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Abstract
Wayanad, a prominent spice-growing region in Kerala, is home to a large number of smallholder farmers who rely

on crops like black pepper, cardamom, and ginger for their primary income. This study investigates how frequent
and unpredictable changes in spice prices affect their livelihoods. Using a descriptive research approach, data were
collected from 100 farmers through structured questionnaires and supported by interviews with a selected group of
respondents. The findings show a direct link between falling spice prices and reduced farm incomes. Farmers
commonly experience increased debt burdens, lowered investment in inputs, and even disruptions to family welfare,
such as children leaving school or members migrating for work. To manage these risks, many adopt coping strategies
like crop diversification, cooperative credit usage, and off-farm employment. However, these responses tend to be
short-term and insufficient for long-term sustainability. The study also captures a clear demand from the farming
community for government-led support systems, including Minimum Support Prices (MSPs), better procurement
mechanisms, and improved access to credit and market information. The results highlight the need for structured,
policy-driven interventions to build economic resilience among small farmers and ensure the long-term viability of
spice cultivation in Wayanad’s agrarian economy.

Keywords: Spice price volatility, Smallholder farmers, Wayanad agriculture, Livelihood sustainability, Agricultural

income, Market fluctuations, Coping strategies

1. Introduction

Wayanad, nestled in the ecologically sensitive Western Ghats of Kerala, is a significant hub for spice
cultivation in India, especially for crops such as black pepper, cardamom, and ginger. These spices are not only
integral to India’s export economy but also serve as the primary income source for a large population of smallholder
farmers in the region. Unlike plantation economies dominated by large estates, Wayanad’s spice cultivation is
characterized by fragmented landholdings, with most farmers owning less than two hectares. This structural
limitation makes these farmers highly dependent on volatile market prices, exposing them to considerable financial
risk (Spices Board of India, 2023).

JETIR2506479 | Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org \ e715


http://www.jetir.org/

© 2025 JETIR June 2025, Volume 12, Issue 6 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

Price fluctuations in the spice market are driven by a complex interplay of domestic and global factors, including
weather anomalies, export restrictions, pest outbreaks, and shifting international demand. While price surges can
offer temporary gains, sudden declines often leave farmers with significant losses and limited recourse. According
to studies, prolonged periods of low prices have led to growing indebtedness, withdrawal from farming, distress
migration, and adverse effects on family welfare such as education disruption and nutritional insecurity (NABARD,
2022; Kumar & Thomas, 2022).

Though institutional mechanisms such as subsidized credit, crop insurance, and agricultural extension services exist,
their reach and effectiveness among Wayanad’s smallholders remain uneven. A major policy gap is the absence of
price stabilization tools like a Minimum Support Price (MSP) for spices, which leaves farmers at the mercy of
intermediaries and unpredictable market forces (Planning Board, Government of Kerala, 2021). Furthermore, the
lack of real-time market data and collective bargaining mechanisms has further weakened farmers' negotiation
capacity.

In this context, there is a compelling need to study how price volatility in spices impacts the livelihoods of
smallholder farmers in Wayanad. This research explores not only the economic consequences of such fluctuations
but also the adaptive strategies employed by farmers and the potential for targeted policy interventions.
Understanding these dynamics is critical for ensuring long-term agrarian sustainability and financial resilience in

one of India’s key spice-growing regions.

2. Statement of the Problem

Spice cultivation in Wayanad, particularly black pepper, cardamom, and ginger, forms the economic
backbone of thousands of smallholder farmers. However, these farmers are increasingly exposed to severe and
unpredictable fluctuations in market prices. Driven by global demand shifts, climatic uncertainty, and the influence
of middlemen, spice price volatility has become a major concern. Unlike larger commercial producers, small farmers
often lack access to market forecasting tools, price support systems, and financial resilience to buffer these changes.
As a result, they experience significant income losses during low-price seasons, pushing them into cycles of debt
and economic insecurity.
Many farmers are forced to reduce agricultural inputs, abandon spice crops, or seek alternative employment,
including migration to urban areas. This not only disrupts local agricultural productivity but also affects household
welfare-particularly education and nutrition. Although several government schemes and institutional supports exist,
their reach and impact remain limited due to bureaucratic inefficiencies and a lack of region-specific interventions.
The absence of Minimum Support Prices (MSP) or efficient procurement mechanisms further worsens the situation.
Given these challenges, there is an urgent need to explore the actual socio-economic impacts of price volatility and

assess the coping mechanisms used by small farmers in Wayanad.
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3. Objectives
1. To analyze the economic effects of spice price volatility on small farmers in Wayanad.
2. To explore coping strategies and policy interventions that can mitigate the risks associated with such

fluctuations.

4. Methodology

This study adopted a descriptive research design to investigate how fluctuations in spice prices affect the
livelihoods of smallholder farmers in Wayanad. The research focused on understanding the economic challenges
these farmers face and the strategies they employ to cope with price volatility. The study area included three major
spice-producing panchayats-Meppadi, Ambalavayal, and Mananthavady-selected for their high concentration of
small-scale spice cultivators.

A purposive sampling method was used to select a sample of 100 farmers who each cultivate black pepper,
cardamom, or ginger and own less than two hectares of land. Data collection was carried out through structured
questionnaires, which gathered information on household income, input costs, sales prices, marketing channels, and
access to credit. In addition to the surveys, 10 farmers were chosen for in-depth interviews to provide qualitative
insights into how they respond to financial uncertainty caused by market fluctuations.

The analysis was primarily descriptive in nature. It involved calculating averages, percentages, and frequency
distributions to identify common patterns and trends in the data. This approach was suitable for highlighting the
socio-economic conditions of smallholders and the practical coping measures they employ. All responses were

treated confidentially, and ethical research standards were upheld throughout the process.

5. Analysis and Discussions
This section presents a descriptive analysis based on data collected from 100 smallholder spice farmers in
Wayanad. The findings are organized under two key thematic areas: the economic impact of price volatility and the

coping strategies adopted by farmers.

5.1. Income and Economic Effect of Spice Price Volatility.
Table 1 presents the annual price trends of pepper and corresponding changes in average farmer income from
2019 to 2023. The data shows significant price volatility, with steep declines in 2022 and 2023. These fluctuations

have directly affected farm income levels.
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Table 1: Average Spice Price and Annual Income Trend (2019-2023)

Year | Avg. Price of Pepper (Rs./kg) | Avg. Income (Rs./year) | % Change in Income
2019 370 1,25,000 -
2020 340 1,10,000 -12.0
2021 360 1,20,000 +9.1
2022 300 95,000 -20.8
2023 280 85,000 -10.5

Source: Primary Survey, Spices Board of India (2023), Agmarknet (2023)

This table presents a five-year trend of average black pepper prices and the corresponding average annual
income of smallholder farmers. From 2019 to 2023, there is a clear declining trend in both pepper prices and farmer
incomes. Prices dropped from Rs. 370/kg in 2019 to Rs. 280/kg in 2023, a 24.3% decrease. Correspondingly, the
average income fell from Rs. 1.25 lakh to Rs. 85,000, a 32% decline.

Table 2 summarizes the most common economic difficulties faced by the farmers during periods of price

drops.
Table 2: Economic Challenges Faced by Farmers (Multiple Response)
Challenge % of Respondents
Increased debt 68%
Reduced input use 54%
Delayed loan repayment 46%
Migration for alternate jobs 31%
School dropout in family 15%

Source: Primary Survey
The majority (68%) reported increased debt, followed by reduced use of farm inputs (54%) and delayed loan
repayments (46%). A notable portion (31%) migrated for alternative income sources, and 15% reported school

dropouts in their families due to financial constraints.
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Figure 1: Economic Challenges Faced by Farmers
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It is observed from the data that Farmers are forced to compromise on both farming quality and family

welfare during unstable price periods, indicating deep systemic distress.

5.2. Coping Strategies and Policy Interventions
Table 3 reflects the various survival strategies used by smallholder farmers to buffer income shocks.

Table 3: Coping Strategies Adopted by Farmers

Coping Strategy % of Respondents
Crop diversification 58%
Reducing hired labour 44%
Seeking off-farm employment 40%
Dependence on cooperative credit 35%
Storage for delayed selling 25%

Source: Primary Survey

It observed from the table that The most common strategy was crop diversification (58%), indicating a shift
away from monocropping. Off-farm employment (40%) and reducing hired labour (44%) were also popular coping
responses. Some turned to cooperative credit sources (35%), while a smaller group stored produce for delayed selling
(22%).
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Figure 2: Coping Strategies Adopted by Farmers
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It is found from the figure that Farmers are actively adapting, but many of these strategies are reactive and

short-term. There is a need for structured, long-term support systems.

Table 4 compiles farmers' suggestions for policy improvements. A majority expressed the need for a
Minimum Support Price (MSP) for spices and better government procurement systems.

Table 4: Policy Suggestions by Farmers

Suggested Policy Measure % of Respondents
Minimum Support Price (MSP) for spices 63%
Direct procurement by government 48%
Subsidized credit schemes 42%
Training on price forecasting tools 29%

Source: Primary Survey

A large majority (63%) advocated for a Minimum Support Price (MSP) to guarantee price stability. Other
major demands included direct government procurement (48%), subsidized credit (42%), and training in price
forecasting tools (29%). It is clear that Farmers are aware of their needs and seek systemic interventions to reduce

their exposure to volatile markets.

6. Suggestions
Based on the study's findings, several strategic measures are recommended to enhance the resilience of
smallholder spice farmers in Wayanad against price fluctuations:
e Introduce Price Support Mechanisms: There is a clear need for the government to establish a Minimum
Support Price (MSP) system for key spices such as pepper, cardamom, and ginger. This would offer a

baseline income guarantee and protect farmers from market-driven price crashes.
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e Strengthen Local Procurement Channels: Creating government-backed procurement centers in major
spice-producing areas can reduce farmers’ dependence on private traders and ensure they receive fair and
timely payments for their produce.

e Promote Farmer Producer Organizations (FPOs): Encouraging farmers to join or form FPOs can improve
their collective bargaining power, lower input costs through bulk purchasing, and facilitate direct marketing
to wholesalers or exporters.

e Enhance Market Information Access: Developing digital platforms or mobile applications to share daily
spice price updates, demand forecasts, and trade alerts would help farmers make informed marketing
decisions.

e Support Crop Diversification and Value Addition: Farmers should be incentivized to adopt diversified
farming systems that reduce risk. Additionally, training and infrastructure support for processing spices-like
drying, grading, and packaging-can add value and increase profit margins.

e Expand Credit and Insurance Coverage: Tailored financial products such as low-interest crop loans and
weather-linked insurance policies must be made more accessible to help farmers manage risks effectively
during low-price or low-yield years.

e Strengthen Agricultural Extension Services: Continuous farmer training in sustainable agricultural
practices, risk management, and market navigation should be prioritized through local Krishi Bhavans and
NGOs.

By implementing these suggestions, the long-term sustainability and income security of Wayanad’s spice

farming community can be significantly improved.

7. Conclusion

This study highlights the deep economic vulnerability of small-scale spice cultivators in Wayanad,
particularly those growing black pepper, cardamom, and ginger. Over a five-year period, income data clearly reflects
a downward trend that corresponds closely with fluctuations in market prices for these crops. As prices decline,
farmers often fall into cycles of debt, reduce spending on essential farm inputs, and encounter broader social
consequences-including family migration and interruptions in children’s education. While many farmers have
developed coping mechanisms such as diversifying crops, engaging in non-farm labor, or relying on cooperative
loans, these actions tend to offer only short-term relief. The study also reveals a widespread call from the farming
community for more substantial reforms-such as guaranteed minimum pricing, streamlined government procurement
systems, and better financial and informational access. These findings suggest an urgent need for focused policy
action and grassroots-level capacity-building. Strengthening institutional support and economic safeguards is
essential for ensuring the long-term viability of spice farming in the region. Without such reforms, Wayanad’s
agricultural sector is likely to continue facing instability, putting the livelihoods of thousands of smallholder farmers

at serious risk.
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