Focusing on the smaller farms —Syed Mohammad Ali 

There is a need for global agricultural innovations to become more relevant for smallholders, and for them to be effectively adapted to local conditions. Unless this happens, international agricultural research cannot be turned into effective development on the ground

Farmers owning small pieces of land across Africa and South Asia are facing growing problems in feeding their families, and making an adequate contribution to help improve food security for almost a billion people around the world, who must confront hunger on a daily basis. 

It is clear that the lack of productive capacity of the farmers with small holdings of land cannot be addressed by continuing the status quo. The need to improve the effectiveness of the global food chain is vital so that it begins to offer smallholders the opportunity to produce more and earn more.

Smallholders, despite limited education, are skilled practitioners of agronomy. Yet they remain constrained by circumstances outside their control that prevent them from increasing their productivity. For instance, since smallholders have limited investment capacity, their ability to manage their land to maximise yields remains compromised. They also need to minimise risks, in turn compelling them to delay sowing their crops until more assured climatic conditions prevail, which often results in lowering yields. 

National governments have the power to prioritise public investment in agriculture and to build the infrastructure needed to connect smaller farmers to the broader economy. However, even governments in the developing world do not have the required clout to act across borders. The knowledge and range of technologies available to agricultural departments within most of the poorer countries is often limited. Moreover, such countries also confront varied social priorities and demands that are perpetually contending for the attention of decision makers. In effect, required agricultural investment often receives low attention in terms of planning priorities, despite the fact that farm production may be contributing a major share to the overall economy, and offering livelihood opportunities to a substantial proportion of the national workforce.

On the other hand, food retailers, manufacturers, processors and input (fertiliser or pesticides) suppliers do possess comparatively more sophisticated knowledge and technologies to help support farmers move out of subsistence into a surplus mode, even in less developed countries. But profit-driven private concerns have little incentive to do so of their own accord.

Despite these realities, it remains imperative to ensure that smallholders acquire the skills and knowledge to make choices that are right for them. There is a need for global agricultural innovations to become more relevant for smallholders, and for them to be effectively adapted to local conditions. Unless this happens, international agricultural research cannot be turned into effective development on the ground. 

Encouraging private sector entities to work with governments through public-private partnerships provides one possibility to address some of these challenges. Consider for example the experience of Malawi. Five years ago, five million of Malawi’s population relied on food aid. Then the Malawian government began subsidising farm inputs. They involved the private sector to distribute agricultural inputs across the country while monitoring the subsidies themselves. Since then, the country has produced surpluses ranging from 400,000 to 1 million metric tonnes per year, and Malawi is now a significant net food exporter.

The case of Malawi is not unique, as there are also several other instances of successful public-private sector partnerships, which can be applied in versatile forms. Some such projects are developing more nutritious varietals of cereals. Others are arranging favourable licensing agreements for proprietary technologies that allow resource constrained nations to have secure access to important genetic research on drought-tolerance maize, for example, in order to help farmers cope and adapt to climate change. Public-private partnerships can even boost livestock production or provide better veterinary or agricultural extension services, which remain a dire need for small farmers and livestock owners. 

The innovativeness and effectiveness of the private sector can be harnessed in the form of public-private partnerships to help smallholders. The notion of the private sector in this context is fairly wide as it includes small, family-based village enterprises that are in direct contact with the farmers, as well as large corporate enterprises that eventually process and distribute the produce. 

However, a word of caution is required here. Public-private partnerships do not work automatically. Building public-private partnerships will always be a challenge, requiring clear objectives and benefits for all sides. If governments remain attentive to the operative arrangements of public-private partnerships in the agricultural sector, rather than preferring to take the backseat approach, it is not difficult to help small farmers contend with otherwise daunting issues like integrated pest management and securing access to safer crop protection products.

Focusing on smallholders is imperative for our own country as well, since most of Pakistan’s rural population is made up of farmers who are smallholders. At the time of partition, Pakistan had numerous smallholder farms and a small number of very large estates. Distribution of landownership was badly skewed however, given that less than one percent of the farms consisted of more than 25 percent of the total agricultural land. Many owners of large holdings were absentee landlords, contributing little to production but extracting as much as possible from the sharecroppers who farmed the land. At the other end, about 65 percent of the farmers held some 15 percent of the farmland in holdings of about two hectares or less. Approximately 50 percent of the farmland was cultivated by tenants, including sharecroppers, most of whom had little security and few rights. An additional large number of landless rural inhabitants worked as agricultural labourers. Farm labourers and many tenants were extremely poor, uneducated, and undernourished, in sharp contrast to the wealth, status and political power of the landlord elite. 

Over time, the distribution of landholding has changed in the country, but not necessarily for the better. In fact, the distribution of the size of landholdings has changed in a direction that could raise questions for efficiency and equity. In the case of Punjab for instance, between 1972 and 2000, there has been a substantial increase in the number of small landholdings, chiefly at the expense of medium holdings. Between these dates, the proportion of small landholdings increased from 62 percent to 85 percent of total holdings while that of medium holdings dropped from 34 percent to 13 percent. The increase in the proportion of smallholders is mainly at the expense of medium-sized households. The increasing fragmentation of land ownership does not bode well for poverty alleviation and agricultural productivity.

The smallholders in Pakistan are thus also facing serious difficulties to live off the land. Some of the major problems of our own smallholders are lack of quality seeds and fertiliser, water and extension services. Therefore, the lessons learnt from international experiences, which have been highlighted above, merit close attention by those concerned with improving the agricultural productivity of our nation.

