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Transition to a bio-diverse ecological farming model: 
Supporting women farmers from Yavatmal district 

SOPPECOM has received a grant of Rs 4,95,000 for the project from Peoples Progress for India (PPI) 

in the year 2021 which would support 25 women farmers in moving towards food and nutrition 

security by using agro-ecological practices. This would contribute to the larger programme that 

SOPPECOM has been implementing since last year.  

Initially the grant was going to be used for agriculture year 2021-22. But by the time we received the 

grant in September 2021, the Kharif or the monsoon season was already underway. We had already 

provided support to women who were going to be part of the PPI project, through other COVID 

support grants we had received in March 2021. These women do not have irrigation facilities and 

cultivate pigeon pea or Tur which is 8-9 months duration crop. They do not cultivate the winter or 

Rabi crop and hence separate support for the Rabi 2021 season was not extended to the women. 

It was thus collectively agreed that the PPI grant be used in the Kharif of 2022. 

As planned support would be provided from this grant to 25 women farmers from Yavatmal district 

(in Vidarbha, and one of the districts with highest farmers’ suicide cases). This is their second year of 

participating in chemical-free, self-sufficient agriculture henceforth referred to as Swawlambi Sheti. 

The activities under this grant have already started, but before going into those details we would like 

to briefly narrate the ‘Strengthening of women farmers’ livelihood programme that SOPPECOM has 

been implementing since last year.  

About the programme  

Background 
In 2021-22 SOPPECOM in collaboration with five partner organisations, implemented a livelihood 

programme for women farmers in Maharashtra. The aim of the project was to provide support to 

small and marginal women farmers (with a special focus on women farmers from suicide affected 

households) to make a shift towards Swawlambi Sheti. The grant for the programme came from 

three different donors – Arghyam, Navnirman Nyas, and CSR of Schlumberger India Technology 

Centre Private Limited. The grants were provided as relief support to marginalise women who have 

been further affected by the pandemic, but the programme was built to use this opportunity to help 

rebuild women’s farms for long term livelihood security through a transition to a chemical-free 

mixed cropping model. Through the programme women farmers were provided agriculture inputs 

(seeds, manure), as well as trainings so they can shift half acre of their land to chemical-free, mixed 

crop cultivation. A total of 180 women farmers were part of this programme. 

The programme focused on Vidarbha and Marathwada regions, where cotton, soybean and tur are 

the dominant crops. For cultivation of cotton BT variety is used, and over the years the cost of 

cultivation of BT cotton has been increasing with no commensurate gains seen in the production.  In 

fact, production has been going down due to the pest attacks. Prices of agricultural inputs too have 

been steadily rising and single women farmers were finding it difficult to continue cultivating cotton 

navigating the many challenges posed by extreme climate events, volatility of markets etc.  

In 2020-21 these women suffered additional losses due to pandemic, followed by an untimely 

rainfall. In March 2020 when the lockdown was announced, many farmers had yet to sell their 



2 
 

produce, and were forced to sell it for a much lower price. Then later in 2020, cotton produce 

suffered huge losses due to heavy rainfall and subsequent pest attacks.  The second wave of the 

pandemic that hit the state in April 2021, and in which rural areas were severely affected, has left 

them even more vulnerable. 

At the beginning of Kharif 2021, these women were in a difficult situation with increased input costs, 

and fewer credit options. Usually they can but seeds, fertilisers and other inputs on credit, but 

around that time due to the second wave of the pandemic, and the uncertainty it caused, traders, 

vendors/ shopkeepers were not extending credit. This increased their dependency on micro finance 

companies and money lenders, advancing their vulnerability. In this situation many farmers were 

also abandoning their farms, going for wage labour instead.  

In this context this programme to support women’s livelihood which will increase their food and 

nutrition security was extremely relevant.  

After the successful implementation of the first year, we would continue this programme in 2022-23 

with about 180 women farmers from six districts. The support this year comes from four donors – 

Arghyam (balances from the previous year’s grant), CSR of Schlumberger India Technology Centre 

Private Limited, Agro Ecology Fund (AEF), and People for Progress in India (PPI). The CSR fund would 

be managed by Prakriti – organisation based in Nagpur and would support 80 women, and the other 

three grants would be managed by SOPPECOM to support 100 women farmers.  

Scope 
In 2021-22 we were able to support 184 women across six districts – Akola, Nagpur, Yavatmal, 

Parbhani, Hingoli, and Beed. This year, 176 women would be involved in the programme. Most of 

them were part of the programme last year as well, but some have dropped out, and some new 

have joined. Of these 25 women from Yavatmal district would receive support from PPI grant.  

All of these women are small or marginal land holders, and most of them practice rainfed 

agriculture. In Parbhani, Akola and Yavatmal districts, many of them are from farm suicide affected 

households. Most of the women are cultivating half acre of their land based on the proposed model.  

The Agriculture model 
Last year we partnered with Chetna Vikas - a Wardha based organisation working on organic farming 

for many years – as our knowledge partner for the programme, and implemented the Swawlambi 

Sheti model they have developed with the required context specific modifications.  

The main features of this model are as followed:  

1. No use of chemical fertilisers, weedicides and 

pesticides  

2. Planting local varieties of mixed crops – food crops 

as well as cash crops  

3. Scientific sowing of interdependent crop mix, 

organically increasing quality and productivity of soil, 

using the technique of building populations of various 

insects, macro and microorganisms which are in fact 

‘friends of the farmers’ that strengthen the crops and 

sowing high resistance seeds, consequently controlling 

pests and diseases. 

4. Local production of chemical-free fertilisers, and pesticides  



3 
 

5. Innovative methods of developing watersheds on small farms to conserve water and soil. 

We will continue with the model, and this year too would be partnering with Chetna Vikas for 

knowledge support.   

Direct support to women  

Last year through programme support for inputs – manure, and seeds – was provided to 

participating women. Manure was locally purchased from vendors and farmers.  

This year too we would be providing women with manure and seeds. But considering the learnings 

from last year – this year we are also including some necessary equipment. A set of equipment 

would be provided to a group of women, who will take turns using it. The set would include three 

equipment: a sowing machine which can be operated by two women pulling it, a cycle weeder or 

davra (equipment for weeding – especially the weeds near crop), and haat davra or a hand held 

weeder (another equipment for easy weeding). The sowing machine would be useful for women 

where they have difficulties hiring men, and/or getting the hired men do the sowing in a way that is 

appropriate for mixed crop cultivation. Similarly, the weeding machines would help them reduce 

their labour, and reduce the amount they have to pay for getting weeding done.  

 

 

 

 

The customised seed kits of local improved varieties would be procured from Chetna Vikas, like last 

year. Last year’s kit included the following seed:  

Picture 3 Sowing equipment Picture 2 Cycle davra (weeder) 

Picture 1 Hat davra (handheld weeder) 
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1 Tur  2.500 kg 

2 Mung  1.500 kg 

3 Udid 0.500 kg 

4 Moth 0.500 kg 

5 Chavali 100 gm(to be mixed with mung and Udid @ 1kg: 
25 gm) 

6 Til 50 gm (to be mixed with moth and Udid @ 1kg: 
50 gm) 

7 Rajgeera 50 gm (to be sown separately for making sapling. 
To be planted in gaps of crops). 

8 Jowar 100 gm (to be mixed with Tur @ 1 kg : 30 gm) 

9 Corn 100 gm (two lines sown in middle of field ) 

10 Border crops Ambadi, Devambadi and Boru all 100 GM's each. 

11 Vegetables At least 12-15 crops to be sown in kitchen garden 
or field as per convenience 

 

This year we would continue with these crops. But along with those some cash crops are also 

introduced this year. Most of the women are also going to cultivate soybean mixed with these food 

crops, and some women have agreed to sow one or two rows of non BT cotton on an experimental 

basis . After learning about successful experiments of last year some more women have agreed to 

cultivate turmeric and groundnut.  

Crops getting destroyed by animal attacks was a common problem last year, so this year we would 

also include material for fencing. Also last year many women lost their crop due to excessive rainfall, 

so this year we would be keeping some funds for fall back in similar case.   

Other activities  

Training and capacity building  
Along with the direct support, building capacities of women to help them make a shift towards 

Swawlambi Sheti is an important part of the programme. The trainings were conducted by Ms 

Niranjana Maru from Chetna Vikas. Last year, it had been difficult to conduct onsite trainings due to 

the pandemic. Two online trainings were conducted: one at the beginning of the season for 

understanding the principles of this model, and learning sowing techniques. And one was conducted 

later in the year for seed preservation. In between some field visits and local trainings were also 

conducted by respective organisations. At the end of the programme a sharing and learning 

workshop was also organised in Pune.on24-25 February 2022. At this meeting, women farmers 

shared their successes and failures in the programme. Many of the single women faced problems 

linked to animal attacks or neigbouring farmers, disrupting the women’s farms, stealing the local 

improved varieties of seed etc. Women also shared that for the small farm plots that they were 

cultivating they required equipment that was suitable to the plots. 

It was thus decided that in the next phase support would be raised for women farmers to introduce 

gender friendly drudgery reducing equipment for ploughing and weeding. 



5 
 

This year we are planning to conduct physical trainings with representative groups of women – as it 

is not possible to accommodate all 173 women in a single training. These women would then take 

the responsibility to explain what they learned to other women farmers.  

Field visits by the agriculture expert  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Last year Ms Niranjana Maru from Chetna Vikas conducted field visits to both sites to gauge how the 

programme is being implemented. She observed sample fields from both sites, as well as conducted 

meetings with women. These field visits helped us understand how much the women had 

understood of the model from the online trainings. For example, it was observed during a field visit, 

that while women had understood the need for multi cropping, the principle behind interchanging 

lines of different crops was not fully grasped by many women. That was a drawback of the online 

trainings. So these field visits were used as an opportunity to explain these things again to women. 

Also the field visits helped Ms Maru to give specific suggestions for crops based on the type of soil, 

location of lands etc.  

This year too we would be conducting this exercise.  

Survey  
Documentation of this experiment was an important part of this programme. Coordinators have 

been keeping regular updates from women on their progress. Information was also collected from 

women through three round of the surveys – at the beginning, post sowing and end of the project. 

We would continue the process this year as well, especially now that we are moving beyond COVID-

19 support, we would be doing a more thorough and rigorous documentation this year.  

Achievements from the last year 
In the various online and physical meetings held in the period after the harvest of 2021 Kharif, 

women shared their happiness in being able to share the produce with their families, especially that 

they were able to share the produce with their maternal families. They also said that the 

consumption of vegetables increased for the family, but they themselves also consumed the 

vegetables and the pulses. 

Women from Yavatmal shared their story around the turmeric crop. There were a lot of myths 

around the cultivation of turmeric by women. Menstruating women, it is believed are not allowed to 

cultivate turmeric as the crop is used for various auspicious occasions. However, Madhuritai from 

Yavatmal decided to take the risk and bust the myth around this. Women farmers grew the crop and 

also got a bumper harvest with their 3-4 saplings. A reporter from the Hindu business line did the 

story which can be read here  

Several such experiences were shared by women and will be documented as case studies. 

about:blank
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A detailed survey was done of all the participant women to capture the learnings from the one-year 

experiment. The survey primarily included data on crops cultivated, the problems faced by women 

during cultivation, the different practices used and production from different crops. The survey data 

is being still analysed as there were several discrepancies in the data that had to be corrected. 

A separate report for the survey data would be shared later. 

Knowledge building  
Through the programme so far, women have gained critical knowledge about Swawlambi Sheti . 

They have understood the importance of this type of farming, and grasped the basic principles. They 

have acquired new techniques – like sowing, and making pesticides – necessary for this farming. 

With trial and error, they are gradually learning the best practices of ecological farming. With the 

diverse varieties of crops, they cultivated, many women got introduced to new crops as well as were 

reintroduced to some that they had not cultivated in a generation. Continuous dialogue with 

coordinators and our agriculture expert helped them clarify some misconceptions. E.g. women from 

Yavatmal were earlier reluctant to cultivate turmeric, as it is believed that menstruating women 

cannot tend to it. But after the training, many women left this superstition behind, and successfully 

cultivated turmeric for the first time.  

Building collectives of women farmers  
Through this larger programme we were able to support women farmers across six districts. Events 

and meetings were organised twice in the year so women farmers from different districts can 

interact with each other. This was an important experience, as everyone could learn from each 

other. E.g. a group of women from Hingoli district shared how they have set up a Self-help group 

(SHG), and through that have purchased pair of bullocks to help them in the sowing season. This was 

an inspiring case story for women from other regions.  

This is the first step towards building a collective of women farmers practicing agro ecology. In the 

coming years these women would become champions of the programme, and would motivate other 

women to join.  

Current activities 
As mentioned earlier we are continuing this programme with 173 women this year. At the moment 

of writing this note, women have been identified. A rigorous process had been applied for selection 

where physical district level meetings were conducted to discuss about the programme with women. 

First training of representative women has been completed at Chetna Vikas on 6-7 May 2022.  
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Training on soil management, soil conservation works, crop planning, non pest management 

techniques, local water management, seed storage and treatment, use of gender friendly tools etc 

was done in the training. 

Order for seeds has been placed, and women are in 

the process of organising manure from their villages. 

A meeting of district coordinators was conducted on 

27-28 May 2022.  

 

 

The main objective of the meeting was to provide an overview of the livelihood programme, locate it 

in the broader context of climate change and rapid commercialisation of agriculture, loss of 

livelihoods and increased dependence on markets for agricultural inputs. Detailed discussion on 

rigorous documentation was also done at the meeting of the co-ordinators. Women farmers have 

been given calendars to mark their activities on a daily basis. These include sowing, weeding, 

harvesting etc. They are also expected to document any unusual developments, or changes or 

modifications to the cropping plan and practices. 

At present sowing activities are in full swing. In some of the districts there has been unusually high 

rainfall as a result of which women farmers are now re sowing on their plots.  

  


