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Foreword 
COVID-19 and its aftermath have 
created a unique set of conditions. 
Smallholder farmers are at the 
cusp of this crisis – both in terms of 
impact on poverty and maintaining 
regular food supply chains. 

Seeing widespread disruption 
of informal value chains, we 
wondered how Farmer Producer 
Organisations, a very small 
institutional route available for 
smallholder farmers, were doing?  
We decided to undertake a quick 
dipstick study on challenges and 
opportunities to support farmers 
through these institutions.

We contacted 92 FPOs spread 
across 30 districts of 8 states 
engaged in activities related 
to 21 value chains. The report 

captures findings, insights and 
recommendations emanating from 
these conversations. The data 
is captured as reported through 
phone.

We find that while the factors were 
the same, the degree of business 
impact varies by intensity and its 
likely longevity. FPOs are playing 
many different roles, prompted 
by their members, adapting to 
emerging opportunities. We 
identify enabling factors that 
supported their decision making. 
This study reveals the range of 
leadership actions taken by farmer 
organisations, in response to an 
unprecedented global disaster. 

Working with FPOs does not 
provide a full solution for agrarian 

Working with FPOs 
does not provide 
a full solution for 
agrarian distress 
unleashed by 
COVID-19, but it 
does show a way 
of mitigating this 
for the future.



distress unleashed by COVID-19,  
but it does show a way of 
mitigating this for the future. It also 
shows how community institutions, 
FPOs included, need to be part of 
a disaster preparedness strategy 
as they serve many critical roles in 
challenging circumstances.  

We believe that the core issues 
around functioning of FPOs still 
remain and are structural in nature. 
We also believe however that this 
difficulty may be an opportunity  
for the FPOs to Go Viral.

Article can be found on the Reuters website:
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-

india-food/indian-farmers-feed-strawberries-to-cattle-

as-lockdown-hits-transport-idUSKBN21K0ST

The COVID-19 infection trajectory used for 
representational purposes on the Cover page was 
created from data (as of April 15, 2020) on the 
following website: https://www.visualcapitalist.com/

infection-trajectory-flattening-the-covid19-curve/  



Going 
Viral 

FPO (Krishi Pratishthan Agro Farmer Producer Company Limited ) selling their 
produce in nearby location when markets were closed
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2020 is nothing like what anybody imagined. While a 
flu pandemic was a looming possibility, its coming and 
efforts at arresting its advancing, have created wide and 
pervasive disruption at the social and institutional level. 
To manage the spread of COVID-19, India announced a 
total national lockdown starting March 24, 2020. 
This was in the middle of the Rabi harvest affecting 
non-perishables such as Maize, Wheat and Pulses. It was 
a time where specific fruit crops such as oranges and 
watermelon come into harvest, while preparatory work 
for mango starts. For vegetable growers, this was mostly 
time of harvest, while new sowing was also taking place.  

While clarifications were given subsequently on excluding 
essential activities including agriculture, there was 
uncertainty leading to paralysis, the impact of which will 
be revealed over time. Agriculture is a unique industry 
to put under “lockdown” or “exemption”. Production itself 
is subject to seasonality, thus it is difficult to reboot at 
will. Labour, finance, storage, logistics provide a mesh of 
factors that need to be assured for continued operation. 
Value chains are interlinked to possibly create dominoes 
effect. This does not factor in farmer and market 
sentiment on risk taking in uncertainty.  

This is an unfolding crisis. A further extension has been 
announced until May 3, with some opening in non-

Setting the context

Going 
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Sunita Waghmare, Director, Navi Umed Farmer Producer Company 
Limited, supervises pulse trade during lock down
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affected areas post April 20. Trajectory of the virus and 
the uncertainties that it throws up create a unique and 
challenging environment, for everyone. 

Smallholder farmers are caught in the cross currents, 
with high vulnerability, limited access to information 
and support. They are at the cusp of poverty eradication 
and food production. 85% of Indian farmers are 
smallholders, they produce almost 52% of our cereals 
and 70% of vegetables. Supporting smallholder farmers 
navigate this crisis thus is important both for agriculture 
and for poverty alleviation. 

“Building resilience is a duty for all if we are to reap the 
benefits of global interdependence”1. One of the ways of 
building this resilience is farmer producer organisations 
(FPOs). Recent budget announced Rs 7,000 crores 
support towards strengthening and formation of  
10,000 FPOs. 

The informal nature of the agriculture supply chain is 
one of the reasons contributing to its disruption. Farmer 
organisations are one formal channel that has the 
potential for ameliorating the impact for its constituent 
segment. There is certain complementarity of objectives 
of FPOs and market players driving the sustainability of 
the association between them. This complementarity 

1  http://www.fao.org/2019-ncov/q-and-a/impact-on-food-and-agriculture/en/

gets enhanced in times of distress.
This sets the context to the purpose of the study,  
which is two-fold. 

•  To understand the impact of COVID-19 on business 
operations of FPOs, identify mitigation measures for 
agriculture and these collectives in the short/medium 
term 

•  Understand the role played by FPOs with a view to 
inform the future policies in case of preparedness for 
such larger economy wide shocks

It is important to also note, that the role of formal 
channels, at a national level, including those of FPOs. This 
ranges from lowest of 0.8% in turmeric to the highest 
of 8% in mango. We also know numerous issues of 
institutional capacity plague these institutions. Therefore, 
working with FPOs does not provide a full solution for 
agrarian distress unleashed by COVID-19. This study 
explores extent to which FPOs may be able to mitigate 
some of this distress in the short term and/or build 
preparedness for future system wide shocks.



Spread of the Study

Approach and 
Methodology
This study builds on an earlier nationwide 
exhaustive study of 750 FPOs and 45 value 
chains undertaken by us. The broad design 
was done after dialogue with ten FPOs. 92 
FPOs spread across 48 districts in India 
participated and shared their responses, 
guided by a questionnaire. We use for 
analysis data from 67 FPOs. These FPOs 
had two business cycles. In some cases, 
information was not completely available 
with the respondent, due to lockdown. 

Discussions were held with 8 corporate 
institutions who have strategic interest in 
farmer institutions across fruit processing, 
poultry, agri processing, FMCG and those  
in fruit and vegetable and food retail.  
A snapshot of the FPOs and the insights 
generated from interaction with them are 
summarized here.
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Commodity Wise FPO Figures 
Some FPOs deal in more than one commodity

92 Total FPO Surveyed

48  No. of Districts

67 taken for data analysis

8 Discussion with 
Corporate Institution
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About the FPO

21% FPOs had turnover  
more than 100 Lakhs

828  
Average Membership 
across FPO

46% of sample had 
membership below 500 

130 Lakhs 
Average Turnover in 
FY 2018-19

COVID-19 response

Members reached out to 
71% FPOs

48 FPOs took intiatives for 
member awareness on COVID-19

24 FPOs  
distributed groceries and food  
to vulnerable communities

56% FPOs 
reported labour returning 
to their villages

20%  
saw them as a resource for  
the FPO or for agriculture
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Issues across FPOs
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Business impact and response

11 out 18 FPOs  
dealing with vegetables reported losses with 
an average reduction of 35% in sales over 
last year.

4 out 67 FPO  
cases, district administration proactively 
reached out to FPOs during lockdown

67%  
FPOs business highly 
impacted

6% FPOs  
reached out to members 
to not sell in distress

49% FPOs 
mentioned shortage 
of finance

28 (41%) FPOs took  
proactive responses to  
counter business risk
 6



11/18 FPOs dealing with vegetables reported an average 
reduction in turnover to the extent of 35% over last 
year. Their loss is decimating and immediate. 

 Within this segment, prolonged impact of the 
lockdown will be felt by those who are connected with 
distant markets, even export markets, such as chilly. 
Uncertainty around global markets hinders short term 
action. 

 Poultry, while only cursorily looked at in the report,  
is one such industry, deeply affected by the myths  
on its linkage with the virus. While this has brought  
the industry to a grinding halt, its cascading impact  
on soyabean and maize will unfold based on actions  
taken now.  
 
This is also true of those dealing with fruits. Rough 
estimates suggest that 50% of horticultural produce 
which was due harvest during the lockdown time got 
wasted and rest 50% was sold at 40% of usual rates, 
or even lower. 

Business impact 

67% of the FPOs mentioned 
their line of business was highly 
impacted due to lockdown. 

As can be expected, the impact 
varies in intensity and longevity. 
While for some the shock itself 
was decimating, most remain 
vulnerable in the aftermath of the 
disruption, with the continuing 
environment of uncertainty. 

41% (28) FPOs actually took up a 
proactive response to COVID-19 to 
counter business risk.

Where impact is  
Immediate and Intense
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For those working in non-perishables, procurement 
activities were delayed not entirely disrupted. 5/67 
(6%) FPOs reached out to members to not sell in 
distress. The lockdown places new challenges before 
them because the familiar pattern of doing small sales 
and rotating their funds will no longer be possible. 

FPOs are required to often compete with traders 
during procurement. Procurement involves rotation of 
available capital multiple times during the season. Post 
lockdown, the expected rush of commodity to market 
and an overall liquidity crunch, would restrict their 
ability to rotate available capital efficiently. Traders,  
on the other hand, are better placed to manage sudden 
increase in volume of business, supported by credit 
lines from banks or buyers. 

This puts these FPOs in a vulnerable position, 
particularly with respect to competing with traditional 
trade channels. This in turn would limit their ability to 
offer a better value proposition for their members.

A third category is of those who are not impacted 
immediately but remain highly vulnerable. An example 
of this is mango. While the harvest season is almost 
one month away, contracts are being negotiated 
over the phone. But there will be need for packaging 
material, cartons, crates which may hamper sales if 
not addressed. 

Another example is of Maize. While current disturbance 
has caused a delay in the procurement season, if 
the poultry industry does not revive or labour is not 
available for its processing plants, demand may go 
down for maize. This may bring significant losses for 
players dealing in the commodity. Price of maize has 
already dropped from Rs.17/- to Rs.12/- per Kg in last 
few days.

Delays but  
Highly Vulnerable

Difficulties  
On the Horizon
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Core  
reasons  
contributing 
to this  
impact 

The most significant 
reasons contributing 
to this impact were 
similar for both 
those in perishable 
and non-perishable 
commodities. 

Reduced market demand
Lockdown resulted in fewer buyers with lesser demand. This depressed 
the prices across the board during the time of lockdown. With limited to 
no actual trading happening during the lockdown period it is difficult to 
derive its impact on prices from empirical evidence. This impact was  
more pronounced in geographies that are completely dependent on 
private trade. 

Two FPOs which participated in our survey from Nabarangpur district in Odisha 

deal in maize. Maize business in Nabarangpur is entirely with 2 to 3 large traders. 

There is marginal role of private mandis helping farmers to dispose their produce. 

The largely tribal farmers have limited holding capacity and are resorting to 

distress selling of produce to the agents of above-mentioned large traders.  

With minimal transactions in local market as well as all the trading centers,  

there is no efficient price discovery for the produce. Added to all these is the 

market uncertainty. All these are giving impression of a depressed market 

conditions to farmers. This leads to opportunity for agents of traders to buy  

at exploitative prices.

9



The Surya Sai Farmers Producer Company Limited based out 

of Krishna district, mentioned difficulties in availing finance 

from banks during the lockdown period. Though banks are 

open they are supporting emergency transactions around 

deposits and withdrawals and new loan sanctioning or credit 

servicing related work is not being undertaken at the bank.

Vegetable FPOs usually have weekly orders which they 

receive from their buyers. During lockdown, despite demand 

for produce from the consumption centres, they couldn’t 

organise for the transport. Vegetable FPOs suffered huge 

losses. Due to the transport challenges, Anadi Farmer 

Producer Company couldn’t not sell its produce to regular 

buyers. Its members sold some quantities in the local 

market, but major portion of the produce couldn’t be sold 

and farmers fed it to cattle.

Shortage of finance 
Of the surveyed FPOs, 49% mentioned shortage 
of finance as one reason for the impact. Even in 
geographies which extended support to farmers 
during the lockdown, timely availability of finance  
for agricultural activities has been a challenge. 
Several FPOs mentioned that since traders were 
unable to avail credit facilities, their purchases from 
markets and FPOs were significantly hampered. 

Logistics breakdown
Another challenge, as has been widely talked 
about, has been that of breakdown in logistics and 
transportation of commodity. Even if FPOs could 
manage aggregating produce they found challenges  
in transporting to market or to clients.
 

10



Shramajivi Nagpuri Santra Utpadak Company Ltd., 
Amravati was set up in 2015. 

Horticultural crops like Oranges are more exposed to 
losses due to sudden shocks like lockdown. One major 
reason for this is more than 95% of the produce moves 
through informal channels, which in turn depend on 
traditional, non climate-controlled logistics. Any disruption 
to this logistic network creates losses for all stakeholders. 

Based out of Warud Block, Amravati District of 
Maharashtra with 367 orange grower farmers as 
shareholders, the Shramajivi Nagpuri Santra Utpadak 
Company,  would normally trade oranges  with big 
traders. The general procurement price for Oranges has 
been between Rs. 20-25 per Kg.  Farmers were suffering 
heavy losses due to unseasonal rain in March, which was 
followed by lockdown. This led to the prices of oranges 
to dip by more than 60 % to almost Rs. 10 per Kg. Since 
Mandi was closed, farmers were in distress to sell to 

Case Study
Shramajivi Nagpuri Santra 
Utpadak Company Ltd.
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traders outside Mandi. The price could not cover their 
cost. Further, oranges are time sensitive for harvesting. 
With plunged prices, difficulty in availability of labour 
and absence of transportation, farmers were looking  
at their season severely impacted.  

The Board of Directors with active engagement from 
the MLA and support from the district administration, 
first took permission for local labour to work on farms 
by issuing passes for them. It raised orders from 
Bangalore and a vehicle with a movement permit was 
mobilized to transport the goods to get a fair price 
of about Rs 20-22 per kg. An Emergency Helpline 
Number was set up at the office of the MLA and the 
district administration. The FPO also managed to tie 
up for processing at Nanded with Citrus International. 
Overall, 6 trucks with 54 MT of oranges were sent to 

these corporates. The coordination and support from 
the Maharashtra State Agricultural Marketing Board 
(MSAMB) and District Collector Amravati helped in 
ensuring the market linkages.

The case of orange is an interesting one that illustrates 
the power of coming together of corporate interest 
and farmer voice. Citrus International also reached out, 
to the local MLA and District Administration to make 
orange exempt from lockdown. The Company secured 
letters authorising them to open and process produce 
which was supplied by the FPO. They bought process 
grade orange from farmers at the rate of Rs 12/Kg 
which is a very good rate for that quality of produce. 
The initiative by the FPO helped get the required 
approvals to make this happen. 

This effort could not eliminate all losses but did 
provide some cushion to farmers. Back of envelop 
estimate is that only 25% of the orange made it to the 
market. This was despite the fact that the best quality 
A and B grade was sold as table grade and the lower 
grade was sold to processing companies, as is advised. 
The process of provision of this support by the FPO has 
increased its credibility with its members, benefits of 
which will be seen in the future.

12



Food Distribution by Azamgarh Agro Producer Co. Ltd.

Located deep into Basgit village of Azamgarh district, 

with membership of 800, the FPO had several businesses 

including Mango, Wheat and Fertilizer sales. All the services 

and activities in the village, including wheat harvesting, had 

been stopped, logistics were not available, and people are 

given strict guidelines of social distancing. Daily wagers were 

worst effected due to lack of employment.

The Azamgarh Agro Producer Co. Ltd. members organized 

a pool of grocery and essential items, called as, “Kissan 

Ann Bank”. It provided these necessary articles to daily 

wage workers, disabled, widows and invalids, struggling 

with availability of food. A total of eleven items have been 

distributed by the FPO members, since April 1, 2020, keeping 

social distancing for the safety of people involved .  

The Azamgarh Agro Producer Co. Ltd. members organized a pool 
of grocery and essential items41% (28) FPOs took a proactive response to 

COVID-19 to counter business risk. 

48 FPOs mentioned running awareness 
programs including digital communication, 
pamphlet distribution and street plays. 
 
They communicated regarding the prevention 
measures from COVID-19. They explained the 
need for social distancing.  

Some undertook distribution of masks (5), 
Cash advance to members (2) and reaching 
out to vulnerable communities within their 
areas (24).

It is also evident that FPOs are not a  
go-to institution in the mind of the local 
administration. In only 4/67 cases, district 
administration proactively reached out to 
FPOs in the initial time of the lockdown,  
3 of them were in one district. 

Proactive  
COVID-19 response
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Roles played by FPO
28/67 FPOs reported their members reached out to them when the lockdown was announced. The range of 
actions taken show the kind of roles that the FPOs play in such system wide disruption, and their interaction with 
other stakeholders. These are summarized below with illustrations.

1. Facilitation role for agriculture operations
FPOs provided voice to the problems of farmer 
members and worked to find a solution. They 
undertook distribution of fertilizers and making 
available tractors and harvesters to member farmers 
during lockdown. In 9 cases in our survey, either FPO 
sourced permission letters or engaged on behalf of 
farmers with establishment.  Social distancing and 
limited hours of operation made access to essential 
services difficult for member farmers, particularly 
those living at a distance. FPOs aggregated demand 
of inputs of their members and organized last mile 
delivery at the village level. Three FPOs supported 
members at farm operations by facilitating farm 
marchinery such as such as harvester and tractor. 

The 650 membered Krishi Prathisthan Producer Company 

Limited does business in Oranges, Mangoes and Pigeon 

Pea, close to Aurangabad. Their business turnover has 

increased from 27 lakh to 60 lakh over the last year. Ongoing 

pigeon pea procurement was severely impacted, when 

the lockdown was announced. However, the FPO managed 

to run the business smoothly by using their warehouse, 

existing market linkages and digital technology. Farmers are 

given specific slots to bring their produce at the warehouse 

for procurement, to maintain social distancing and avoid 

crowding. The payment for the procured pigeon pea is 

credited to the farmer’s account within a week.  

The FPO collaborated with MAHAFPC for market linkage and 

did Rs.27.0 Lakh rupees business amid lockdown.  

14



 Member farmers of Navyog Keshan Producer Co. Ltd., 

Lucknow, couldn’t secure pesticide for the last spray on 

Mango. These pests, usually thrips create skin damage 

which creates maximum economic damage for the fruits. 

Input shops were allowed to be opened only from 5 AM 

to 10 AM by local authorities, making it very challenging for 

farmers to access. FPO took requirement from member 

farmers and helped in procuring and supplying pesticide 

during times of lockdown.

Field drying of Jowar and packaging machine at Krishi Prathisthan Producer Company Limited 
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2. Safety net that cushions the impact  
FPO donned several roles from last mile connectivity to supply of cooking 
gas and distribution of relief during times of crisis. They were also a source of 
cash based on transaction history of members with them. Two FPOs reported 
making advance to farmers against their standing crops. They also enabled 
new local markets within their membership – enabling produce of some of the 
members reaching some others who were consumers. 

Ambhora Tribal Women Farmer Producer Company Ltd. represents over 1200 Tribal 

Women of Devri Taluka of Gondia district in Maharashtra and deals with Non-Timber 

Forest Produce (NTFP) and Paddy. The FPO was on a growth path with turnover at 

Rs 35 lakh, double over the previous year.  With the setting in of the lockdown, their 

procurement business was affected directly. The households need groceries and 

essential items, more so, because most were unprepared due to the short notice for 

the lockdown. The FPO has a strong network among households, which they put to 

use. Based on orders from their members on phone, they delivered groceries and 

poultry products. The local administration was supportive in running their business. 

The FPO has clocked sales of about Rs 4 lakhs during lock down so far with these 

home delivery services. 
Safe home delivery of grocery by 
Ambhora Tribal Women Farmer 
Producer Company Ltd. 
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The Krushimauli Farmer Producer Co. Ltd, in Washim district 

of Maharashtra has over 300 members, and is into seed 

production business for Soybean, Chana and Wheat. It has 

its own seed processing unit. Seed production is a seasonal 

business running alternately with the main crop cycle. It is 

not only crucial for the sustainability of the involved farmers 

but also for the availability of seed to all the farmers in 

the next sowing seasons. In the lockdown, seed processing 

unit is currently closed. Kharif seed supply for Soybean and 

Chana are going to be impacted due to the crucial timing. 

The FPO has members who grow seasonal vegetables. With 

markets being closed, farmers had to throw their produce. 

The FPO also noticed local demand for vegetables and 

initiated direct supplies to local households. It became the 

connecting link between supply and demand for vegetables. 

They used WhatsApp for receiving orders and supplying 

vegetables to households. They developed a linkage with 

a trader at Washim for vegetable supplies, resulting in 

business of over  Rs. 1 lakh so far.

17



During times like lockdown, despite all efforts from government, there 
is always room for confusion and lack of information. In an environment 
looming with uncertainty and anxiety, FPOs present a vehicle for providing 
credible advice to farmers. In majority of the surveyed cases members 
tried reaching out to FPO during period of lockdown. In four cases, FPOs 
in Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh and Gujarat have called and advised their 
farmer members not to resort to distress selling and assured buying support 
immediately once the lockdown was over. 

In Andhra Pradesh, the state government announced procurement of commodities 

by adhering to social distancing norms.  Under this arrangement, farmers were given 

tokens to schedule delivery of their produce to government procurement centres. 

Surya Sai Farmers Producer Company, Krishna informed and advised their members 

about the token system and further suggested them not to resort to distress selling.

Price discovery in local markets was challenging during lockdown since transactions 

were not happening in mandis. Navi Umed Farmer Producer Company based out of 

Wardha kept communicating prices to members as updated from Hinganghat mandi 

which is 50 km away. This helped build take informed decisions on whether to hold or 

sell their produce.

3. Providing credible information

18



Enabling factors that support initiative 
FPOs playing these roles were adaptive, responding to emerging situations 
and taking leadership in connecting, influencing and getting the task done.The 
following factors seemed to support their being able to take these initiatives.

                 Support of district administration in 
facilitating mobility made a very big 
difference to the FPO and their member 
farmers.  In this a good example has 
been from Andhra Pradesh in supporting 
farmer organisations maintain normalcy, 
particularly in facilitating movement of 
goods. 
  

        FPOs that had effective existing linkages 
with networks or existing clients, could 
insulate themselves from some of the 
downsides of this disruption. These existing 
relationships helped them in the following 
ways:   

 a.  Flexibility in movement of goods: FPOs linked 
to MAHAFPC in MH. MHAFPC which is a nodal 
agency for procurement for NAFED, had maximum 
procurement centers and FPOs in most cases have 
procurement center closer to their location. This 
solved transportation issue for FPOs. 

 b.  Access to government support in case of distress: 
Three FPOs surveyed in Maharashtra said they 
expect reduced impact since they have already 
alerted members to keep the produce with them to 
be supplied to NAFED once lockdown is lifted.  

c.  Access to information that reduces uncertainty:  
Two FPOs who are connected to large traders 
mentioned that they have been advised by 

2

1
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the traders that there shouldn’t be 
any concern and trader will start 
procurement once the transportation 
issues are resolved.  

d.  Enable access to new markets: There 
are four examples of FPOs accessing 
non-traditional markets, where they 
could not have gone themselves. In 
three cases FPOs have started selling 
vegetables in nearby markets and in one 
case an FPO has executed transaction 
with MAHAFPC for the first time.

 FPOs with direct market access could 
benefit where traditional and mainstream 
supply chains were disrupted. Six FPOs 
that had forward linkages of  processing 
and branding of their produce either could 
retain their business or in some rare cases 
like that of Aranya Agro Producer Company 
of Gujarat increased their business during 
the lockdown.  

         Higher expectation from membership, 
does seem to act as a trigger for 
responsiveness by the FPO. 65% of those 
FPOs whose members approached them, 
undertook mitigation activities. This was 
29% for those, whose members decided 
not to approach the FPO. It also appears 
that connect with members enabled 
responsive interventions by the FPO such 
as supply of daily consumption goods to 
their members.  

                  Better performing FPOs have also reached 
out with a proactive COVID-19 response 
to the community including working 
with vulnerable households. Of those 
responding to vulnerable communities, 
60% had reported an upswing in their 
business operations over last year. It 
appears that these institutions when 
vibrant take leadership in difficult 
circumstances.

3
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FPOs dealing with maize in Andhra Pradesh reported a 7% increase in 
their sales turnover. Those in Odisha in Nabarangpur on the other hand 
reported an almost 65% drop. This highlights how enabling connect with 
market and with members, together with state support can help FPOs 
mitigate market shocks. 

Nabarangpur district is the largest producer of Maize in Odisha.  Maize is 
cultivated in 0.69 Lakh Ha in the district which is 35% of the total maize 
area of the state. 1.5 lakh growers produce 1.92 Lakh MT which is 28.5% 
of the total production in state. Almost entire quantity of Maize moves out 
of the district to the neighbouring states of Andhra Pradesh, West Bengal 
and Chhattisgarh. There are no major processors in the district. Six to eight 
large traders  procure lions share i.e. 75% of the total production from the 
district. Regulated market (Mandi) is new with negligible transactions. 

As per the information received in the survey, based on the historical price 
trends for maize during April-May, the FPO including its members had 
retained a reasonable quantity in expectation of a price upside.  But during 
lockdown, price plunged and many sold the commodity to agents of local 
exploitative traders.

 In Odisha, the relatively new FPO set up in 2018, is in a fledgling state and 
the market  has been mostly monopolistic. The impact of the lockdown on 
maize has been comparatively severe vis-à-vis other FPOs where market 
has competition and  FPOs has existing links with buyers.

Role that FPO can 
play in mitigating 

distress: the 
curious case of 

maize
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An opportunity missed?
Over 10 crore rural poor are in cities, many of moved 
home with the announcement of the lockdown. Their 
difficulties in absence of transport and information on 
keeping themselves and their families safe have been 
widely reported. While 56% (39) FPOs reported labour 
returning to their villages, they only 8/39 (20%) saw 
this labour as a resource for the FPO or for agriculture. 
This was also an opportunity for member education 
on managing returning members, which has been the 
subject of much difficulty in the country.
  

Use of digital technology
This is also a good opportunity to see specific use 
case instances of digital technology. WhatsApp and 
helplines/phone are two major tools used by FPOs and 
their members. 36 out of 48 FPOs, who took up any 
initiative to educate members on COVID-19 also used 
WhatsApp for their activities. 
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The next few months will be rife with 
uncertainty. With extension of the 
lockdown and more dynamic decision 
making based on emerging situations 
with respect to spread of COVID-19, 
the government policy will attempt 
balancing health and livelihoods, FPOs 
and other community institutions can 
be a key partner in the response. 

In this section we summarise our 
insights and recommendations, 
generated from what we heard. It has 
ideas for those working  with FPOs and 
FPOs themselves, to help equip FPOs 
to deal with the present situation while 
helping build resilience. 

FUTURE
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1.  Smoothening supply of inputs is key for ‘normalcy’ 
in the coming season. Many FPOs do not store 
pesticides since they are harassed often by 
authorities for not following the rules as per the 
Pesticide Act. Large MNCs  are also reluctant to 
partner with farmer organisations. An enabling 
policy would be to encourage certain percentage of 
dealers of all input companies to be FPOs or farmer 
collectives, Further, for short period rules could 
be waived off allowing FPOs to sell and distribute 
pesticides and fertilizers subject to implementation 
of adequate safety measures. Farmer organisations 
with certain turnover/membership may be 
allowed to deal in input supply without additional 
certification. This is also an opportunity for building 
entrepreneurship. Large scale, online capacity 
building can be done linked with such specific 
opportunities. Industry association can build capacity 
of FPOs to handle such inputs. 

2.  FPOs traditionally rotated their capital doing as 
many as 3 to 4 turns in a season. Using capital of 
Rs. 50-70 lakhs to do business worth Rs. 2.5-3.0 
crores. With the current situation, this will not be 
possible because of higher quantity that will need 
to be procured due to concurrent arrivals. It will 
be very challenging for formal agencies to bridge 
this requirement. NBFCs registered with RBI under 
post-harvest, with interest support can make their 
offering at par with formal institutions. 

     As per feedback from banking sources there is going 
to be rush for credit with formal banking sources. 
Also, with the increased risk atmosphere, there can 
be delays and rejections of loan applications of FPOs. 
This need can be filled in by financial institutions 
such as Non-Banking Financial Companies, 
by providing credit lines to FPOs. This can be 
accelerated with provision of First Loss Guarantees 
from interested impact financing agencies and other 
development actors. 
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3.  Under normal market conditions, storage 
contributes 10-15% additional return for the 
farmer. In current environment of uncertainty 
around market access, storage would not only 
ensure preservation of value but would also 
provide better returns when sold at an appropriate 
time in future. Encouragement for storage linked 
with warehouse receipt finance may be crucial 
during this time. Newer storage technologies that 
enable grain storage closer to the farmgate could 
alleviate farmer distress. Flexible hermetic storage 
technology may be a viable solution2. As of now 
hermetic solutions are not widely adapted due to 
very high insurance costs and lack of funding. The 
offtake will take a huge fillip if banks begin to fund 
against these and insurance companies insure them 
at warehouse insuring costs.

     Chilly and spice farmers are faced with uncertainty 
on global supply chains. This uncertainty if bridged 
will provide support for the farmers. In commodities 
where there is uncertainty of future prices, since 
they are connected to global market prices, example 
Chilies, farmer is unsure of storing the produce in 
cold storage. Cold storage charges are Rs 200/Bag 
for the season. Farmer fears risk of not recovering 

the cost of storing in cold storage in event of a 
price crash. A storage cost risk guarantee program 
can give confidence to farmer. The guarantor can 
undertake to pay part cost of storing produce in the 
event of price falling below certain pre- agreed level.

  

4.  Facilitation of linkages with corporates: There is a 
latent demand from corporate buyers to buy from 
FPOs due to disruption of traditional channels. 
However, FPOs in the past have legacy issues of 
meeting quality and timeliness commitments. 
This is an opportunity for specific facilitation of 
such linkages, which will assure quality. The wide 
acceptance of video conferencing as a technology 
in today’s environment opens the opportunity for 
regular interaction platform with market players 
and FPOs so that a strong association develops 
which can be leveraged during such shocks 
impacting market demand. 

5.  A number of experiences have emerged where 
Self Help Groups and farmer organisations 
have collaborated with district administration to 
bridge the gap between producer farmer and city 

2 For the past five years, several on field trials have been conducted for storing a range of non-perishable commodity at farm gate itself. These are large hermetic bags in 
which commodity can be kept safe for more than a year. Not only that commodity remains completely safe from insect infestation, hermetic storage also slows fungal growth. 25



based consumers. Farmer markets are set up in 
many areas. Vehicles facilitated by the district 
administration, while maintaining social distancing 
and other health requirements have been running 
regularly to local towns. This is essential for support 
to vegetable producers. However, this leaves out 
those commercial producers  whose production 
outstrips  local demand. Overarching solutions here 
are more difficult to find and will need the farmer 
organisations to actively seek measures, including 
seeking linkages with more distant markets. 

6.  There is a breakdown of logistics. Many circulars 
have been issued regarding this including setting up 
of a helpline at the Ministry of Agriculture. A clear 
standing protocol for transport of movement and 
easy generation of e-pass for agriculture vehicles 
or farmers, as has been made in Andhra Pradesh, 
can facilitate this process. Also, prior credible 
information on local daily markets, their timings 
and traders who are operating, widely shared with 
vegetable growers reduces uncertainty of where 
to sell. Price discovery mechanisms through digital 
applications can be actively encouraged during this 
period. 

7.  As of now it is not a level playing field for FPOs vis 
a vis traders. FPOs do not have scale advantage 
of traders with respect to logistics cost, cost for 
consumables like gunny bags or labour cost. 
Government should take steps to bridge these by 
making transactions with FPOs  cess free. 

8.  FPOs have effectively supported reaching out to 
their members with awareness on COVID-19. The 
district administration can reach out to these FPOs 
when such linkages are to be facilitated, for last 
mile connect. Where essential services are open 
only for limited time, FPOs can be collaborated with 
to aggregate their member demand and handle 
decentralised distribution.  

9.  FPOs serve as a mechanism for credible 
communication to their members. This is shown by 
the 71% of FPOs mentioning that their members 
reached out to them. The large use of WhatsApp 
shows the potential of the FPO to reach out to its 
member communities, also a vulnerability. With 
the large presence of fake news, those who are 
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working with FPOs can set up 
a digital platform for sharing 
credible information across FPO 
channels. This could have helped 
counter information such as the 
misinformation around eating 
eggs and chicken which has led to 
devastating impact on the poultry 
industry in the aftermath of 
COVID-19. 

10.  While doing this, we have to 
remind ourselves of the severe 
organisational and capacity gaps 
in farmer organisations. This is 
an opportunity to provide specific 
output based support to FPOs, 
with clear targeted investments 
in capacity enhancement. The 
package of short term output 
based support should include: a) 
linkages with local administration; 
b) linkages with specific buyers 
and; c) facilitation support that 
makes this possible; d) intensified 
membership recruitment drive

Continuing risks
While these are opportunities, there are a set of clear risks, which 
can have a widespread impact on farmer organisations and 
farmers.  

Shortage of Labour is a serious issue in processing plants for non-
perishables- oilseeds, grains and pulses. In the absence of these 
processing plants, the demand for perishables is likely to drop, 
leading to farmer distress. Similarly, packaging material is another 
ancillary requirement for horticulture crops, which may impact 
perishables, fruits in particular. 

Poultry is an important industry that besides supporting 10 lakh 
poultry farmers, also supports maize and soyabean value chains. 
Urgent coordination with the poultry industry to dispel wrong 
notions created in consumer minds connecting chicken with the 
virus is essential. Similar to the situation of bird flu in 2006, an 
industry wide stimulus may be needed to revive this sector. 

While we did not look in detail at seed production, it appears 
that this is another area of potentially cascading impact. Seed 
production is followed by commercial cycle. Inability to process 
or hold seed, may lead to reduced stock and thus impact future 
seasons, for smallholder farmers.  
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This study was undertaken by us on behalf of the FPO ecosystem. Please quote and use it as you find useful. 
If you are working with FPOs or know of any who are responding with some courageous solutions in this 
crisis, we would love to hear from you. Do connect with us at shenoy.mathew@aryacma.co.in

Packing underway at V Kota Mutually aided Farmer Producer cooperative 
in Chittoor. They transported 35 MT of tomatoes for processing during the 
lockdown period 
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