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ABSTRACT

Environmental concerns are today top in the agenda of all global debates.
Increasing pressures of new international order following liberalization of Indian agriculture
have thrown open floodgates of new challenges in the WTO driven international economic
order of ‘Globally Green’. It is in response to this that organic farming is gaining strength
worldwide. The irony is that we could not maintain productivity even at the cost of our
environment  But, for any development to be sustainable, environment cannot be
overlooked. Also, it needs to be ensured that the benefits of development ‘trickle down to
the grassroot levels. No development can be sustainable unless it is environmentally
sound and socially just.
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     INTRODUCTION
Though the concept of ‘sustainability’

has larger connotation, in agriculture it refers
to the capacity to remain productive while
maintaining the resource base. The Technical
Advisory Committee of the Consultative Group
on International Agricultural Research (TAC/
CGIR, 1988) notes “sustainable agriculture is
the successful management of resources for
agriculture to satisfy changing human needs
while maintaining or enhancing the quality of
the environment and conserving natural
resources.”1 For over four millennia, farming
in India sustained one of the highest population
densities on this planet. But, in later years, small
surpluses could not feed the teeming millions
and food imports were high. Planners said that

if farms could be drawn to use chemical inputs,
they would grow marketable produce to ensure
‘food security’and generate  enough cash to
enable future purchase of such inputs.‘Green
revolution’ with its triad of HYV seeds,
fertilizer-pesticide and irrigation actually
became revolutionary. Initially yields increased
manifold but soon the impact of the Green
Revolution started showing signs of a reversing
trend and production decreased at several
places, in spite of increased inputs2 .There was
a quantum jump of 100 million tonnes from
around 60 million tonnes to 160 million tonnes
in two decades (during the 1960s and 1970s),
but the last decade could not witness even 10
million tonnes jump in production, in spite of
successive good monsoons.

*Author for correspondence



Journal of Environmental Researh And Development             Vol. 2 No. 1, July-September 2007

77

More and more chemicals were
needed with each passing year, just to maintain
yields. As a result though the country took great
strides in improving the seed quality and
farming techniques; fertilizer and pesticide
consumption increased enormously, yet
productivity was not even half the world’s
average in several cases. Also this miniscule
increase in yield was at a high cost of soil
fertility, self-reliance and crop diversity. The
irony is that we could not maintain productivity
even at the cost of our environment. Also, in
response to the  new challenges in the WTO
driven international economic order of ‘Globally
Green’, organic farming is gaining strength
worldwide. Organic farming is a pattern of
farming in which the ecosystem is preserved
by abstaining from the use of harmful
chemicals and fertilizers. Culturing symbiotic
life forms ensure weed and pest control and
optimal soil biological activity is undertaken to
maintain fertility3.
OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY

The present study makes an attempt
to understand the traditional historical process
of agriculture in India in the context of current
growing demand of organic products globally,
assess India’s status of organic farming and
potential, and to identify the challenges in the
field. The study is based on  data and
information collected from various secondary
sources and makes use of simple statistical
measures of central tendency, percentage
shares and shifts, average growth etc.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The concept of food quality has

changed dramatically in recent years. It now
refers not only to the characteristics of the final
product, but also to the way in which it is
produced, processed and transported. Retailers
and importers in developed country markets
are applying their own quality standards, which
are often more stringent than the national
quality regulations. Consumers in developed
countries and a few in developing countries

have become more health conscious and they
have started spending on greener, healthy and
natural foodstuffs. They are willing to spend
more on organically produced and labeled
products. As a result, farmers in developed
countries are encouraged to convert their
existing farm into organic farms and are often
fully supported with financial incentives and
technical assistance.. Organic agriculture
systems are experiencing rapid worldwide
growth through the creative energy of
thousands of grassroot organisations, farmers,
traders and consumers. These are increasingly
including their application to urban
environments and education across all levels.
There is also a strong development of organic
agriculture in developing countries. For
example in Uganda more than thirtyfive
thousand farmers practise organic agriculture
for cotton, sesame, coffee and their daily food.
Ten thousands of “campesinos” in Mexico have
sound incomes today and good perspectives
for the future because they grow organic
products such as coffee and sell it in the fair
trade and organic market. In Egypt the best
selling herb teas are certified organic and are
sold in over 10,000 shops and pharmacies4. In
Asia, countries that have a developed organic
agriculture at an impressive rate include among
others China, Japan, India, Sri Lanka and the
Philippines5. The total area of farmland that is
certified as organic is reaching 20 million
hectares and the world market of certified
organic products is approaching USD 25 billion.
Among the major developed country suppliers
for organic food, Germany tops the list. In the
UK large farms have been set up to provide a
regular supply of organic products. One-eighth
of total agricultural exports are organic in
nature.
Indian Organic Scene:

Poor  farmers practise organic
agriculture in many parts of India . Some of
the know-how is readily available from
traditional sources. In fact, experts say that
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India has the potential to emerge as  a major
producer of organic products.

The economic structure of organic
farming is characterized by three types of
farming.

1 traditional farmers who are using
organic methods but are not aware of
it. This applies to about 70% of the
farming in India.

2 traditional organic farmers generally
supplying to the domestic market and
likely to be of mixed farming type. In
India, many of these producers
adopted organic production techniques
largely because of a philosophical
viewpoint. Their motivation is based
on concern for the environment or
because of a lifestyle decision, and
certainly not because of strong
financial incentives.

3 Export-oriented organic farming
generally aiming at production for the
export sector. The number of these
farms has grown since early 1990
As organic agriculture gains

recognition across the world, India is stepping
up efforts to grab a substantial share of the
pie. According to a survey by the International
Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements
(IFOAM) and Stifttung Oekologie and
Landbau (SOEL) in ’03, India has 41,000
hectares under organic management6. And,
with government support, the area under
organic farming is expected to increase further.
The domestic organic farming industry is
estimated at over Rs 100 crore. Indian organic
farm produce— tea, coffee, spices, fruits,
vegetables, cotton, Basmati rice, neem,
oilseeds, pulses and cane sugar— has already
found markets in several countries.

Though Indian organic agriculture
forms a negligible portion of total agricultural
produce, it is increasingly becoming an export
item. According to Exim Bank, India accounts
for one-third of the world’s organic tea

production, which commands about 1% of the
total global tea production. Darjeeling has the
largest number of estates engaged in organic
tea production. India has about 1% share in
the $150m organic coffee market and a 3%
share in the $3.2m organic spices market. It’s
also started exporting organic Basmati rice to
the EU.

Though ecological agriculture is not
new to India. What our farmers had been
practising for centuries was ecological
agriculture that could have fed only one-third
of our present population. The demand for food
has been increasing at about 2.75 per cent due
to increase in population and income. India
cannot afford the luxury of turning organic in
just a days time.70% agriculture in India which
is traditionally organic but not “organic “as per
global standards need to be harnessed and
exploited. It is this large proportion of
agriculture  which does not use chemicals, it is
necessary to upgrade non-chemical agriculture
to organic agriculture and use modern and well
known methods of organic and bio-dynamic
cultivation to increase agricultural yield.
Growing Size of the Organic Food Market

Among the major markets for organic
food, USA is leading retail sales with a total
market capitalization of US$4200 million. While
this accounts for only 1.25% of the total retail
sales in USA of food, the average growth rate
is estimated at 10-15% per annum. In
Germany, retail sales of about US$1800 million
per annum has been registered. In Denmark,
sales are about 2.5% of the total, with growth
rates of 25-30% per annum. In Sweden, the
growth rate is about 30-40%, whereas in UK
with a total retail sale of US $450 million and
growth of 25-35% per annum, the share in total
retail trade is only 0.4%. Switzerland has a total
retail sale of 2% with growth rates between
25-30% per annum7.

However, whilst these sectors are
small relative to the size of their markets, they
are large in relation to most developing
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countries potential to export organic food. In
addition, many of these are growing and thus,
so are potential opportunities for developing
country exports. In several developing
countries the inherited tradition of organic
farming are an added advantage.

In many developed countries as well
as in some of the developing countries with
higher income, the sale counters of retail chains
and supermarkets have been given special
‘green status’ to promote and sell organic and
natural foods. The organic food processing
companies are being nurtured and labeled as
environmental friendly companies.

Table 1.  Organic salesin  billion $US

    Country Sales in 1997 Sales in 2000
USA 4.2 8.0
Germany 1.8 2.5
Japan 1.2 2.5
Italy 0.75 1.1
France 0.72 1.25
Great Britain 0.45 0.9
Australia N.A. 0.17
China N.A. 0.12
New Zealand N.A. 0.58
Taiwan N.A. 0.10
Philippines N.A. 0.06
Other 1.33 10.38

    Total       10.45  19.727

As is clear from the table No.1 there
was already a huge market even in 1997, which
grew fast in most developed countries as fast
as by almost 100% in just three years  i.e. 2000.
It is also a rapidly growing market all over the
world and particularly in the developed
countries, as Table 1 suggests. The future
growth too is very bright, especially as the
recent food scares relating to the products of
industrial agriculture and livestock rearing
make consumers more willing to pay more to
ensure food safety.

Multiple products and Higher Prices
The major organic products sold in

global markets include (in order of importance)
dried fruits and nuts, processed fruits and
vegetables, cocoa, spices, herbs, oil crops, and
derived products, sweeteners, dried
leguminous products, meat, dairy products,
alcoholic beverages, processed food and fruit
preparations. Non-food items include cotton,
cut flowers, animals and pot plants. Further,
organically grown food commands higher
prices, with premiums for organic products
ranging from 10 to 100 per cent.
Challenges

Thus, we see that with the tide turning
all over the world towards environment friendly
green agriculture we are left with no other
option but to join the race in order to remain
competitive and ensure sustainability in India’s
agricultural exports.

But though organically grown produce
is admittedly superior and kinder to the
environment, there are two more question
marks on its sustainability.

1 can we get an adequate amount?
2 Is it “economically viable” and

“Socially justifiable” i.e is ‘Green’
also ‘red?
The major challenges that Indian

organic farming faces are as follows:
(1) Small size of organic cropland

Table 2. Size of organic Cropland
( In Hectares/ ‘ 000 people)

  S No. Country Size of land  
1 Australia   532.13 
2 Uruguay   198.77 
3 Argentina     82.39  
4 Sweden     21.8  
5 India      0.03  

One can easily infer from the table
above that India’s per capita organic cropland
is much less as compared to other organically
developed nations. Not only in the world but in
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Asia also India’s organic cropland share is
lower than most sister countries.

Table 3. Organic cropland share
 among Asian countries

Country % cropland share
   1. Sri Lanka 0.7
   2. Azerbaijan 0.2
   3. Pakistan 0.1
   4. Japan 0.1
   5. China 0.1
   6. India < 0.05

Thus, in order to be able to reap the
advantage of its traditional organic knowledge
storehouse India needs to increase its organic
cropland share  manifold.
(2) India’s share of non-chemical farming
is subsistence farming

In order to achieve the above it is the
70% rainfed non-chemical farming that needs
to be tempered with. However, this very part
is managed by small and marginal farmers, for
their mere subsistence and there is little
knowledge as well as finance to take to
standardized organic farming.
(3) Organic input suppliers; High costs

Organic inputs though locally available
involve higher usage costs because of high
costs of coversion. The time lag between
applying organic agri-techniques and cutting a
harvest is a minimum of three years. Majority
of  traditional farmers in India who virtually
‘eat out of their farms’ cannot afford the luxury
of this “waiting.” The dire consequences of
such a step may turn ‘Suicidal’ for them as
has been the case of sugarcane and cotton
growers in the country in the past.

For traditional organic farming the
costs of organization and recognition too are
high. While healthy nature is never miserly,
nature wounded must first heal herself.
Patience is required, or sufficient biomass inputs
to hasten the restoration of soil fertility. For
most farmers, neither is easy. They have also
lost their traditional seed varieties, their
knowledge of mixed farming methods, and their

self-confidence. Consequently, while
disillusionment with chemicals is near universal,
the actual transition to the organic way is still
slow and hesitant.
(4) Question of adequacy

Land and Manure : There are
several doubts in the minds of not only farmers
but also scientists whether it is possible to
supply the minimum required nutrients to crops
only through organic sources and even if it is
possible, how are we going to mobilise that
much of organic matter. According to a
conservative estimate, around 600 to 700
million tonnes of agricultural waste is available
in the country every year but most of it is not
properly used. We must convert our ‘filth into
our focus on making these thirsty soils
sustainable.

There are several alternatives for
supply of soil nutrients from organic sources
like wormi-compost, biofertilisers etc wormi-
compost, biofertilisers etc .But there are
several constraints :

 1 The first is the lack of marketing and
distributing network. The retailers are
not interested in selling bio inputs
because their demand is low, supply is
erratic and farmers are ignorant about
bio inputs.

2 The second reason is over presence of
chemical fertilsers and pesticides, heavy
advertisement of the same and higher
margin for retailers.

3 It is rather sad to note that though India
owns one of the largest livestock
populations in the world as it accounts
for 16 per cent of the cattle population
and 57 per cent of the buffalo population,
it is unfortunate that much of the
farmlands go unmanured.

(5) High Costs of certification handling and
marketing

IFOAM, the worldwide umbrella
organisation of the organic agriculture
movement with 750 member organizations in
100 countries has official consultative status
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with the UN/CSD, FAO, UNCTAD as well
as ILO. IFOAM actively promotes organic
agriculture systems at the international level.
Through the IFOAM Basic Standards, the
Accreditation Criteria and the IFOAM
Accreditation Programme, IFOAM is ensuring
the integrity of organic production worldwide.
However , these standards differ from country
to country and high costs of certification and
inspection by foreign based agencies are
involved.
(6) Lack of assured markets

The organic sector is, on average,
under half a percent of the total agricultural
sector inmost of the countries, the exceptions
being Germany and Austria which have
between two and three per cent of their
agricultural practices as purely organic
certified. Market access thus becomes difficult
for  developing countries on account of
uncertain market demand situation, non-
uniform standards, non-uniform certification
requirements, subsidies in developed world.
(7) Uncertain and inadequate market
premiums

Price premiums for organic products
range from 10 to 100 per cent although 20
percent seems more typical. However, these
can disappear when supply increases especially
in those countries with policies to encourage
organic farming. Since initial yields with
organic farming are low, farmers need a better
price to cope with their transition. On the
consumer side, organic foods are more value
for money, and so deserve a better price,
perhaps 25 per cent more at the retail level.

As farmers increasingly produce crops
for the market to obtain income, their
immediate dependence on agricultural
biodiversity tends to diminish and they grow
fewer crops or/ and a lesser number of
varieties. Hence, commercial food production
often goes hand-in-hand with the reduction of
cultivated crop diversity.Consequently, taking
advantage of specific market trends that
explicitly help to enhance crop profitability they

overlook food security. Also,  in the absence
of proper knowledge of markets and
international requirements there is the danger
of small illiterate farmers again loosing the
game.

Indian recent experiences in this regard
support such fears:

1 Organic pepper did not obtain much
price premium

2 Only around 25% of certified organic
pepper could be sold in organic markets

3 Darjeeling tea enjoyed hefty price
premiums (over 80%) in early 90s.
However only 10 out of 20 gardens that
opted for organics made profits.

4 Organic coffee production has so far not
been a happy experience for producers
reporting both productivity losses and
uncertain markets.

(8) Food security
Large-scale production for the market

inevitably means extensive monocultures, more
prone to pest damage, soil deficiencies and crop
diseases.8 We may then be trapped into
importing stale, chemically grown, irradiated
wheat to feed our hungry people, while our
best quality organic foods are exported. It must
be acknowledged though that in our age,
financial returns are a powerful incentive for
change, we cannot overlook food security.
(9) Global Challenges; WTO

The Protection of Plant Varieties and
Farmers’ Rights (PPVFR) Act, Sanitary and
phytosanitary measures continue to be a major
barrier in diversifying exports in agriculture,
horticulture and meat products.9 In addition,
many new problems related to chemical
technologies, irrigation practices and
management have also cropped up, raising
barriers to agricultural production. Nearly 42
per cent of the crop productivity is lost due to
weeds, pests and diseases and an additional
10-30 per cent due to post harvest losses. Many
importing countries are using this as a non-price
barrier to restrict imports from India.
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(10) GMOs10 threats to sustainable
development

Genetically Modified  seeds and
chemicals are a threat to farmers survival, a
threat to consumer health and a threat to the
environment. Farmers in Punjab and Andhra
Pradesh are committing suicides because the
costly seeds and chemicals from corporations
like Monsanto/Mahyco have pushed them into
deep, unpayable debt. Monsanto’s Bt cotton
has failed across India in its first year of
commercial planting. In Khargone in Madhya
Pradesh Bt is a 100% failure and farmers are
demanding compensation. In Maharastra, the
Bt crop has failed on 30,000 hec and farmers
are asking for Rs. 500 crore compensation. In
Gujarat, in Bhavnagar, Surendranagar and
Rajkot Bt cotton has been destroyed by a heavy
infestation of bollworm, the pest for whose
control the toxin producing Bt. gene has been
engineered into cotton. The genetically
engineered Bt cotton is not a miracle, it is a
fraud on farmers. In Rajasthan, the hybrid corn
which Monsanto claims will give 20 – 50
quintals per acre is giving 1.5 to 1.7 quintals
per acre while demanding intensive water and
chemical use, aggravating the draught and
famine. Thus, complete knowledge and
selectivity is essentially required.

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS
There is no question that, as population

increases, the world will have to grow more,
but if this task is left to the rich and powerful -
big farmers and big business - then, irrespective
of how much is grown, people will become
progressively hungrier. Only a redistribution of
both land and wealth can save the world from
mass starvation. So food security should be
defined in terms of availability of food as
opposed to safety. In our country, the major
problem is the low productivity of our soils,
because of its low organic-matter content.
Even the efficiency of the uptake of fertilizer
depends on the   organic-matter content of the
soil. However, Organic Farming of today is not
traditional agriculture. The principles governing

organic farmng are more scientific than even
the principles followed in modern
agriculture.Thus, turning organic on such a
scientific scale requires a fullfledged movement
and not just piecemeal efforts.

The public sector needs to play a public
role in working with farmers to evolve farmers’
varieties of the desired crops that India grows
and needs so that our biodiversity, sustainable
agriculture and diverse food systems can be
kept alive.

We can ease the way by brushing up
our natural resource literacy, and focusing on
health rather than ballooning the economy with
more hot air. A good preparation would be to
plant food trees, of which we have hundreds
of species. Contract farming provides an ideal
vehicle to promote organic agriculture. It is for
corporates to take advantage of the emerging
business opportunities. Positive assistance for
capacity building, mutual recognition of
standards and certificates, marketing
assistance are the areas where Government
assistance is required. Middlemen traders
usually hog the larger share of the difference
between the price a farmer gets and the price
a consumer pays. Cooperative farm city links
between organic growers and buyers can at
least halve this difference.

Some golden rules for exporting
organic products should also be followed. The
products must be certified organic, the
distribution channels, whether exporter,
importer or distributor should be selected
carefully, close contacts and prompt
communication with importers need to be
established, knowledge of foreign markets
should be built up on the basis of customer
requirements when and where the product is
to be sold.  Working in collaboration with
other producers or in co-operatives may also
be advantageous to promoting R&D and in the
production of marketable quantities at economic
costs.

Organic Agriculture brings with it a
number of added benefits for example,
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improved soil fertility and water quality,
prevention of soil erosion , generation of rural
employment, etc. But to make this a reality,
developing countries , including India, need to
frame supportive policies for encouraging such
agriculture for exports as well as to enhance
food security. The most fundamental rule of
sustainability and equity being “Do not ignore
domestic markets even though exports
may yield higher premiums.”
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