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Abstract

While farmers participation in agricultural innovation has been well recognized the institutional mechanisms that could strengthen innovations for effective poverty reduction and change have received lesser attention. These require different system architectures than many of the existing systems of agricultural research and extension that are primarily input intensive. This paper explores the rapid spread of two agricultural innovations in India in recent times – Non Pesticidal Management (NPM) and the System of Rice Intensification (SRI) that have addressed the complexity of change in knowledge intensive systems. The spectacular spread of NPM in the state of Andhra Pradesh – 0.5 million acres covering involving 200,000 farmers in less than three years on the one hand presents interesting insights on the nature of collaboration between civil society organizations and the state. On the other it demonstrates the need for agricultural research agencies to pro-actively seek sources of knowledge and collaboration outside the formal research systems – civil society in particular. Knowledge dialogues with groups that often challenge linear understandings of innovation and can actually lead to newer insights especially on promotional policies for rainfed farming that include revisiting extension systems. The success of NPM is also based on strategic alliances with organizations of the poor at several levels and shows that if the system architecture is based on good knowledge flows among diverse actors the system can respond to and influence public policies  even at times of severe farming crises.
The paper extends some of the insights in NPM with the modest success in a more recent innovation – SRI. Unlike NPM, the system architecture in SRI is still evolving and is perhaps facing the same challenges of legitimacy of alternate knowledge though in a shorter time span. With evidence of yields on farmers’ fields being often higher than laboratories SRI has been mired in scientific controversies. The paper explores the challenges of poverty reduction through contrasting experiences in SRI uptake in the various states of India. Open and complex systems of innovation such as SRI are unpredictable with actors accessing knowledge and rooting the system in diverse ways across India and elsewhere. Field evidence indicates increased technical competence in some states of India though lesser poverty focus vis-à-vis a greater poverty focus and larger uptake in other states. This indicates that the relation between agricultural innovation and poverty reduction that has often been assumed actually needs pro-active efforts from research, extension agencies and civil society organisations in collaboration with resource poor farmers. Learning alliances have emerged as new institutional mechanisms with promise to further knowledge dialogues and enable greater synergy in functioning among diverse actors that comprise an agricultural innovation. The paper shares some insights on this through some ongoing initiatives and explores some policy insights through the case studies. Experiences from a collaborative policy dialogue on rainfed farming and a national symposium on SRI would be provided and challenges of incorporating knowledge intensive inputs in ongoing policies such as the National Food Security Mission is discussed.
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