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Students’, Scientists’, and Farmers’ Point of View

The problem of generating technological alternatives that can help the poor people in dry regions improve their productivity, is attracting considerable attention of the national planners. However, the contention of this exploratory study is that there is a considerable mismatch between the way scientists perceive the problems of dry land and the way dry farmers particularly the poorer one look at it. The responsibility for this mismatch does not lie only with the scientists but with the science managers and top planners who continue to look at the problem from the conceptual framework suited for uniformly endowed irrigated regions.

The key objectives of the study were:

a)
To understand the factors which determine or influence the choice of research problems by the students.

b)
To study the scientists’ perceptions while defining the problems of dry regions. How do the react to some of the traditional practices of dry farmers. To what extent there exists if any, a relationship between their economic and ecological background and perception of farmers’ problems.

c)
How do farmers react to the new technology and evolve indigenous technologies.

d)
To study the pattern in the articulation of problems by farmers through the columns of farm journal of the university.

CONTEXT OF THE STUDY
The assumptions  about the farmers’ decision-making and risk adjustments, we hypothesize, are likely to have considerable influence on the trade-off pursued by the scientists. We have suggested that the conditions under which different types of crosses were screened and the given extent of standard variations around the mean were tolerated have influenced by the value system of the scientists.  The biological as well as social scientists have neglected the study of farmers’ like adjustment considerably.


The socio-ecological paradigm has been used to study the spatial, seasonal and sectoral characteristics of farmers’ decision making. The farmers’ risk adjustment can be understood by taking into account the access various classes of farmers have to resources, the assurance that they can obtain from formal and informal institutions about the future returns from present investment using their current abilities or skills.  It cannot be ignored that if poor farmers have survived for so long in risky ecological regions they could not have done so without continuing the tradition of experimentation i.e., trial and error. It may look strange but it is true that till 1985 only three thesis were discovered which had tried to unravel the science of traditional agricultural practices.


How do we define  what is the successful research and what parameters should be we use to update  the norms of defining success with passage of time? Is not it illogical that the norms of success suitable for irrigated well-endowed regions should be used for evaluating the efforts of the scientists engaged in research on risky problems? The scientists engaged in risky and challenging dry farming research deserve each greater support than what they are getting.*

------------------------------------------------------

*It might shock those who think that there was no shortage of funds for Dry Farming Research that the TA bills of some of the scientists engaged in DRP at one of the centres of Lall India Coordinated Research Project on Dry Land Agriculture were yet to be reimpursued after a wait of almost a year in 1985. Should we blame the scientists if they do not travel enough and contact the farmers more?


A question which arises from this study (although not much discussed in the report) is whether the principles of organizing and managing research on problems which uncertain outcomes will be same as principles applicable for research with certain outcomes.  We intend to pursue this question in the next research project.


If we answer is no then we must also ask ourselves whether the norms of granting degrees of evaluating the effort and output of scientists in such contexts should not be different.

In our view such questions have neither been raised and therefore nor have been answered.


The need for placing science in its social context has been identified and articulated for long time.  However, as this study shows no concrete efforts have been made so far to identify the process by which relationship between the expectations of poor farmers and labourers on one hand and the skills and expectations of the scientists on the other hand can be established.


We are not suggesting that farmers can always anticipate the type of technological alternatives which need to be developed. For instance it was not because of the suggestion of the farmers that high yielding variety of wheat and rice were developed in early sixties. But this argument not be used to suggest that an approach which paid-off in irrigated agriculture would necessarily pay-off in rain-fed agriculture as well. How to make Dry Farm Research Attractive for Post-Graduate Students.


Everybody would agree that if any long term and sustained research thrust has to be given towards the problem of dry-regions there is no alternative but to make dry farm research more attractive for post-graduate students. The issue thus is what set of incentives need to be provided for bringing about a shift in the prior time of post-graduate students. Part of the problem why no major breakthrough was being achieved in dry farming could be because of the fact that most scientists who pursued or guided  such research have themselves been trained in research on irrigated agriculture.

Our view is that while greater allocation of fund for dry farming is necessary by itself it would not serve all the purpose unless supply of properly trained skills to deal with future problem can be ensured. The suggestions with regard to making dry farming research more attractive are the following:

a)
Since the generation of data as well as obtaining low variance in different replications over time and space is very difficult in totally rainfed experiments there is a need to reconceptualize the philosophy behind granting of degrees.  There is no reason why a student is penalized if the crop on which he was working fails as long as he has pursued various steps of research systematically could explain the failure scientifically and originally.

b)
Long term research programmes could be developed so that in the event of failure of certain experiments students would have some data available for developing appropriate skills.

c)
Another alternative could be to simultaneously pursue the dry farming research at the farmers’ field so that even natural scientists could learn from farmers’ own risk adjustment during the period of drought or other ecological stresses.

d)
It may be desirable to offer special fellowship and incentives to the students from backward regions and poor dry farming households for pursuing research on challenging problems of this nature with assurance of atleast five years post training placement as pool officer or scientific fellow.

How do Scientists Pursue Research


It was assumed that one of the ways in which one could  understand about the scientists’ perception of what they considered as important could be to identify (a) whether there were some ideas which scientists had but could not pursue and (b) whether there were some other ideas which were pursued for a while and then discontinued. It was found that most of the ideas which could not be pursued related to either the disciplinary interest of the researcher or were the offshoot of the Ph.D. or M.Sc.  of the concerned researcher. There was a rare case where the author was convinced of the genuinity of the research idea out Indian Council of Agricultural Research (ICAR) authorities did not consider it worthwhile.


I  as well as the top managers of the agricultural universities might like to monitor the ideas never pursued or abandoned due to resource constraints. Such ideas depending upon the regional and national priorities might be put in a portfolio to be funded by various agencies or even but of special discretionary                    of loan.


It appeared that younger scientists tended to rely more on literature survey as the source of idea than the senior scientists. It was found to our surprise that there was such greater recognition of what farmers do in terms of indigenous innovations but the examination to test the validity or otherwise of these practices was rare.


It was interesting  to know that for senior scientists’ immediate problem was with credit and extension and not the cost or the technology. Apparently they had become so sure of the technology that the variables which were not manipulate by the scientists were attributed maximum importance.


Inability of the majority of the scientists to question the characteristic of the existing technology only suggests how important it is to penetrate debate on the issues concerning alternative technological options. Scientists’ awareness about Farmers’ Innovative  Practice.


While a large number of scientists particularly from the Hyderabad sample of All India Dryland Project Headquarters had shown awareness of the farmers’ innovative practices the regrettable feature was that not many of these insights has been validated experimentally.  We had categorized the comments of the farmers as either sceptical, critical or somewhat contentuous. It was strange that many scientists felt that since farmers did not keep any data now could formal scientific analysis benefit from their participation. There were others who did not believe that there was much to learn from the farmers anyway.


As far as critical perspectives were concerned, scientists had not distinguished those which farmers had tried and continued vis-a-vis those who they had tried but did not continue.  Likewise they had also not studied the knowledge about the practices which farmers had but did not try and therefore did not continue.


Several innovative practices which were acknowledge as innovative by the scientists had not been taken up for deriving the science of the same. For instance while the blade was found to be an effective instrument for weeding and water conservation, the precise differences in its dimension at a short distance was not analyzed by relating soil structure, cropping patterns and the physics of this implement.


One of the important aspect with regard to the traditional technology was the relative importance that farmer attached to fodder vis-a-vis grain yield maximization screcacy. Our contention in this chapter is that formal and informal R&D can reinforce rather than replace each other as seem to be the attempt presently.  Also we do not think that marriage between these two systems of research can only be achieved by the involvement of social scientists.  Our view is that proper incorporation of informal R&D can be expected only when natural and physical scientists directly interact with various classes of farmers to extend the frontiers of science.
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