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o530%0 In India, where agriculture sustains nearly 58 per cent of the population, traditional
government-led extension systems are no longer sufficient to meet the evolving needs of
2850 farmers. The emergence of pluralistic extension systems-bringing together public agencies,
&% private companies, NGOs, cooperatives, and ICT platforms-offers a more inclusive and
0525%0 responsive approach to rural development. This article explores the evolution of agricultural
& extension in India, from early state-led programs to a multi-actor framework that emphasizes
o5, collaboration, specialization, and farmer choice. With examples like the ATMA model and
&% Khordha KVK’s “People and Partnership” program, it highlights how coordinated efforts can

Cg,gg_@ expand reach, tailor support, and improve farmer resilience. However, various challenges like
&% coordination gaps, profit-oriented motives, and limited outreach to marginalized farmers.
el remain Strong public-private partnerships, inclusive training, and continuous professional
ey development as key strategies to strengthen pluralistic systems. Ultimately, India’s rural
Q0 progress depends on leveraging the strengths of all stakeholders, ensuring that every farmer
@gf regardless of scale or location—has access to timely, relevant, and reliable extension support.
g}yi Keywords: Pluralism, Extension, ATMA, Public-private partnership

&% Introduction

In India, where nearly 58% of the population rely on agriculture, empowering farmers with
knowledge, tools, and support has never been very crucial. Yet, the traditional one-size-fits-
all model of agricultural extension largely driven by the government institution is struggling
to meet the demands of a rapidly changing rural landscape. Pluralism is a collaborative vision
where various actors come together to strengthen farmers in new and inclusive ways.

The Evolution of Agricultural Extension in India

India’s formal extension journey began after independence, aiming to improve the crop yields
and rural livelihoods. Efforts like the Etawah Pilot Project in 1948, the Community
Development Programme in 1952, and the High Yielding Varieties Programme in 1966 laid
the groundwork. The iconic Training and Visit (T&V) system in the 1970s revolutionized
outreach, connecting government-trained professionals to farmers with consistent updates.
However, over time, these systems started to fray. Limited manpower, tight budgets, and
rapidly shifting farmer needs meant that public extension alone could no longer do it all. This
realization led to the idea of pluralistic extension systems, where various players—
government agencies, private companies, NGOs, cooperatives, and even media—play a role
in farmer support.

What is Pluralism in Extension?

Pluralism in agricultural extension refers to the involvement of multiple service providers—
public, private, and civil society—in delivering advisory, technical, and support services to
farmers. This isn’t just about having more hands-on deck. It’s about leveraging the unique
strengths of each actor to fill gaps, share knowledge, and offer farmers more choice and
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access. Think of it like a well-organized village fair: different stalls, different offerings, but
all focused on helping farmers grow, sustain, and market better. The existence of variety of
agencies, service providers, models and institutional arrangements catering to the
information, advisory and support service needs of the farmers (Sajesh, 2018).

Who’s Involved in the Pluralistic Ecosystem?

Pluralistic extension draws its strength from diversity:

o Government agencies like the Ministry of Agriculture, ICAR institutes, and State
Departments still lead in research, training, and large-scale policy implementation.

o Private players such as ITC (through e-Choupals), Syngenta, and Tata Kisan Kendras
offer technical support, timely inputs, and marketing assistance.

e« NGOs like BAIF, PRADAN, and MSSRF work closely with communities to deliver
grassroots education and empowerment.

e Cooperatives like AMUL and IFFCO extend both services and solidarity to their farmer
members.

e Media and ICT tools like Kisan TV, YouTube, and WhatsApp groups bring expert
insights straight to farmers’ phones.

These actors collaborate in ways that amplify impact—especially in resource-constrained or

remote areas.

Why Pluralism Matters More Than Ever

India’s extension landscape faces a unique paradox: while farmer needs are growing more
complex, the public system is shrinking. The government’s own data reveals that there is only
1 extension worker for every 1,000 farmers—an impossible ratio when we consider the
variety of crops, soils, and climate risks India faces. Furthermore, most frontline workers are
underqualified, underpaid, and overburdened. Only 20% of India's extension staff are
agriculture graduates. Meanwhile, farmers seek not only advice on crop protection but also
help with accessing credit, understanding markets, finding inputs, and adapting to climate
change. Pluralism, then, is not just a good idea—it’s a necessity.

Public vs Private: Who Does What?

A pluralistic model doesn’t mean every actor does everything. Instead, it allows them to
focus on their core strengths:

Focus on small and marginal farmers Targets commercial, resource-rich farmers
Supports sustainable practices Oriented toward profitability
Offers training and community development Offers input supply, market links
Emphasizes social equity Emphasizes business efficiency

Together, they complement each other: while private firms may not reach tribal belts, NGOs
and public workers often do. On the flip side, private players bring innovation, speed, and
efficiency that public agencies sometimes lack.

The Case for Collaboration

Take the Agricultural Technology Management Agency (ATMA) model as an example. It
actively encourages partnerships between public institutions and private or NGO actors at the
district level. ATMA’s inclusive structure—with Farmer Advisory Committees and
governing boards—aims to promote locally relevant, bottom-up extension strategies. Another
great example is the Krishi Vigyan Kendra (KVK) in Khordha, Odisha, which collaborated
with over 21 organizations under its "People and Partnership” program. As a result, it
increased its reach from 5 to all 10 blocks in the district, doubled its annual training sessions,
and tripled its investment in farmer education.

The Power of Partnership: What the Research Says

Panda and pal (2020) expressed that the block level ATMA functionaries experienced
constraints majorly on technological followed by administrative, financial and political
constraints. The lack of positive response from the farmers to adopt new technology and lack
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of training facilities for the officials to identify about the complexity of technology were the
major factors in technological constraints faced by the ATMA functionaries of Cooch Behar
district, West Bengal.

Pluralism in Action: Real Benefits

A well-functioning pluralistic extension system brings multiple benefits:

e Reach and Access: It helps cover areas and communities that public systems alone
cannot.

o Tailored Advice: Different actors bring niche knowledge, offering more relevant
solutions.

o Farmer Choice: With many options, farmers can choose what works best for them.

o Resource Optimization: Shared responsibilities mean smarter use of limited funds.

e Innovation: Private firms and NGOs often pilot new models faster than public bodies
can.

But It’s Not All Smooth Sailing...

Despite its potential, pluralism faces several challenges:

e Lack of Coordination: Agencies often work in silos, leading to duplication or
conflicting advice.

e Quality Concerns: Not all service providers are credible or farmer-friendly.

e Profit vs Purpose: Some private players may push products over farmer welfare.

« Exclusion Risks: Smallholders and remote communities can still be left out.

e Policy Gaps: India lacks a robust, unified extension policy that guides this pluralistic
approach.

These concerns highlight the need for credible leadership, clear guidelines, and inclusive

platforms to ensure everyone is pulling in the same direction.

A Vision for the Future

To craft a successful pluralistic extension future, we need to focus on a few core strategies:

1. Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs): Especially for knowledge dissemination, input
supply, and market access.

2. Community-University Linkages: To blend local knowledge with scientific expertise.

3. Inclusive Training Programs: Tailored for women, youth, and marginalized
communities.

4. Continuous Learning: Professionals across sectors must stay updated and accountable.

5. Farmer Empowerment: The goal should always be to equip farmers to make informed
decisions.

Conclusion

India’s rural transformation depends not on any single institution or actor but on the synergy
between many. A pluralistic extension system doesn’t dilute the public sector—it strengthens
it by surrounding it with allies who care just as deeply about rural progress.

For farmers, this means more support, more voices, and more pathways to prosperity. For
policymakers, it’s a reminder that the future lies not in silos but in smart, inclusive
collaboration.
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