FROM STAPLES TO HIGH-VALUE PRODUCE

Promoting crop diversification for doubling farmers’ income

Growing consumption demand for fruits & vegetables o

HARSHIT KOHLI

RAMKISHAN, TILL two years ago, grew paddy
and wheatonhisone-acre land. Thisfarmer,
from Selawan villagein Bindki tehsilof Uttar
Pradesh’s Fatehpur district, has no smart-
phone orbank creditaccess. With anannual
household earning below Rs 50,000 (until
recently), herepresents the millions of small-
holders in India, stuck in traditional cultiva-
tion methodsdueto inability to avail knowl-
edge and institutional credit.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi, inearly
2016, called for doubling farmers’ incomes
by 2022. Meeting that goal requiresimprov-
ing farm productivity and price realisations,
especially of smallholders, through dissem-
ination of information relating to agronomic
practices aswellas marketing Unfortunately,
there is an acute dearth of extension workers
to bridge this vitallab-to-land gap. UPalone
has a mere 7,500 extension workersfor 2.33
crore farmers, translating into a ratio of
1:3,000, as against a recommended 1:750.
Moreover, roughly three-fourths of rural
Indian households have no smart-phonesor
internet access. They are practicallyunaware
of prevailing market trends or good agricul-
tural practicesand, hence, forced to continue
growinglow-value staples. Any planfor dou-

bling farmers’ incomes must rely on mas-
sively intensifying last-mile extension work.

Agriculture technology dissemination
hasdrawn significant investor interest in re-
centyears.A host of agritech start-upstoday
employ the farming-as-a-service model to
provide custom hiring of equipment, crop
protectionand marketing services. But these
are mostly tech-based innovations that do
not reach three-fourths of our rural masses.
Contract farming, too, helps predominantly
large growers, who can make continuous
supplies to food processing companies. The
same goes for microcredit; the strong 30%
plus growth rates posted by theindustry co-
relatesvery little with increased agricultural
productivity.

Farming is ultimately a business thatis
prone to both weather and market price risk.
The higher risk involved, therefore, makes
private sector investors seek much greater
returnscompared to other sectors. Whatwe
needisstrong non-profitor hybrid structures
thatprioritise returns ‘beyond profit’ through
provision of efficient microcredit and con-
tinuous knowledge-sharing, particularly tar-
geting smallholder farmers.

Swayam Farmer Foundation is a non-
profit organisation that providesend-to-end
training and agri-input financing to small-
holders, to enable crop diversification and
sustainable cultivation practices, resultingin
higher incomes. Our approach has been to
get farmers to grow horticultural crops, by
training them on proper sowing, irrigation,
nutrient management, plant protection and
harvesting methods — including through
weekly visitsand monitoring by field officers
— and making available quality inputs on
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Ramkishangrows cauliflowerand bitter gourd on his one-acre land

credit. We have been able to establish that
with accessto knowledge and credit forqual-
ity inputs, farmers cancultivate higher-value
crops and increase their incomes by notjust
two, but4-5 times.

Ramkishan previously spent around Rs
10,000 on seed, fertiliser, water and labour
for growing wheat on one acre. Even with 2
tonnes yieldandRs 18/kg realisation, his net
return wasn’t more than Rs 26,000. But by

planting cauliflower, entailing an expendi-
ture of Rs 25,000, he’s now producing 8-10
tonnes from the same land — andearning up
to Rs 1.5 lakh by selling this crop at Rs 16-
18/kg. Moreover, the cultivation cycle for
mostvegetablesis 3-4 months, whereasthe
wheat season is 4-5 months. Recently,
Ramkishan also grew bitter gourd on half-
an-acre, incurring costsof Rs 12,000 and har-
vesting 4 tonnes produce that he sold for Rs

nate smallholder poverty

18-20/kg, netting about Rs 64,000.

For smallholders like Ramkishan, the
growing consumer demand for fruits and
vegetables, as opposed to cereals, presents
anopportunity for more thandoubling their
incomes. That, however, requires the right
kind of interventions. Under the Pradhan
Mantri Krishi Sinchai Yojana, the govern-
mentextends 90% subsidy on micro-irriga-
tion for smalland marginal farmers. But drip
irrigation systems costs Rs 60,000 or so per
acre. How many farmers can invest this
money upfront, evenifreimbursedwithina
month? Swayam provides short-term fi-
nance to farmers to purchase and install
these systems, which can deliver about 70
per cent water savings (vis-a-vis traditional
flood irrigation) and also boost crop yields
through localised application and reduced
leaching of nutrients.

An integrated model of training and fi-
nancing can goa long way in enhancing the
agricultural productivity of smallholders.
Such a strategy can be effectively deployed
to grow crops that command better prices
and meet changing food consumption de-
mands. But there is also the issue of price
fluctuations, more soinfruitsand vegetables,
which needsaddressing. Crop pricesinIndia
tend to follow a ‘cobweb’ model: If tomato
prices are high thisseason, large numbersof
farmers willgrow itthe nextseason. That re-
sults ina production glutand crash inprices,
which, then, induces farmers to plant less
and causing rates to spiral again.

The above herd mentality is what farm-
ers need to be warned against. The risks of
production gluts can be significanty mod-
eratedif farmers continuously diversify their

cropping patterns from season to season.
With availability of real-time data on prices
across mandis and also sale of seeds, itwould
bepossibleto ascertain thelikelyacreage un-
der a particular crop. A crop recommenda-
tion service can be provided accordingly,
thereby mitigating herd behaviour and en-
abling farmersto make moreinformed sow-
ing choices.

Swayam is currently working with 250
farmer families in Fatehpur and they have
experienced 4x income increases. We be-
lieve our model of promoting crop diversifi-
cation-whichalso leads to improved soil fer-
tility, more efficient water and nutrient
usage, and lower insect, weed and disease
pressure - isreplicableacrossIndia’s 115 ‘as-
pirationaldistricts’ (thatincludes Fatehpur).
Our target is to reach one lakh farmers
by2023.

Such targeted interventions, however,
need active government support. The least
that canbe done isto make it easier for non-
profit organisations to work inagriculture:
Registering anon-profitwith necessary com-
pliances today takes at least 10 times longer
than in the case of a for-profit organisation.
We need a grassroots movement to build
strong last-mile information connectivity
withfarmers, who,even with smart-phones
and internet, require customisation and di-
recthandholding for effectively utilisingtech
tools. Ifthe likes of Ramkishan are to have a
real chance togrow outof poverty,itcallsfor
a far more robust collaboration of govern-
ment, private sector and civil society.

Thewriter is founder and CEO of
Swayam Farmer Foundation
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