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Blog 8: May 2013 

 

Skilling the farm sector – Need for a focused approach 
  
The focus of skill development in India by default is oriented towards industry and 
micro enterprises. Skill development in the farm sector is yet to receive due attention in 
the skill development efforts of the Government. A shift towards skilling the farm sector 
is long overdue, argues Dr .R. M. Prasad. 
  

 During 2008, India witnessed two draft national policies, namely, the National Policy on Skills 

Development (May 2008) and the National Employment Policy (August 2008). Subsequently, the final 
version of the National Skill Development Policy was published in March 2009. Another important draft 
report related to skill development “Skill formation and employment assurance in the unorganised 
sector” was also published during 2008 by the National Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganised 
Sector (NCEUS). Skill development of farmers and farm labourers is not recognised as a priority in all 
these documents, though half of the workforce in India continues to depend on agriculture.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

National Policy on Skills Development 
  
Farmer and Farm Labourers are not considered as an important category for skill development in the 
Preamble and Vision of the National Skill Development System in India as depicted in this policy 
document. It appears that these categories do not fall in the ambit of skills development as per the 
framers of this national policy. However, to justify the stand that they are not completely excluded (to 
take care of inclusive development), under Chapter 5 “Skills Development for the Unorganised Sector”, a 
passing mention about the farmers in relation to target group is made. 
  

Box 1: Skill Development: Meaning and Focus 
The objective of Skill Development is to create a workforce empowered with the necessary and 
continuously upgraded skills, knowledge and internationally recognized qualifications to gain access 
to decent employment and ensure India’s competitiveness in the dynamic global market. It aims at 
increasing the productivity and employability of workforce (wage and self-employed) both in the 
organized and the unorganized sectors. It seeks increased participation of youth, women, disabled 
and other disadvantaged sections and to synergize efforts of various sectors and reform the present 
system with the enhanced capability to adapt to changing technologies and labour market demands 
(http://www.skilldevelopment.gov.in/focus) 

http://www.skilldevelopment.gov.in/focus
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Acute shortage of trained coconut palm climbers for harvesting and plant protection activities has been 

disrupting harvesting cycles and causing loss of income to the growers.  The KVK, Central Plantation 
Crops Research Institute has been training unemployed youth on “machine aided coconut climbing” as 

part of the “Friends of Coconut Tree   "a programme sponsored by the Coconut Development Board. 
   
  
Under skills development for self employment, the policy mentions that “A large part of unorganised 
sector workers are engaged in informal entrepreneurship. Wage employment opportunities being limited 
and occasional, skill development for entrepreneurship is a priority. However, training should be a part of 
a larger package of inputs- finance, technology, market information and access, and other support 
services. Accordingly, priority will be given to entrepreneurship skills development for the unorganised 
sector and provision of complementary inputs for success. Institutes for entrepreneurship development, 
technology incubation centres and such other institutional arrangements will be invoked and utilized to 
support successful adoption of entrepreneurship by unorganised sector workers.” Here also, it is quite 
disappointing to observe that farmers and farm labourers are not considered vital segments for skill 
development, as the policy is silent on the strategies for these prominent target groups. 
  
Under ‘Expansion of Outreach, Equity and Access’ (Chapter 3), it is mentioned that “for undertaking 
massive expansion in capacity, besides current established approaches, innovative delivery models will be 
explored such as public private partnership, decentralized delivery, distance learning and computerized 
vocational training”. Though mention about Apprenticeship Training Scheme for the industrial sector is 
made, any effort about reaching to farming community for skill development is not evident. In the 
approach to deliverables, under delivery of skills, it would have been appropriate to mention about the 
need for skilling the farmers and farm labourers. A national policy on skills development cannot be 
comprehensive and complete without considered inclusion of the farmers and farm labourers. 

 National Employment Policy 

  
 The context in which the National Employment Policy is mooted iner alia covers the following: 
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 Over half of the workforce continues to depend on agriculture, even though it accounts for less than a 
fifth of the total GDP. This implies a vast gap in incomes and productivity between agriculture and 
non-agriculture sectors. This is mainly due to inadequate growth of productive employment 
opportunities outside agriculture. 

 An overwhelming majority of workers are currently employed in the unorganised sector where most 
of the new jobs are also created. In addition, most new jobs that are being created in the organized 
sector are informal in nature. These jobs are mostly characterized by low earnings, poor conditions of 
work and lack of social protection and organisation. 

 A large number of workers, whether wage employed or self-employed earn below poverty line 
incomes and are ‘working poor’. 

  
Though the context is properly described, well thought out strategies for enhancing the skill of farmers 

in undertaking farming as a business are not indicated. In the context of shortage of farm labour, the 
need for imparting skills to farm labourers and organising them by way of Labour Banks as done 

successfully in some pockets of Kerala, could have been a viable and workable strategy. However, the 
policy is silent on such vital issues. 
  
  

 
Paddy transplantation through a machine requires specialised training to farmers to prepare nurseries. 

Operating these machines also need training. The Kerala Agricultural University has organised skill 
trainings for farm women and members of SHGs and women are trained to operate farm machinery 

including transplanters. These women are also part of labour banks providing mechanisation support to 
farmers. 

  
The employment policy also recognises skill development as an important component of active labour 
market policies of the Government and addresses the issue in relation to three aspects, viz., matching 
training with demand, standards and certification and linkage with education system and other 
programmes. The important policy statements are: 
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 Labour market information systems will be set up adequately to annually assess the labour 
market requirements, identify labour-intensive high-growth sectors, so that skills development 
can be planned and delivered accordingly to meet the demands. 

 The focus on skill training and development will fall on the informal or unorganised sector of the 
workforce. Appropriate programmes and schemes will be developed and introduced throughout 
the country to meet the requirements of such workers.  

 Greater involvement of industry in various initiatives is crucial. To ensure greater involvement and 
interaction, existing and successful models will be assessed and their replication with appropriate 
adaptations will be taken up. 

 Skill training and development will be made an important component of public programmes and 
schemes especially those focused on a large number of beneficiaries such as the National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Programme, National Rural Health Mission, Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, 
Integrated Child Development Service (ICDS)  and Mid-Day Meal Programme. 

  
Here also, there is no focused and sharp policy instrument prescribed for skill formation in the farm 
sector, thereby implying that agriculture as a sector is not viewed seriously for skill formation as in the 
case of industry and micro enterprises.  
  
Draft Report of National Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector (NCEUS) on “Skill 
formation and Employment Assurance in the Unorganised Sector” 
  
Though the report is more comprehensive, here also the neglect of the farm sector is quite evident. On 
the basis of the Commission’s focus on the unorganised sector and the perceived need to view skill 
development a little differently (given the preponderance of this sector in the Indian economy), the 
Commission has laid out a detailed strategy and set of recommendations for revamping, expanding and 

reorienting the existing skill development system in India. It envisions “the setting up of a system that 
lays out clear guidelines and a coherent organizational framework for the country as a whole, while 
focusing on decentralized, representative and need based delivery systems at the local level”.  However, 
there is no mention about the role of Krishi Vigyan Kendras (KVKs) which is one of the key players in the 
existing skill development system for agriculture in India. 
   

 
With more area coming under polyhouse farming, there is an increasing  

demand for training in high-tech protected farming. 
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 The Commission is of the view that “all entrants in the labour force must be equipped with a minimum 
level of education which must be gradually extended to secondary level. However, simultaneously efforts 
have to be made to provide these workers with skill training through modular courses so that a 
significant part of the labour force can be imbued with formal marketable skills within a reasonable 
period of time. Unless this is done, this workforce will not be able to move on a trajectory of higher 
productivity and higher incomes, with deleterious consequences for the development of the economy as 
a whole”. Providing skill training through modular courses is a welcome suggestion. Here also, it is 
observed that out of the 340 Modular Employable Skill (MES) courses approved by National Council for 
Vocational Training (NCVT), only less than 10 per cent are found to be related to agriculture. In this 
itself, majority are related to repairs and maintenance of farm equipments and machinery, and do not 
cover skill sets related to production and post production farm technologies. 
  

Skill Development in 12th Plan 
 
A presentation on “Employment and Skill development in the 12th Plan” by the Planning Commission, 
Govt of India highlights the action plan envisaged for the 12th plan period. The action plan gives thrust 
on manufacturing sector to bring in supportive policies to incentivise labour intensive manufacturing 
sectors such as textiles and garments, leather and footwear, food processing, gems and jewellery to 
generate more employment. The action plan also focuses on expanding employment in services like IT, 
tourism, trade and transport. However, agriculture as a sector for skill development does not figure in 
the action plan.  
  
Box 2: National Skills Development Corporation (NSDC) 
Skills and knowledge are the driving forces of economic growth and social development of a country. In 
rapidly growing economies like India with a vast and ever-increasing population, the problem is two-
fold. On one hand, there is a severe paucity of highly-trained, quality labour, while on the other; large 
sections of the population possess little or no job skills. In his Budget speech (2008-09), the Finance 
Minister announced the formation of the National Skill Development Corporation. The NSDC was set up 
as part of a national skill development mission to fulfill the growing need in India for skilled manpower 
across sectors and narrow the existing gap between the demand and supply of skills. NSDC aims to 
contribute significantly (about 30 per cent) to the overall target of skilling / upskilling 500 million people 
in India by 2022, mainly by fostering private sector initiatives in skill development programmes and 
providing funding.  The National Skill Development Policy mandates that NSDC would set up Sectoral 
Skill Councils (SSCs) to fulfill the roles and responsibilities as laid down by NSDC.(http://nsdcindia.org/) 
  
The UK India Education and Research Initiative (UKIERI) had established 16 Sector Skill Councils (SSCs), of 
which Agriculture Sector Skill Council is one among them. Whereas some of the SSCs like leather sector, 
electronics sector and IT sector have definite action plans prepared based on skill gap analysis, such an 
approach is not evident in the agriculture sector. It is seen that crop management and agricultural 
information management are two important focus segments of the in Agriculture Sector Skill Council 
(ASCI), which are very well taken care of by the various training providers in the agricultural system.  
 

  

http://nsdcindia.org/
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                    Shortage of labour is acutely felt for tapping rubber, which is a skilled operation.  
                   The Rubber Board and the   Rubber Skill Development Centre (RSDC) have recently  
                  signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) to facilitate collaboration in skill  
                            development activities for the Natural Rubber (plantation) subsector.   
   
The ASCI was formally set up in September 2012 as affiliate body of National Skill Development 
Corporation However, it has a long way to go in identifying and addressing the existing skills gaps and 
meeting the emerging needs and demands of the farming scenario. It also lacks focus on skill 
development related to managing a pluralistic agricultural extension system, innovation partnership and 

business development and governance of innovation system, etc, which is the need of the hour. ASCI 
has recently signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) for skills training in agriculture with the 
AgriFood Skills Australia.   
  

Conclusion   
  
Skill development in the farm sector is yet to receive the due attention and proper projection in the skill 
development efforts of the Government. Until and unless this is given priority by the policy makers, it is 
feared that the farming sector will remain neglected and sidelined from the mainstream skill 
development process now in vogue in India. 
  

Measures that address the specific skill needs that occur at different levels of agro-industrialisation have 
to be initiated. The 12th Plan Working Group on Agricultural Extension for Agriculture and Allied Sectors 
(Planning Commission, 2012) has also recommended skill development in agriculture especially for 
leveraging youth for agriculture. Agricultural education and training (AET) system in India should 
respond to these challenges. Currently this is not a priority which is reflected in the lack of concerted 
efforts for skill development in the agricultural sector  
  
To start with, the activities of Krishi Vigyan Kendras (KVK)which were initiated as centres of skill 
development for the farm youth and practising farmers may be  properly oriented and steps taken to 

http://www.business-standard.com/search?type=news&q=Rubber+Board
http://www.business-standard.com/search?type=news&q=skill+development
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revamp their functioning. In this context, it is worth mentioning that the Planning Commission (2005) 
had come out with a report for revamping the KVKs, which suggest various measures. One of the 

important recommendations is that the major aim of KVKs should be to assist in bringing about a 
paradigm shift from unskilled to skilled work. In fact, the Report of the National Commission on  Farmers 
(NCF, 2006) argue for trainings by KVKs in the areas of post harvest technology, agro-processing and 
value addition to primary products to provide skilled jobs in villages. Some of the KVKs are already 
involved in skill development activities, but the importance of skill development clearly needs stronger 
articulation and increased funding support. Salient recommendations of the Task Force Report of 
Planning Commission (2005) and NCF Report have to be implemented in letter and spirit. 
  
Apart from KVKs, some of the NGOs, State Agricultural Universities and ICAR institutes are also 
undertaking skill development and entrepreneurship development training programmes. They should 
take a lead in establishing sector or sub-sector skill councils and/ or accessing support from ASCI to 

organise skill development trainings. 
  
There is also an urgent need to bring in convergence of the activities of the various line departments of 
the Government working for the farming community focussing on imparting new skills, deskilling and 
multi-skilling for developing an effective and efficient production environment. This is what is expected 
from the Agricultural Skill Council of India (ASCI). However, the ASCI has no functional relationship with 
the ICAR which is directing and supporting the KVKs. There is an urgent need to link the KVKs with the 
activities of the ASCI for effective skill development agriculture. 
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(Dr R.M Prasad is a retired Senior Professor, Kerala Agricultural University, Thrissur. He can be contacted 
in his E-mail drrmprasad@gmail.com)  
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