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Since 'Urban' is seen as an antithesis of 'Rural,' cities strive to disengage with
everything reminiscent of the rural characteristics. Urbanisation, thus, begins with
distancing urban spaces from agriculture, a key feature associated with the "rural."
Even the smaller cities, where the lines between rural and urban are often
overlapping, have lately witnessed a sharp shift. Patna, the capital city of Bihar,
settled on the southern bank of Ganga, is one such city that has slowly detached
itself from agriculture. The agricultural land in the city’s core has long been
sacrificed for the city's expansion, and now, the remaining in the peri-urban areas
are being grabbed for infrastructure projects.
In this context, agriculture in Patna today is largely confined to a few stretches
along the Ganga. One such region that has been able to sustain agriculture despite
numerous challenges is the diara. There are a number of diara in the close vicinity
of Patna. These are riverine islands formed between the natural levees of the rivers
as a result of silt deposition. This silt makes diara highly fertile and, thus, ideal for
agriculture. Though geographically, just a (river) channel away, diaras have had
huge social and economic divergence from the city historically, which continues
even today. The article thus explores the conscious neglect by government
machinery, which has deprived diaras of the basic infrastructure and has led to a
looming crisis for agricultural practices in the region. The diara in the Dinapur-CumKhagaul block of Patna constitutes 18 villages, with a total area of 70.96 sq. km
and a population of 66,108 (District Census Handbook, Part B, Patna, 2011).
Agriculture forms the primary source of living here, with 72.87% of the total
working population (22,069) involved as cultivators or agricultural labourers. It is
not limited to crop cultivation; horticulture and dairying are its equally essential
parts.
With several natural advantages like fertile soil, which requires low inputs while
ensuring decent productivity, the diaras have 46.87% (33.262 sq. km) of the total
geographical area as net sown area. Hence, a variety of crops and vegetables are
grown in different seasons. While winter (Kharif) crops like wheat and maize
remain the primary crops, mustard and masoor are also grown. Vegetables like
pumpkins, eggplants, tomatoes, pointed gourds, peas, okra are a few of many
vegetables grown popularly in diara on a large scale. Multi-cropping is a common
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exercise— for instance, maize and potatoes are often grown together, ensuring
excellent produce of both crops. Dairying is another important agricultural activity
in the diara because of the abundance of fodder. Traditionally, the majority of the
households had cattle for self-consumption of dairy products. Eventually, rising
demand from the city gave people a means to earn a decent income from trading
milk and related products. Currently, diaras are the major suppliers of both milk and
vegetables to the city.

Photo 1: A cattle shed in Bishunpur village that supplies milk to
restaurants in Patna.

While mega infrastructure projects like metro, riverfront and expressways are being
pushed into the city, diaras, despite their role in meeting the city's food supply, are
devoid of the basic infrastructure to support agriculture. As per 'Village and Town
Directory' Patna 2011, none of the diara villages are connected to national/state
highways, major district roads or any Pucca road. The situation remains the same
even today. The diara people have to switch between clapped out pontoon bridges
(locally known as peepa pul) and local ferries to stay connected to the city at
different times of the year. The lack of road-based transport limits the farm
produce from being transported to longer distances to cities, where they often
fetch better prices. While expressways and bridges are mushrooming all over the
city core, no efforts have been made to connect diaras to the city. The newly
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inaugurated JP Setu and proposed Outer Ring Road passes over the diara but fails
to connect them to the city, despite many efforts made by the diara people at
different administrative levels.

Photo 2: A milkman from diara commuting through a rickety
pontoon bridge near Panapur to supply milk in the city.

Another serious issue comes from systemic flaws within the Agricultural Credit
Societies working in diaras. Primary Agricultural Credit Society (PACS) is meant to
support the farmers throughout the agricultural process, from providing loans in
the beginning to enhancing their sales by providing marketing facilities. During a
conversation with a farmer from Garibpatti, he informed that though he received a
loan from PACS, he did not receive any assistance in selling the agricultural
produce. Without it, the farmers are forced to sell their produce at way cheaper
rates to the middlemen. "I had to sell my freshly harvested tomatoes at ₹5/kg to a
middleman because there are no local markets in the area, and the high cost of
transporting the harvest all the way to the city would again mean no profit. How do
we repay the PACS loan when our produce is sold for as low as ₹5/kg? You will find
the same tomatoes being sold at ₹25/kg in the city." he said while desperately
awaiting buyers for his harvest.
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Photo 3: A farmer desperately awaiting local customers and
eventually forced to sell his tomato harvest to a middleman at a
throwaway price.

Since land ownership is a contested matter in diaras, the Yadav community, which
forms the majority caste group, exercises dominant control over the farmland,
while a vast majority of 57.64% of the people engaged in agriculture work as
labourers. The men are usually paid for their labour in cash; the women, on the
other hand, often have to barter their labour for a small fraction of the harvested
crops. In conversation with a woman labourer, who was on her way back home
from the field, informed that she gets 15 kg of wheat as a day's labour for
harvesting wheat. This type of payment in kind varies for different crops, depending
on their market value. For certain higher value crops, they are paid a measly cash
amount of ₹150 for 10-12 hours of labour a day. In contrast to agricultural
labourers, landowners, though more powerful, face a different set of challenges—
for instance, tax receipts for their farmland are no longer generated by the
authorities. As seen in different parts of Patna, it is a way of converting private
land into Khasmahal (government-owned). Electricity has reached only recently in
diaras. When electricity lines were laid down a year or two back, the farmland
owners who lost their land received compensation only for their crops and not for
the land. In fact, in the site survey conducted for the proposed Outer Ring Road, the
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fields where the wheat crop stands are declared as Marusthal (infertile land). The
farmers fear that they might get kicked out of their own land in the future.

Photo 4: Vijay (left), a farmer whose land has already been surveyed to
be acquired for the Outer Ring Road project, is unsure whether he would
even get any compensation. The least he and other farmers demand in
lieu of the acquired land is proper connectivity to the rest of the city
through the proposed project.

The diaras, even today, lack the bare minimum infrastructural support for a decent
living. Agriculture, which is not just an economic activity but a hope for diaras to
join the rest of the city, is still being overlooked. Amidst the needless
infrastructural development within the city, the people living in the nearby diaras
are being pushed into abject poverty because of the lack of necessary
infrastructure to support agricultural activities and lead a dignified life.
Archana is a researcher at People's Resource Centre, Delhi. She has been working on
river-city relations for the past one year, focusing on riverfront projects and other mega
infrastructure projects on urban rivers. Her research-based articles have appeared in
Down To Earth and Tehelka Hindi.
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