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Abstract 
Shifting cultivation, known as ‘jhum’ in Northeast India is widely distributed upland slash and burn agricultural system. Efforts to address jhum remained challenging tasks, more so due to its shortening cycle but continued livelihoods dependency for a large population of upland communities. With organic foods gaining popularity, harmonizing jhum with Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) organic standards may provide enhanced opportunities for improved livelihoods and environmental security in Northeast India. The paper explores these opportunities and focuses on the features and characteristics of jhum that would require in meeting the PGS organic standards.  

Introduction
Shifting cultivation, locally known as jhum is a widely distributed form of agriculture in the upland areas of Northeast India. The practice involves site selection, slash and burn, followed by mixed cropping for a year or two and fallowing for certain years for recuperation of the land. In spite of various efforts of the government to address and contain jhum, over 443,000 families of upland rural communities of the region continue to partially or wholly depend on ‘jhum’ for their livelihoods, with total areas affected by the practice estimated between 1.73 to 13.81 million ha (NEC 2006). Jhum in Northeast India, including its variants such as alder-based jhum in Nagaland, bun cultivation in Meghalaya continue to attract diverse opinions. Its critiques call it as an inefficient and wasteful form of agriculture, while others see this as diversified livelihood system that ensures sustenance along with conservation of associated rich cultural heritage. The shortening jhum cycle (the intervening period between fallowing and returning to the same spot for cultivation) from traditional 10 years or more to 4-5 years on an average now is indeed a matter of concern. This is seriously impacting on the local livelihoods and environmental security in many pockets of the region. 

However, given the farmers’ knowledge and continuing adaptive innovations by responding to complex agro-ecological and socioeconomic dynamics, this system of farming with appropriate cycle provides the best options for sustainable use of land due to its inherent strengths and the institutions governing the practice. Harmonizing jhum with Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) would strengthen jhum as an agricultural and adaptive forest management practice based on scientific and sound ecological principles, particularly where the climate and land gradients are uniquely suitable primarily for jhum. PGS is a complementary system of organic guarantee that builds the organic movement, educates farmers and consumers and grows the domestic market for organic produce. In fact, such a parallel domestic certification system will end up facilitating the growth of Third Party Certified farms in India, thereby strengthening and increasing India’s place as an Organic exporter (Khosla, 2006). The objective of the present study is to explore these possibilities and opportunities of harmonizing shifting cultivation practices (jhum) with the PGS organic standards for securing improved livelihoods and environmental stability in Northeast India. The PGS organic certification and assurance system could be particularly suitable for the marginal farmers and shifting cultivators of the region.
Materials and methods
Materials for this paper are drawn from the output of a two-day stakeholders’ consultative workshop held in Shillong during July 14-15, 2007. The workshop was attended by academicians, scientists, government agencies, NGOs, rural development workers, farmers’ representatives and international research and development agencies to consider why and how jhum in Northeast India could be harmonized with PGS organic standards. The key features and characteristics of jhum that would be considered for harmonizing the practice with PGS standards were identified and qualified, which form part of the results of this paper. The concepts and implementation modalities were discussed with farmers, which received wide acceptance if organically produced crops could ensure higher and assured income.

Results and Discussion

The National Programme for Organic Production (NPOP) in India includes fallow lands for promotion of organic farming (GoI, 2005).  Jhum cultivation practices ensure such fallow lands where PGS organic standards can be applied. For this purpose the following minimum characteristics ought to be met, besides other standards such as taking of pledge by the farmers, maintenance of diaries, etc. as required under PGS. 
· Zoning of PGS jhum: The area for PGS jhum to be clearly demarcated and protected from non-organic non-PGS area, involving community institutions.
· Jhum cycle: At least 9-10 years jhum cycle with 8 years of fallowing and 1-2 years of cropping; in alder-based jhum with well-spread periodically pollarded trees, a minimum cycle of 4 years with 2 years fallowing and 2 years cropping.
· Site selection: The PGS jhum sites to be as per local jhum regulations, at least  400 m from major water source; 50 m from main road; not community or government forest reserved area; not primary or pristine forest.
· Jhum clearing: Precaution exercised by rationalizing land clearing based on availability of seeds/planting materials, and availability of labour for weeding; trees not clear-felled but looped branches, retaining as many standing trees.
· Burning & fire management / precaution against fire: Well established fire line maintained before burning; no destruction of adjacent biodiversity-rich forest by fires from jhum; no crop residues burnt; strong community fire management.
· Labour: No child labour employed; men and women share equal work-burden.
· Seeds / planting materials: Only local / indigenous seeds used; seeds exchange with other farmers prior to sowing as per local customs; seeds of local species of trees / fruit trees also sowed/planted along with jhum crops; no GMOs or HYV hybrid seeds used; if required, seeds treated only as per PGS organic standards.
· Agronomic practices: Well balanced/mixed agro-biodiversity planted or maintained; no tillage; no over planting of nutrient-exhaustive crops; very good mix of nitrogen fixing plants/crops, occupying at least 50% of the crop area; no serious or alarming attacks of pests and diseases; no chemical pesticides used.
· Soil & water conservation practices: Good soil and water conservation practices using both agronomic (through indigenous crop mix) and mechanical measures (using locally available materials or traditional good practices) maintained; no visible gully formation or other evidences of soil erosion in the field.
· Weeding & weed management: Removed weeds used for mulching; no germinating local tree species destroyed during weeding.
· Pest management: Integrated pest management (IPM) practiced; if required, organic pesticides used along with promotion of traditional preventive measures. 
· Harvesting & packaging:  Bags and containers used to harvest and transport jhum organic produce are clean and uncontaminated; used locally available uncontaminated leaves and bamboo baskets for packaging while transporting.
· Crop residues: Crop residues left in the field; no burning of crop residue.
· Fallow management: A minimum of 8 years of fallow periods maintained in a typical system; and 2 years in a pollarded-alder-based system.
· Soil chemistry: Soil properties maintained by appropriate crop mix cultivation, soil and moisture conservation practices, maintenance of at least 8 years fallow.
· Soil flora and fauna: Soil faunal and floral population maintained, including soil microbial status ensured by recycling of crop residues and optimum fallowing.
· Biodiversity in the fields: Crop biodiversity and biodiversity of fallow areas maintained or enhanced; live hedges maintained as jhum boundaries; jhumscapes appear with jhum as islands in the midst of enhanced forest cover.
· Productivity & food security: The overall practice is conservation farming with improved land productivity and enhanced food security and income.
· Land tenure & social equity: Equitable land access to all members of a given village; effectively prevents unequal or skewed privatization of common property resources, harmonizing with traditional system of social equity.
· Conversion period: Suggested period is 12-36 months for general fallow land; a fallow land with a period of 8 years or more may have shorter conversion period.
· Packaging materials: Local materials made of leaves, bamboo baskets, etc.; no plastic or non-biodegradable materials used.
· Markets: Need for establishing a network of markets and well-established supply chain for organically or naturally produced food crops from Jhum PGS.

· Pricing and advertising support: Initially market support for pricing and transport; also support for advertisement of ‘niche’ crops and consumer education.
However, successful initiation of jhum PGS would require partnership endeavour of  the farmers, indigenous community institutions, government agencies and participating NGOs preferably through demonstrative pilot projects. Policy adoption on jhum PGS along with building of market network for organically produced ‘niche crops’ from jhum and consumer education and awareness would go a long way in grounding and popularizing jhum PGS in Northeast India. Meanwhile, the proponents of jhum PGS would have to prove that the organic and ecological standards meet those of NPOP (GoI, 2005) or as described by Khosla (2006) and ECOVIDA (2004).  
Conclusions 
The people of Northeast India represent a fascinating variety of cultures. Jhum plays an important cultural role in local customs, besides ensuring agro-biodiversity conservation and offering livelihood security to rural upland poor. It would be unfortunate if developmental programmes based on misjudged opinions about jhum suppress this unique form of agriculture. A balanced approach to development which also recognizes the merits of jhum is needed so that this remarkable form of organic farming persists into the 21st century. With appropriate PGS policy adoption and harmonizing jhum with PGS organic standards would enable jhum to be sustainable conservation and ecological farming practice. 
Recent studies from the Eastern Himalayas showed that the practice represents enormous diversity of cultivation systems with farmers’ ingenuity to local resource management (Kerkhoff and Sharma, 2006). It is widely recognized that several highly productive and sustainable agroforestry systems have their origins in local shifting cultivators’ responses to the need to reduce or improve fallow cycles of shifting cultivation (Cairns, 2007). These collectively represent new hopes for shifting cultivation and harmonizing jhum with PGS organic standards could be a rewarding option of translating these hopes and dreams into realities.
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