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Prohibitions on cattle slaughter based on Article 48 of Directive Principles of State policy
of the Indian Constitution have existed in Karnataka since 1947. Article 48 directs that
States should endeavor to organize agriculture and animal husbandry on modern and
scientific lines, particularly taking steps to preserve and improve breeds and prohibiting
the slaughter of cows, calves and other milch and draught cattle. This often conflicts with
the fundamental right to trade in Article 19(1)(g) of the Constitution. In 2021, the BJP
government brought in a complete ban on slaughter of bulls, bullocks, male and female
buffaloes below the age of 13, in addition to cows whose slaughter was already prohibited
by an older 1964 Act. In addition, the transport, sale, export, purchase or disposal of these
cattle  for  purpose  of  slaughter  within  and  outside  the  state  has  been  completely
prohibited.  Authorities  can  now  conduct  search  and  seizure  operations,  including  of
vehicles, just based on suspicion. The revised definition of beef to include flesh of cattle
(cow, calf of cow, bull, bullock, he or she buffalo <13 years) now translates into a default
ban as licenses for sale of beef are being denied to traders. Overnight, a thriving trade in
Karnataka  has  been made  illegal,  with  several  adverse  consequences  which have  been
aggravated  by  the  Covid-19  pandemic  and  unplanned  lockdown.  Penalties  and
punishments under the new Act include imprisonment of not less than 3 years and upto 7
years on conviction, with fines of not less than Rs. 50,000 and upto Rs. 10 lakhs. 

This report by the Ahara Namma Hakku (Our Food Our Right) collective documents the
effect of this ban on farmers, cattle traders,  butchers, vendors and consumers and the
debilitating  blow  dealt  by  this  Act  to  the  livestock,  leather  and  meat  economy  of
Karnataka. The report highlights the concerns of members of Karnataka Rajya Raitha
Sangha (KRRS), Beef merchants association, Jamaat-e-Islami, Karnataka Minority Rights
Forum,  Dalit  Sangharsh  Samiti  (DSS-Bheemvada),  Hide  and  Skin  Curing  Units,
Slaughterhouses,  Eateries,  cattle  market  officials  and  traders  as  well  as  Consumers  of
bovine meat.  Comprising a  significant  section of  Karnataka’s  population, their  voices
need to be amplified and the Karnataka government has to take serious cognizance of
their critique of the Act. The primary demand is the repeal of the 2020 Act. 

Livestock and agriculture are closely  linked and are crucial  for overall  food/economic
security of many people along the upstream and downstream chains dependent on cattle
trade.  Farmers rear cattle for milk, manure, transportation and draught purposes,  and
replace them when these cattle become unproductive. There is also a very large trade of
meat, offal, hooves, skin, bones, blood, tallow and other products, from “unproductive
cattle”  in  the  state.  In  2018-19,  the  total  estimated  value  of  livestock  products  in
Karnataka was INR 49834.6 crores, of which milk contributed 59.8%, meat 14.97% and
dung contributed 16.75%.
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Karnataka  has  77,586  rural  households  of  which  54.8%  are  agricultural.  Of  these,
Scheduled tribes constitute 9.2%, Scheduled caste 14.6%, Other backward castes (OBC)
56.5% and Others 19.6%. 18.5% households own in-milk cattle and 8.1% in-milk buffaloes.
In Karnataka, most of the livestock is owned by landless, marginal and small holding
farmers and they depend heavily on this for their income. Milk production is  a thriving
industry  and  dairy is  an  important  secondary  source  of  income for  millions  of  rural
families, specially women and marginal farmers. A majority of them sell to the Karnataka
Cooperative Milk Producers' Federation Limited (KMF) which is the second largest dairy
co-operative in the country under the brand name Nandini.

Cattle markets across Karnataka have been crucial in the cattle trade for both buyers and
sellers, but they are now experiencing a significant drop in transaction, which affects the
farmers and traders alike. Farmers, who now have to take care of their unproductive cattle
are unable to buy more productive cattle, and not able to meet many of their agriculture
and household expenses. The buyers, on the other hand are targeted by police and  gau
rakshaks,  and  their  vehicles  seized  and  confiscated,  leading  to  huge  losses,  extreme
harassment and as can be seen in many other states, makes them vulnerable to physical
violence and even death. The 2020 Act imposes restrictions on the transport of cattle both
within and outside the state, giving unchecked authority to the police and self appointed
vigilante groups.  Search warrants  are  not even required,  and seizure may not even be
documented.  With   prohibition  of  transport  of  cattle/buffalo  within  the  state  for
slaughter and practical difficulties in estimating age of cattle, even if the cattle are being
transported for bonafide agricultural or animal husbandry purposes, or if the animal has
to be taken for grazing or medical treatment, harassment and exploitation is likely to
only  get  worse.  All  these  affect  the  ability  of  farmers  to  get  a  good  price  for  their
unproductive cattle and replace them with younger, more productive cattle, which may in
all likelihood lead to drop in milk production. The enforcement of similar laws in other
states especially with the vigilantes as foot soldiers has been accompanied by a drop in
milk production. 

A drop in milk production is not only a threat to the farmers’ income but also a threat to
nutritional security of the state. Milk is an ideal food for infants and children and a good
supplementary food for adults,  a source of good quality protein, calcium, riboflavin and
other nutrients but deficient in Vitamin C and iron. 

Along the whole economic value chain dependent on cattle trade, the people who worked
as  tallow merchants,  cleaners,  loaders,  tempo drivers,  shop workers,  roadside vendors,
eateries and those in the slaughterhouses have lost jobs and have not received any form of
support from the government even for basic livelihood. 

In 2018-19, the estimated market value of cattle and buffalo meat produced in Karnataka
was 270.6 crores and 185.5 crores respectively. Nearly 40% of beef produced in the State is
consumed in Bengaluru (2019-20) and this market supports lakhs of livelihoods across the
value chain. After the new law was passed, corruption by police and extortion by cattle
vigilantes has gone up. This seems to be by design more than by chance. Within four
months of implementation of the Act, and during the peak of the second wave of Covid-
19, 58 cases and 29 FIRs had been registered, mainly in Dakshina Kannada and Mysuru. 
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In 2018-19, the estimated value of the cattle and buffalo skin produced in Karnataka was
pegged  at  8.26  and  4.84  crores.  Most  of  the  people  engaged  in  the  most  menial  of
occupations within the leather sector belong to the dalit community and have been direly
hit  by  this  Act.  The  supply  of  skins  and  hides  has  reduced  considerably  affecting
livelihoods across the sector. Clearly, for the beliefs of ‘upper caste’ Hindus, a huge burden
is being placed on the marginalized communities of the state.  Instead of investing in
infrastructure and machinery to modernise the leather trade so that the Dalit community
can  be  economically  uplifted,  it  is  a  form  of  caste  discrimination that  even  existing
sustenance livelihoods are being taken away.

Most people interviewed feel that there is only one sector that benefits from the cattle
slaughter ban are large beef-export companies owned by rich business people in India who
sometimes  use  Muslim names (Al  Kabeer  Exports  owend by  Satish  Saberwal,  Arabian
Exports owned by Sunil Kapoor,  Al Noor Exports owned by Sunil Sood etc.)  for their
organisations.

15% (or 180 million) Indians, which includes Dalits, Muslims, Christians, Other Backward
castes (OBCs) and Adivasis consume beef, which is  one of the cheapest nutrient dense
foods.  100  gm  of  lean  beef  provides  54%  of  the  daily  protein  requirement,  and  the
nutrients are digestible and well absorbed. 

In Karnataka, only 12.8% children within the age group of 6-23 months were receiving an
adequate diet; 35.4% under-5 children were stunted and 32.9% were underweight, 65.5%
children age 6-59 months are anemic. Further, of children aged 6-23 months, only 21% of
children  were  fed  an  adequately  diverse  diet  containing  four  or  more  food  groups.
Overall, only 9% of children aged 6 to 23 months received iron-rich foods and this was
influenced by the mother’s diet, education, religion and eating practices of the mother. 

Among children aged 2 to 4 years, flesh foods (1%) were the least commonly consumed
food groups.  Prevalence of  Vitamin-A deficiency was 18% among pre-school children,
22% among school age children and 16% among adolescents. This shows that even though
India is a majority meat eating country, the access to nutrient dense foods are extremely
limited and, if policies had been responsive to the existing nutritional situation, these
foods would have been made more available, accessible and affordable to communities
rather than removing even existing food sources. Consumers of beef who we interviewed
felt the majoritarian narrative ignored both the nutritional as well as the cultural aspects
of beef. 

The politics around beef by the current BJP government at the Centre and State should be
viewed in the larger context of targeting minorities economically, socially and politically.
The  Covid  pandemic  which  led  to  large  scale  loss  of  employment  and  incomes,
specifically saw livelihoods of Muslim businesses, both small and large, being targeted.
The cattle slaughter ban in Karnataka is perceived by many as a concerted effort by a right
wing government to bring the Muslim community to economic destitution. What also
becomes clear is that people across religious groups have been affected by this Act. What
leaves the affected communities hurt is that even  so-called secular parties have not taken
a  strong  stand  on  this  issue,  in  spite  of  this  issue  affecting  lakhs  of  people  who  are
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economically dependent on this trade. They feel that other than being vote banks, their
needs and concerns seem inconsequential even for the Opposition parties. There is also
criticism  of  how  the  media  fails  to  talk  about  people’s  issues  but  instead  amplifies
communalised hate speech that leads to further targeting of the Muslim community. The
constant  fear  of  attacks,  of  losing  cattle,  of  being  caught/harassed  by  the  police  in
collusion with the  gau rakshaks (cattle vigilante groups) has led the community to feel
that they have no one to even hear their issues, leave alone challenge the structure. This
sense of abandonment and chronic fear can have several long term consequences, and
create a culture of impunity as we see in lawless states like Uttar Pradesh.  

The  Government  which  should  be  of  the  people  and  for  the  people  should  take
cognizance of the enormous damage to livelihoods, nutrition and mental health that this
poorly thought out Act has caused and revoke the Act in its  current form. Further it
should be ensured that no person or community involved in the cattle business will be
harassed,  threatened  or  abused  for  their  occupational,  cultural  or  nutritional  choices.
Those citizens of Karnataka who have been devastated by this Act should be compensated
at the earliest in the interest of justice and fairness. It should be the violence in the cattle
vigilantism that should be criminalized, not people’s livelihoods and food choices. 
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