India’s First International Vegan Festival 

By Mahersh and Nishma Shah

T

he eleventh International Vegan Festival took place from 30th September to 6th October at the coastal Hindu pilgrimage town of Murdeshwar, in Karnataka, India.  This was India's first International Vegan Festival.

Together with the other participants, we were accommodated in the town's main hotel which itself was completely vegetarian and which provided us with some excellent vegan breakfasts, lunches and dinners throughout the event.

The festival included:

· Many talks by various experts from around the world on vegan-related topics.

·  Uplifting yoga classes (for beginners!) every morning at 7am under the guidance of a local yoga master, Sri Manjunath Hebbar.

· Memorable trips to Jog Falls, a beach resort and, best of all, Sri Manjunath's own village and farm, teeming with wildlife and beauty (a real paradise on earth), and where we were treated to a wonderful South Indian home-cooked feast in true Indian style.

· A Gandhi Peace March through Murdeshwar on the Mahatma's birthday (2nd October) headed by all delegates and local schoolchildren, during which we held banners with messages of ahimsa towards animals and distributed information about veganism.

· Some top class live classical dance and music every evening.
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Gandhi Peace March.  

Placards read:

Live & Let Live

Be Kind to Animals, Go Vegan

Save Animals, Save Earth

One of the Indian experts, Dr Nandita Shah from Auroville (in Tamil Nadu), delivered a powerful presentation on the importance of a vegan diet and lifestyle, highlighting the many long-term health benefits of veganism and vividly exposing the immense suffering (himsa) that India's cows and calves endure in the hands of the ever-growing dairy industry.

From the UK, we were treated to a thought-provoking and inspiring presentation by Dr Dan Lyons on the history and current state of play in the UK vivisection industry.  Dr Dan Lyons’ wife, Angela, founded the respectable antivivisection campaign group Uncaged ten years ago. It has since been responsible for some major breakthroughs, such as legally forcing a major world pharmaceutical company to release about a thousand pages worth of records to the public domain detailing the sort animal experiments that have taken place over the last several years.
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Mahersh and Nishma attending a lecture (Front row: Left and centre).  
Helga D'Havé, a Belgian vegan who is travelling extensively around India, came to the festival representing the very progressive group Ethical Vegetarian Alternative (EVA).  Helga explained to us how EVA's goal is to bring vegetarianism into the mainstream in Belgium through a carefully thought-out strategy which involves highlighting the severe environmental impact of a meat-based diet, and focusing on the health benefits of a vegetarian, and preferably vegan, diet over a meat-based one.
Marly Winckler, President of the Vegetarian Society of Brazil, talked to us about the immense work done all over the huge country through a network of regional groups.  She also informed us of plans for the next International Vegan Festival in 2009, which will hopefully take place in Brazil, although this has yet to be confirmed.  The Italian delegation also announced their plans to hold a vegan festival in Turin some time next summer.  Delegates were also present from Sweden, New Zealand, Australia, USA and South Africa.
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Incredibly, this important and inspiring event was put together single-handedly by one devoted Hindu vegan, namely Sri Shankar Narayan. Inspired by Mahatma Gandhi, Shankar became so devoted to spreading the message of veganism throughout India that in 2004 he founded the Indian Vegan Society, and has been elected onto the Council of the International Vegetarian Union (IVU).
To find out more about the Indian Vegan Society, or to become a member, you can contact Shankar Narayan at: indianvegansociety@rediffmail.com
Among the many positive outcomes of the festival were the several impromptu pledges announced from the floor at various times by Indian delegates, many of whom were senior figures in society, to go vegan.  Meanwhile, many others pledged that they would now seriously think about making the transition.

Given the himsa (violence) of the modern dairy industry (among other reasons), today the consumption of dairy products is not in accordance with Jain values.  The starting point for us in terms of diet has to be veganism and we must also support vegan-related organisations in a profound way. ■
Mahersh and Nishma are YJ members and active campaigners for veganism and animal welfare.  They can be contacted at: mail@ShambhusKitchen.co.uk.  
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