them from a hole made on the roof of the ground floor called Baurh. To take out grains, as needed, a 

special opening is provided near the bottom of each Peri. Access to Peri is limited to very few people in 

the household. The use of bamboo containers allows the free flow of air inside the grain, and locating 

containers on the ground floor ensures cooler temperature during the period of storage.  Loading grains 

from top and unloading the same from the bottom makes the handling of stored material easy and 

consequent losses in handling is kept at a minimum. Additionally, keeping the food storage structures 

away from the main living space protects the grain from potential fire hazards. 

 In some other parts of the Himalayan region, grain is also stored in wooden structures known as 

Darauntha and are kept away from the main living spaces. Daraunthas made of deodar wood are 

preferred as deodar wood inhibits the entry of insects and larvae. Wooden houses built away from living 

quarters check the entry of rodents and other pests. Windows with wire mesh, provide adequate 

ventilation. The size of the store house for each household is proportional to the size of land holdings.  

In some parts of Lahaul & Spiti, Northern Himalayas, special earthen rooms are constructed for storing 

cereal crops immediately after harvest. Storage in such rooms also helps keep temperature cool, so 

essential for the storage of grains. Poor farmers in some parts of temperate Himalayas, have grain 

storage chambers made of bamboo. These are built outside but within safe vicinity of the farm house. 

The logic behind constructing these storage houses and rooms at some distance from the family units 

(also made of wood) is again to save the food grains from common fire hazards.   

As stated earlier, food saved is food grown. Efforts invested in setting and maintaining a good 

storage system, thus, increase the availability of food in the system. In that sense, a good storage 

system has the effect of increasing different kinds of entitlements of the people, irrespective of the 

entitlement through which food was accessed in the first place. 

(ii) Food protection responses 
The success of a food storage system in many communities depends on how well they can 

protect their food. An important dimension as a coping mechanism is the use of indigenous and locally 

available material as pesticides and insecticides to protect food grains from wastage. Communities, who 

suffer from chronic food insecurity, also invest resources and time to protect their food grains from 

insects, mildew and dampness, irrespective of how the food was acquired. Extensive use by 

communities in Asia of leaves from trees having antimicrobial and pesticidal properties for protection of 

                                                           
43 Transportation losses have been well documented. 
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stored food grains has been well documented. The Neem Tree (Azadirachta Indica) is an example in 

point. Neem has been known for centuries for its natural and comprehensive pest control properties. 

Neem is a tropical tree and grows in semi-arid climates in Asian countries. It is almost completely free 

from insects and pests due to the presence of the active compound 'Azadirachtin' (tetranortriterpenoids) 

that acts as a growth regulator or anti-feedant. Use of Neem has been a common practice in rural 

Bangladesh, India and Pakistan  to protect the stored grains by mixing their grains with dried Neem 

leaves. In 1994 the European Patent Office granted the US corporation W.R. Grace a patent on Neem 

as a ‘method for controlling fungi on plants by aid of a hydrophobic extracted Neem Oil’ (Downes, 2003). 

Like a good storage system that prevents wastage of food, food protection is also tantamount to 

producing food. Food saved from insects during storage is food grown. Efforts invested in protecting 

food from mildew, insects, rodents and the like, thus, increase the availability of food. In that sense, as 

in the case of a good storage system, steps to protect food, has the effect of increasing different kinds of 

entitlements of the people, depending on how people accessed food in the first place. As a matter of 

fact, good storage and protection of food are often conjoined activities in the farming chain.  

Box 5.3  The ubiquitous use of the UN “Tree of the 21st century” in tropical agriculture in Asia 

Neem is planted in many parts of Asia: Bangladesh, Burma, Cambodia, India, Indonesia, Iran, Malaysia, 
Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Viet Nam. It has recently been introduced in China (Hainan Island). 

Neem cake is applied to rice and sugarcane fields against stem borers and white ants since 1930. The 
mixing of Neem leave (2-5 per cent) with rice, wheat and other grains is still practiced in some parts of India and 
Pakistan and farmers still put green twigs and leaves in rice nursery beds to produce robust seedling and 
simultaneously ward-off attacks by early pests-leafhoppers, plant-hoppers and whorl maggots. It has been a common 
practice in rural India to improve the storage of grains by mixing the grain with dried neem leaves. 

In the 1960s Indian scientists reported the feeding-deterrent property of Neem seed kernel suspension 
against desert locust. Subsequently, several bioactive ingredients (particularly meliantriol and azadirachtin) were 
isolated from various parts of the tree. These findings aroused worldwide interest in the bioactivity of the Neem tree. 
People all over the world are concerned about the safety of food that is treated with pesticides. Using extracts of the 
Neem tree instead is a promising options, which is why the United Nations declared the Neem Tree as the "Tree of 
the 21st century". 
Source: http://agroextracts.com/default.htm. 
 

J. Community based provisioning of basic services: community based information   
system 

Community based information system is used to reduce crops loss and hence increase food 

availability: food saved is food grown. An example of community based information system that reduces 

the risk of loss of crops (read food) is the cyclone warning system in Bangladesh, which is visited by 

devastating floods every year during the monsoonal rains. The community based information system in 

Bangladesh is based on a network of 33,000 village based volunteers who are alerted via radio stations 

linked to Dhaka of any impending flood. The volunteers relay the warning through megaphones to 

villages at risk in the coastal areas. The villages take preventive action. This reduces the loss of crops 

and stored food. (Miyan, 2008). 

K. Self Help Groups and Micro-Credit 
Self-help Group and micro-credit are also important community responses to food insecurity.  A 

SHG is a village-based financial intermediary which could be either a registered or unregistered group of 

micro entrepreneurs (typically 10-15 local residents especially women) having homogenous social and 

economic backgrounds, voluntarily coming together to save regular small sums of money, mutually 

agreeing to contribute to a common fund and to meet their emergency needs on the basis of mutual 

help (Wilson, 2002). The group members use collective wisdom and peer pressure to ensure proper 

end-use of credit and timely repayment. This system eliminates the need for collateral and is closely 

related to that of solidarity lending widely used by microfinance institutions. Funds may be lent back to 
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the members or to others in the village for any purpose at agreed flat interest rates. Self-help groups 

are, thus, seen as instruments for a variety of goals including empowering women, developing 

leadership abilities among poor people, increasing school enrolments, and improving nutrition and food 

security, as shown in Figure 5.2. As discussed in this paper, SHGs have been used for alternative public 

distribution system in Medak District, India; for grain, seed and fodder banks in Bangladesh and Gujarat, 

India; and even managing community based irrigation system in Bali, Indonesia, the Philippines and 

Thailand.   

The link between micro-finance lent through SHGs and food security are clear. There are three 

channels through which micro-finance affect food security. (Zeller et al., 1997). The first is through the 

familiar poverty-reducing path of improved income generation. The effects are that loans temporarily 

enhance a household’s productive human and physical capital and then, savings and credit services 

increases a household’s risk-bearing potential, leading to the adoption of potentially more profitable 

income-generating activities, though more risky ones. The profitability and mix of productive activities 

may change, leading to increased income that contributes to the virtuous production and investment 

cycles, that increases economic access of people to food. Secondly, micro-finance contributes to food 

security by decreasing the rural household’s cost of self-insurance. Improved access to credit, savings, 

and insurance services can induce changes in household assets and liabilities. For example, the holding 

of non-remunerative physical assets, such as cash, jewelry, staple foods and livestock, to meet with 

unforeseen contingency may decline. The sale of productive assets at low prices under distress, like the 

ones seen in Nepal and Bangladesh discussed in Section IV. D of this paper, may decrease, and the 

storage of crops for later sale at higher prices may rise. Reductions in the cost of stabilizing 

consumption will release resources to buy more food and promote investment, thereby increasing the 

economic access of poor people to food. Thirdly, consumption credit is critical for households attempting 

to smooth consumption over time, by adjusting their disposable income. In the event of adverse shocks, 

such as bad weather, accidents and illness, rural households use traditional consumption smoothing 

measures such as the emergency sale of assets, depletion of stocks and inventories, and grants and 

loans from family, relatives and the informal sector, which could be inefficient and bind households into 

social relationships that discourage savings and income generation. Micro-credit, savings and insurance 

services may help households smooth consumption so they use fewer traditional methods.  

Self-help groups are common in India, though SHGs can also be found in other countries, 

especially in South Asia and Southeast Asia. For example, in Bangladesh, Grameen Bank have 

6707000 active borrowers (96 per cent of whom are women) with an average loan of $ 79. It also has 

7411229 savers with an average saving of $ 37. (The MIX Market, 2009). The SHG movement in India 

represents one of the largest microfinance initiatives in the world, with over 1,000,000 self-help groups 

with 17,000,000 members formed in early 2000. (Ashe, 2002).  
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Figure 5.2  Socio-economic Activities of a Group 

 

IV. A suite of community based responses to transitory food insecurity 

A. Increasing Economic Access  

(i) Exchange responses: internal migration for increasing economic access to food  
Migration is categorized here as increasing economic access under exchange responses due 

that those who migrate for food usually earn either money or goods (usually food grains) in exchange for 

labour. The money so acquired is exchanged for, inter alia, food. Judged in this perspective, migration 

increases the exchange entitlements of the emigrants but can easily be categorized under distress 

responses. Income earned through labour migration can also be an important means of acquiring land 

and agricultural machinery, in which case migration increases endowment entitlements of the migrants.   

Though, migration in search of alternative livelihoods is a widespread coping mechanism 

adopted by the food insecure communities across the region the benefits of migration for food security 

may vary from country to country. For example, in the case of Tajikistan one study found that “labour 

migration has allowed a significant part of the Tajik population to escape from starvation stemming from 

economic stagnation and massive unemployment” (Olimova, 2005). Mongolia provides another example 

of food security-related migration. Migration out of Kerala, India, on the other hand, has enabled the 

migrants to improve their dwellings in their hometown and villages.  

Migration can be either seasonal or long term. In almost all countries of the region, there has 

been an explosion in short-term migration for work, not only across countries but also within countries.  

The substantial movement of women as part of this process is relatively new in the Asia-Pacific 

region, especially as women are increasingly moving on their own.  The presence of women in migration 

streams, whether into towns or into other rural areas for employment generally signals extreme distress 

(Hugo, 2005). Whatever may be the form of migration, it exposes households to new risks in the periods 

of food insecurity such as social exclusion, discrimination linked to their places of origin, inadequate 

housing and poor living conditions, low wages, sexual exploitation in case of women and lack of access 

to various basic services.  
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Box 5.4  Engaging in Seasonal or Long-term Migration in Viet Nam 

For people with few other alternatives, seasonal or long-term migration in search of wage labour is a strategy 
to cope with shocks and earn wages primarily for satisfying food clothing and minimum needs of life. Migration is both 
an individual and a household risk management strategy since remittances may provide important security to rural 
households exposed to production risk in the agricultural economy. In the Red River and Mekong Deltas, men and 
women from vulnerable households often migrate to urban areas (such as Hanoi, Hai Phong and HCMC) for short 
periods for work to earn wages.  

Landless labourers in the Mekong Delta occasionally move to towns with their entire family to find 
employment when seasonal agricultural jobs in their home area are exhausted. This allows them to earn wages to 
meet their basic needs like food and clothing. 

While migration is evidently a crucial way for vulnerable households in rural areas to increase their earnings 
or cope with events such as landlessness, migration also exposes households to new risks 
Source: ESAF (2004). 
 

It needs to be underscored, that in many cases of migration the returns that an individual gets 

from the migration may not make up for their toil and the costs are often quite high in terms of bad 

health, broken families and deepening of their debt burden. The losses in terms of destabilization in 

social capital may also at times be significant in that when migrants emigrate new groups are formed 

and social equations change. Emigrants returning home may find that the aged, vulnerable and infirmed 

who were left behind have suffered deterioration in health and nutritional status.    

Take the case of migration in China as an illustration (Shaohua, 2005). In China migration has 

developed as a major coping mechanism, to seek non-agricultural work opportunities, escape poverty 

and hunger. Migrant labourers mostly come from China’s underdeveloped western and central 

provinces such as Sichuan, Anhui, He’nan and Gansu, and mainly head to urban areas, south-eastern 

coastal locations and metropolises like Beijing and Shanghai, and nearby townships, surrounding 

counties, small cities and provincial capitals. According to the estimates available for 2003 there were 

114 million rural migrants in China constituting 20 per cent of the total rural workforce for the country. It 

is further estimated that by 2020, another 100 to 150 million “surplus” rural labourers will join the rural 

labour migration workforce. Women account for around 1/3rd of the total rural migrants’ workforce and 

their numbers are also on the increase. (Zissis, 2007). 

Around 70 per cent of the migrants are in the age group of 16-35 years and, on an average, do 

not achieve more than junior middle school level education, spending around 9 years in school. They 

earn a monthly income ranging from 300 Yuan (US$ 36) to 600 Yuan (US$ 72). And most migrant 

labourers are employed in jobs which are generally considered dirty, dangerous and difficult (what is 

called ‘3D Jobs’) and which local inhabitants may be unwilling to take.  

Like in other parts the Asia-Pacific region, migration also exposes the migrants to new risks in 

the towns and cities in terms of residency certificates, legal rights, health care, skill training, housing and 

social integration. As a result many of the migrants fall further into the poverty trap after migrating. 

Women face even greater difficulties and adversity leading to their increased vulnerability though their 

experiences as migrants promotes better social status and gender equality for them. In the process, 

today, migrant labourers in China significantly contribute to the development of industries, such as 

construction, commerce, food, services and sanitation. The total contribution of labour migration from 

rural to urban areas has been about 16 per cent of the total growth of China’s GDP over the past 20 

years. (Harney, 2008). 

(ii) Child labour: increasing economic access 
Common mechanisms of meeting food insecurity is a cut down on consumption expenditure 

which include withdrawing children from school, and increasing household labour inputs through 

employing the children as child laborers, thus increasing the household economic access to food. 

Children are seen as providing pairs of hands which at least fends for their own food and earn scarce 
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resources to the family to survive. The lack of perceived relevance of education and cost associated 

with education, even though in most countries education is free, frequently contributes to the increased 

number of child labour. 

Figure 5.3 

 

 

Geographically Asia-Pacific region contributes 64 per cent of all working children globally. 

Working children engage in various types of activity regardless of their hazardousness and suitability, 

and it is reported that around 70 per cent of the working children are in the agricultural sector, 22 per 

cent in services sector and 9 per cent in industry including mining, construction and manufacturing.   

Saving money to access food in the short term, by taking children out of school and placing them 

as labourers, does increase economic access to food. However, on the downside it exposes children to 

risks such as work related accidents and exploitation44 and engagement in unskilled jobs, the last 

restricting their choice of future livelihood options to low paid jobs, trapping them in long term poverty 

cycles and food insecurity. Across the region children once forced into child labour are often unable to 

extricate themselves from the drudgery, and more often than not living a life of bare subsistence. Figure 

                                                           
44 The working hours of children are usually long with no or very little cash payments as wages. The wages are generally paid 

in form of food grains and occasional clothing and in some cases shelter, all of questionable quality. 
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5.3 (from Kumar 2002) depicts the time line of a child labour from an Indian village showing how the 

typical child spends his years and the negligible returns he gets in exchange for his childhood. Similarly 

Box 5.5 captures the story in a narrative form of a real life example. Such responses clearly indicate the 

need for dual policy, one that addresses immediate familial needs for food and one for the long-run such 

as investments in children’s education so that they can escape from poverty. 

Box 5.5  Life of Panchawak Baag 

Panchawak Baag is a child labourer from Khairmal village in Bolangir district in Orissa, India. He dropped out 
of the school while he was in Class III at the age of 7-8 years and has been working since then. He was forced to 
come out of school and start working due to extreme poverty in his family and acute food shortage.  

Panchawak has been grazing livestock since he started working to ensure food for himself and generate 
some surplus for his family. This assured him of two meals a day, one in the morning and another in the evening. In 
addition he also got some clothes and some paddy which came as a handy support for his family. Until the age of 12 
he used to get one lungi (loincloth) every year along with additional paddy and thereafter 2 lungis and additional 
paddy. Panchawak’s life has been restricted to livestock grazing and in turn having two meals a day to stay alive. He 
does not have any other options to break the cycle of poverty which trapped him at an early age limiting his 
possibilities in life. Panchawak is not a unique case. 
Source: Kumar, 2002. 

 

In the short run, child labour may improve the food security of the child and may be even the 

family of the child, through increasing exchange entitlements. However, because all other basic needs 

like education and health care get a backseat, the long term food security of the child is jeopardized, 

through damaging their long term trade and exchange entitlements.   

B. Increasing economic access: private transfers and remittances 
Transfers as a mechanism specifically for hunger insurance include many examples of traditional 

institutions in the developing world of the Asia and Pacific. In general, private transfers of cash, food and 

clothing are seen frequently across the developing world.45 A recent analysis by Cox et al. (2006), using 

comparable data from 11 low and lower-middle income developing countries including some from Asia, 

finds that in 8 of these countries, 30 to 50 per cent of households are involved in private transfers, either 

as donors or recipients. The study also finds that transfers form a significant portion of household 

incomes. The existence of reciprocal gift-giving, which can help in reducing food insecurity, where ‘gifts’ 

are sensitive to shocks that lead to food insecurity or to the observed income or expenditure level of 

individuals, is also fairly widespread in Asia. For example, the importance of private transfers in Viet 

Nam is well known in helping people in distress to access their basic needs including food. Private 

transfers in Viet Nam partake the nature of means-tested public transfers, flowing from better off to 

worse off households and providing old-age support in retirement.  

Changes in private transfers appear responsive to changes in household pre-transfer income, 

demographic changes and life-course events. Transfer inflows rise upon retirement and widowhood, for 

example, and are positively associated with increases in health expenditures. In countries like 

Kyrgyzstan, private transfers are predominantly from older to younger households. It also appears that 

inflow of private transfer increases for households affected by natural calamities. For example, private 

transfers increased significantly to households affected by Typhoon Linda, which devastated Viet Nam’s 

southernmost provinces in late 1997. During the 2005 Earthquake in Pakistan, remittances were initially 

disrupted by the earthquake, but they have significantly increased in the year following it (State Bank of 

Pakistan 2006).  

Private transfers in the form of remittances emanating from  migrants, both internal and 

international, constitute an important means of increasing economic access of people to food, especially 

                                                           
45 Transfers may also be for purposes other than risk-management to ensure food security.  
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vulnerable groups like elderly people, women and children, and the sick who are left “at home”46. 

Globally, flow of fund from migrants are predominantly used for household consumption (not investment 

and saving), typically to satisfy the basic subsistence needs of the household, such as food, clothing, 

medicines, education and housing (Meyers, 1998). For instance in Bangladesh remittances which 

counted for more than half of household income of recipient families, were used for these purposes. 

Increased expenditure on food and housing and rising levels of living, combined with other benefits, also 

often lead to development of human capital, as was found, for example, in the Pacific Islands and 

Pakistan (Ghosh, 2006). Indeed in Pakistan remittances are predominantly used to meet daily expenses 

such as food, clothing and health care; however, funds are also spent on building or improving housing, 

buying land, cattle or durable consumer goods, the repayment of loans for migration and to fund 

pilgrimages to Mecca (Shahbaz, 2007). Notably, given the stability and reliability of the flow of 

remittances, they play a significant role in ‘consumption smoothing’ for the poor. While other forms of 

income for the poor households, may vary and be unpredictable, income from remittance is relatively 

constant and allows the poor households to absorb shocks and unexpected expenses. Judged at from 

that perspective, remittances from migrant worker partake the nature of insurance for use at times of 

need.  

Overall remittances of different kinds do increases the economic access of the recipients to food. 
They are in the nature of transfer entitlements. 

 

C. Consumption responses 

(i) Reducing consumption 
Like production related community based responses, consumption related community based 

responses take several forms. Reduction in consumption is at the core of consumption related 

responses. These could be reduced food intake through smaller portions in each meal or reductions in 

the number of meals. Consumption adjustments can also be made by increasing the number of people 

consuming a given basket of food. The many variations of the phenomenon include migration, ‘eating 

away from home’ during the hungry seasons, marrying off daughters early, giving up children for 

adoption or, in extreme cases, ‘sale’, of children,  abandoning old people or other vulnerable individuals 

(Swift, 1993). For example, due to the widespread and severe financial crisis in Indonesia in the late 

1990s, food consumption dropped substantially and households reduced investments in health and 

education, all of which had long term implications for food insecurity. 

Similarly during the 2007-2008 food-fuel crisis, the poor community’s first response to the 

situations in the form a cut in food consumption was seen in several countries of the Asia-Pacific region. 

Box-5.5 from Sri Lanka is a good example of this phenomenon.  A cut in consumption as in the example 

of Sri Lanka as a coping mechanism adopted at the community level violated the first condition 

necessary for food security: food availability. Speaking at the opening session of a workshop in Nadi, 

Minister Pokotoa Sipeli from Niue said “Higher food prices force poor islanders to reduce consumption 

of foods or buy cheaper foods of poorer quality and low nutritional value” (Reliefweb, 2008). 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
46 The quantum of remittances can be very large in some cases. For examples, remittances from the US to Asian countries 

like India were approximately 26 billion US $, to Philippines was approximately 14 billion US $ and to China was 
approximately 23 billion US $ in 2006-2007. 
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Box 5.6  Higher food prices, fewer meals in Sri Lanka 

Food in Sri Lanka is widely available mainly because of high imports of essential items to meet local demand. 
Out of the total food consumption basket in 2004, about five per cent of paddy, 30 per cent of potatoes and 78 per 
cent of dried milk were imported from abroad. These figures indicate that there is sufficient food at the national level. 
However, prices are increasing. “In recent months, food prices in Sri Lanka have more than doubled,” said Sarath 
Fernando during the BBC World Debate in February 2008.  “About half the population of Sri Lanka is living in a 
situation where prices are beyond their economic reach.”  

Rising food prices in 2008 meant rising food insecurity in Sri Lanka at the household level, hitting the poorest 
Sri Lankan people most. Impact assessments conducted in an IFAD-supported project revealed that poor rural 
people have adopted a range of consumption based coping strategies to face food insecurity: reducing the number of 
times they eat; altering the amount and the type of food they eat; adopting seasonal migration and mortgaging and 
selling properties and other assets jeopardizing their future earning capacity and hence food security. The first two 
coping strategies can lead to malnutrition. The fourth coping strategy can push poor people further into an unending 
cycle of food insecurity.  

Farmers represent about 70 per cent of the rural Sri Lankan population. The rising food prices of 2007-2008 
have affected the farmers as they are also consumers. Ironically enough, therefore, farmers (the primary food 
producers) are themselves curtailing consumption and running into food insecurity in the face of rising price and 
falling real incomes.  
Source: Herath, 2008.  

 

Contemporary studies from Bangladesh also show that the percentage of households resorting 

to limiting food portion sizes as a coping strategy has increased over the past 3 years. In one study, 74 

per cent of the households interviewed in 2008 said that they have limited the size of their food intake at 

mealtime (among other coping mechanisms) as compared to only 51 per cent in 2006. More recently, in 

four Upazilas and two urban slums of Dhaka, it was found reduction in consumption of nutritious food 

was a coping strategy to deal with increased prices of food in 2008 (Raihan, 2008). In about 87 per cent 

of the rural households their children faced health related problems due to lack of nutritious or quality 

food while the corresponding figure was 75 per cent for urban areas.  

There has been a cut in consumption even by farmers in relatively prosperous communities. 

Box-5.6 is a short description of how the farming community in Fujian in China responded to the sharp 

rise in food prices in 2007-2008. Additionally the smaller farmers’ diet in Fujian underwent a change in 

terms of dietary contents.  Significantly, while the Sri Lanka example demonstrates that the coping 

mechanism adopted at the community level led to a loss in food availability, the response of the 

communities in China show that they suffer from food insecurity as the nutritional value of the food 

consumed was reduced.  

Box 5.7  Poor Chinese farmers sell and buy less in response to rising food prices 

For consumers (buyers) in China, food prices increased by 23.3 per cent between February 2007 and 
February 2008. Prices varied amongst different provinces but generally meat and meat products prices increased by 
45.3 per cent. Oil price increased by 41 per cent and Vegetable prices increased by 46 per cent. Soybean and maize 
prices increased by 24 and 15 per cent, respectively. Livestock prices increased by 31.4 per cent. The price of pork 
increased by 45.9 per cent, of eggs by 16 per cent and of milk by 6 per cent.  

While farmers in China overall benefited from increased food prices, poor rural farmers generally lacked the 
capacity to adjust their production to this trend and were vulnerable to price fluctuations. In Fujian Province in 2007, 
poor farmers actually reduced their sale of agricultural products during the first half of 2007 as the price of food 
increased. As a result, their income from selling agricultural products dropped by 3.7 per cent during the first half of 
2007.  

Higher food prices forced poor rural people to reduce their consumption of food like meat and oil. Poor 
farmers in Fujian Province reduced their consumption of pork by 15 per cent and eggs by 20 per cent. These farmers 
additionally bought food that was available at a lower price, usually of poorer quality and of lower nutritional value. 
The poor farmers in Fujian now tend to consume more of their own agricultural products, thus reverting to 
subsistence agriculture. 

The relatively better off farmers were expected to produce more agricultural products and raise more 
livestock to take advantage of higher prices that China saw in 2007-2008. However, for them, a fair part of the 
additional income they earned from selling grain at a higher price was lost due to the increased cost of production. 
For example, the increased price of pork enabled a farmer to sell a pig for an additional 300 Yuan (US$ 43). At the 
same time, the increased price of piglets and feed almost matched the increased sale price of a pig.  

In China, food continued to be freely available and the grain harvest had been average and above average 
during the last few years. But, the price rise of 2007-2008 created problems for the poorest members of society, who 
were unable to afford the price of more expensive food.  
Source: Sun Yinhong (2008). 
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There are also instances of food insecure households cutting down on all other expenditure in 

order to meet food requirements. Curtailing expenditures including cutting down on expenditure on 

health, clothing and hygiene, results in the further deterioration of physical conditions of people and their 

capacity to maintain their livelihoods for accessing food in future.   

(ii) Discrimination in consumption  
In coping with food insecurity, discrimination in allocation of food to different members within the 

households or what is called intra household prioritization in food allocation, is quite common. Women 

generally come last in the priority in intra household allocation of food in almost all the food insecure 

communities of Asia-Pacific region. “Discrimination against women and girls is an important basic cause 

of malnutrition” (Manuliak,1999). Dreze and Sen remarked, “There is indeed considerable direct 

evidence of neglect of female children in terms of health care, nutrition, and related needs, particularly in 

North India”. (Dreze and Sen, 2002). There was similar evidence found in Bangladesh. (Chen et al., 

1981). In some societies widows are worst affected. (Chen, 1999, Dreze and Sen 2002).  

Quite often the practice of ‘maternal buffering’ is also observed where mothers deliberately limit 

their own intake of food in order to ensure that men and children in their households get enough to eat. 

A Participatory Poverty Profile Study in Bolangir district of Orissa in India reflects this practice47. 

According to the study, the male members of the family who were considered to be the bread earners in 

most households consumed proportionately more food than other members in the family. Gender 

discrimination discussed in the foregoing paragraph, was quite visible in intra household allocation of 

food during the study, in terms of the quantity of food. Amongst men inter se those in the age group of 

18-45 years consumed the maximum quantity of food, as both men and women claimed that men’s work 

involved a greater amount of physical labour. However, men belonging to the age group 45-65 years 

consumed less food than their children in the former age category as the work done by them was 

usually less arduous than their children. Similarly women in the age group of 18-45 years consumed 

more food than the elderly women in the family (age group of 46-65 years) as most of them have to 

breast feed their children48. Girls in the age group of 15-18 years ate less than their counterparts but 

more than girls of similar age if they worked as wage labourers. Figure 5.5 (PRAXIS, 1998) depicts 

intra-household food distribution among men, women, boys and girls of different age groups among 

various caste categories in Dudkasira village of Bolangir district of Orissa, India.  The size of the circles 

in the figure indicates the quantum of food consumed in ordinal terms. The allocation of food in 

Dudkasira Village may not be scientific and reflects gender discrimination. 

These coping mechanisms did not lead to any increase in food availability or of entitlements of 

the community but allowed the households in the community to manage the allocation of food amongst 

its members from the available food basket. 

D. Multiple coping responses 
Communities facing prospects of food insecurity may adopt multiple coping responses. 

Community based responses to food insecurity vary depending upon the seasonality, severity of food 

insecurity and failure of access to primary sources of food. In a study of impact of food price rise during 

2007-2008, in selected areas of Bangladesh (Raihan, 2008), covering 4 Upazilas49 and two slums in 

Dhaka city, found seven major coping strategies of the households, namely, (1) reduced savings (2) 

                                                           
47 Bolangir may be a limiting case. Nevertheless it has important lessons. 
48 It must be noted however, that the need for additional calories of pregnant and lactating women may not have been taken 

into account and the work they do may not be considered “work” for purposes of food entitlement.  
49 Sub-District level administrative unit.  
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selling assets, (3) mortgage of assets and land, (4) taking loans, (5) reduce non-food expenditure, (6) 

reducing food intake, and (7) early marriage of daughter. Amongst the coping strategies, ‘taking loans’ 

was the most used technique to fight against the price hike. In one Upazila, as many as 85 per cent of 

the households surveyed resorted to taking loans to cope with the adverse food security situation 

obtaining in 2008. Almost 9 per cent and 6 per cent of the households in the rural and urban areas 

respectively reported that they had to cut their consumption of food and 14 per cent and 8 per cent of 

the rural and urban households respectively sold their assets to cope with the food fuel crisis. A few 

households were even forced to arrange early marriage of their daughters.  

Food prices have also seen a sharp rise in Nepal, as in many other counties in the A-P Region, 

during 2007 and 2008. Amongst other reasons, the hike in food and commodity prices in 2007-2008 and 

closure of markets due to disputes over transport tariffs have increased the severity of the food 

insecurity in the country. The Food Security Monitoring and Analysis System of the World Food 

Programme (WFP), in 2008, using survey data from the previous 12 months, made a comparative 

analysis for the Emergency Food Security Assessment in Nepal, in nine districts of the country which 

were previously identified as being severely affected by drought. It found that most responses which 

cause long term damage to food security of the community, including borrowing money (presumably 

from unscrupulous money lenders), purchasing food on credit and migration have increased (See Figure 

5.4). Alarmingly, a high proportion of the population was increasingly selling land, household and 

agricultural assets, and resorting to increased out-migration (UNFWP, 2008). Figure 5.6, also shows a 

significant increase, over a 12 month period, in taking children out of school to work, consuming food 

stocks held for the next season, skipping days without eating, reducing proportion of meals and or 

reducing number of meals, collecting of wild food, spending of savings on food, borrowing money or buy 

food on credit, relying on less preferred or less expensive (but poor quality) food and reduced spending 

on non food items. 

The disposal of household assets emerges as a very important response for households facing 

extreme food scarcity, not only in Nepal but in different countries in Asia.  The all too common problem 

gets more compounded in cases of food insufficiency triggered by natural disasters like flooding, where 

the alternative options of obtaining food also become limited or non existent. A study done in 

Bangladesh over the flood and non flood periods in 1997 and 1998 demonstrated that not only did 

poorer households had limited assets to sell to access food but also that they had to sell whatever they 

had. The study also found that people hold on to their productive and valuable assets till there is no 

other alternative left for them (Nino, 2001). Sale of assets was a measure of last resort. 

Figure 5.4 Changes in coping behaviour in Nepal  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 33 

       Figure 5.4  Changes in coping behaviour in Nepal 
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            Source:  UNWFP, 2008. 

 

The people embarking on multiple coping responses as in Nepal above have a resonance of 

entitlements in their approaches as well. For example, sale of assets, land or agricultural assets or 

pulling children out of schools are attempts to access more food through greater exchange entitlements, 

though admittedly at a cost. Collection and sale of fuel-wood from CPRs is also an attempt to access 

more food through greater exchange entitlements. Unfortunately, in cases, where augmentation of 

present exchange entitlements to food is attempted, through sale of agricultural assets and pulling 

children out of school, they may have the ultimate effect of jeopardizing future endowment and or 

exchange entitlements.  

V. Distress Measures  

Under conditions of food insecurity many communities get down to adopting drastic measures 

like selling assets, land etc as illustrated earlier, but they also resort to distress measures like sale of 

body organs and being trafficked with some resorting even to suicide. Distress measures are strictly 

speaking not community responses but are in most cases individual responses to desperate intra-

household poverty and food insecurity situations. Nevertheless they are mentioned in passing as they 

have serious social implications and warrant policy interventions in more than one ways. 

A. Induced into Commercial Sex 
Being induced or trafficked into commercial sex is one of the extreme responses adopted to cope 

with food insecurity and poverty, a phenomenon visible in almost all the countries in Asia. In some the 

process is made relatively easier as it has evolved over time and because social and cultural norm do 

not explicitly militate against such activity (Dalrymple, 2008). These are in addition to cases where 

uneducated and unsuspecting girls who do not know how to protect themselves are trafficked by people 

they trust, including relatives or neighbours, on the promise of finding them lucrative employment in the 
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city or abroad. These hapless women end up working in brothels and are forced to pay off large sums of 

money which the trafficker paid their parents. (IRIN, 2008, 2008a) 

B. Suicides  
Suicide as the last measure to cope with food insecurity (amongst others) is not a very 

uncommon phenomenon in the region. Suicide as a distress measure, however, often entraps the 

affected family further into the conditions of food insecurity of an even pernicious variety. With the main 

bread earner of the family often gone, the family has little to fall back upon. In extreme cases farmers’ 

indebtedness and failure to discharge their liabilities have resulted in suicides, as seen in some parts of 

India (Government of India, 2007 and Sharma, 2004) and less so in China (The Strait Times, September 

2004), South Korea (USA TODAY, 2005)50 and Sri Lanka (Sunil, 2005)51.  

VI. Advantages and limitations  

Community based responses to improve food security have a number of advantages. First, 

community participation often results in improved targeting outcomes (Coady et al., 2004). A cross 

country survey of safety net programmes across many developing countries, find that those which 

involve beneficiary communities, local groups and local NGOs achieve better targeting outcomes 

(Subbarao et al. 1997). A comparison of PDS in India with a system like the APDS discussed in this 

paper illustrates the point. Secondly, community-based responses, have an advantage of low 

information and enforcement costs. In addition, in community-based responses, both unwritten and 

informal contracts can be self-enforcing as the short-term benefits from reneging contract are much 

smaller than the long-term costs to those who renege. (Coate and Ravallion, 1993).52 Thus, community-

based responses can overcome problems of moral hazard and contract enforcement that often plague 

state administered responses and insurance contracts. 

Community-based responses have their problems as well. There may be holes in the community 

safety nets. Certain sub-groups – commonly including the poorest households or individuals and 

women, persons with disabilities and the voiceless – are often excluded from groups that benefit from 

responses and enjoy limited, if any, advantages of community based responses with others in their 

community. Group formation for coping with food insecurity, or for that matter any other purpose, is 

voluntary and endogenous, and may potentially excludes important sub-group(s), such as women, 

religious and ethnic minorities and those at the bottom of the pyramid. The exclusion of women is 

especially remarkable because, they have such a key role in production, harvesting, storing and 

processing of food. Therefore, some commentators have pointed out that community typically is the 

community members with the most power (Bollier, 2006) and, by implication, corner most of the 

benefits.  

Then there is the potential inability of community-based responses to manage food insecurity 

arising from covariate risk. Community-based responses may fail in the wake of natural or manmade 

disasters (such as the Sichuan Earthquake in China in 2008 or the Tsunami that hit Bandar Aceh, 

                                                           
50 According to the Korean Peasants League, at least six Korean farmers committed suicide November 2005. USA TODAY. 

2005.  
51 The overall suicide rate per 100,000 populations in paddy rice growing districts was 34.33 in 2000; 34.83 in 2001; 31.41 in 

2002, 29.04 in 2003 and 35.91 in 2004. See  Sunil (2005). 
52 This does not deny the possible role of a ‘moral economy’ in tribal or peasant societies which define solidarity as a moral 

obligation and subsistence as a right. In fact, as discussed by Fafchamps (1998), social norms of mutual assistance can 
serve to increase the costs of reneging on (unwritten) contracts, thereby lowering enforcement costs, making informal 
insurance and moral economy explanations mutually reinforcing, not necessarily strict substitute explanations. On a 

related note, Platteau et al. (1997) argues that traditional mutual insurance systems are based on ‘balanced reciprocity’ 
rather than ‘conditional reciprocity’ which characterizes modern insurance systems, implying that members of these 
societies are not necessarily always motivated by altruistic reasons. 
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Indonesia and other parts of Asia on the Indian Ocean in 2005). These are situations in which poor 

households have limited resources for self-food-insurance and often cannot avail themselves of local 

risk sharing systems. In addition, the efficacy of informal community based responses to deal with food 

insecurity varies inversely with the severity of co-variant shock because risk sharing may break down in 

the face of more severe shocks such as the ones seen during the 2008 food crisis in Asia. An important 

limitation of community based responses is also their relatively small size and paucity of resources, both 

human and financial.  

VII. Conclusions  

Poor populations are vulnerable to several shocks that could lead to food insecurity. Where food 

insecurity may have already existed and is compounded by the threat posed by sudden adverse shocks 

(such as the Asian Tsunami in 2005), there is considerable return through improved ex ante risk 

management and providing improved coping strategies through insurance and insurance-like 

responses. Communities throughout the Region (as in other parts of the world) are commonly seen to 

take these tasks upon themselves, bonding together to reduce the risk to food security and to provide 

informal mutual insurance within the group, through various means. It is important to recognize such 

behaviors and they merit reinforcement.  

Most people who are food insecure are the ones who suffer from idiosyncratic shocks. There is a 

need, therefore, to hear the voices of the poor. Though the community based responses respond to 

localized risks, nevertheless their wider propagation has substantial potential. As discussed earlier, 

much of the agricultural reform in China that began in the 1980s was stated by 18 farmers in a village in 

Anhui Province. It is both a lesson in history and a tribute to the Chinese leadership of the time who 

recognized the great potential in the small move of the 18 farmers.  

In many cases the food security situation would be worse, but for community based responses. 

The successful examples of community managed responses to cope with food insecurity need to be 

disseminated for their wider replication and adoption. These may be second best options in many 

situations but, several of these, taken one with the other, also form a critical element in the whole 

scheme of managing food security in the Asia-Pacific region.  

Because the cost involved in community based responses is low but their sustainability higher, 

they have a lot to commend themselves. In resource poor economies where large scale macro 

interventions for food security like the ICDS Programme in India or the Food Loan Programme in China, 

are not possible, low cost community based interventions could, at least in the interregnum, hold great 

promise.  

Despite a range of threats, the system of communal management and what comes under the 

more general term of common-pool resource management, still offers a convincing and appealing option 

for management, as opposed to more commonplace emphases on state- or market-driven modes of 

regulation (Ostrom, 1994). However, as mentioned earlier, because there may be gaps in coverage in 

community based responses to food insecurity, special safety net programme for the potentially 

excluded group should be in place. Further, population increases in many countries of Asia, greater 

economic and geographic mobility of many Asians, and increased exposure to covariate shocks 

associated with natural disasters, war and macroeconomic crisis (as the one in 2008) place growing 

strains on community-based responses as a guarantee to food security.  

In case of co-variate shocks the State must act decisively or else people take recourse to 

damaging coping responses Additionally, mitigation as also prevention of food insecurity that are not 
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born out of  lack of food availability, like gender discrimination, needs wider and deeper social policy 

interventions.  
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