SILENT PASSING Debt suicide among farm workers no less rampant
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'HANslA: A decade baek, Nata‘

Singh, an attached labourer of
Hodlavillage, tried to get away:
from debt by consuming a pes-
ticide. “Unfortunately”, he sur-
vived. His miseries survived

too. Today, reeling under a debt

of Rs 70,000, including Rs 45000

borrowed for his treatment, he
curses those who carried him
to the doctor.

Such stories of survival and
suicide abound all across the
villages of Punjab’s cotton belt.

In his mid-fifties, Nata has
seen himself as nothing but
an attached labourer (earn-

_ing Rs 32,000 annually), and
like most labourers, he inher- -

ited the debt. But he says there
was no “solid” reason behind
his attempt to suicide. “I was

upset and would often get agi--

tated,” he says. However, Bhappi,
his wife who cleans people’s
cattlesheds, knows the real rea-

son: “He was helpless against

of ever paying it back”.
Debt-related suicides are as
common among rural workers

as among farmers, says Zora -

Singh Nasrali, president of the
Punjab Khet Mazdoor Union.

~ “But their voice is never heard

like farmers’. The agrarian cri-

sis has never been explored

beyond the crisis of farmers”.
Even the Punjab govern-
ment’s own report of a survey
of Bathinda.and Sangrur dis-
tricts conducted last year tells
that from 2000 to 2008, a total
of 1,133 rural wo_rkers com-

mitted suicide due to debt. Out
of these; 483vmeﬁ'omBathmda

and 650 from Sangrur.
“All these people died in sheer
hopelessness,” says Nasrali.

According to PAU ‘econo-‘

mists who conducted this sur-

vey, the condition of labourers

in Mansa district would be much
grimmer as the conditions there

-are considered far more opprw-

sive for them.
Yet, the activists feel, the gov-
ernment is doing nothing except

conducting one survey after

“another. “It makes news, but
the government hardly does
anything about it, and the media
too forgets after reporting the

survey,” says Harbhagwan

‘Bhikhi, a rural activist from the

CPI-ML. .
In the absence of any gov-
ernment support, conditions
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atafarm in Hodla vruage.' Mansa. where he works.

w@rse for the labour-

ers Ea:inilmspSmclde might offer

an end to the labourer’s woes,

fer the family it is the begin-

n.mg of yét, another struggle.

worstz,affected by a debt-
relat:ed suicide are the children

widows. Neither do they
get lmnwdamw have any
assets to repay the debt.
Children are forced into child
labour and widows are some-

3]0

times pushed mtn proetrtrmon.
In several cases, they too give
up on life,” says Nasrali.

It is a strange reality among
labourers that when a family
falls apart, there is no division
of property, but there is divi-
sion of debt. Nata also inherit-
ed Rs 8,000 as debt. He has

worked day and night only to
seeit swelltoRs'?OOOO today
Nata's healt.h is giving way.
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.,;than farmers yet no one, not even the government takes note

the debt and there is no hope -
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He hardly has another five-
seven years of work left in him.
His son Amandeep Singh is
a]ready a daily-wager for many
years, yet “the amount of debt

-rsm-easmgeveryyear Bhappt

says.
“Wouldn’t 1t have been bet-

* terhad I not survived that day?”

'asksNat‘a,leavmgyorJ.at aloss

: t‘orananswer



