
lesser known ‘suicide belt’ 
of Punjab.  It consists of 
districts that don’t fall on 
the Delhi-Amritsar route 
generally undertaken by 
those from the Diaspora 
visiting Punjab. This belt 
spans the districts of 
M u k t s a r ,  B a t h i n d a , 
Mansa, Sangrur, and Pa-
tiala. In this belt, farmers 
are committing suicide in 
alarming numbers.  
 
In Sarjeet’s village of Bal-
ran, 82 people have com-
mitted suicide by hanging, 
setting themselves on fire, 
jumping in front of trains, 
but mostly by drinking 
pesticide. Oftentimes, 
there are, multiple sui-
cides in one family.  Sar-
jeet’s father and uncle  

Sarjeet is in the second 
grade. He is shyer than 
other boys his age in the 
village Balran. He stares at 
the floor and hides in the 
corner of his family’s one 
bedroom home when vis-
tors come to see him.  
 
Sarjeet’s mother, tired and 
misty eyed, recounts the 
all too common story of 
the debt trap that led to 
her husband and brother-
in-law committing suicide. 
“Pee gaaye” (they drank it) 

she says which at first shot 
may be conflated with al-
cohol poisoning due to the 
high rate of alcoholism in 
the area. “Kee pee 
gaaye?” (what did they 
drink?). Pesticide. She ex-
plained how two years ago 
Sarjeet had been playing 
around the cot on which 
his father lay, gulping 
down pesticide. Sarjeet 
had run up to the cot to see 
why his father was con-
vulsing, only to be thrown 
to the ground where he 
watched his father commit 
suicide. “He keeps having 
nightmares…even during 
the day… seeing things,” 
Sarjeet’s mom explained, 
her own face revealing 
many sleepless nights.  
 
Sarjeet’s story is a com-
mon one in the poorer and 

A Grim Story of  the Punjab We Don’t Know 

Agriculture — A losing proposition for the Punjab 
Government policies such 
as diversion of river waters 
from Punjab to other In-
dian states and  requiring 
farmers to sell crops only 
to the Indian Government 
at a price dictated by the 
Center forces farmers into 
an impossible situation.  
The lowering water table 
makes irrigation water a 

costly commodity. A ma-
jority of the villagers take 
loans for digging tube 
wells.   
 
The Southern region water 
is saturated with nitrates 
and other pesticide chemi-
cals and is called the 
‘cancer belt.’ 
 

Farmers are barely surviv-
ing due to small land hold-
ings and any unexpected  
health issues, wedding 
costs, or irrigation needs  
force them to turn to loans 
from money lenders that 
charge heavy interest. All 
of these lead to a never 
ending cycle of debt. 

Family of a suicide victim receives 
sponsorship through BNES  

The situation for farmers in Punjab is dismal.  The government has marginalized  the people 
who fed the rest of the country. Its up to us to help the Punjabi farmer.  No one else will.  
 

         - S. Inderjit Singh Jaijee 

B A B A  N A N A K  E D U C AT I O N A L  S O C I E T Y  

Desperate Farmers — Desperate Measures 

both committed suicide as 
the family became bur-
dened by huge debts. They 
were small landowners 
and were forced to take 
loans, at high interest 
rates. After Sarjeet’s father 
committed suicide, the 
younger brother found the 
accumulating debt on his 
shoulders, and he too com-
mitted suicide.  
 
 

Punjabi farmers 
are increasingly 

opting for the       
extreme desperate 

measure of          
suicide 

  

 



lunches. Otherwise chil-
dren, especially girls, are 
withdrawn from schools as 
soon as the family faces 
disruption and vulnerabil-
ity. 
 
BNES also assists families 
in filing paperwork for pen-
sions and receiving aid 
from local agencies. 

  
 

Since 2004, BNES has 
been running the “Rescue 
and Recovery Punjab” pro-
gram to help families 
where the breadwinner has 
committed suicide. The 
program allows people to 
spons0r a family for  
$360 / year.  
 
The money is provided on 
the condition that families 
continue to send their chil-
dren to school regularly.  
 
The money is an incentive 
to keep the children in 
schools, pay for their uni-
forms, school supplies, and 

Sponsor a Family for Less Than a Dollar a Day 

Baba Nanak Educational 

Society 
# 1501, Sector 36-D, 
Chandigarh- 160 036 
(India) 

Phone:  
+91 172-2600484;  
Mobile:  
+91 9814334314 
Email: 
inderjitsinghjaijee@yahoo.com
Website: www.bnespunjab.org 

Make a tax-deductible donation to 
MBSK Foundation and sponsor a family 

through BNES for  $360/year  

The romanticized Punjab villages are supposed to have robust youth, hearty food, and 
laughter. Not 15-year-old girls with heads of gray hair due to malnourishment; a widow 
whose husband’s death had led her to believe in black magic striking her young kids; 
and orphans without slippers or sweaters in the bitter cold of December.  
 
Long-term solutions require re-hauling the Punjabi rural sector; re-invigorating inter-
est of the Central Government in Punjabi farmers; and re-working Central government 
policies towards land ceilings and price fixing.  
 
The Rescue and Revival Project work helps the people who most need help. There are 
many children scuttling nervously in unlit, one-bedroom shacks. This is an initiative 
trying to provide help to the families that need it most while focusing on education and 
non-agricultural jobs for the next generation. We need to work to end the vicious cycle.  

Rescue & Revival 
B A B A  N A N A K  E D U C A T I O N A L  S O C I E T Y  

The Faces of  Punjab—India ‘s 
Bread Basket 

 
 

Visit the BNES Website 
to learn about other key 

initiatives by BNES 
 

Degree College 
  

Vocational Institute 
  

Elementary School 
 
www.bnespunjab.org 

Reignite the Laughter of Punjab 


