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We begin with the position that conventional development strategies  have generated a mind-set which results in the perpetuation of a sense of dependence among the people whom they ostensibly seek to “develop”. These strategies derive from, and in turn reinforce, specific forms of power which legitimize only those knowledges generated and reproduced in particular forms of the “social” context. “Social” here refers to a structure or network of relationships which uses its own particular language or literacy to produce and reproduce knowledge. For instance, formal, institutional science is one such network which  operates with its own form of literacy, its own orthodoxies, its own citation protocol and its own beliefs about what constitute researchable problems and the goals of scientific research. Such “socials” assume that knowledge is social in nature, in that it is created and modified through a process of social interaction; but in addition they accord importance to the role of agency and of individual actors. Thus, to continue with our example of formal science, the identification of new contributions, theories, outputs or products with individual scientists. Even when a firm or institution takes over the right to the direct benefits of the new knowledge, the agency function of the individual is not denied. These networks do not function in a vacuum; the knowledges they produce and seek to legitimize have to acknowledge the existence and roles of other “socials”. How the latter are “constituted” by the dominant networks is of immediate concern to us here.  Formal science does this by constituting alternative knowledge systems as “informal”, “unscientific”, “superstition”, and so on. A more insidious aspect of such constitution is the denial of the role of individual agents and the characterization of  alternative “socials” as “communitarian”, “traditional”, “common property”, and so on. This leads to a paradoxical situation in which say a particular animal healing practice is considered the creation of a particular community, without acknowledging the possibility that particular individual healers may have come up with the idea after a process of experimentation or trial and error. 





A similar process underlies the constitution of marginalized people as “poor”. It requires only one small step to considering materially-poor people as also “intellectually poor”, thus justifying the ‘deficit-model’ or problem-solving approach to development: poor people have this problem, they need this material and this training.  However, it is precisely these people who on account of the increasingly difficult access to natural resources and means of livelihood, have to be innovative and creative in order to survive. In other words, if problems are being faced by people at the grassroots, there are bound to be solutions also. To begin by seeking out such solutions and augmenting them is, strategically speaking, an alternative approach that valorizes the knowledge produced in the “socials” operating at the grassroots. Such an approach also underlay the educational philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi who in his Basic Education model tried to put the arts and crafts of those considered “low” in the social hierarchy at the “top” of what is worth knowing. K.M. Munshi tried a similar approach with his now-forgotten “gospel of the dirty hand”.





This process of valorization implies  two other processes: overcoming the barriers of localism imposed by the way such knowledge has been constituted in the past, and ensuring returns to the generators and reproducers of the knowledge so that an incentive for its sustenance is created. The first implies that linkages among solutions and the people behind them (individuals or communities) are created, and that linkages with other “socials” (including formal science), resources (finance institutions, for instance) and strategies (emerging markets, protection of intellectual property rights, for instance) are developed. The second has crucial connections with the process of sustainable development and conservation of natural resources. Much concern has been expressed in recent times about the erosion of natural resources, but it is only recently that concern has been voiced about the erosion of the knowledge associated with those resources. Why should a herbalist’s child learn her father’s knowledge if she does not see the possibility of breaking out of poverty? Ensuring material as well as non-material rewards to such knowledge would provide incentives for its own conservation and augmentation, and for the conservation of the natural resources on which it is based. 


 


The theoretical understanding of knowledge, marginalization and development  presented above in brief has provided the rationale for the development of a large knowledge network of innovators – primarily farmers, artisans, herbalists, animal healers and other grassroots workers, and scientists and individuals in many walks of life --  over the past eight years. The network, called Honey Bee, (hereafter referred to as HB Network) derives its inspiration from the honeybee which cross-pollinates flowers, but does not impoverish them. Likewise, in what is fundamentally an ethical stance, the HB Network connects knowledges of grassroots people, overcoming the barriers of language by using various local languages, and acknowledges the sources of the knowledge in order to prevent its misappropriation. 





Level One: Connecting innovations through documentation 





Connecting knowledges implies according primacy to the identification and documentation of the innovations of innovative people at the grassroots. The more than 4000 innovations and innovative practices identified and documented (along with the names and addresses of the innovators) so far, only indicate the wealth of knowledge that still remains unrecognized and unacknowledged. Much of this knowledge deals with sustainable practices of natural resource management and has the potential not just to provide returns to the innovators themselves, but also to modify conventional development patterns and extend the frontiers of formal science. 





The exchange of the knowledge within the HB Network (through the Honey Bee newsletter), and the linkages with outside knowledge, for instance knowledge generated by formal research and development systems, reduces the costs to the HB Network members of obtaining access to authentic and ethically-derived information. However, one aspect that underpins this process of knowledge exchange is the need to ensure that the intellectual property rights of the knowledge generator are not exhausted as a result of bringing all the aspects of the knowledge into the public domain. A second aspect of the knowledge exchange is the search for means to overcome the barriers of language and localism. This  has  been recently attempted  on a pilot scale through the use of multi-media approaches to  recording knowledge. Thus multiple language versions of selected innovations, which integrate visual and audio information, have been produced. These are especially useful in gatherings of farmers from various linguistic regions.





This process of networking through connecting innovations at the grassroots has depended for its growth and maintenance—the HB Network now extends to more than 70 countries—on the coordinating support provided by a voluntary organization, SRISTI, and on the voluntary effort put in by members of the HB Network. It has, however, also led to the spinning off of new networks that share the ethical principles mentioned above. In some cases, language has been the organizing principle. Thus, local networks, which use Tamil or Punjabi newsletters as modes of communication, have evolved. In other cases, experimenting farmers or  artisans have formed their own networks. Though these networks are independent entities, the knowledge they identify and generate is often shared with the other networks.





Level two: Innovations,  enterprises  and  investments





Connecting innovations and innovative farmers through the process of documentation is one level of networking. A second level of networking is the development of linkages between the innovations on the one hand, and enterprises and investments, represented by actors and  institutions in the public and private sectors, on the other. This is a fairly demanding process which in this case has tried to tap the spirit of voluntarism that exists within formal institutions, or has drawn institutions into contractual arrangements. Thus, the insularity of formal science establishments has been overcome to some extent through collaborative and participatory research on  the innovations of farmers, both in the laboratory and on people’s farms. The range of research that has been undertaken extends from validating veterinary medicinal practices derived from the HB Network,  to identifying the active principles in a plant used for a particular ailment. 





Underlying this second level of networking is a conviction that development implies building enabling linkages that people can use to generate sustainable relationships of exchange rather than depending on the largesse of the state or well-intentioned non-governmental actors. The challenges are especially great since survival strategies, and hence the diversity of  innovations, are most crucial in areas where both the state and the markets have failed. These are the arid and semi-arid regions and hill or forest areas, where paradoxically  natural resources are found at their most diverse, but migration of the population to urban areas or the “green revolution” rural areas in search of employment is high. Three aspects of this level of networking  are touched upon briefly: developing niche markets, instituting systems of rewards and linking entrepreneurs and investors with the network.





 


Developing niche markets 





Vast areas in such regions are organic by default since the people do not have the resources to buy chemical fertilizers and pesticides; the dependence on crafts (handicrafts and embroidery) and non-farm products (leather goods or wooden toys, for instance) is also high. Thus, while opportunities in the fields of organic products or crafts do exist, the capacity building challenges are also greater. Linking the innovators in such regions with markets means focused attention on making niche markets accessible for organic or low-chemical-input products or non-farm products. This in turn requires market research, database development, brokering between markets, financial institutions and entrepreneurs, and an ability to influence consumer preferences in favour of  bio-diverse products. 





Protection of intellectual property rights and systems of rewards





Given the roots of the concept of intellectual property in the system of private property rights, many organizations have raised objections to protecting ‘intellectual property’ on ideological grounds. These objections may be traced to what was said earlier about the way  some knowledges are constituted as “communitarian” or “traditional”, denying the role of individual agency. More self-confidence in our own abilities would help us see this dimension as one more route to ensuring returns for the knowledge of the people who constitute the networks we work with.  





However, underlying systems of intellectual protection is a system of material and non-material rewards, which can operate at both the individual and collective levels. Protection of property rights is an example of material rewards at the individual level; honouring innovators is a non-material reward which is sometimes appreciated more than material rewards. At the community level, material rewards like trust funds which are operated for resource conservation and employment have been set up by the HB Network out of the returns from community innovations. Another recent initiative promoted by the HB Network and SRISTI is the Venture Capital Fund for which resources have been mobilized from the state so that innovations with potential can be scaled up in order to move towards commercialization. 





Investors and entrepreneurs





The dimension of ensuring sustainable material rewards for the knowledge that is embodied in particular innovations implies that the latter need to be linked with investments and the development of enterprises. It is necessary to see these three sectors as inter-related but discrete as well, since not all innovators would like to become entrepreneurs and not all entrepreneurs would have the investments required. Also, the three may be located in different parts of the world. Linking these three points of the triangle establishes sustainable relationships of exchange between the HB Network, financial actors and enterprises in the public or private sectors and entrepreneurs. 





One form this exchange can take is contractual arrangements with particular institutions which allow for the payment of royalty or a share of the profits that accrue from commercialization of the innovation in question. A more complex linkage is between the HB Network and entrepreneurs and investors. One recent initiative begun earlier this year is the setting up of a sister concern of the HB Network with the support of the Gujarat state government and with financial participation of various public sector and joint sector units. This concern will take up the task of upgrading innovations and linking them with entrepreneurs since the HB Network by  itself  is not in the best position to provide this professional service. 





Wider issues





There are several issues that the experience of networking described above raises for development planners. The HB Network discussed above is based on an approach to development that builds upon the capabilities that exist at the grassroots by acknowledging the existence of hitherto discounted alternative systems of knowledge. The approach also assumes that no knowledge system by itself can solve people’s problems, thus making bridges between dominant and alternative systems of knowledge necessary. Such a vision is necessary so that current trends towards more flexible, decentralized, lateral, alliance oriented, forms of organization do not degenerate, when applied to development practice, into networks for the sake of networks without a transformatory  potential. 





A second issue is how do we devise ways  by which people struggling with similar problems in different parts of the world get to know, as quickly as possible, about solutions developed by some innovative and creative communities or individuals elsewhere. Recent advances in electronic communication, with all their current disadvantages of being limited to those with access to such technologies, offer scope for application to the grassroots. In addition, networks need to take steps to overcome the insularity of formal science institutions, through participatory approaches to research and action. Simultaneously, public policies for development, credit, technology development, need to be influenced so that grassroots innovations have a  chance of being upgraded  and people are enabled to take control of sustainable livelihoods resources, not just land and water, but political institutions as well. These, and the tasks discussed earlier are not cost-less activities. But we do believe that networks like HB Network which  possess a strong ethical foundation, are based on the creativity of people who have overcome obstacles through their own innovativeness, and link knowledge with returns to the generators of that knowledge, can tap the spirit of voluntarism that exists in society, at least up to the point from which they can mobilize additional  resources. �
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