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Green Growth Strategy – Indian Cooperative Banks*
---

Serious threat posed to our earth and its living species in the process of development and economic growth has left no choice but to seriously think of measures to contain global warming and pollution caused by emission of green house gasses by industries, indiscriminate exploitation of natural resources, destruction of green cover and such other man made self-destructive pursuits.  Not only our Governments but also the society as a whole has responsibility to save this earth from ecological disaster.  We realise that cooperatives, particularly the banking and credit sector, too have a role to play in this task of immense importance through an action plan and strategy.  In the context of Indian situation, I will confine my observations to rural cooperative credit and banking institutions’ contribution to sustainable rural development in general and agriculture in particular.

Structure, Outreach and Operations :

Before I proceed, it is appropriate to outline briefly the structure of Cooperative Banking, its out reach and operational parameters.  Cooperative rural credit and banking sector is a century old institutional set-up now covering almost every village in India numbering about seven hundred thousand.  In number, there are about 160 thousand cooperative credit and banking outlets in rural India mostly serving the agricultural sector providing credit for seasonal operations and for investments besides retailing farm inputs like seeds, fertilisers and pesticides.  Agriculture is the mainstay of Indian rural economy on which depends almost 60% of the population for livelihood.  However, contribution to overall GDP has been going down constantly and accounted for only 17% in 2008-09.
Market share of cooperatives in agricultural lending was over 50% a decade ago but this has come down to almost 20% now mainly because of multi-agency approach and aggressive entry of public sector commercial banks and State sponsored regional rural banks and their mandated lending for Government sponsored programmes in pursuit of a policy of financial inclusion.  However, cooperatives have not lost their relevance and importance when it comes to providing credit and other services to small farmers and other rural borrowers in remote villages.  Cooperative Banks credit operations for agriculture during the year 2008-09 aggregate about Rs.400 billion, a bulk of which has gone to small farmers and other rural poor whom the commercial banks consider non-bankable.

This Seminar on ‘Cooperative Banks Contribution to Green Growth” is a positive contribution for evolving a green banking policy and strategy for green growth.  Such a programme should ensure growth of agriculture and the rural economy on a sustainable basis and at the same time maintain and preserve the bio-diversity and ecological balance. Frankly neither we have any experience to demonstrate nor have we adopted an ecological loan policy or programme for green growth.  We would like to learn from others experience particularly from the presentations of learned cooperative bankers who are going to enlighten us in this Seminar.  We have in India provided credit for certain eco-friendly beneficial developmental activities which we now feel need to be broad based and launched as a programme in a strategically planned and coordinator manner.   Only then we shall be able to demonstrate the positive impact of the programme on the ecology, economy and the living condition in the rural areas touching the lives of millions of farmers.

Recently NABARD, a premier Development Finance Organisation of the Government, has launched an Environmental Promotional Assistance Scheme (EPA) for undertaking activities related to environment protection aimed at sustainable and environment friendly agriculture and rural development with a focus on demonstration of replicable eco-friendly technologies.  Cooperative banks Green Growth financing will have to be tied up with agencies like NGOs, Universities and Research Institutions for implementing environment protection programmes in order to ensure technological support and farm guidance and extension services to the farmers for optimum results and benefits.  
The cooperative rural credit and banking sector in India with a membership of about 180 million is a major player in agricultural credit operations.  The banks need to sensitize the farmers and create an awareness for environment friendly green growth agriculture, which is sustainable. Besides adoption of appropriate replicable technologies for eco-friendly growth of agriculture, the cooperative banks have to evolve a sustainable growth model for financing environment friendly but economically beneficial products for watershed development, production of organic fertilisers, bio-gas for cooking, renewable energy through solar, wind, bio-mass, etc. for meeting power needs, rural housing by use of local resources and such other financial products for village resource management and employment generation.

The various products / activities cooperative banks have financed or propose to finance under the strategic plan and programme will broadly cover :
· Water – Micro-watershed development and post-watershed development, management of water resources, conservation and augmentation of water resources and development of minor irrigation.

· Forestry – Farm and social forestry, nursery, fodder cultivation, etc.

· Fertilisers – Promotion of organic fertiliser (green manure) and conversion of waste into organic manure, vermi-composting for minimising off-farm inputs like chemical fertiliser and other agro-chemicals – both for productivity and health.
· Pesticides – replacing harmful chemical pesticides by natural and eco-friendly pest management – to prevent water pollution and soil degradation.  

· Renewable energy – energy conservation and renewable energy generation which process does not result in emission of green house gasses – use major renewable energy sources like solar and wind which are locally available and are everlasting. 

· Bio-energy – non-conventional energy resources like Bio-gas and smokeless wood burning stoves for conservation of fossil fuels like kerosene and firewood.  Use of animal waste and kitchen waste for producing Methane gas mostly for cooking at houses and for community purposes.

· Housing – Rural housing, which is cost effective and promotes use of local resources – less dependence on cement, steel, etc. as also on conventional energy which pollute environment by installation of renewable energy sources for heating, cooking and lighting.  
The strategic green growth credit policy, plan and products to be implemented by the cooperatives banks will have the following four major components :
i) An appropriate credit policy and products which promotes sustainable growth of agriculture and rural economy.

ii) An awareness programme of education and training on eco-friendly green growth model which includes demonstratable effect of technologies.

iii) Technologies and its application supported by banking credit products which enhances economic benefits and quality of life without disturbing eco-systems.

iv) Coordinated approach for development of agricultural economy with other agencies for supportive services including farm guidance. 

The strategic Plan and products broadly outlined to be implemented by cooperative banks aims at sustainable development of agriculture and the rural economy which is eco-friendly protects environment and preserves bio-diversity.  Any such credit policy and related service products of cooperatives should demonstrate tangible economic benefits to the farmers besides improving the quality of life.  Adoption of low cost technologies, use of locally available resources and generating employment potential in the rural sector are other major objectives.  Awareness campaign, dissemination of information, demonstration of technologies which promotes green growth are some of the promotional activities to be undertaken jointly in coordination with other Government agencies and NGOs concerned with agriculture and rural development, farmers welfare and protection of environment and prevention of global warming.  In this great task of promoting green growth and protecting our earth, every individual has a role to play so also the cooperative banks which serve the common man, mostly the farmer, in the Indian context.

Before I conclude, I compliment ICBA for organising the seminar on a topic of great relevance.  Sharing of our experiences and dissemination of valuable information on the topic of the Seminar is immensely beneficial in our work.  In furtherance of the cause of green growth, I propose to workout a RCBA seminar for Asia-Pacific Region in collaboration with COBI and others agencies to draw an implementable plan of action by cooperative banks in their respective countries.

Thank you.

---
* Presentation by Dr.B.S.Vishwanathan, President, COBI and Chairman RCBA (Asia-Pacific) at the ICBA Seminar on “Cooperative Banks Contribution to Green Growth” at Generva – 18th Nov. 2009.





