
Family Farming
in South Asia

The South Asia region consisting of eight countries 
(Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, 
Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka), matters to the world in 
terms of population, market and economy. It is home 
to 1.7 billion people, or 24% of the global population, 
with the largest youth labor force in the world. Of this, 
65% of the population resides in rural areas, majority 
are smallholder family farmers adopting integrated
farming system consisting of agriculture, livestock, 
forestry, fisheries (FAO and IFAD, 2019).

Family farmers in South Asia produce at least 70% of 
the foods in the region with women putting in as much 
from 60-98% of farm work. Yet, while South Asia is the
second fastest growing region economically in the 
world, it is home to 216 million people living below the 
international poverty line of US $1.90/day, and 14.9% 
of the people suffer from undernourishment in the 
region. Poverty in South Asia has a rural face. In this 
region, family farmers encounter challenges, especially 
low productivity, inadequate access to natural 
resources, production inputs (including affordable 
quality seeds and fertilizers, appropriate technologies, 
financial services, infrastructures) and markets. Other 
important constraints and hurdles comprise weak 
involvement of family farmers in decision making and 
governance processes in the value chains, as well as 
the impacts of climate change and social and political 
conflicts. On top of that, 50% of the unemployed in 
the region are youth who are less and less attracted 
by agriculture despite its potential for jobs creation. 
Lastly, the COVID19 pandemic is further exacerbating 
poverty and hunger; worldwide an estimated 130 
million more people will
go into chronic hunger and poverty by end of 2020 
(FAO,2020).

South Asia stands at a crossroad in its development. 
The SAARC region represents 24% of world 
population, making it the region with the highest 
population density.
Around 67% of its population live in rural areas and 
are primarily dependent on agriculture, fisheries and 
forestry for a living. Within this, 80% of women are 
engaged in
farm work. Family farmers produce 70% of the food 
in the region; still, 66% of the world’s poor live in rural 
South Asia. The region has high food and nutrition 
insecurity and increased vulnerability to climate 
change and other shocks.

UNDFF in Action
The SAARC Agriculture Centre (SAC), with 
co-organizers Asian Farmers Association for 
Sustainable Rural Development (AFA), and the 
International Cooperative Alliance-Asia Pacific 
(ICA-AP), and with technical assistance from the 
UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 
organized the “Regional Consultation meeting on 
the UN Decade of Family Farming: Formulating 
Strategies and Action Plan to Strengthen 
Smallholder Family Farmers in South Asia”. The 
event aimed at formulating a Regional Action 
Plan that defines the key priorities, strategies 
and actions to implement the UNDFF in South 
Asia and that will facilitate and promote national 
action plans through inclusive multi-stakeholder 
processes. During this meeting, government 
officials presented the
situation of family farming in their country, as 
well as on-going efforts to develop a national 
action plan for the UNDFF, key priorities in terms 
of policies, actions and studies that need to be 
undertaken at the regional level, and which will 
be further supported through a SAARC Regional 
Action Plan anchored to the UNDFF Global
Action Plan.

In line with the pillars of the Global Action Plan, 
the main objectives of the SAARC Regional Action 
Plan are:

• Develop a framework for collecting, processing 
and analysis of data set to guide SAARC 
Member States (SMS) for promoting FF.

• Ensure meaningful, coherent and effective 
political commitment and societal 
engagement.

• Promote Farmers’ Right to strengthen family 
farmers for sustainable, inclusive and resilient 
agriculture and food systems.

• Capacity development programs on technical 
skills for young family farmers and their 
organizations provided.

• Support the enactment/ amendment of national 
policies and programs that will result in:
• full engagement of women in agri-food 

supply chains;
• participation in the decision-making process;
• leadership roles (beyond the numbers) 

ownership management; and
• enhanced access to social rights, education, 

health, and social protection for women.
• Policy on future smart foods (FSF) value chains 

(e.g. Neglected &amp; underutilized species 
(NUS) crops, trees, livestock, fishery).

• Policy on subsidized credit supply for value chain 
&amp; marketing of native products.

• Incentivize family farmers’ access to sustainable 
and locally adaptab le technologies.

• Increase the availability of smallholder-friendly, 
nutrition sensitive, climate-smart / climate 
resilient technologies and agroecological 
practices.    

In the SAARC region, currently Nepal is the only 
country that has adopted a National Action 
Plan, while for Bangladesh the process is in 
development and India is at earlier stages of the 
process towards the NAP.
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Useful links

Member states in South Asia have committed to the 
achievement of Agenda 2030 or the Sustainable 
Development Goals, especially the goals of ending 
hunger and poverty  in the region. Family farming holds 
a strong potential to achieve the goals of ending
hunger and poverty. The United Nations has declared 
2019-2028 as the UN Decade of Family Farming. The 
Decade’s theme, “Feeding the World, Caring for the 
Earth,” captures the ideas that family farmers are about 
more than production, they are also about stewardship 
— stewardship of the soil, seeds, biodiversity and 
human-animal interactions that make up a family farm. 
Furthermore, the UN Secretary General has called for 
a Food Systems Summit in 2021. These two global 
processes, heightened by the COVID 19 pandemic, 
present tremendous opportunities for South Asia to 
build back better, harnessing the potentials of its 1 
Billion farmers to contribute to transforming agriculture 
into more sustainable, just, nutritious, greener and more 
resilient food systems that ensure improvement of 
their livelihoods, well-being and prosperity towards the 
achievement of the SDGs.

ComDev Asia

UN Decade of Family Farming

Afghanistan: National Comprehensive Agriculture 
Priority Program Framework.

Bangladesh: National Agriculture Policy 2018 and 
National Rural Cooperative Policy 2001.

India: Multi-state Cooperatives Act 2002, National 
Policy on Cooperatives, National Mission on Sustainable 

Agriculture, National Agroforestry Policy 2014, and 
National Initiative for Climate Resilient Agriculture.

Nepal: National Cooperative Policy 2017, Agriculture 
Development Strategy 2014 (2015-2035), National 

Agriculture Policy 2004, Agribusiness Promotion Policy 
2006, and National Tea Policy 2000.

Sri Lanka: National Agriculture Policy (2007),  
National Land Use Policy (2007), National Livestock 
Policy (2006), National Fisheries and Aquaculture 

Policy (2018), National Policy and Strategy on 
Cleaner Production for the Agriculture Sector (2012), 

Trade Policy (2017), National Policy on Sustainable 
Consumption and Production (2018), National 

Rainwater Harvesting (RWH) Policy and Strategies 
(2005), National Seed Policy (1996) 

Bhutan: Food and Nutrition Security Policy of the 
Kingdom of Bhutan 2014, Economic Development 

Policy 2016, National Irrigation Policy 2012,Land Act 
of Bhutan 2007, Livestock Act of Bhutan 2001, Seed 

Act of Bhutan 2000, National Framework for Organic 
Farming in Bhutan 2006, Land rules and regulations 

of the Kingdom of Bhutan 2007, Land Lease Rules and 
Regulations 2018, Seed rules and regulations of Bhutan 

2018, Guidelines for Farm Road Development 2019, 
DoA 12 FYP 2018-2023

United Nations Decade of Family Farming 2019-2028, 
Regional Action Plan to Implement the UNDFF and 

Achieve the SDGs in South Asia:
http://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/cb5030en
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http://comdevasia.org/
http://www.fao.org/3/ca4672en/ca4672en.pdf
http://policymof.gov.af/home/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Comprehensive-Agricultural-Development-Program-NPP.pdf
http://policymof.gov.af/home/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Comprehensive-Agricultural-Development-Program-NPP.pdf
https://bangladeshbiosafety.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/National-Agricullture-Policy_2018_English.pdf
https://rdcd.portal.gov.bd/sites/default/files/files/rdcd.portal.gov.bd/policies/1b246ad9_1a74_4041_8573_6e671d858310/NRD.pdf.pdf
https://mscs.dac.gov.in/Guidelines/GuidelineAct2002.pdf
https://www.mscs.dac.gov.in/Form/NatPolicy02.pdf
https://www.mscs.dac.gov.in/Form/NatPolicy02.pdf
https://nmsa.dac.gov.in/
https://nmsa.dac.gov.in/
https://storage.googleapis.com/cclow-staging/btquga7psxy7nzd0v64cqbmxsw0p?GoogleAccessId=laws-and-pathways-staging%40soy-truth-247515.iam.gserviceaccount.com&Expires=1626949644&Signature=sAvoGqFiaLQ%2Fwg8uA7WTkj9%2BIgD7CrN2xP9zhlbeVnZOYaVm17tdXrtx3h3zTZoMC%2BW29ju90SddRSmgPB2EZO3%2FPmi6K0KGslUhLBsG0i%2FsXFHslng3q%2FIJooIsL3a4moGdCIK%2BnUgeze5gNAufyUEJidxvCN6FTppSy42XJDDkkXX0AML%2BzPl08h5AU1DTL%2B2E86YtRBsr300HexTVsSrAcm8jhz60DeEZ0EEt0BiZTd4jT2dYBuz4uXGIbyqZuhDlSEEamjU0KvNvVGOZ66Zpgpfs6ppJ%2BvUQ%2FPQ9x%2FT6skNk4oVBZV4hGvAbULlQyas5phDU0XQZt0vXit9fTA%3D%3D&response-content-disposition=inline%3B+filename%3D%222014_National+Agroforestry+Policy.pdf%22%3B+filename%2A%3DUTF-8%27%272014_National%2520Agroforestry%2520Policy.pdf&response-content-type=application%2Fpdf
https://krishi.icar.gov.in/jspui/bitstream/123456789/22392/1/brochure.pdf
http://www.ncdb.org.np/page.php?id=54
http://nnfsp.gov.np/PortalContent.aspx?Doctype=Resources&ID=325
http://nnfsp.gov.np/PortalContent.aspx?Doctype=Resources&ID=325
http://www.investnepal.gov.np/portal/index.php?p1=download&f=cmVzb3VyY2VfYzQyZTY4NDBhMmMyYjgucGRmOjpOYXRpb25hbCBBZ3JpY3VsdHVyYWwgUG9saWN5LnBkZg==
http://www.investnepal.gov.np/portal/index.php?p1=download&f=cmVzb3VyY2VfYzQyZTY4NDBhMmMyYjgucGRmOjpOYXRpb25hbCBBZ3JpY3VsdHVyYWwgUG9saWN5LnBkZg==
https://www.infodev.org/sites/default/files/promoting_agribusiness_innovation_in_nepal_-_full_study.pdf
https://www.infodev.org/sites/default/files/promoting_agribusiness_innovation_in_nepal_-_full_study.pdf
https://www.teacoffee.gov.np/oldsite/public/images/pdf-11545813388.pdf
http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/srl169600.pdf
https://luppd.gov.lk/images/content_image/downloads/pdf/national_land_use_policy.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/bc260e/bc260e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/bc260e/bc260e.pdf
https://www.parliament.lk/uploads/documents/paperspresented/annual-report-national-aquaculture-development-authority-2018.pdf
https://www.parliament.lk/uploads/documents/paperspresented/annual-report-national-aquaculture-development-authority-2018.pdf
http://lk.chm-cbd.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/national-policy-and-strategy-on-cleaner-production-for-agriculture-sector.pdf
http://lk.chm-cbd.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/national-policy-and-strategy-on-cleaner-production-for-agriculture-sector.pdf
http://ioes18.wildapricot.org/resources/common/MoDSIT-Natinal%20Trade%20Policy%20(Draft)_24%2002%202017.pdf
https://www.switch-asia.eu/resource/national-policy-on-sustainable-consumption-production-for-sri-lanka/
https://www.switch-asia.eu/resource/national-policy-on-sustainable-consumption-production-for-sri-lanka/
https://www.switch-asia.eu/resource/national-policy-on-sustainable-consumption-production-for-sri-lanka/
https://www.switch-asia.eu/resource/national-policy-on-sustainable-consumption-production-for-sri-lanka/
https://www.switch-asia.eu/resource/national-policy-on-sustainable-consumption-production-for-sri-lanka/
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/contract_farming/presentations/Contract_farming_of_seed_in_Sri_Lanka.pdf
https://extranet.who.int/nutrition/gina/sites/default/filesstore/BTN_FNS_Policy_2014.pdf
https://extranet.who.int/nutrition/gina/sites/default/filesstore/BTN_FNS_Policy_2014.pdf
https://www.moea.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Economic-Development-Policy-2016.pdf
https://www.moea.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Economic-Development-Policy-2016.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwi_udqHoYLyAhVV82EKHUGYDuwQFjABegQIBhAD&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.moaf.gov.bt%2Fdownload%2FIrrigation-Cross_Case_Assessment.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3soxqfpXP3hHAMoLak_Uxz
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwi_udqHoYLyAhVV82EKHUGYDuwQFjABegQIBhAD&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.moaf.gov.bt%2Fdownload%2FIrrigation-Cross_Case_Assessment.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3soxqfpXP3hHAMoLak_Uxz
http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/bhu36260.pdf
http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/bhu36254.pdf
http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/bhu36254.pdf
http://www.fao.org/faolex/results/details/en/c/LEX-FAOC167577/
http://www.fao.org/faolex/results/details/en/c/LEX-FAOC167577/
https://www.nlcs.gov.bt/?page_id=24
https://www.nlcs.gov.bt/?page_id=24
https://www.nlcs.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Land-Lease-Rules-and-Regulations.pdf
https://www.nlcs.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Land-Lease-Rules-and-Regulations.pdf
http://www.bafra.gov.bt/legislations/seed-rules-and-regulations-of-bhutan-2018/
http://www.bafra.gov.bt/legislations/seed-rules-and-regulations-of-bhutan-2018/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwj89L7LooLyAhXGA94KHZu6DDEQFjAAegQIBxAD&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.moaf.gov.bt%2Fdownload%2FStatisitcs%2FDepartment-of-Agriculture%2FGuidelines-For-Farm-Road-Development_Revision-2019.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1eBs2R9EfrnG86eiGoB4Cr
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwj18szfooLyAhV8QPUHHb8bC5EQFjABegQIBhAD&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.moaf.gov.bt%2Fdownload%2FFive%2520Year%2520Plans%2F12th-FYP.pdf&usg=AOvVaw20xmPmt7exgcFzF_rRDKd_
http://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/cb5030en

