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Abstract

The potential of Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) in the agricultural sector lies in designing
people-centric and planet-sensitive approaches that recognize the multifunctional nature of
agriculture in producing not only commodities, but also non-commodity outputs such as
environmental services, landscape amenities and cultural heritage, and social services. Applying
SSE approaches in agriculture is considered a response to intensive farming, which deviates
significantly from the traditional nature-based social contract. In this context, an intervention of
social enterprises in shaping eco-social agriculture can enable smallholders to restore their eatlier
contracts with nature. This study contributes to the existing literature by addressing a lack of
empirical research on social farming experiences in the global South and the role of social
enterprises in facilitating eco-social agricultural initiatives. This study presents empirical research
on the role of ONganic Foods—a social enterprise that has developed a strong relationship with
smallholder organic producer groups in the Nadia district of West Bengal—in supporting eco-
social agriculture. A progressive alliance between the local organic smallholder group, ONganic
and the state supported the integration of local smallholders in eco-social transformation
processes. The evidence presented in the paper shows that eco-social agriculture can contribute
to fulfilling the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at the local level.
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1. Introduction

Twenty-first century development ideals are centred on social equity, inclusion and justice.
Multiple global crises, including the environmental crisis, as well as the consequences of
globalization, have prompted world leaders and researchers to search for alternative production
and consumption patterns and ways of organizing enterprise activities. Social and solidarity
economy (SSE), which is meant to satisfy human needs and help in the expansion of human
capabilities by enhancing social relations through cooperation, association and solidarity, has
been considered by many researchers as a potential alternative model. SSE prioritizes social and
ecological considerations over private economic interest and pure profit orientation. SSE holds
considerable promise in reorienting economies and societies toward achieving many of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UNRISD 2016). In the ongoing process of eco-social
transformation,' SSE represents a people-centred and planet-sensitive approach to address the
economic, social and environmental objectives of sustainable development.” The Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) has conceived SSE-based approaches to agroecology as a
response to the shortcomings of industrial agriculture (Hitchman 2023). In fact, SSE is included
as one of the “10 Elements of Agroecology” adopted by the FAO Council in December 2019.

What has been labelled the “Green Revolution,” a move toward technology-intensive industrial
agriculture, involved a process of marked deviations from the traditional nature-based
procedures that prevailed in India before. Despite its success of improved yield and reducing the
dependence on foodgrain imports, this input-intensive and agrochemical-based agriculture has
created negative externalities by breaking earlier social contracts with nature (Pimentel and
Pimentel 1990; Rahman 2015). Focused mainly on a “shortsighted” objective of enhancing yield,
this modern agricultural technology “paid little or no attention” to its impacts on the
environment (Baum and Pimentel 1987). The adverse consequences were reflected in increased
use of pesticides (leading to subsequent negative impacts on the aquatic environment, reduction
in natural enemies of pests, and the emergence of new pests), heavy reliance on fertilizers and
fossil fuel-based energy, mismanagement of soil and water resources, and political and cultural
costs (Shiva 1989).

Besides this technological reform, a shift toward market fundamentalist approaches (a product of
the neoliberal turn) has led to the breakdown of developmental social contracts in the global
South (UNRISD 2022). In the Indian agricultural context, a series of neoliberal economic
reforms, namely, the reduction or withdrawal of input subsidies, privatization and marketization
of economic activities, had a detrimental impact on smallholders (Patnaik 2006; Goswami et al.
2017). The present state of the country’s farming system is characterized by high production
costs, volatile market prices of crops, rising costs of fossil fuel-based inputs and privatization of
seeds (Badwal et al. 2019). Therefore, to find more sustainable solutions to these pressing
challenges, there is an urgent need for a new social contract that could improve broken agrarian
relations while respecting the importance and integrity of nature.

1 Bythe term “eco-social transformation,” we mean a “worldwide remodeling of economy and society towards sustainability”
(WBGU 2011). See also UNRISD (2022).
2 UNTFSSE 2014; Utting 2015; Yi et al. 2023.
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In the food and agricultural sector, SSE organizations (namely, cooperatives, mutual benefit
societies, associations, foundations, farmer collectives and social enterprises) are engaged in
producing goods, services and knowledge by means of fostering solidarity and building local
economies (Dash 2016; Bhowmik 2022). The potential of SSE lies in designing an integrated
approach in rural disadvantaged areas by combining agricultural multifunctionality with the
innovation of social services (Elsen 2023). Multifunctionality recognizes the contribution of
agriculture in producing not only commodities but also non-commodity output such as
environmental services, landscape amenities and cultural heritage (Renting et al. 2009). Social
farming is one approach within the broader concept of multifunctional agriculture (Nicli et al.
2020). Social farming adopts a multifunctional view of agriculture by combining farming
activities with social services at the local level (EESC 2012). It not only establishes close contact
with nature,’ but also generates a “positive sense of well-being” for the local community through
the provisioning of social services in many different areas (including healthcare, therapy,
rehabilitation, life-long education, vocational training, employment support and women’s
empowerment) (Herman 2015; Garcia-Llorente et al. 2016). Since the end of the twentieth
century, different forms of social farming have been in practice across European countries. In
fact, organic cultivation and biodynamic agriculture are two predominant modes of social
farming (Nicli et al. 2020; Elsen 2023).* Such eco-social farming practices can foster eco-social
transformation. Five broad components of eco-social farming are empowerment of
disadvantaged people, sustainable agricultural practices, protection of natural resources, support
to the community and education for sustainable development (Nicli et al. 2020).

Social farming practices contribute to the formation and growth of social capital (Knapik 2018),
which can catalyse a structural change toward making societies more inclusive. The growth of
social capital allows individuals to work together to achieve a common purpose through the
social farming practice at a community level. It is generally held that such a community economy
facilitates the eco-social transformation process (Elsen 2018). It provides an opportunity for
smallholders to unleash the potential of collective action in this process of transformation. The
community-based management approach of social farming can strengthen the solidarity principle
and support poor and marginalized groups who have been excluded from previous social
contracts (Garcia-Llorente et al. 2016). For instance, the inclusion of disadvantaged farmers in a
network built on the foundation of shared values (in the form of farmer collectives) can support
their empowerment by facilitating a range of agricultural activities, such as creating new supply
chains, exploring new product markets for their harvested crops, and engaging more
stakeholders in farming activities. Agricultural cooperatives, farmer producer organizations and
organic clusters’ ate examples of such large-scale collective efforts that play an instrumental role
in re-embedding nature back into the economy and society (UNRISD 2022; Dik et al. 2022). A
large-scale collective effort is considered a pre-condition for the effective adoption of organic
cultivation (Reddy et al. 2022). Organic farming cannot be practiced in isolation as it requires

3 Traditional forms of health care services believe in contact with nature as a form of therapy (Sempik and Brag 2016).

4 Biodynamic agriculture is another mode of social farming. Like organic farming, this practice also excludes the use of synthetic
fertilizers and pesticides and rather depends on manures and composts. Country-level experiences suggest that organic farming
as a mode of social farming is widely practiced in Catalonia (Guirado et al. 2017), Italy (Fazzi 2011), Austria (Wiesinger et al.
2013) and Germany (Limbrunner and van Elsen 2013).

5 An organic cluster comprises 25-50 organic producer groups registered under the Paramparagat Krishi Vikash Yojana (PKVY).
Each PKVY group should have a minimum of 20 farmers engaged in organic production, certification and marketing activities.
See footnote 13 for a further explanation of PKVY.
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converting a substantial amount of farmland from neighbouring areas into organic farming to
limit their exposure to the detrimental effects of chemical cultivation.’®

However, a robust support mechanism is needed to assist these solidarity groups in their
sustainability transition journey (Reddy 2017). There has been a growing recognition of the role
of bottom-up initiatives (such as social enterprises) in facilitating this social and ecological
transition (UNRISD 2022). So, the design of an inclusive policy on agriculture calls for the
promotion of corporatist social contracts, whereby the state, farmer collectives and social
enterprises provide an ecosystem conducive for implementing the SDGs. The adoption of eco-
social agriculture is considered to be an effective strategy in the localization of SDGs. With social
enterprise supportt, the transition toward eco-social agriculture can be accelerated. Moreover, the
components of eco-social agriculture are closely linked with three fundamental principles of eco-
social contracts:” new forms of solidarity, a contract for nature, and progtessive fiscal contracts.®
Compliance with the principles of eco-social contracts can generate intended outcomes of social
agriculture and thereby have a far-reaching impact on the attainment of global development
goals. In fact, a global consensus has defined the key objectives—the SDGs—that a new eco-
social contract needs to fulfill (UNRISD 2022). In other words, compliance with the principles
of eco-social contracts fosters transformative actions that can lead to the attainment of global
development goals. Figure 1 outlines the linkage between the principles of eco-social contracts
and the components of social agriculture and its ultimate implications for achieving the SDGs.

f/ ( . \\n
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‘ social agriculture
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Figure 1. Implications of Eco-Social Contracts on SDGs via Eco-Social Agriculture
Source: Authors’ composition based on UNRISD (2022) principles for an eco-social contract

6  Practicing organic cultivation in a small piece of land surrounded by non-organic land poses a threat of exposure from the non-
organic practices from adjacent land. Therefore, for effective implementation, large tracts of contiguous land need to be brought
together under organic cultivation so that the non-organic practices do not hamper organic operations.

7 UNRISD has designated seven principles for building a new eco-social contract: human rights for all, progressive fiscal contracts,
transformed economies and societies, a contract for nature, historical injustices addressed, gender justice and solidarity (UNRISD
2022).

8  The components used here essentially follow the same shared vision principles (increase productivity, employment and value
addition in food systems; protect and enhance natural resources; improve livelihoods and foster inclusive economic growth;
enhance the resilience of people, communities and ecosystems; and adapt governance to new challenges) recommended in the
FAQ’s approach that can ensure a balance between social, economic and environmental dimensions of sustainable agriculture
(FAO 2018b).
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In this backdrop of the conceptual framework, this study broadly examines the facilitating role of
the social enterprise in realizing the potential of farmer collectives in the policy-driven journey
toward eco-social transformation in agriculture. Some of the specific objectives of the study that
are framed in light of the research gaps in the existing literature are mentioned as follows:

Firstly, the practice of social farming is well-conceived in the context of European countries (Di
Tacovo 2020).” However, empirical evidence on this mode of sustainable or alternative
agricultural practices from the global South (India in particular) is relatively scarce in the existing
literature (Cofini 2014). In the Indian context, social farming initiatives include Swastha Centre
from Karnataka (Petric 2014; Cofini 2014) and Nisarg Nirman from Maharashtra (Sohoni and
Joshi 2015). However, there is still a lack of evidence-based research on social farming initiatives
in the Indian context. Against this backdrop, this study presents a case of eco-social agriculture
in the Nadia district of West Bengal (an Indian state characterized by a high smallholder
population),'’ showcasing its potential in fostering a sustainable transformation to organic
farming by combining social and ecological concerns. In recent times, eco-social agriculture
practices have added a new dimension to social farming research (Nicli et al. 2020)"" by
addressing the problems of social viability (through innovative support mechanisms), economic

efficiency and environmental protection.

Secondly, in the transition (Slimi et al. 2021) to sustainable or alternative agriculture, the role of
different forms of farmer collectives—agricultural cooperatives (Luo et al. 2020; Nicli et al.
2020), farmer producer organizations (Meek and Anderson 2020; Malik et al. 2022) and organic
clusters (Zollet and Maharjan 2021; Reddy et al. 2022)—has been assessed. An assessment of the
role of social enterprises in the formation of such collectives and its measurable social, economic
and environmental impacts can be considered a significant contribution to the existing
literature.'> Against this backdrop, this study examines the role of ONganic Foods along with its
parent organization SwitchON Foundation in facilitating smallholder rice growers in the
formation of an organic producer group in the Nadia district of West Bengal. An impact
assessment of these interventions on the measurable outcome variables (cost of cultivation, crop
yield, price realization and agricultural income) is made. Such outcomes have been further linked
to the targets of the SDGs in a mapping exercise. In fact, the SDG targets are considered as a
guideline to measure and monitor the progress achieved by the local initiative.

This study is organized as follows. The next section focuses on the conceptualization of the
problem, the purpose of choosing this case initiative, the context of the study, desk research and
primary survey methodology, and impact assessment methods used in this study. Empirical

9  Some of the specific country level studies on social farming are made in the context of Italy (Garcia-Llorente et al. 2016; Gramm
et al. 2020; Nicli et al. 2020), Czech Republic (Hudcova et al. 2018; Kuéerova 2018), Austria (Gramm et al, 2020; Nicli et al.
2020), Spain (Garcia-Llorente et al.2016; Nicli et al. 2020), Catalonia (Guirado et al. 2017), Germany (Gramm et al. 2020) and
Switzerland (Gramm et al. 2020).

10 A high rate of household division in West Bengal over the period 1960-2004 resulted in a sharp decline in land per household
(Bardhan et al. 2014). The average size of holdings in West Bengal is 0.76 hectares compared to the all-India average of 1.08
hectares (Agricultural Census 2015-16).

11 This new dimension of social farming can be considered as a research gap in the existing body of literature, as suggested by
Jarabkova et al. (2022), Sarkar et al. (2022) and Yu and Mu (2022).

12 This research gap has also been identified by Ferreira et al. (2016), Chaudhuri et al. (2020), Cardella et al. (2021), Tan (2022),
Hota (2023) and Satar et al. (2023).
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evidence from this case in light of the components of eco-social agriculture is presented in
section 3, results and discussion. Conclusions and policy implications are outlined in the final
section.

2. Data and Methodology

2.1 Case selection

This study focused on a single case of eco-social agricultural practices in the Nadia district of
West Bengal. The community-based social farming initiative of an organic producer group
(Hanskhali Onfarm Farmers Group) was facilitated by a social enterprise (ONganic Foods)
under a public scheme for the promotion of organic farming (Paramparagat Krishi Vikash
Yojana, or PKVY, scheme).”” ONganic Foods (a subsidiary of SwitchON Foundation, a non-
profit organization) is one of the leading suppliers of certified organic agro-products in India. It
works closely with the smallholder farming communities in the eastern and northeastern parts of
the country (especially in the states of West Bengal, Sikkim, Assam, Meghalaya and Manipur) to
provide support in their organic conversion journey. Its primary objective is to build a
sustainable agricultural value chain (with a specific focus on value-added production and
marketing) that links smallholder organic growers to the domestic and global markets. Since the
start of its operation in 2016, it has engaged in the production and marketing of certified organic
agro-products and educating and training farmers about sustainable agricultural practices. It
currently targets both domestic (direct sales to the customers through its own local retail outlets
and e-commerce platforms) and international markets. ONganic Foods is a subsidiary of the
SwitchON Foundation, a non-profit organization focusing on addressing environment
challenges and promoting sustainable livelthoods through innovative business models and
technologies.

2.2 Design of the study

In a framework of experimental research design, this study employed mixed methodologies to
explore the role of ONganic in promoting eco-social agriculture.' For data collection, the study
used both desk and field research. In the first stage, relevant information about the initiatives of
ONganic was sourced from its official website. Based on the information obtained from this

13 PKVY is an ongoing flagship programme of the government of India for promoting organic cultivation in India since 2015. A
cluster-based approach (with an average farm size of 20 hectares per cluster) is followed in implementing this programme. Under
this scheme, 13.9 million organic farmers in 29,859 certified organic clusters (each cluster comprising 25-50 organic producer
groups) have formed across Indian states, covering about 0.59 million hectares of land (0.4 percent of croppedarea in India) as
of 2021 (Reddy et al. 2022). Since the farmers registered under the PKVY groups follow the Participatory Guarantee System
(PGS) of organic certification, these groups are also known as PGS groups. More than 69,000 (of which 340 are in the state of
West Bengal) PGS groups have been formed across India as of May 2024 (PGSI 2024). Readers can visit the website of PGS
India (https://pgsindia-ncof.gov.in/) to examine the outreach of this scheme across Indian states. However, few studies have
assessed the performance of PKVY at the regional level (Chouhan et al. 2022, 2023; Shalini et al. 2023) and the national level
(Reddy 2017; Reddy et al. 2022; Ghosh et al. 2023). Specifically, regional-level studies consider the knowledge of farmers about
PKVY (Chouhan et al. 2022), the constraints of PKVY (Chouhan et al. 2023), and the impact of PKVY on livelihood (Shalini et al.
2023). Most of these studies have observed that success of the PKVY groups is hindered due to a lack of robust supporting
mechanisms specially in the areas of capacity building, marketing, value addition and branding. Interventions of agri-social
enterprises with their specialized expertise in these key areas can play an instrument role in ensuring viability of these groups
(Reddy 2017). However, none of the studies (at the national or regional level) have explored the role of social enterprises (or
other SSE actors) in achieving economic, social and environmental outcomes using appropriate impact assessment methodology.

14 The mixed method design allows the integration of qualitative and quantitative data within a single study which can help gain
insights into the research problem (Teddlie and Tashakkori 2003).
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process, a semi-structured questionnaire was designed and subsequently sent to the
representatives of ONganic via mail. The questionnaire was designed to capture data relating to
organizational details (for example, starting year of operation, area of operation, number of
farmers currently associated with this enterprise) and the details about the activities of social
agriculture (for example, social, education, capacity building assistances, enabling market
participation and other livelihood services). Official responses through a series of mail
conversations were also recorded to validate our preliminary observations gathered through the
online search and to develop a deeper understanding about the multi-functional agricultural
practices of ONganic.

2.3 Primary survey methodology

To triangulate the findings and to gain further insights into the role of ONganic from the
farmers’ perspective, field visits were made. During these visits, household-level interviews were
conducted with 58 organic rice growers associated with this enterprise. Similarly, 52
neighbouring conventional (or non-organic) rice farmers not associated with ONganic were also
interviewed. A semi-structured questionnaire was used to collect qualitative and quantitative
information concerning the demographic characteristics of the sample farmer households, their
agricultural practices (e.g., cultivation methods, crops, livestock), and details of farming
operations (crop yield, prices, cost of cultivation and agricultural income). The farmer interviews
took place from November 2017-February 2018, mostly at their homes or farms. Data relating
to input usage, yield, cost, price and income were collected, covering both pre- and post-joining
periods. The farmers joined the organic producer group facilitated by ONganic at the start of the
agricultural season of 2016, and the survey was designed to capture any change in farming
outcomes (cost of cultivation, yield, price and income) over the pre- (2015) to post- (2016 and
2017) joining period. In the absence of recorded data, most of the farming details were collected
based on the farmers’ recall memory. In addition, open discussions were held with the
contracted organic farmers to learn more about their motivation, challenges and specific
experiences with ONganic. Background information on the social enterprise and farmer
interview details are shown in table 1.

Table 1. Farmer Interview Details

Surveyed villages Gopalpur, Muchi Fulbari and Fulbari
Surveyed block Hanskhali block

Surveyed district Nadia district (West Bengal)
Number of farmers engaged in this region 133

Nature of engagement Explicit contract agreement
Number of contracted farmers interviewed 58

Number of non-contracted farmers interviewed 52

Total sample size of farmer households 110

Sampling method applied in the selection of farmer

Convenience samplin
households pling

Source: Field survey, 2018
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2.4 Method

The collected data were analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively. The study used the
“difference-in-differences” (DID) method, a quantitative tool of data analysis, to assess the
impact of the farmers’ association with ONganic on outcome variables (such as cost of
cultivation, crop yield, price and agricultural income). More specifically, the DID method was
applied to assess whether their engagement with ONganic had a positive effect on the desired
outcomes (e.g., reducing the cost of cultivation, enhancing yield, realizing higher prices and
increasing income) for the farmers who joined ONganic as compared to the farmers not
associated with ONganic (control group) in the study region. The assessment was done with the
help of DID estimates which measure the impact by capturing the change in outcome variables
between the treatment and control groups due to the intervention (i.e., treatment effect) after
discounting their initial differences in the base period (Gertler et al. 2011; Reddy et al. 2022).
Alternatively, we can compare the average change over time in the outcome variables (i.e., cost,
yield, income, etc.) for the treatment group (farmers associated with ONganic, or the organic
farmers), compared to the average change over time of the control group (farmers not associated
with ONganic, or the conventional farmers). For instance, assume that after the conversion, the
average farmgate price received by the organic farmers has increased by x percent. However,
after discounting a y percent price rise experienced by the conventional farmers in that same
period, the impact of organic conversion comes down to a (x-y) percent relative increase in price
(as the converted farmers experienced x percent of exact increase and missed out on a y percent
price rise by not continuing conventional cultivation practices).

3. Measuring the Impact of Eco-Social Agriculture:
Implications for the SDGs

The progressive alliance between local communities, social enterprise and the state developed
under the framework of the PKVY scheme supported the local smallholders in their
sustainability transition. The operating mechanism of the scheme showed a reflection of a
solidarity principle that encouraged the building of a network where public bodies, local SSE
actors (e.g., community-based organizations, such as organic producers’ groups, social
enterprises, etc.) and communities work together toward the common goal of making agriculture
sustainable. Primary survey observation showed that the state and social enterprises (ONganic
and SwitchON) supported the solidarity group of local smallholders by creating a corporatist
social contract”. The engagement/interaction, agreement and consent among the three players
(Hanskhali Onfarm farmers group, ONganic/SwitchON and the state) in a tripartite agreement
are shown in figure 2. It also shaped a progressive fiscal contract (through different welfare
provisions'® under the PKVY scheme) and the fair distribution of benefits (remunerative prices

15 Usually a corporatist social contract (or social pact) refers to tripartite bargaining between unions, employers and the state. It
relates to the concept of “corporatism,” a system where organized interest groups negotiate with the state on key agreements. In
the context of agriculture in the global South (India, Senegal, Ghana), Sheingate (2008) showed how social pacts link producer
organizations, politicians and bureaucrats for policy formulations. Based on the broad interpretation of corporatism, a new form
of interest representation in agriculture (called “neo-corporatism”) has emerged recently where negotiation between producers
and agribusiness is constituted within the organizations that bring these two segments together (Ortega 2019).

16 [t included different forms of technical and financial assistance provided by the government aimed at building capacities for
newly converted organic farmers. The government of India is currently providing financial assistance totaling INR 31,000 per
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highlighted in the explicit contract agreement) among the local smallholders. From the societal
perspective, participation in organic farming activities through this network allowed the
smallholders to rebuild their contract with nature. Further, the facilitating role played by the
“stronger”"” actors (ONganic/SwichON in particular) in the network ensured a new form of
solidarity with the smallholders in the local economy. ONganic enabled the smallholders to
promote locally grown aromatic organic rice, which in turn raised agricultural income and
supported the local economy through their participation in the global value chains. The
engagement of SwitchON empowered the smallholders in addressing environmental challenges
(through solar-based irrigation systems) and promoting sustainable livelihood (through skill
education).

Social Enterprise (SwitchON)

Engagement | [ Interaction

Social Emterprise (OMganic)

Agreement / Comzent

Farmers group (Hanskhali Onfarm) _ State (PKVY)

Interactionf Engagement

Figure 2: Actors in Corporatist Social Contract and their Relationships
Source: Authors’ composition

In the following section, the initiatives of ONganic are evaluated in light of the five distinct roles
of eco-social agriculture and how they contribute to SDG achievement, namely, empowerment
of disadvantaged people, sustainable agricultural practices, protection of natural resources,
support to the community and education for sustainable development.

3.1 Empowerment of disadvantaged people

The embedding process of community-based eco-social agriculture essentially deals with a new
form of solidarity among disadvantaged people, especially those living in rural regions (Garcia-
Llorente et al. 20106). In the context of India (West Bengal in particular), a major portion of
disadvantaged people include smallholders who are becoming increasingly vulnerable to the
negative externalities of commercial agriculture (Roth et al. 2024). There is a growing recognition

hectare (subject to a maximum ceiling of one hectare) for the initial three years of conversion toward organic inputs (including
support for on-farm input infrastructure) to the organic farmers registered under the PKVY scheme.
17 By “stronger” we refer to those actors in the network who have better access to monetary resources.
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among researchers of the potential of social enterprises engaged in the field of agriculture in
counteracting these trends.

Survey evidence showed that the farmers associated with ONganic in Nadia were either small or
marginal farmers who lacked access to information, opportunities and resources. The majority of
them (82 percent) also came from the da/it community, i.e., a “backward” caste category in
India."® Social enterprise played a facilitating role to the smallholders’ community in the
formation of solidarity groups and networks. In fact, ONganic played a crucial role in the
mobilization of the smallholders to form an organic producer group (known as Hanskhali
Onfarm Farmers Group) registered under the PKVY scheme of the Government of India. The
participation of smallholders in the solidarity group not only ensured social and economic
inclusion but also played a key role in supporting their empowerment (SDG 10.2, 10.3).
Participation in the PKVY also allowed them to join the existing network of organic farmers
under this scheme spread across the districts of West Bengal and use this network as a platform
to interact with each other and share their knowledge. This platform was instrumental in building
a partnership between local organic farmers, the government and ONganic. It played a key role
in fostering identity, solidarity and support for the local economy (SDG 17.17).

Through an explicit contract agreement (centred on the “seed to shelf” model in practice'),
ONganic not only provided the smallholders access to costly organic inputs (such as quality
seeds, bio-fertilizers, bio-pesticides, etc.) at affordable rates (SDG 1.4) but also enabled them to
exploit the opportunities offered by the growing organic market (SDG 2.3). ONganic played a
key role in connecting small-scale organic producers to the domestic and global supply chain.
The market linkage made a significant impact on the economic empowerment of smallholders
who were struggling with declining profitability due to rising input costs and stagnant output
prices. The practice of organic farming enabled them to reduce the cost of cultivation and also to
receive attractive prices for their crops. Specifically, after converting to organic farming with the
support of ONganic, the organic farmers in Nadia experienced a 4 percent reduction in the cost
of cultivation per hectare,” whereas the conventional farmers (the control group working with
intensive cultivation) experienced a 6 percent increase in the cost of cultivation® (table 2).
Overall, the relative costs of farming were reduced by 10 percent after transitioning to organic
(as shown by the DID estimate on cost). On the other hand, immediately after the conversion,
the organic farmers observed a substantial decline in yield (41 percent). Ultimately, organic
farmers experienced a considerable increase in the cost per unit of output. However, the average

22,23

farmgate price™~ received by the organic farmers (as stipulated in the contract agreement with

18 Considering the importance of small farmers in the promotion of organic farming, the PKVY scheme of the government of India
introduced a provision specifying that small and marginal farmers should account for at least 65 percent of the total farmers of a
cluster formed under this scheme.

19 The “seed to shelf” model is a practice followed by agri-social enterprises that emphasizes their direct interventions throughout
the supply chain stages, from the sourcing of the seeds, to farming, inspecting, harvesting, processing, testing and packaging of
the product that makes it way to the store shelves and consumers’ tables.

20 |n a separate study in West Bengal, Das et al. (2021) observed significantly lower production costs of organic rice as compared to
conventional rice.

21 The increase in the cost of cultivation for conventional farmers was due to the fluctuations in the market rates of some key
farming inputs, such as labour, fertilizers, pesticides, etc.

22 |t refers to the value of agricultural produce sold directly from the field. Hence, it does not cover any market transportation cost,
warehousing cost, processing cost or any other selling charges.

23 Several studies found significantly higher prices for organic products as compared to non-organic products (Lyngbaek et al. 2001;
Amarnath and Sridhar 2012; Pawlewicz 2020).
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ONganic) increased by 127 (table 2). On the other hand, conventional farmers witnessed only a
4 percent price rise in that same period. Therefore, the relative price for the organic farmers was
increased by 123 percent (table 2). The substantial price premium received by the organic
farmers compensated for the decline in yield and generated higher revenue. As a result, the
relative income of the organic farmers increased by 177 percent* (SDG 2.1, 2.3).

Table 2. Impact of Engagement on Yield, Price, Cost, Revenue and Income

Farmers not Farmers Impact of
Criteria associated engaged with  engagement
with ONganic ONganic (DID estimate)
] Before25 44.41 43.92
(;'/eh'g) After 45.62 26.01
% Change 2.72 -40.78 -43.50
i Before 1425 1387
(IErF'f/Z) After 1483 3154
% Change 4.07 127.40 123.33
Before 50103 48579
Cost After 53234 46641
(INR/ha)
% Change 6.25 -3.99 -10.24
Cost per unit of output Before 1128.19 1106.08
(Cost = Yield) (INR/q) After 1166.90 1793.19
% Change 3.43 62.12 58.69
TP S Before 63284 60917
(Yield x Price) (INR/ha) After 67654 82036
% Change 6.91 34.67 27.76
Net Income Before 13181 12338
(Gross Income - Cost) After 14420 35395
(INR/ha) % Change 9.40 186.88 177.48

Source: Field survey, 2017-18

Notes: 1. q = quintal26, ha = hectare??, INR = Indian rupee

2. As an impact assessment method, DID here examines to what extent an intervention of social enterprise can
contribute to the change in the measurable outcomes (cost of cultivation, crop yield, price realization and agricultural
income). DID compare the changes in outcomes over time between a farmer group engaged with ONganic (the
treatment group) and a farmer group that is not associated with this social enterprise (the control group). It compares
two differences: the first is the difference in the before-and-after changes in outcomes for the treatment group and the
second difference is the before-and-after changes in outcomes for a control group that was exposed to the same set of
environmental conditions (but did not receive the treatment). As the name suggests, the DID estimator (or impact
estimate) is the difference between the difference in outcome for the treatment group and the difference for the
control group. It thus eliminates the role of other time-varying factors that may affect the outcome of interest (Gertler et
al. 2011). For a better understanding of the table, please refer to the impact assessment methodology in section 2.2.

24 Qiao et al. (2018) found evidence of higher incomes for the smallholders practicing organic farming vis-a-vis conventional
farming. The authors also observed that organic farmers who were members of cooperatives performed better economically than
non-members. This highlights the importance of cooperatives in improving the livelihood of organic farmers by increasing their
income.

25 Before the conversion to organic farming, all of the surveyed farmers were engaged in conventional farming practices. However,
there are small differences in the reported starting figures (i.e., mean values reported in the pre-conversion period) between
these two categories of farmers. It is important to note that the majority of the organic farmers (i.e., treatment group) in the study
region came from the backward caste category with smaller farm sizes and lesser access to monetary resources. This explains a
lower value in the outcome variables (i.e., lower costs due to lesser use of external inputs, lower yield, lower price and lower
income) of the farmers in the treatment group vis-a-vis farmers in the control group.

26 Quintal is a unit of measurement equal to 1000 kilogram or about 220 pounds.

27 Hectare is a unit of area equal to 10,000 square metres.

10



UNIRISD Working Paper 2024-05

3.2 Sustainable agricultural practices

“A contract for nature” is one of the core principles governing an eco-social contract (UNRISD
2021, 2022). By complying with a contract for nature, social farming can foster a symbiosis
between agriculture, humans and nature (Nicli et al. 2020).

Survey evidence portrayed the role of ONganic in re-establishing the human—nature relationship
embedded in the local agrarian setting through the promotion of sustainable agricultural
practices. The eco-centric behaviour of ONganic was reflected in the cultivation practices of
organic farmers which played a key role in preserving the health of people, animals, plants and
ecosystems. In transitioning to organic farming, the farmers in Nadia switched from using
synthetic chemical inputs to non-toxic bio-fertilizers and bio-pesticides. Such practices helped
them to reduce the occurrence of illness caused by the use of hazardous chemicals (SDG 3.9).%
This along with the adoption of a range of other organic practices (such as applying the
techniques of minimum tillage and crop rotation and other soil management treatments such as
alternate wetting and drying) helped to mitigate the impacts of climate change (SDG 2.4, 13.2).”
Organic management practices such as soil fertility treatment (use of compost, manure and bio-
fertilizers), seed treatment (application of Cowpathy technique suggested in Indian Ayurveda™),
and pest management techniques (use of biological pest control and bio-pesticides) followed by
the organic farmers in Nadia were mostly based on the inputs available within the local agrarian
setting (rather than using externally purchased inputs). The use of regenerative production
methods created a synergy between social and ecological objectives in the local context. Table 3
exhibits that after their conversion to organic farming, the use of external (or purchased)
fertilizers and pesticides of the contracted farmers was reduced by 54 percent and 51 percent
respectively (whereas for the non-contracted conventional farmers, the usage of these inputs

increased in the same period).”

Table 3. Impact of Organic Conversion on the Use of External Inputs

Criteria Farmer_fhng'c\‘ agssc_)ciated Fa rr:r:ﬁrcs) ﬁgga_ged (::)?R/Z?;gn
Wi anic wi anic (DID estimate)
Before 4.1 3.9
Fertilizers (g/ha) After 4.4 1.8
% Change 6.82 -53.85 -60.67
Before 4.68 4.32
Pesticides (I/ha) After 4.98 2.10
% Change 6.41 -50.93 -57.34

Source: Field survey, 2017-18. Notes: | = litre

28 |n some instances, the use of synthetic chemical inputs results in human pesticide poisoning and far-reaching implications on
public health at large (Rani et al. 2021). Due to a lack of sufficient knowledge on the proper use of pesticides, farmers often
harm themselves through improper handling of chemical inputs. Chemical-free organic cultivation practices provide a safer option
to prevent health complications associated with agrochemical exposure (Setboonsarng and Gregorio 2017).

29 A study in the context of India identified three cost-saving farming practices (efficient use of fertilizers, zero tillage, and better
water management in rice farming) that could reduce greenhouse gas emissions by nearly 18 percent (Sapkota et al. 2019).
Alternate wetting and drying are known as an effective soil management treatment adopted by ONganic to reduces methane
emissions. Other sustainable farm practices by ONganic enable the smallholders to avoid negative impacts on climate, soil
microorganisms, nutrient content and future yield, as well as the health of the farmers, their communities and the consumers
(Women on Wings 2014).

30 This technique (also known as “Panchagavya treatment”) is based on the application of five ingredients obtained from cow,
specifically, cow dung, cow urine, cow milk, curd and cow butter oil, in organic cultivation practices (Bajaj et al. 2022).

31 |n a study in Karnataka, India, Lukas and Cahn (2008) observed that there was a significant reduction in the use of costly
external inputs for the organic farmers after their conversion to organic farming. This also played a key role in reducing their cost
of cultivation.
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Reducing the dependence on external inputs was possible through reusing and recycling locally
available resources. This process not only increased their resource-use efficiency (SDG 2.4) but

also promoted sustainable use of natural resources and preservation of ecosystem services (SDG
12.2,12.5,15.1).

3.3 Protection of natural resources

By restoring a contract with nature, eco-social farming practices adopted by organic farmers can
play a key role in the protection of natural resources (soil and water in particular) and the
preservation of biodiversity in the local context. For instance, the application of sustainable soil
management practices prevented land degradation and improved soil health. Earlier farming
methods (such as extensive tilling and overuse of synthetic chemical fertilizers and pesticides) of
the farmers resulted in the depletion of soil nutrients which led to loss of soil fertility and
degradation. However, the adoption of organic soil management practices (such as the use of
minimum tillage, retention of permanent soil cover, crop rotation, compost and manure by the
organic farmers) prevented the depletion of soil nutrients by enhancing the carbon-storing and
water-holding capacity of the soil and developed “soil organic matter” through increased
microbial activity (SDG 15.3).

Empirical evidence (table 4) also showed that a transition from conventional to organic
cultivation reduced the water usage per hectate of the contracted farmers by 11 percent.” On the
other hand, the water usage of non-contracted farmers had slightly risen (approx. 4 percent) in
the same period. Overall, the relative water usage per hectare was reduced by 15 percent (as
shown by the DID estimate) for the farmers who converted to organic farming. It indicated the
increased water use efficiency of the contracted organic farmers (SDG 6.4).

Table 4. Impact of Organic Conversion on Water Usage

Farmers not Farmers engaged Impact of
Criteria associated with with ONganic conversion
ONganic (DID estimate)
Water Before 108 102
(hrs/ha) After 112 91
% Change 3.73 -10.78 -14.51

Source: Field survey, 2017-18

Notes: hrs = hours. Here, hours per hectare denote how many hours of water are required to flood one
hectare of the paddy field by well pumps. In our study region, irrigation charges are paid on the basis of
hours of water use.

In addition, a prohibition of the use of synthetic chemical fertilizers and pesticides and the
adoption of integrated pest management and biological pest control techniques by organic
farmers prevented water pollution (SDG 6.3, 12.4) and biodiversity loss (SDG 15.5). Similarly,

32 This can be defined as the organic materials (produced originally from living organisms, i.e., plant or animal) found in soil. It plays
a major role in enhancing soil physical fertility, increasing water retention capacity of the soil and reducing soil erosion (Chenu et
al. 2024).

33 While comparing the water usage of organic and conventional farms, Wheeler et al. (2015) found that organic irrigation farms use
less absolute water than conventional farms.
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the organic management practice of maintaining parts of land around the organic fields as buffer
regions created suitable habitats for wild species. The initiatives of ONganic also focused on the
conservation and restoration of natural landscapes. For instance, the reintroduction of a few
endangered traditional local rice varieties (known for their rich nutritional content and a higher
level of resistance to disease and climate shocks) by ONganic improved biodiversity (SDG 2.5).
However, the adoption of organic practices adversely affected the agricultural productivity of
smallholders in Nadia. This indicated a trade-off between economic and ecological objectives in
the local context. Empirical evidence (table 2) showed that after their conversion to organic
farming, the contracted farmers in Nadia experienced a substantial 41 percent reduction in yield
for their cultivated crops, whereas the conventional farmers realized a 3 percent increase in per
hectare yield. Overall, the relative yield was reduced by 44 percent (as shown by the DID
estimate on yield) for the organic farmers. Such evidence of massive yield reduction suggested
that an unplanned large-scale conversion of smallholders into organic farming can potentially
create a shortage of food in the region and thereby adversely affect food security through
reduced availability of foods and increasing food prices (SDG 2.1, 2.3). However, it is important
to note that there are regional variations in the yield behaviour of organic farms: the yield decline
is relatively lower in the rainfed, hilly and tribal regions where the farmers use fewer external
inputs (Reddy et al. 2022). Therefore, to ensure the up-scaling of organic conversion, the
government needs to adopt a mixture of strategic location selection (choosing rainfed, hilly and
tribal areas) and the prioritization of farmers who use fewer external inputs (Reddy et al. 2022).>*

A just transition approach to sustainable and equitable farming that can “build resilient,
adaptable, and food security while protecting nature and future climate change” is essential
(WBCSD 2023; UNRISD 2018). Financing a just transition requires strong fiscal support (in the
form of cash assistance) in the transition period to ensure that the newly converted organic
farmers can withstand the initial decline in yield.*>”” For instance, cash assistance can be
provided to newly transitioned organic farmers to compensate them for any reduction in yield
experienced in the transition period (usually lasting up to 3 years). Subsidies can also be provided
to local consumers to purchase organic foods. This has the potential to ensure that organic foods
remain affordable to local consumers and also boost domestic demand. Besides, as a risk
mitigation strategy, the adoption of crop diversification practices (such as shifting from mono-
cropping to multiple crops) as well as integrated crop-livestock production can be encouraged
among organic farmers. A diversified production system cannot only provide the farmers with
additional income sources but also it can protect them from crop or market failures (FAO
2018b).

34 The variation in yield during the conversion period largely depends upon the agricultural practices followed before conversion. It
has been seen that conversion from a traditional low external input system of cultivation rarely results in lower yields. However,
when switching from external input-intensive forms of agriculture, the yield may decline significantly (Das 2007). Considering this,
farmers historically using fewer external inputs could be prioritized in the promotion of organic farming.

35 This is the joint statement prepared by the Just Rural Transition and the World Farmers’ Organization at an event at COP27.

36 Financial support was also provided to farmers converting to organic cultivation in a number of western European countries
(Austria, Denmark, Finland, Norway, Germany, Sweden and some cantons in Switzerland). Within the European Union, these
conversion aid scheme-related policies are implemented under the common legal framework of Regulation 2078/92, known as
the agri-environment programme (Lampkin and Padel 1994; Lampkin and Weinschenck 1996).

37 The lower yield of organic crops is generally observed in the initial years of conversion. However, it improves substantially after
the end of the transition period (Das 2007).
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3.4 Support to the community

A corporatist social contract usually formulates a support mechanism for protecting key
stakeholders who are part of the bargaining process. In the study region, public financial
assistance to the smallholders, a kind of progressive fiscal contract, raised sufficient resources in
enhancing their resilience and developing capability at the regional level. In fact, the conversion
to organic farming was very challenging for the smallholders in Nadia due to their lack of
knowledge and sufficient resources to meet such challenges. To smoothen this transition
process, the state and the social enterprise (ONganic) provided support in every aspect of their
organic operation (from the sowing of the seeds to the marketing of the organic produce). The
state provided fiscal support in the capacity-building process. Under the PKVY scheme, it
provided financial assistance to the smallholders for developing on-farm organic input
infrastructure. In the study region, partial public assistance received by the smallholders was
utilized in the building of vermicompost units. This allowed the smallholders to produce the
required organic fertilizers locally (instead of purchasing from outside), thereby playing a crucial
role in reducing their costs.

As a part of its contractual agreement, ONganic arranged several training programmes for the
contracted farmers which were instrumental in developing their understanding of organic
farming and different agroecosystem techniques (SDG 2.2). ONganic encouraged the
preservation of traditional agricultural practices and knowledge (SDG 11.4) by promoting local
aromatic rice varieties and sharing knowledge about low-cost Indigenous farming techniques. In
addition, it provided an array of services to build the capacities of smallholders and ensured their
participation in the global value chain. For instance, the crop advisory and certification assistance
provided by ONganic helped contracted organic farmers take advantage of emerging marketing
opportunities. In fact, the marketing of organic products depends on certification which often
acts as a barrier for smallholders (due to its high costs) entering into attractive markets (Jouzi et
al. 2017). As a solution to the problem, ONganic assisted the smallholders in Nadia to get their
product certified under the costly “third party certification system” and bore the entire
certification cost so that they could reap the benefits of price premium in the export market
(SDG 2.2).”®

Furthermore, ONganic made substantial investments in promoting value-addition activities,
which paved the way for new marketing opportunities (SDG 2.3, 8.2). Survey observation
showed that investment in value-added production (through the setting up of a local processing
unit) and marketing helped the organic farmers to get adequate prices for their crops and
generated employment opportunities for the locals (SDG 2.a, 8.3). The embedding of production
and marketing in local economic circuits contributed to building resilience at the community
level. More specifically, the improved access to information, resources, technical knowledge and
a larger market enhanced the resilience of the smallholders in Nadia. In addition, such alternative
farming practices (moving away from intensive farming to more climate-resilient agricultural
practices) encouraged the contracted organic farmers to diversify their sources of income (SDG

38 Due to the lower acceptability of peer-monitoring-based PGS organic certification (usually followed by the organic farmers
registered under the PKVY scheme) in the international market, ONganic got its organic products certified by independent
accreditation agencies (hence the term “third party certification”).
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8.2) through the cultivation of multiple crops (growing other organic crops such as millets,
pulses, vegetables and oil seeds in the off-season) and maintaining livestock (such as cows, goats
and ducks). Such diversification also played a key role in building the resilience of the food
production system (SDG 1.5, 2.4, 13.1).

Survey observation also highlighted the role of SwitchON Foundation in offering support to the
community through the provision of innovative technologies for the smallholders and skill
education for local youth. Evidence showed that it made substantial investments to promote
domestic renewable energy resources by setting up solar-based irrigation systems (SDG 7.b). It
played a major part in not only expanding access to affordable clean energy (SDG 7.1) but also
promoting the transition to sustainable, low-carbon energy systems, thereby reducing the energy
footprint of food production and consumption (SDG 12.a). Apart from promoting the
application of innovative technologies in agriculture, the initiatives of SwitchON Foundation
also focused on generating employment opportunities for local youths through developing
technical skills. In 2016, it set up a technical education centre in the Hanskhali block of Nadia
district to provide local youth with technical training related to solar energy and information
technology (SDG 4.3, 4.4). Data relating to the period 2017-18 showed that a substantial
number of students (73 out of 99 total enrolled students) managed to gain employment from this
institution (SDG 8.5).

3.5 Education for sustainable development

In bringing transformative change in agriculture, eco-social agriculture initiatives focus on
promoting values that foster stewardship of nature (Nicli et al. 2020). ONganic undertook
several initiatives to create awareness about sustainability among the stakeholders in an effort to
establish a contract for nature. For instance, it arranged several awareness campaigns to educate
farmers about the harmful effects of chemical farming and the benefits of organic farming (SDG
4.7,12.8). In addition, the technical training provided by ONganic and SwitchON Foundation
made the farmers and local youths aware of a range of environmental and climate issues and
adaptation strategies covering ecology, biodiversity, use of natural resources and renewable
energy (SDG 13.3). Besides, it promoted awareness among consumers (through participating in
trade fairs and other events) about the adverse health effects of consuming foods grown using
synthetic-input-based farming as opposed to the potential health benefits of consuming organic
foods. Moreover, nutrition education and awareness initiatives promoting the consumption of
nutritious and safe organic foods played a major part in promoting a sustainable lifestyle (SDG
4.7) and encouraging consumers to be an integral part of an ethical and sustainable food
production system (SDG 12.8, 13.3).

Opverall, the evidence showed that the components of eco-social agriculture have paved the way
toward fulfilling the SDGs at the local level. This mapping exercise identifies the major (having
direct influence) and contributing (having indirect influence) impact of the eco-social agricultural
initiatives on reaching the targets of the SDGs (table 5).
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Table 5. SDG Mappings of the Case Initiatives

Empowerment | Environment Protection of Education for
of sustainable Support to the .
Components disadvantaged @ agricultural natural communit sustainable
. resources y development
people practices
SDG 1 Contributing Contributing
No poverty (11.4) (11.5)
SDG 2 Major Major Major Major
Zero hunger (12.1,12.3) (12.4) (12.1,12.3,12.5) (12.3,12.4, 12.a)
SDG 3 Maior
Good health and well- (T3J9)
being ’
SDG 4 Major Major
Quality education (14.3,14.4) (14.7)
SDG 6 Major
Clean v_vat(_er and (16.3, 16.4)
sanitation
SDG 7 Maior
Affordable clean (T7-1,JT7-|0)
Energy
SDG 8 Major
Decent work and
8.2,18.3,18.5
economic growth ( f 18:5)
SDG 10 Major
Reduced inequalities (110.2, 110.3)
SDG 11 et
Sustainable cities and ( ajo
. 111.4)
communities
SDG 12
Sustainable Major Major Contributing Major
consumption and (112.2,112.5) (112.4) (112.a) (112.8)
production
SDG 13 Contributing Contributing Major
Climate action (113.2) (113.1) (113.3)
SDG 15 Major Major
Life on land (115.1) (115.3, 115.5)
SDG 17 _—
Partnership for the C??;r;b;g;wg
goals ’

Source: Authors’ composition based on survey evidence

Notes: While identifying the interlinkage between the eco-social agriculture initiatives and SDG targets, the
mapping process highlights the synergistic or trade-off effects at the target level. Synergistic effects
(denoted with a 1 sign) show how an eco-social agriculture initiative can contribute to achieving one or
multiple SDG targets. On the other hand, the trade-off effect (denoted with a | sign) shows how an eco-
social agriculture initiative may successfully achieve one or various SDG targets but at the expense of other
SDG targets.
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4. Conclusions and Policy Implications

This study assesses the role of a social enterprise (ONganic Foods) in promoting eco-social
agriculture in the Nadia district of West Bengal. Results showed that the multifunctional
agricultural practices supported by ONganic and social service initiatives of SwitchON
Foundation played a key role in the eco-social transformation in Nadia. In a facilitating capacity,
ONganic mobilized the local smallholder community to form an organic producer group
registered under the PKVY scheme of the government of India. Participation in this scheme
fostered a progressive alliance between the local organic smallholders’ group, ONganic, and the
state which supported the social integration of local smallholders. Moreover, the support
provided by ONganic throughout the stages of the supply chain (from facilitating access to
agricultural inputs, to providing training to develop producers’ knowledge about climate-resilient
agro-farming techniques, offering crop advisory and certification assistance, investing in value
addition activities, and connecting smallholders to attractive markets) supported the economic
transformation of smallholders in Nadia. Further, initiatives such as building community-level
resilience through diversification of crops and income sources, and access to non-renewable
energy sources, supported the local smallholder community. In addition, social services offered
by SwitchON through the provision of technical education generated employment for local
youth. Finally, from the environmental perspective, the adoption of sustainable practices in the
form of imposing a ban on the use of harmful synthetic chemical inputs and switching to
sustainable organic practices and renewable energy sources has led to the protection of natural
resources and the preservation of biodiversity.

The results of this study highlight how the components of eco-social agriculture initiatives can
result in the successful localization of multiple global development goals. However, to unleash
the transformative potential of eco-social agriculture initiatives on a larger scale, public policies
can be designed as follows:

First, the local case initiative highlighted a key challenge that can impede the eco-social
transformation process. Survey observations showed that after the conversion to organic
farming, the local smallholders experienced a massive decline in yield, causing a considerable
increase in cost per unit of output. The evidence of a substantial yield reduction raises serious
doubts about the sustainability of this alternative mode of farming. Therefore, the findings of the
study indicate that a nationwide large-scale conversion (under the PKVY scheme) can reduce the
yield of the crops and potentially affect the country’s food security. To deal with this challenge,
the government needs to adopt a well-calibrated approach, instead of an unplanned blanket
adoption of organic farming. The agro-climatic factors and their implication on the yield of
organic crops need to be considered before promoting it on a larger scale. More importantly, the
evidence highlights the need for a just transition approach to strike a balance in between food
security and ecological sustainability. In this process of just transition, there is a need to provide
the required fiscal support (through more progressive public welfare provisions) to ensure the
sustainability of organic farming.

Secondly, in making social contracts more successful, there is a need for a proactive and long-
term development vision of the state in scaling the outreach of the programme at the national
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level. A successful implementation of the PKVY programme at the national level is conditioned
upon uninterrupted public support measures, especially in the initial three years of conversion. A
discontinuation of the financial assistance from the government along with the non-realization of
a price premium (to compensate the decline in yield) are seen as the major constraints to the
PKVY programme implementation. Non-realization of the price premium by the farmers is
mainly due to the lack of awareness about the Participatory Guarantee System’ (PGS)
certification among consumers, retailers, and wholesalers (Reddy 2017). * However, PGS
certification is used in the domestic market and has a limited appeal in the international market.
In addressing this problem of certification, ONganic Foods maintained the “third party
certification” (recognized by the European Union) and became one of the major exporters of
organic rice products (aromatic black rice, red rice, basmati rice, diabetic rice, blended rice) to
Europe (Times of India 2023). Thus, ONganic played a crucial role in establishing market
linkages, which enabled the local organic farmers to fetch a substantial price premium. This was
essential in not only withstanding the negative yield effect but also generating sufficient revenue
to ensure the economic viability of local organic smallholders. Therefore, in addition to state
intervention, the roles of SSE actors working in the PKVY ecosystem are crucial in ensuring the
sustainability of the organic farming model.

39 PGS certification is a widely popular form of certification used by organic producers across several countries around the world
(especially in the global South). In India, 109,317 farmers are involved in PGS certification (Reddy 2017).
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