
“Living Soils” – Concept note 

1. Background

“Living Soils”

When you look at the soil, it may seem like lifeless clay and rocks. But in fact it is very much alive. Millions 
of small organisms live in healthy soil which is rich in organic matter. Some of them are big enough to 
see, such as earthworms and small insects. But, most of them are so small that you can only see them if  
you use a microscope. These microscopic organisms include nematodes (tiny worms), bacteria, fungi and 
even some insects which are invisible to the naked eye. These living organisms make soil alive and give it 
a good structure and texture. A living soil ecosystem nurtures and nourishes plants by providing a healthy 
medium to take roots and through a steady supply of nutrients.

Chemical Farming and its impact on Soil

Use of chemicals – fertilizers and pesticides- destroys the natural soil ecosystem, deteriorates soil health 
and  ultimately  kills  the  soil.  Deteriorated/dead  soils  lead  to  poor  plant  growth  and  hence  reduced 
productivity  of  agricultural  system. Yield stagnation and declines are quite prominent  in the intensive 
agricultural areas of the country. Introspection on results from the multiple long-term fertilizer trials in rice-
wheat systems have revealed gradual deterioration of soil health and thus long-term productivity due to 
overuse and imbalance use of chemical fertilizers. 

Soil degradation, mainly the decline in soil organic matter both in quality and quantity, is one of the major 
reasons linked to stagnation and decline in yields in most chemical intensive agriculture areas in India. 
The response of additional fertilizer application to food grain production has shown a distinct declining 
trend  in  recent  years:  the  increased  use  of  synthetic  fertilizers  no  longer  contributes  to  higher  soil 
productivity.  The average crop response to fertilizer use was around 25 kg of grain per kg of fertilizer 
during 1960s, the said value has reduced drastically to eight kg/kg only during late 1990s. High use of 
chemical  fertilizers  is  mostly  associated  with  high  level  of  water  consumption  and  micro-nutrient 
deficiency in soil leading to decline in water table and further deterioration of the soil.

Living Soil- Life line of Farming

The life in the soil helps farming. To keep the soil alive, it is important to:

1. Feed it through regular supply of organic material (i.e food for microorganism).
2. Protect it from erosion, for example by covering the soil (by mulching or green manure).
3. Reduce harmful factors such as use of chemicals (pesticides and chemical fertilizers)

The seminal principle is that instead of trying to feed the plant directly, the objective should be to nourish  
the  soil.  For  this  the  Agriculture  system has  to  be  based  on  local  resources,  farmers’  knowledge,  
management skills and labor.

 Central Government policies

Ever  since  the  advent  of  Green  revolution  in  1960s,  Government  has  adopted  a  policy  to  support 
chemical fertilizers through a subsidy system.

The amount of subsidy on synthetic N-P-K fertilisers (domestic and imported) in India during the last three 
decades has grown exponentially from a mere Rs. 60 crore during 1976-77 to an astronomical Rs. 40,338 
crore during 2007-08. In 2009 it shot up to Rs 96,606 crores. This huge rise in subsidy is attributed to 
inflation; however on a real term basis also fertilizer subsidy allocation has shown a rising trend. The 
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budget allocation for 2009-10 for fertilizer subsidies was Rs 49,980 crores and is having similar estimate 
for 2010-11. On an average Government now spends around Rs 50,000 crores on chemical fertilizer 
subsidies.

This huge support for chemical fertilizers led to increase in the use of chemical fertilizers from 0.07 million 
tonnes (Mt) in 1950-51 to 23.15 Mt in 2008-2009, furthering soil degradation.

Govt. acknowledges the problem

From the 90s, there has been a debate in the policy, academic and civil society circles on the ill effects of 
Chemical  Fertilizers  on  soil  health  and  food  security.  Finally  in  2009,  Union  Finance  minister 
acknowledged the problem in Parliament during his budget speech. He said, 

“In the context of the nation’s food security, the declining response of agricultural productivity to increased  
fertilizer usage in the country is a matter of concern. To ensure balanced application of fertilizers, the  
Government intends to move towards a nutrient based subsidy regime instead of the current product  
pricing regime…” 

Thus Nutrient Based Subsidy (NBS) System was made effective by Government of India from 1 April2010 
but it fails to address key concerns like soil degradation, food security,  pollution of natural resources, 
farmers’ distress etc.  

Govt. has also initiated various schemes and support mechanisms to ensure Soil Fertility like  National 
Project on Management of Soil  Health and Fertility (NPMSHF).  National Food Security Mission 
(NFSM) has Mission Objective of Restoring soil fertility and productivity at the individual farm level; there 
is also and also programmes like National Programme for Organic Production (NPOP).  Since 2007, 
the  government  has  also  introduced  Rashtriya  krishi  vikas  yojana  (RKVY) to  ensure  overall 
development in Agriculture by developing and implementing district level plans. 

Under National Project on Management of Soil Health & Fertility” (NPMSF) there is provision for subsidy 
on promotion of  organic fertilizer up to Rs.500 per hectare. Under National Project on Organic Farming 
(NPOF) financial assistance is provided for setting up fruit/vegetable waste compost units, vermiculture 
hatchery units and bio-fertilizer production units up to 25% of total project cost as credit linked back ended 
subsidy. 

Government  repeatedly states that  they do support  organic  fertilizers  under the above schemes and 
hence the support structure is quite balanced.  However, in reality, this is not the scenario. All the relevant 
policies and schemes taken together, the support  systems are still  heavily skewed towards chemical 
fertilizers.

The situation is quite alarming, and if the Government has to ward off an imminent food crisis, they have 
to promote eco-friendly fertilization in the mainstream agriculture to restore the lost vitality and vigour of 
soil. It is under this circumstances that Greenpeace India is planning to organize social audits/Peoples’ 
audit in collaboration with grass root groups to check the capability of present policies and schemes to 
tackle the food crisis due to soil degradation.  

2. The Work plan:

“Living Soils” aims to critically review the major soil fertility management support systems of Central 
Government, using social audit as a tool, basically to examine their capability to solve the soil degradation 
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crisis.  It will also have awareness programmes during the project period which lasts for 45 days in a 
location. The major events include:  

1. Survey in one identified Taluk lasting for 25 days

2. Jansunvai (The Public Hearing) after the survey in the same Taluk

3. Living Soils Conference in State capital

3. Goals:

1. To have a critical review (with people’s participation) of the major soil fertility management sup-
port systems of Central Government, basically to examine their capability to solve the soil degrad-
ation crisis  and ward off the imminent food crisis

2. To investigate the socio-economic impact of the present soil fertility support systems

3. To gather stakeholders’ insights on fertilizer subsidy reforms and support systems for ecological 
fertilization

4. To explore the possibilities of finding synergies between MNREGS and support system for ecolo-
gical fertilization

 
4. Outputs

1. “Living Soils” report – a compilation of the survey report, deliberations at the Jansunvai,  case 
studies, and published information.

2. A national coalition of civil groups, farmers and various stakeholders to work on soil fertility issues

Contact:
• Gopikrishna  SR,  Greenpeace  India,  Mob:  +91  9900897341,  email: 

gkrishna@greenpeace.org
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