Lecture Series on Natural Farming

1. Sustainable Agroecological Systems by Dr Bruno Dorin on 18 November 2020 
The Agriculture Vertical organized a virtual lecture by Dr Bruno Dorin—Senior Researcher and Head, Economics and Development, Centre De Sciences Humaines—on “Sustainable Agroecological Systems” on 18 November 2020. Chaired by NITI Aayog Vice Chairman Dr Rajiv Kumar, the lecture was attended by 71 participants—including Prof. Ramesh Chand, NITI Aayog Member (Agriculture) and Additional Secretary Dr Rakesh Sarwal; State Agriculture Secretaries; Deputy Director Generals, ICAR; and representatives of FAO, Scientists from State Agriculture Universities, and KVK officials involved in scaling-up of natural farming. 
Excerpts (paraphrased) from Dr Dorin’s lecture:

Started in October 2018 by RySS, CIRAD, and FAO-India, ‘AgroEco2050’ is a project focused on Andhra Pradesh, with the objective to develop a comprehensive and credible scenario of full-scale natural farming/agroecology in the state and contribute to state, national and international debate and research on the subject.  

Theories on ‘modern economic growth’ and ‘structural transformation’ hold that in the long run we will all converge to the same level of income, that is, unconditional convergence in labour productivity—inspired by economist Arthur Lewis’s model, which aims to represent interrelated structural change between subsistence/traditional/agricultural sector and capitalist/modern/formal sector. 
All OECD countries are now in a world that Prof. Peter Timmer of Harvard University depicted as a ‘World without Agriculture (WWA)’, where the share of the sector in employment and GDP is 3% or less. This leads to three questions: 
(1) How did these countries reach such a WWA? 
(2) Is it so desirable? 
(3) Can all countries migrate to this WWA? 

Western Europe managed to reach this stage as its farmers migrated to the Americas; post the two world wars; and thanks to labour-intensive growth in non-farm sectors, easy and cheap urbanization, easy access to oil and chemistry, and a massive support to industrial agriculture. 

However, a world without agriculture is not very desirable—as it is hugely dependent on fossil fuel energy, and is characterized by the corporatization of farms, an oligopoly of input suppliers, and erosion of biodiversity, soil, water, and air resources. There are also evidence for unbalanced diet, junk food, obesity and cancer.
All countries must not strive to reach this stage, as per question 3—if they do, it will be at much higher economic, human, and environmental costs than the OECD countries paid.

In industrial agriculture, labour productivity can be increased through two ways: 
1) Intensification ‘in industrial inputs to get higher yields per hectare (land productivity), and 
2) Economies of scale ‘through motorization/robotization to crop more land per farmer (enlargement of farms). 
In OECD countries, labour productivity was increased with fewer but larger farms. In India, due to an increase in the workforce and ‘jobless growth’, the only option was to increase crop yield, inputs, and subsidies of industrial agriculture. 
India is in a ‘Lewis Trap’, as many other Asian countries, since the 1960s. Simulations till 2050 (or even the year 2100) show India can hardly escape from this trap, or it can only at the cost of a mega-slum-urbanization ever undertaken in human history, and without convergence with agricultural labour productivity of OECD countries. Due to increasing automation, industry is now able to absorb labour less than it did a few decades ago. There are limited prospects of higher yields with modern industrial inputs (declining marginal productivity). Also, international markets are now driven by the power of few large corporations.
Dr Dorin then went on to discuss a new paradigm for Indian agriculture—to convert small-scale farming into comparative advantage. Land and farm labour productivities can be increased not through few large mono productions (rice, wheat, sugarcane, and others) with costly industrial inputs (seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, fossil energies, and others), but through context-specific agro-ecosystems boosting biological synergies, below and above ground, amongst numerous plant and animal species. 
This is how Dr Dorin defined agroecology, and this is what is happening in Andhra Pradesh with “community-managed natural farming”. In the long run, this kind of agriculture is likely to be: 
1) More productive per unit of land, 
2) More resilient to climatic or economic shocks,
3) More labour intensive than capital intensive and more profitable for farmers, if commodities of higher quality and ecosystem services of local and global importance are equitably priced on local and international markets—such as safe water, biodiversity pools, soil fertility, nutrient recycling, pollination, disease and flood control, climate mitigation and adaptation, etc. 
Already, many citizens and consumers in India and around the globe are ready to pay for such environmental and social services, and Indian small agroecological farms could be the most efficient to deliver them. 
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