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By Aliyah Meena Shanti

Introduction

When I was asked, in June 2005, to write this report on the history and current projects of Land for Tillers’ Freedom (LAFTI), I immediately realized its extraordinary necessity. The last such report, a terse, pink-colored booklet, was written in 1990, and was not very detailed. Here we are in a new century. Since 1990, LAFTI’s entire focus has changed, although its ultimate purpose, that of assisting the rural poor, with a focus on land issues, is the same. 

In the past decade and a half, LAFTI has battled, sometimes successfully, sometimes unsuccessfully, the multinational aquaculture corporations that have moved in and set up prawn farms in coastal Tamil Nadu, taking away land, livelihood, and health from the poor there. LAFTI has provided relief from droughts, floods, and tsunamis, with an insight into people’s needs found among few other organizations. Recently, they have begun a large-scale house building program, which they dreamed about in the early nineties, but which was pushed out of the way by the all-consuming prawn struggle.

This strenuous and unceasing labor on behalf of the poor is the reason behind both the need for and the lack of documentation of LAFTI’s work in the 1990s and early 2000s. Most of the published recent documentation has come from outsiders. This does include some very important works, such as an oral biography in Italian of LAFTI’s founders Krishnammal and S. Jagannathan, Terra Gamberi Contadini ed Eroi: 70 Anni di Lotte Nonviolente di una Straordinaria Coppia di Indiani, by Laura Coppo (Editrice Missionaria Italiana, 2002), translated into English and republished as The Color of Freedom (Common Courage Press, 2005). 

Krishnammal is one of the “1000 Women for Peace” nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize under the patronage of the Swiss Commission for UNESCO.

A full history and summary of LAFTI’s long and distinguished work is necessary, and it is my hope that this book will only be a beginning.   

                     Aliyah Meena Shanti

                     August 2005

LAFTI’s Pre-History

Although LAFTI was officially registered as an organization in 1981, its founders (Krishnammal and S. Jagannathan) had been working on land reform issues in the Nagapattinam and Thiruvarur Districts of the state of Tamil Nadu -  the area whose people LAFTI now serves - since 1968.

Since their youth, Krishnammal and Jagannathan had both been followers of Gandhi and workers for social justice.  Both were born in rural Tamil Nadu, Jagannathan in Ramnad District in 1914, and Krishnammal in Dindigul District in 1926.  While Jagannathan’s family was fairly well-off, Krishnammal came from a very poor, Dalit (‘untouchable’) family.  She was the fifth of 12 children, six of whom survived childhood.  They were married in 1950. 

In 1951, Jagannathan, and later Krishnammal, joined the bhoodan (land-gift) movement of Vinoba Bhave, the spiritual heir of Gandhi. This movement, which began soon after Indian independence, was meant to counter the traditional feudal maldistribution of land. Vinoba and his followers walked from village to village all across India, asking for donations of land for the poor, and they received more than four million acres.  Later the movement was transformed into gramdan (village-gift) in which Vinoba asked for the land of the village to be held and worked in common. 

In 1952, Jagannathan started his own bhoodan-gramdan movement in Tamil Nadu. Between 1952 and 1956, at least 4,000 villages in Tamil Nadu declared gramdan. Vinoba’s movement had its limits, however.  Many of the people in the movement (Krishnammal being an exception) came from privileged, high-caste backgrounds, and had an easier time relating to the landlords than to the poor villagers. If a landlord promised a gift of land but never gave it, Vinoba would not use any pressure to force the issue. The movement never stayed in one village for more than a few days, so it did not form roots within any one community, and promised government assistance for gramdan villages proved difficult to access within the proper time-frame, or never materialized at all. These problems often led to the quick restoration of the old feudal system in most of the bhoodan or gramdan villages, except in Tamil Nadu.

Krishnammal and Jagannathan proved remarkably innovative in dealing with these problems. If the landlord did not keep his promise to donate land, they would organize the people to offer satyagraha (a variety of nonviolent resistance developed by Gandhi), and they were usually successful. After gaining title to the land, Krishnammal and Jagannathan would stay and help to distribute it. Until 1968, they remained within a fairly small area in central Tamil Nadu, near their home base of Gandhigram, north of Madurai, and effected great changes there. As a result, they became intimately entwined with the lives of the people.

Kilvenmani: 

A Tragedy and the Beginning of a New Movement

"On Christmas Night in 1968, I was sitting by myself in Gandhigram. The moon was shining high in the sky. I could not sleep, and I kept on thinking about how humanity seems not to have understood the importance of Christ and his teachings."

Krishnammal, from The Color of Freedom (2005)

The next morning, Krishnammal read a terrible story in the newspaper. As the result of a wage labor struggle, 44 Dalit women and children had been locked in a house and burnt alive in the village of Kilvenmani in Thanjavur (now Nagapattinam) District. Krishnammal immediately moved her headquarters and entire operation to the area in which LAFTI is now based. After a three-year nonviolent struggle, fighting not only the landlords but some militant members of the Communist Party, Krishnammal was able to obtain one acre of land for each of the 74 Dalit families of Kilvenmani. 

After the struggle in Kilvenmani, Krishnammal and Jagannathan remained to work in the surrounding areas, where they are still working today. Their next great land struggle took place in Valivalam, site of a famous temple. In this area, much of the land is held by temples. By law, the land should have been cultivated by the poor as tenant farmers, with a percentage of yield going to the temple. Abuses of this system were rampant, however. In Valivalam, there was a landlord who owned 1,200 acres of land, far in excess of the Tamil Nadu Land Ceiling Act, some 360 acres of which were temple trust lands that should have been held and worked in tenancy by the laborers.  After an intense struggle, including fasts and imprisonments, the District Collector (a Central Indian Government appointee who is in charge of the governance of the district) stepped in and distributed the land.  LAFTI now has hostels for girls and boys in Valivalam, and many of the people of the village remain very close to Krishnammal and Jagannathan.

In 1973, Krishnammal and Jagannathan went to Bihar to work on land issues there. They stayed there until 1975, when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi declared a national state of emergency, and suspended elections and civil liberties.  Jagannathan was imprisoned for two years, along with thousands of union leaders and activists.  Krishnammal narrowly escaped arrest.  After Jagannathan’s release in 1977, they returned to Valivalam, where the event that was to lead directly to the birth of LAFTI took place.

Loans and LAFTI’s Beginnings

Around 1980, Krishnammal learned that a local Muslim charity was selling 82 acres of land at a reasonable price. She went to the State Bank of India, but they refused to give her a loan to buy the land. Krishnammal sat outside the bank for over a week until finally the bank director came to see her. The director said that the bank could not grant loans to buy land, as they did not recognize that the land itself was a form of capital, nor that purchasing land was equivalent to making improvements, such as purchasing tractors, bullocks, and other agricultural implements, for which they did offer loans. Finally, thanks to Krishnammal’s perseverance, the bank gave her a loan for some part of the purchase, although much of the funding came from outside benefactors. The local families provided 300 rupees (about $6.50) each. To receive loans from the banks, it was necessary to create an officially registered organization, and so, in 1981, LAFTI was born.

The decision to buy land did not come without a great deal of controversy among the Sarvodaya community of Gandhi’s now-ageing followers. The idea that land belongs only to God is very strong among Gandhians, and the purchase of land might seem contrary to Vinoba’s movement of free giving. Jagannathan himself took some time to agree to this plan of buying land. According to one of Krishnammal’s stories it was an American friend of Krishnammal’s, David Albert (who happens to be this author’s father) who first gave her the idea for large-scale land-buying. He told her, in a passing remark, “In 100 years, the people of these villages will not remember whether they bought the land or were given it. All they will know is that they have land, and that their lives are the better for it.” 

It was a good time to buy land, at least for the poor people. Due to dams built far upstream on the Cauvery River, land that had produced three crops a year was now only producing one large crop and one smaller one. The rich, well-educated landowners were selling their lands relatively cheaply and moving to the cities or overseas. Between 1968 and 1991, some 11,000 acres of land were provided to the same number of families in Nagapattinam and Thiruvarur districts through the land struggle or through purchase. After purchase, the families paid for the land out of their own labor. Jagannathan and Krishnammal were almost universally revered as “Appa” and “Amma” ("Father" and "Mother") among these people, who had been organized into a potent force to change their own lives.

After an unfortunate incident in the early 1980s, Krishnammal insisted that the title to the land obtained through their work be put in the name of the women. Alcoholism is a terrible problem among men in Tamil Nadu, and they might lose the land through drinking. Krishnammal has made the uplifting of poor women her life's work, and when the women own the land, they have a measure of independence and security. After initial difficulties, both the banks and the Government of India came around and have supported LAFTI's land redistribution efforts, through the waiving of stamp duties and registration fees, and in providing subsidies and low-interest loans.

Constructive Projects

LAFTI has been involved in various types of village development projects since the very beginning, and these may, in fact, be the longest-running part of its work. In dozens of villages, LAFTI has provided equipment and training in weaving, mat-making, carpentry and brick-laying, pottery manufacture, tailoring, and computers. LAFTI-trained masons are now leading the current house-building drive, and the tailoring unit has made thousands of petticoats for victims of the tsunami (December 2004). LAFTI helps in every stage of the process, from training to marketing.

LAFTI has also provided loans to buy agricultural implements, domestic animals (cows, bullocks, and goats), and seed for crops. LAFTI's aim is always to help the people help themselves, whether in buying land or selling baskets.  For example: After the tsunami, LAFTI helped people, who had made baskets for the fish markets, find new buyers.  LAFTI has also set up an Agro-Service Center, from which agricultural equipment may be borrowed.

LAFTI has organized the people of some of the villages into Grama Sabhas (village assemblies) in which all adult members have a say. These Grama Sabhas meet to discuss the issues of the village. LAFTI has also formed Mathar Sangh (women's meetings) to discuss the issues of the women of the villages. The idea of a truly democratic system working from the ground up is central to LAFTI's ideals, as is the empowerment of women. The concept of Gram Swaraj (village self-rule) was very important to both Gandhi and Vinoba.

Children’s Hostels

For over 15 years, LAFTI has run hostels for children from impoverished or abusive families. At least 200 children, ranging from ages 8 to 18, live in LAFTI's four hostels - a boys’ hostel at the Vinoba Ashram in Kuthur; hostels for boys and girls in Valivalam; and a hostel for younger children of both genders in Gandhigram. These children come from families too poor to afford to educate them, or where parents are abusive or alcoholic. In many cases the children have parents who must move far away to find work and are forced to leave their children behind.  For approximately $125 U.S. a year, LAFTI provides housing, food and clothing.  The children study at nearby schools.  Many of the children’s needs are provided through an Italian organization, Gruppo 1%.

Prawn Struggle

In December 1992, Krishnammal and Jagannathan started a year-long padayatra (consciousness-raising walk) along the Tamil Nadu coast promoting Gram Swaraj. The march began in a celebratory spirit. LAFTI had recently acquired significant donations and purchases of land. They had now distributed at least 10,000 acres, and were planning all sorts of constructive programs, trainings, and house-building projects. As they walked along the coast, however, they came to a village that was utterly destitute. “Our land has been taken, our water is poisoned, and all of the fish are dying,” was their complaint. Multinational aquaculture corporations, partially funded by World Bank loans, had moved in and started farming prawns in land that for centuries had been richly covered with rice paddies.  

Prawns are grown in large man-made tanks. The water in these tanks must be brackish, part fresh and part salt. The fresh water is taken from the ground, depleting the groundwater supply, while the saltwater is brought from the sea, necessitating the cutting down of the coast-protecting mangrove forests, the breeding grounds of fish. The salt water, contaminated with hormone-containing chemical food and the pesticides used in the tanks, seeps down into the groundwater, making well-water undrinkable, and leading to the deaths of cattle and skin and eye diseases among humans. The polluted water also drains into the rivers and the ocean. Fish catches have been reduced by as much as 80% in some places due to surface water contamination and mangrove deforestation.

While an acre of paddy land can provide employment for 120 people, an acre of prawn farm employs three, leading to virtually universal unemployment. The saltwater seeps into the cropland, making it barren. Although prawns are easy money for farm owners (they sell for $11 U.S. per pound in the United States, which would feed the family of an Indian laborer for a month), the tanks become unusable after seven to ten years, leaving behind a salinated, chemical-filled wasteland on which not even thorn bushes will grow for decades. 

Jagannathan immediately threw himself into a new struggle. He organized the people of the area to use satyagraha. The prawn companies, aided by police and hired thugs, often responded quite brutally. In 1996, Jagannathan took his case to the Indian Supreme Court, which ordered the shutdown of almost all the prawn farms in Tamil Nadu by March 1997. The judgment has not been implemented, and today, in 2005, there are more prawn farms than ever. Hearing of national legislation that would have overturned the Supreme Court decision, Jagannathan went to Delhi and fasted for three days at the Gandhi Samadhi. He had just had surgery for cataracts and glaucoma, and the pollution and dust of Delhi caused him to go almost completely blind. The legislation, however, was not passed.

In 1999, Jagannathan (at age 85) fasted for 56 days in the fishing village of Akkarapettai, south of Nagapattinam, eating only one meal a day, until he was forced to stop due to ill health. One of Jagannathan’s goals in the prawn struggle is to create solidarity between the farmers and the fishermen, who have both had their livelihoods devastated by the aquaculture corporations. Various district collectors have closed down a few farms, but new ones continue to spring up. The struggle continues.

 Tsunami and Flood Relief

In the past ten years, a series of natural disasters has plagued Tamil Nadu. From 2000 until 2003, severe droughts brought the farming communities sometimes to the brink of starvation. In the fall of 2004, there were good rains, and cultivation was begun, but the rains continued, becoming terrible floods that washed away houses and crops. LAFTI stepped in, working with the state government, to help people find shelter and food. Entire villages were washed out, but in December 2004 the government stopped paying attention to the flood victims due to the more spectacular catastrophe that hit the South Indian coast.

On December 26, 2004, a 12-meter wall of water washed over the coast of Tamil Nadu, in places traveling as much as six kilometers inland. The deaths due to the tsunami will never be accurately computed, but over 4,000 people were swept away in the Nagapattinam fish market alone. There was scarcely an undamaged building to be found within a kilometer of the seashore, and some houses were torn to pieces and flung far away, so that it could barely be seen that there had been a house there at all.

The damage of the tsunami was much exacerbated by the coastal deforestation caused by prawn farming. In Tamil, the mangrove forests are known as alaiyathi kadu, “wave-soothing forest,” because they provide a barrier to reduce the force of storm waves and tsunamis. Most of these “wave-rocking trees” are gone, and the effect was devastating. The prawn farms suffered as much damage as any other land, but although the farms are illegal, they have still been able to collect insurance money and damages from the government, to start new farms. 

Aid poured in from around the world. Organizations provided food, water, and medicine. Sarvodaya relief teams from Orissa, Maharastra, and Madhya Pradesh came and stayed in LAFTI’s headquarters at Kuthur while helping to dig out schools and providing emergency medical assistance. The LAFTI volunteers were recognized by the media for their hard work (after finishing a school, they would go on to help people with their houses) and their extremely respectful and dedicated behavior to the living and the dead when cremating the bodies that they found.

LAFTI community organizers provided a listening ear to those people who had lost everything. While they were operating on a very small budget and could not provide large-scale aid, they realized that what people needed to do was to get back to their normal routines before they could think of the future. LAFTI provided sari petticoats to the women (many aid organizations provided saris, not realizing that to have to wear a sari without a petticoat was a great insult to a woman’s self-respect). They gave sambar powder (sambar is the staple of Tamil cooking, a lentil-based, soupy vegetable curry) so that people did not have to eat only rice.

LAFTI also provided supplies and help to those communities that had been devastated by the tsunami, but which other aid organizations had passed over, preferring to concentrate on the well-organized fishing communities. In particular, they concentrated on the

communities that had depended on the fish markets for their livelihood, such as the basket weavers and the dockworkers, who were mostly Dalits who had been impoverished before the tsunami and were absolutely destitute afterwards.

House-Building Project

In February 2005, LAFTI began in earnest a project for which Krishnammal had longed for years, but on which she had never been able to concentrate. She had long wished to give the people of the villages proper houses and get them out of the mud and thatch huts in which they used to live. These huts flood and become damp in heavy rain, leaking, molding, and causing respiratory diseases. The price of thatching has gone up dramatically, so they are difficult to repair, and many huts have gaping holes in their roofs. Proper houses are symbols of equality for the poor. 

Krishnammal collected masons and carpenters, many of whom had been trained through LAFTI programs, as well as unemployed people from the countryside - an “Army of Compassion” of several hundred people - and sent them from village to village to help people build there own houses. Bricks were made and fired in a few different sites containing the proper clay soil. In the mid-1990s, LAFTI bought a few cinderblock-making machines, which are also used when local materials are available. The wood used in brick firing came from thorn bushes that the people had cleared off the land that the government allotted to Dalit families, thus making the land fit for cultivation. Workers were given their midday meal and ten rupees a day, while normally they would be unemployed at this time, as it was not the growing season. The entire village helped with every house, and in one village 25 houses were built in a few days. Since February 2005, at least 600 houses have been completed. Krishnammal says that she hopes to build 5,000 more. Each house costs about 90,000 rupees, around $2,000 U.S., much less than the shoddily built government housing.

The LAFTI housing project is an example of LAFTI’s skill at forming partnerships between various groups and people, as well as their ability to help the people better their own lives. The village people pay for the foundations of their houses, while government agencies provide money for the roofs (the roof tiles are the only non-local materials used, as they are imported from Kerala). The funding for the walls is provided by LAFTI’s outside benefactors, many of them abroad.

Afterword - The Work as Prayer

LAFTI’s work is a kind of thoughtful and extremely effective activism too rare in the world in which we all live. Although they work quietly most of the time, they are not afraid to speak up and tell the truth about injustices and inequalities. 

LAFTI’s work has brought them friends from all around the world, and has bound together a community of people who would likely otherwise never know each other. People from Italy, the U.K., America, Japan, and many other places have come together to support this wonderful work in India.

The work of Amma and Appa would have far less effect if it were not for the LAFTI workers that they have inspired to join their movement. The LAFTI staff, 95 percent of whom come from Dalit families, are selfless and tireless in their pursuit of the good for all people. Whether cooking meals or leading marches (and there are many who can do both) they are unfailingly hard-working, and they know the ultimate purpose of their work, to increase the dignity and self-respect of the poor, to bring greater understanding between people and to lead us all to the recognition of that common Divine Light within us all.

The work of LAFTI has come to embody Krishnammal’s prayer, composed by the Tamil Saint Ramalingam more than a century ago:

Arut perum jothi

Thani perum karunai

Arut perum jothi

Boundless benevolent shining light

God in-dwelling in that shining light

The light of compassion coming to rule the world.
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