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An Oxfam film
BIHAR DROUGHT

As a resul-t :f the failune of the ncnsoon nains in 1965 and 1966
BiJ:a:r suffered one of the wonst dnoughts in its histor"y. At the
height of t!: disasten it was estimated that thinty mill ion people
of the total 52 nil l ion wene thneatened with famine. Duning 1967
Oxfarn took p-ant in one of the largest feeding and wel-l boring
pnogrammes tf its history.

CAUSES .

the principal causes of the drought wer"e the shortage of wel-ls
neaching d.own beneath the rock strata lying fifteen to twenty
below the sunface to the penmanent water table beneath, and of
dans and nesenvoins to captu:re the niver waters which flow in
torrent duning the monsoon season, Ieaving the r:iver beds dny
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a

and
bannen dr:::itg the nemainder of the yean.

C1eanly, given sufficient means and expent advice it was possible
to pnevent a recurrence of a disaster of this nagnitude, and
Oxfamts FieLd Direetor in India, Jim Howand, started discussing
the possibil it ies of a developnent pnogramne with othen organisa-
tions

GMMDAN ORGANISATION

One of the eganisations with whon Oxfarn had wonked in the feed-
ing prrcgrannie was the Sanva Seva Sangh, an Indian organisation
founded by followens of Gandhi with its main objective being to
encounage the adoption of the ttGnamdanrr system. This involves
the voluntary redistribution of land from the l-andowners to the
landless l?hcurens fol-l-owed by a form of vil lage co-operative which
gives all the vil lagers a say in their futu:re plans. Oxfam decided
to undentake a corq>lete agrieultunal prognamme wittr the Sanva Seva
SedEhl--tite--'frofmnE-m-6-fcramAair, trr-wtrar-tame to be calleC the--
Oxfam Gnamdan Action Pnogramme (OGAP). This took the shape of
foun pnojects, each at a diffenent cornnunity centne (or Ashram)
in South Bihar.. Sokhodeora, Bodh Gaya, lC:adigram and Simul-tal-a.
Oxfam undertook to provide funds fon the pr\ogranne and specialist
volunteers to wonk alongside the Sanva Seva Sangh fieldwonkens.
The United Nations Association was to administer the volunteens,
with Oxfam paying for thein costs and allowances, about S3.10 a
week,  and help ing in their :  sel -ect ion.

HISIORICAL AND HUMAN PROBLEMS

In a conununity whene the bordenline between subsistence and
stanvation is slight, and which has for centu::ies been domtnodden
both by the clinrate and by the socia-l- system, thene are four main
banniers to the acceptance of any ehanges in the tnaditional and
pnoven fanming methods: conservatism, pove::ty, ignorance and
apathy. People are understandably neluctant to nisk thein live-
lihoods fon new and r:ntr"ied fa::ming methods. PoventSr makes it
impossible fon themo even if they wish it, to afford a well on
irnigation system, on to buy the improved seeds and ferti l- izens
and pesticides which would give an increased crop. Ignorance
pnevents then frrcm making the best use of the old methods, or
able easily to compnehen{ the new unl-ess it can be adequately
derpnstrated. And lastly the apathy that comes by eonstant
defeat, frrcm natural causes and fnom nanfs injustice and oppression,
and nennves the initiative to do better. To this can be added
the l-ack of energr which r"esults fi:om sustained nnlnutnition over
the yeans and the tempenatures which in the hot weather reach lloo
to 112" in the shade. All these factons wene and aue pnesent in
Bihar. In addition the Gnamdan movement gave land fon the finst
tine to many who neven farrned befone, the tribal-s and the out-
casts, the fruntouchablesr', whom Gandhi called Harijans
o f  God .

OGAP PRIOR]TIES AND PROGMMME : WATER CONSERVATION

childne'n

To sta::t with OGAP concentrated
on the annual monsoon nains, by
nound water" supply and this
is the rnain sr:bject of the fi lm.
ening of wel-Is to the perrnanent

on releaseing peop.Ie fnom dependence
pnoviding an adequate all yea:r
aspect of the developrnent project

In panticular it shows the deep-
waten tabl-e, and the strengthening



of thein wall-s by a sirple system of pne-cast concnete r:ings. In
other aneas rivens wene dammed to pnevent the nace of pnecious
nonsoon water: to the sea, or tanks, reservoins on aha:rs (thnee
sided nainwater catchment tanks set against a hil l) wene constr:ucted
depending on the nature of the land. To these wene then added
innigation canals, piping, and in some instances purnps to get the
waten to whene it is needed.

LABOUR AND PAYMENT

A11 of this inroigation and waten consenvation wonk was done by the
people thermelves, and supponted by a food fon work scheme of food
gnains supplied by the catholic Relief senvices. But fnom the
beginning ever5r effont was rnade to bning home the fact that these
wene collective oppontunities for perrnanent irpnovement. Funds
loaned for: rnatenials have to be nepaid fnom the extra cnops
obtained oven the next few yeans and a:re not fnee handouti.

AGRICUTTURAL IRAINING

once the supply of waten is assuned the next stage is ag:ricultunaL
irpnovement. Denonstnation has pnoved the rpst errective nethod
of ovencom:ing consenvatism and suspicion.

DEI,IONSTRATION AND EDUCATION

Denrcnstr:ation fa:rrm have been set up at two of the ashnarns on
centnes. on these fanmens can actually see the nesul_ts obtained
f::om new vanieties of seed when used with fentit izens, pesticides
and sufficient waten suppries. Tbaining corrnses are held fon
young fanmens who a:re nominated by the village eLdere to neceive
this education. They consist not only of thionetical teaching but
pnactical e><penience in cul-tivating thein own plots. Hene they
can be convinced that the new methods can wonk unden actual
vil lage conditions ... even though it is not always possible fon
thern quickly to tnansmit this conviction to the erdens who sent
thern fon tnaining. However it is very often the enthusiasm and
berief of the son, who is al-lowed to go on pnactising what he has
feannt on a srnall connen of the corunr:nity land, which finarly wins
oven the rrcsr: I'eluctant and consenvative of fathers

LOANS AND REPAYMENT

rntenest fr"ee loans ane pnovided so that even the poonest peasant
ean affond to buy what he needs. A fuIl range of seeds is avail_-
able (on cnedit) at all centres, in addition to fentlizens and
pesticides, and tools for hire. seeds fon new cash crops such as
potatoesr vegetabres and sugan cane are offened as welL as
irynoved fonns of the tnaditional varieties of nice and wheat.
The l-oans are repayable in stages out of the increased pnofits
fnom successful cnoDs.

RESUTTS

the resul-ts of this wonk have varied, and are not unfail ingly
successful. Sonetimes the fa::mens have nealised a sr:bstantilt
profit, and sometimes they have scancely bnoken even, but thene
ane signs of incneasing confidence and social change. peopre
tnavel gneat distances to visit the demonstration fields. rhey
ane shaning the new sources of water. They ane accepting the
nesponsibility of r:epaying what ttrey have been lent. fn a
necent lessen dnought in l-970 the patctres of green anound the
OGAP weli-s and tanks stood out in an otherwise brown and bar::en
countr5rside.

DURATION AND COST OF OGAP 1'O DAIE
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LOCATION OF FILM

The film was shot mainly at Khadigram at the tfune when rnost of the
wo::k was on innigation.

E00TN01E t 41 pvlilosophy of Grordmr is penhaps not aeeeptable b
aLL, rnr applieable b aLL pet^s of rndia. rk achieueients are
1nt as. gregt as ortginaLlg Tnped for. ret some Lz,ooo peopLe hatse
benefitted in one uay o? qtoiher fron the 1GAp seheme.


