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Chapter 13
Farm Revival in the Aftermath of COVID-19:
The Case of Kerala

'Dr. Sreeram ¥V, Dr. Archane Bhari, "Dr. George Dominic, *Dr. Smitha 5

T Azsiztant Prafeszor Eerala dgriculrural University, “Freslance Researcher,

* dzsiziant professor, Rajiv Gandhi Institute of Feterinary Education and Research,
L dzsistant Professov, Eerala Agricultural University

Abstract

The COVID-19 pandenic cansed large scale dismyptions to the farm sector across
India. However, due to the differing context and varied challenges, its effect on the
farm sector varied considerably across states. In this paper we discuss the impact
of the health crisis on the farm sector of Kerala and policy measures taken by
the State to tackle the challenge With the heavy dependence on its neighbours
for food commeodities and declining area under food commeoedities, Kerala was
already trying to solve the puzzle of food self-sufficiency. Back to back floods
in the past two years further ensured complete devastation of the farm sector.
Thus, Kerala faces a serious challenge in food security as it has a low base in
food production. Now, the COVID-19 pandemic made it sure that the vagaries
of farmers would continne for a longer period. Paradoxically, farming sector is
emerging as the beckon of hope for the revival of the mral economy by provision
of employment as well as means of livelihood in the same context. An analysis
of the policy measures like promotion of integrated farming units and fallow land
cultivation coupled with nmlti-level interventions taken by the State government
indicates that efforts are directed towards the long cherished objective of food
self-sufficiency. However, the crisis vnderscores need for more structoral changes
like redesign the postproduction infrastrocture, strengthening of producer
collectives, streamlining youth power to farm related enterprises and promotion
of agri-entreprenenrship in the state.

Eeywords: Livelthood Food Self-sufficiency. Youth, Fural employment
Agri-entrepreneurship, Kerala.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 cnsis 1s unfoldmg at an unimagmable pace by spelling doom
m the lives and nvehhoods of millions across the word. Food and Agnenltmre
Orgamzaton (FAQ) has already wamed of an impendms “food cnmis™ due to
shifi= in demand and supply for food unless the countnes take countermezsures to
curk hunger and malmiimition. It has also been reported by United Nations World
Food Programme, that by the end of 2020, around 265 milhon people could face
severe food inserunity if appropriate steps are not taken With lockdown, lack of
activity and workforee along with travel restricions has caused the Agncultme
and allied sector to come at a standshll. FAO has also stated that resinchons of
movement and shortage of labour force may mpede farming and food processing.
Generally, Indian farmers face risks such as drastic changes m the ramfall pattern.,
prce volatbity and nsng debis. But nsks from the COVID-19 pandemmc are
putting new challenges in front of 3 sector that 15 alveady under threat. Long supply
cham= have been seversly affected, especially at the beginming of the lockdown
when transport was restricted. Vanous famm actmvities were restricted especially the
harvest of crops that were standmg on the feld With mgrant labourers retumning
to their respective states, the harvesting and post-harvest operations were affected
negatively across the country. Moreover, reduced availability of agricultural mputs
caused a lag o the sowing of Ehanf crops as well. Apart from these 155wes, closing
of restaurants and hatels has drastically affected the demand and supply of Investock
and fishenes produce as well However, Kerala, the southern state of India faced
umique set of challenzes m the farm sector m the face of pandemue Unhke other
states the challenges faced by the farm sector of Eerala were different such as huge
dependency of the state on food mmports, managmg the labour shortage in the farm
sector and athacting vouth towards farm related enterprizes and stabilizing the
sactor from the effects of panderme. In this backdrop, response of the state to the
COVID-19 crizis and 1ts response measures to guard the agrenlture sector 1= worth
explonng. This paper 15 an attempt towards ths diechion.

Farm Sector of the State-the General Scenario

The state of Kerala, which had been highly acclammed for s hgh secial
and econcoue indicators, was witmessing a dechmmz trend m agncultwal
production in the last few decades. As per the land use data of 201819, cut of
a total geographical area of 38.86 lakhha total cultrvated area 1= 2568 lakhha
(66%0) and the net avea sown 1= 2044 lakhha (33%). The diverse topographic,
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agro chmatc conditons m Kerala enable the cultrvation both cash crops
and food crops. Agnculture and albed sectors comimbute 9.3% of the GSDP
of the state and 16. 7% of employment m 2017-18. Rice 15 the major food
crop, covering 7.7% of the total cultrvated area, compnsing 198 lakh ka
201819, which 15 4. 7% merease over the previous vear (Econormc Survey, 20190
Though the production of nee was pegged at 6.94 lakh tonnes m 201819, whech
falls well behind the anmal demand of 40 lakh toones. The dechming profitability
of paddy crop, shortage of famm labowrers and the rapid increase m their wages,
conversion of paddy lands for other purposes ete. are the major reasons for the
dechine m paddy cultrvaton mn Eemala (Abrzham 2019). Sumlaly, anmal
production of vegetables m Kerala 1= eshmated at about 1212 lakh MT whch
15 about 60%0 of actual requirement The natural disasters that ot the State i the
form of floods and massive land=hde wrezked havoe, affectng agriculhoral zector
the most in the years 2018 and 2019, As mdicated by the study reports of State
Planming Board, crop loss to the tune of nearly 38% 1= reported in the sector. Grven
these challenges. it can be safely concluded that the State 1= reelng under the
looming threat of food shortage.

Further, the State produces aroumd 48% of the total plantation crops m India.
Eerala accounts for 76.5% of mbber, 88.6% of cardamem 22.05% of coffee
and 4 54% of tea produced in the country. Avound 3.3 lakh labourers are divectly
dependant on plantations. The sector was already passing through a difficult
phase following unrestncted mmport of farm produce, diommishing the demand
for domestic crops, decline m the domestic preduction and s quality together
with amatic weather patterns. The 40 day long statewnde lockdown mduced by
COVID-19 outbreak has exacerbated this cnizis by destabihming the agncultural
supply chams of mest of the commaodites. Thsruphons n the supply of grains,
vegetables, fnuts and meat dunng ths period compelled the state to have a relook on
1ts domeste agncultural production and marketing. Bemgz lmgely dependent on the
mugrant labourers for workforce, Eerala has been mmmen-ely affected in the corona
pandeme with Iabourers retmming to their mepective states, creating severe shortage
of labowr force especially m fammng. Therefore taking stock of farm sector assumes
prime importance at this pineture (Eerzla State Plannmg Board, 20197,

Farm Sector of the State in the Wake of COVID-19
The agneulhire sector has legacy of bemg the long held victim of patwral calammities
and policy shift, affecting the lives and hvehhood of milhons of farmers m multiple
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ways. Farmers m the state were greatly hut by two consecutive vears of Hood.
The spread of COVID-19 has finther spoaled the chances of an agranan revival
by haling most of the econonue activrtes. It cavsed large seale dismiphons m the
agnculhwzl supply chain — dishorbing the harvestimg, procurement and movement
of vanous commodihes. The sector was affected 1n multple ways like dampened
prospects of cash crops resulted from shut dowsn of world econormy and global
trade, sharp fall of domestic prices of agncultural produces, hivestock products
and fish and shortage of workers meludm g magrant labourers. An mitial appraisal
by the Eerala State Planmng Board (KSPB) pegped losses amoumtng to Ko 153707
crore i the farm sector alone. However, the domestic prices of most agnculhoral
crops, Ivestock products, and fi=h fell sharphy with the start of lockdowm
Drop in demand coupled with supply chain dismoptions have led to major meoms
losses for the famers. In the dominant plantation sector, the set back of COVID-19
was buge n the lockdown penod . Large seale disngtions in the harvesting operations
due to acute labowr shortage and closure of processing factones, kalt in the supply
chams and export operations and acoumulation of unsold produce n the warehouses.
An estimated loss of ¥ 50 crore may be expected in sub-sectors of agnculhwe
hike mmseries, transportation and mput dealers, according to ESPB. Damy sector
wimessed buge losses due to fall i demnand for pulk dunng the period of lock down.

The state agneultwal machmery med to respond by beefing up the local
procurement through vanous agencies, relaang the lockdown nommes for transport
of commodities and agmeultwal operations mn line wath the dectives of the
Central Government. The Department of Aznicultme along with other zgencies
such as Vegetables and Frut Promotion Council of Eerala (VFPCK) and Kerala
State Horbeultural Products Development Corporation (Horficorp) kave made
logishic arangements to procure fiuits and vegetables from willage level farmers
through Ecoshops and exstmg cluster mavkets. The procured itemss were sold
through their cutlets across Kerala, mamby Famer Retal Chutlets (FRO) that were
launched dunng the lockdown. Besides, by joimng with an amray of online delmvary
platform=, copsumables were supplied directly to customers to leszen the nead for
market visit. Further, VFPCE distributed over 25,000 vegetable “challenge’ kits
across the State smee lockdown. The novel mufiztive was conceptualized to boost
household level vegetable cultvation in an effort towards food self-=sufhoency.
The kit comprised of grow bags vegetable seeds, select orgamc manures and bio-
control formmlations fit for small landholder cultivators (WVFPCE, 2020). Thus
these efforts were mainly to facilitate market linkages to farming commumities
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m view of lockdown measures enforced in the state. Further, the State Agnculiure
Department responded promptly by formung onsis management groups n each
district. The block level assistant directors and agnenltorzl officers were roped
mto social media groups, to facilitate market hnkages (AESA 2020b). One of
the first mitiative was the “The pmeapple challenge” launched by the Assonation
of Amculhoral Officers Eerala (AOAQK) and the Eerala Pineapple Farmers’
Assoriation n Emakulam distiet to handle the unseld harvest that reached the
market recerved good response and was extended to other parts of the state.
Farther, AQAOCE jomimg with Horheorp facilitated procwrement of mangoes
at Multhalamada, the mange city of Eerala in the Palakkad distiet The
mierventon benefitted more than 300 fammers by procwng 48191 tonnes of
mango at Government frwed support price even at the fime of statewnde lockdown
(AESA, 2020¢). Spmlar mterventions were reported in other erops such as banana,
vegetables etc. was reported from different parts of the state, though at micro
level In order to address the labour shortage, government plans to channelize the
required manpower from the registered labourers of MGNEEGA scheme.

Beyond these short tenm measures, the agneulioral department formoulated a
specific strategy to tide over the crisis and reinvigorate the farm sector. A dedicated
campaign called Subhsiksha Eeralam was concerved and launched to aggressre
promotion of domestic farming and albed achvibies to enhance food production and
attain food self-reliance (Government of Kerala, 2020). This special dive emizaged
actve mvolvement of different vanous departments, such as the Asmculhwe,
Amima] Hushandry, Industries, Fisheries, Water Besowrses, and Cooperatve
department, Local Self-Government Institwtions (L3GI) as well a5 agnculture,
wvetenmnary and fishery umversihes m the State. Besides, the dnve intends to engage
large mumber of Non-resident Eeralites (MEE:), who retirned to the state in the
wake of COVID-1%, on the farm sector. Many of the ongoing schemes such as
Jeevam, a dedicated intervenhon to promote domeshe vegetzble cultvahon was
mitesrated with thes special drive. The programme has several components such as
brngmg the entire cultivable fallow land m the state under cultrvation, enhancing
produchion and productivity by emploving scentihe practices, establishment of
efficient and imnovative supply chain mechanizm to market mdipenously grown
products, enhanced value addifion and integration among development zgencies
(Eerala Agneultmal University, 20207, Crops bke paddy, vegetables, plantzms,
tubers, lentils and small grams will be cultrvated in addibonal areas across the
state. The programme also emisages aggressive promotion of fallow land farming
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m an area of 25,000 hectares under the leadership of the local self-povernments,
with the gudance of the Department of Agnculhwe and public cooperstion.
Besides, Kitchen pardens will be encouraped in all howsshaolds, for which seeds and
saphngs will be provided by the government. Intensrve promotion of Integrated
Farming System (IFS) umts are another components in the scheme to tap the
full potential of the farm sector. Since the per capata land availability 1= very low
(0.18Ha) i the state, adoption of IF5S stands cucial in meeting the diverse
dietary needs of 1ts people. To resclve man power shortage m farmung, prometion
of Apricultural Labowr Force Units (ALFU) are proposed by the agneultme
department which iz already present m 290 panchavaths' along with agro service
centers. Oflate. block leval Azneultural Enowledze Centers (AKC) are establizhed
m the state to have a better linkage between the farm wnversity and agneulture
department. These centers are infended to assist local self-government msttutions
m prepanng the best agneulozl practices and projects for vanous crops on the
bazis of five agro-ecological zones (AEY) and the 23 agro-econormc umts (AELT)
1dentified across the State. Formation of “seed villages" and seed production clusters
of vanous crops, establishmy model demonstration plots and fechmieal advice
and trainmg to farmers on vanous aspects of farmmung, production, processing,
value-addition and marketing are the other proposed objectives of the AKCs.

If the COVID-19 crisis has a lesson for Eerala agnculture, it 15 the need to
reform it= agrienltural marketmg system. The state 15 readving to buld it marketing
mfrastructure by strenpthemng of cham of cold storage facilities for post-harvest
storage. Importantly this special drive also has components to promote Inrestock
and fishenes. Subady rates for samtation cattle farmungy, modermzation of
mim dairy farms, fodder cultvation, kitchen poultry, poultry and fish farming have
alse mereased under this programmme. The programme 15 aimang to create 23 000
jobs 1 fzheres sector alone The povemnment has sarmarked 73 680 crore to be
expended for varous activities that will be undertaken across the State as part of
the project next year (Government of Kerala, 2020). Further, the Government 1=
conternplafing a long pendmg reform m the plantation sector. Partial relaxation
of critical prowisions in the historical Eerala Land Reforms Act, 1963 and Eerala
Land Reforms {Amendment) Act, 1969, to aid the plantation sector 15 on amal.
This move will be a game changer as 1t allow growmg of exotic fivits m the land
that was hatherto subject to nzid controls, linntmg cultvation to five approved

'Pancharyath is the local self government organimition working at the grassroot level in India posmed by
demcatcally slected mambars.
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cash crops— rubber, tea, coffes, cardamom and cocoa. The decision 1= prompted
by an abready aling plantation sector wlich became more vulnerable with the
COVID-19 pandemie.

Conclusion

In India’s batile agamst COVID-19, Eerala has emerged as a foremmner
The lockdown mmposed to fght the coronanmus disease (COVID-19) kas created
major disTuptions In econormic actvity o the state as mmch as m the rest of the
country and elsewhere in the world. By launching a host of policy measures and
dedicated programmes the state responded quekby to meulate and rejuvenate s
farm sector. Launch of Subluksha Eeralam and reforms m the planation sector are
such measures m this diuecton. The special diive envisages to enhance production
of food crops, bringing more fallow land under eultvaton estabhshmernt of
efficient and imnovative supply chain mechanizm to market mdipenously grown
products, enhanced value addion and mtegration among development agencies.
The pandemnc has also posed the semous challenge of creating emploviment
opporturnfies m the farm sector for the mural youth and the non- resident Eeralites
who are hkely to rehon m large numbers to the state. An opporfunity o attract
vouth towards farmmg 15 a blessing in disgse at the time of this health cnisis.
By promoting farm mechamzaton and moderm famung techmiques, more
unemploved youth can be attracted to agiouliure and allied sectors. Formation of
farmer's collectives and Producer Ohrgamzations would go 2 long way in reimaging
farming as an mtellectually rewarding enterprise. Prospects for youth enzagement
are not only m the producton alone but alse m the areas of marketing and value
addition. Above zall, agnenltre m the post pandemic pened wall have to face senous
shortape of labowrers for vanous agnenltural operstions as migrant labourers have
retwmed to ther natrve places m large mumbers and are not hkely to retwn soon.
This would lead to an increase m the demand for mechamezation through custom
hire semices by agro service centres. Chances are good for the wouth to tzke up
such demanded services as an employment. Building up the IT mfrastructure in
the marketing and supply chans of vanous commediiies 15 another area where
vouth can meamngfully enzage. There 15 a fauly good possiblity of enhanced
capital investment m agriculiure and zlbed sectors by quahfied youth and NEE=
for which wader consultancy and handbholding services will kave to be provided by
the screntific community:.

Food proceszing umits, agro-based imdusines and export omented umots
will have to play a key role m the changing dynamues. An ecosystem o support
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agnbusmess entrepreneurs 15 already funchoning 1 the state For instance, the
Eeala Apncultural University effers Agriprepsurship Onentation Programme
(EAUFRACE) forprospective agnprenens and A prbusiness Incubation programme
(AU PACE) for the startups in farm sector. The business meubation centers of
Centrzl Plantation Crop Fesearch Institute (CPCEI) at Easergode, Central Tuber
Crop Research Institute (CTCRT) at Tivandrum, Indian Institute of Spices Bessarch
(I5E), Eozhikode and Central Insttute of Fisheries Technology (ICAR-CIFT)
are also mnming siomlar programmes. Apart from the basic mfastrocture support,
these meubators provide other services hke technology support, seed fimding,
market study, patent frademark and suppert, faclity to start mal produchon and
busmess promotion and onhne platform linkages for marketing. In order to bmld
local level infrastuchuwre, youth should be supported to formmlate bankable project
proposals suited to each locality. Buldmg the local labour force for cructal farming
operations m the form of labowr banks and ATFTTs are crumal m addressing the
labowr shortage. Time 1s npe to extend such nowel ideas across the state with the
engapement of apriculture department and local self povermment crzamzations.

Besides a number of policy level achions need to be taken by the government.
For instance, crop loans and loans for plantation crops require a longer period of
moratorium. Further, an expansion of the crop loan ceilings and wanving off the
5T component 1n agriculiural pavments are recommended by the Eerala State
Planming Board to revive the sector. Smilarly to encounter more zoonotc diseases
m the fuhwre, modern bio-secunty architectore may be introduced m the Ivestock
and fishenes sector. The report of Kerala State Planning Board also recommends
tapping the full potenfizl of fishenes sector by promotng marculture, seed
production and farming of fishery species and diversifying produchon systems
such as coastal ponds, rafts and pen farman g and inshore and offshore cage farmunmg.
Besides, there are large procedurzl and infrastructural gaps in the exsting system of
collection, compilation and reporing of data on area, producton, and marketing of
vegetables and fits by vanous agencies mn the state. This would hamper assessing
the demand supply dvnamues of these commeodihies as well as estmating the losses
due to COVID-19. The Eerala State Planning Board recommends establishment
of a cenfralized automated svstem of reporting and recording data wzently to
tackle this 1ssue. Thus, the important lesson from the expenence of Kerala 15 the
need to capacitate public sector msttuhons with mere resources and professional
capabilities to serve the farmers better
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There 1= no demal that COVID-19 has led to mas=sive and lasting disruptions
m the famm sector. MNevertheless, the unprecedented health c1iz1s has presented a
rare opportumity to rejuvenate the farm sector for the state. Besponse of the State
to such a challenge was quek with some povel policy measures to combat multpls
by the objective of food self-sufficiency by the state. In fact, COVID-19 lockdown
has resulted in an exceptional enthusiasm among the people to tum to famung as
a wvital actrvity. Spectfically, the lockdown has paved the way towards creating
awareness on the mportance of small-scale farmung, whan agmculhoe and
nuin-farming in homesteads among a large population who had not considered
these opfions so far However, realimn g the parmerships and implementin g planned
actvifies at the ground level 15 going to be a real challenge m addressing the enisis.
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