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Abstract: It has been claimed that Zero Budget Natural Farming (ZBNF), a burgeoning practice of
farming in India based on low-inputs and influenced by agro-ecological principles, has the potential
to improve farm viability and food security. However, there is concern that the success of the social
movement fueling the adoption of ZBNF has become out of step with the science underpinning its
performance relative to other farming systems. Based on twenty field plot experiments established
across six districts in Andhra Pradesh (SE India), managed by locally based farmer researchers, we
present the first ‘on the ground’ assessment of ZBNF performance. We show that there is no short-
term yield penalty when adopting ZBNF in small scale farming systems compared to conventional
and organic alternatives. In terms of treatment response, we observed differences between agro-
climatic zones, but in this initial evaluation we cannot recommend specific options tuned to these
different contexts.

Keywords: zero budget natural farming; ZBNF; organic farming; conventional agriculture

1. Introduction

Feeding a projected population of 9 billion by the mid-century constitutes one of the
most fundamental challenges facing humanity [1,2]. Globally, agricultural production more
than tripled between 1960 and 2015 [1]. This was initially facilitated, in part, by Green Revo-
lution technologies to increase yields, and profits, compared to traditional techniques [3–5].
The resulting intensive, high-input agriculture relying on chemical fertilisers, pesticides and
irrigation, has led to evidence of environmental degradation and negative health impacts
associated with exposure to synthetic chemicals [6–11]. Hence, more environmentally
focused solutions have arisen, such as sustainable intensification and agroecology. Such
solutions have been promoted as alternative approaches to agricultural production that
align more closely to the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [12,13].

In India, 48% of the land surface was classified as degraded in 2005, driven by processes
such as erosion, acidification and salinization [7]. As a result, a number of agricultural
systems have been developed that are intended to be more sustainable alternatives to
high-input conventional farming systems. By 2015, India had the most organic producers
worldwide [14]. There are around 835,000 organic certified farms across the states of Andhra
Pradesh, Gujarat, Himachal Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra,
Sikkim and Tamil Nadu, which all have state-level organic farming polices [15], with Sikkim
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being declared the first all-organic state in the world [16]. In principle, organic farming has
the potential to address environmental concerns, through reduced use of chemical fertilisers
and pesticides compared to conventional techniques. However, conversion of conventional
systems to organic agriculture can result in a reduction in yield [17] and lower temporal
yield stability [18]. This will have obvious implications for food security and raises the
question whether organic farming can feed the world without expansion of croplands
into natural ecosystems [19,20]. In addition, socio-economic impacts associated with
conventional farming may not be alleviated by organic farming in India. The involvement
of agribusiness companies in controlling the market for organic food, fertilisers, and
seeds reduces the potential socio-economic benefits of organic farming over conventional
systems [21]. Along with becoming codified in regulatory and third-party certification [16],
agribusiness in farming has favoured larger farming enterprises, often leaving smallholders
disadvantaged due to access or cost [4]. This has resulted in high levels of farmer debt,
which have been found to contribute to increased farmer suicides in India [22].

The subsequent focus on developing sustainable and equitable approaches to agricul-
ture underpin the Zero Budget Natural Farming (ZBNF) approach, which aims to address
both environmental and socio-economic concerns within the agricultural sector. ‘Zero
Budget’ refers to lower use of purchased inputs, and reduced involvement of agribusiness,
reducing debt incurred by farmers [23]. ‘Natural Farming’ refers to the use of homemade
amendments from readily available ingredients. These inputs are intended to promote soil
health, close nutrient cycling loops, and provide greater water retention in soil, alongside
integrated pest management and intercropping [15,23–25]. The particular set of practices
underpinning the ZBNF approach to farming involve four ‘wheels’ (Table 1).

Table 1. The four wheels of ZBNF [24,25].

Wheel Local Nomenclature Description Components *

1. Bijamrita

Seed treatment, applied as
a coating either to seeds
before sowing, or as a root
dip before transplanting

Cow dung, cow urine,
CaCO3, Asafoetida,
Phyllanthus emblica
powder, ash, and water

2.

Solid Ji-
wamrita/Jeevamrutha
(Ghanajeevam-
rutham)

Solid amendment,
inoculum. Applied either
as a top dressing or
incorporated into topsoil

Cow dung, cow urine,
jaggery (unrefined cane
sugar), gram (legume)
flour, topsoil from a
native ‘virgin’ soil
(uncontaminated soil)

Liquid Jiwamrita/
Jeevamrutha (Dhrava-
jeevamrutham)

Liquid amendment,
inoculum, applied either as
a top dressing or as a
foliar spray

Cow dung, cow urine,
jaggery, gram flour,
topsoil from a native
‘virgin’ soil, water

3. Achhadana
Mulching—either as
biomass/cover crops or
dried crop residues

Dry crop residues
applied as an amendment
to the soil surface (paddy
straw, groundnut husks
etc.), or cover crops (often
legumes)

4. Waaphasa
Soil moisture retention—a
phenomenon resulting
from the first three wheels

* may not contain all components, quantities and exact components used vary depending on resources available.

In Andhra Pradesh, a state in southeast India, ZNBF (more recently also referred to as
Andhra Pradesh Community-Managed Natural Farming, or APCNF) has been adopted
enthusiastically. Around 580,000 farmers are currently engaged [26], and the government
plans to scale up to 6 million by 2024 [27]. The Department of Agriculture, Andhra
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Pradesh, is promoting the adoption of ZBNF through the ‘not for profit’ organisation Rythu
Sadhikara Samstha (RySS). The RySS programme on ZBNF, in contrast to conventional
state level interventions, is investing resources into farmer-led local context agroecology,
supporting collective learning, women-led social organizations, and recruiting agricultural
graduates [28]. Enthusiasm about the value of adopting the ZBNF approach by a range
of stakeholders from government to local communities could be seen as reflecting a social
movement [29], and mirrors prior legacy around agroecology [30–33].

The growing momentum of ZBNF contains some contradictions [34]. For example, a
rejection of mainstream agronomic science, while accepting recent research advances in
microbiology to optimise the soil microbiome. These contradictions have led to the criticism
that the ZBNF movement has been driven by belief systems (e.g., Hindu promotion of
indigenous cows) rather than scientific evidence [35]. There is a genuine danger that the
success of the social movement fueling the adoption of ZBNF practices has become out of
step with science that supports its efficacy. Furthermore, Andhra Pradesh has six different
agro-climatic zones [36], ranging from temperate coastal plains to arid montane, and it is
uncertain whether ZBNF performance would be consistent across contexts. Thus, there is a
need to inject ‘on the ground learning’ of ZBNF agronomic benefits and develop processes
of technology transfer to facilitate the success of future wider adoption. Fundamentally,
there is a lack of evidence in the overall efficacy of the system in terms of whether the
adoption of ZBNF practices improves or maintains crop yields, when compared to the
alternative (conventional or organic) farming systems.

To inform the ongoing debate, here we report on the first season results from twenty
co-designed field plot experiments, established across six districts of Andhra Pradesh
(Figure 1a). We contrasted the effects of conventional, organic and ZBNF systems on yield
of marketable crop product (Figure 1b). Along with workshops conducted with twenty
stakeholders, we aim to address the following:

1. Whether there is an initial effect on yield when adopting ZBNF practises, compared
to conventional or organic systems.

2. If the effects on yield are dependent on context i.e., district or crop selected.
3. The perceived benefits/mechanisms in ZBNF to inform future research.Sustainability 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 14 
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Experiments were managed by locally based Natural Farming Fellows (NFFs) and the
crops selected for each experiment reflected local practise. This is the first ‘on the ground’
assessment of the performance of these three farming systems at scale in Andhra Pradesh.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Co-Design of Experimental Approach

A series of stakeholder engagement events were designed to facilitate a co-learning
process around identifying research needs to evaluate the performance of ZBNF. Twenty
stakeholders were brought together in two workshops in Andhra Pradesh, and a subgroup
of ten of them met on a third occasion. Their occupations ranged from researchers (national
and international), government representatives (policy), agricultural extension officers
(national and international), a philanthropic donor (financial support) and farmers (practical
insights). The engagement processes included participatory exercises to identify research
questions, presentations on ZBNF activities, brainstorming to identify research gaps, field
visits, and discussions on scientific methods and protocols.

The first of two workshops took place in August 2018 with the objective of identifying
key research questions. Part 1 consisted of background presentations provided by stake-
holders, followed by questions from the audience. Part 2 comprised facilitated discussions
in small multi-actor groups, containing a deliberate mix of expertise with the aim of ensur-
ing each group had representation from each stakeholder community. Small multi-actor
groups were asked to address the questions that had arisen from the presentations, pro-
cesses that needed to be understood, and experiments that needed to be designed to test
agreed hypotheses. Within the small groups, stakeholders identified the biogeochemical
processes they believed were in operation due to adoption of the four wheels of ZBNF. The
outputs from the groups were synthesised to develop a process diagram for the action of
ZBNF practices.

The second workshop in February 2019 focused on developing and agreeing to the spe-
cific experimental design, procedures, and protocols for addressing the research questions
raised in workshop 1. Twenty-two stakeholders, including representatives from research,
policy, and practice, were bought together with 60% of attendees from the first workshop.
Working in multisector small groups, participants were asked to develop experimental
design and associated measurements to evaluate the suggested mechanisms put forward in
the first workshop, namely, nutrient budget, carbon dynamics, climate resilience, water-use
efficiency and soil microbiology. This workshop resulted in the methodology described
below.

Finally, a subgroup of 10 workshop participants met in April 2019. Discussion points
included: (i) whether the experimental design had the potential to address the research
questions raised in the first workshop; (ii) any concerns regarding procedures and protocols,
and how to address these concerns; and (iii) practical considerations for implementation of
the proposed experimental plans.

2.2. Study Area

Andhra Pradesh abuts the South Eastern coast of India. At the last census (2017–
2018), approximately 39% of the state’s 163,000,000 ha land area was under agricultural
production [37]. Andhra Pradesh has a diverse range of distinctive agro-climatic zones:
from the cooler, higher-rainfall, montane region in the north, through the lowland valley of
the Krishna River crossing the centre of the state, to the higher-temperature, arid montane
region in the south-west (Figure 2). Dominant soil types of the state consist of: (i) Alfisols—
red sandy/ sandy loam soils, accounting for 66% of Andhra Pradesh’s cultivated area;
(ii) Vertisols—black, heavier textured soil associated with poor drainage, accounting for
25% of the cultivable area; (iii) Entisols—alluvial loamy clay soils in the delta of the River
Krishna, covering 5% of the total cultivable area; and (iv) Coastal sands—accounting for
3% cultivable land [36].
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Twenty field experiments were established in Andhra Pradesh during the Kharif
(monsoon) season (July-November) in 2019. To adequately represent all the major agro-
climatic regions, experiments were spread over 6 districts: (i) Anantapur; (ii) Kadapa;
(iii) Krishna; (iv) Nellore; (v) Prakasam; and (vi) Visakhapatnam, with rainfall ranging from
c. 77–220 mm, and temperatures ranging from c. 27–31 ◦C in the Kharif (monsoon) season
(2018 figures). Details of the twenty farms can be found in the Supplementary Information
(Table S1).

2.3. Experimental Design

The experiment on each farm consisted of three treatments (ZNBF, organic, conven-
tional) applied to 6 × 6 m plots, replicated three times. A total of nine plots per farm were
arranged in a Latin square design. There are twelve possible combinations for a 3 × 3 Latin
square, and these were randomly assigned to each experiment. It was not possible to give a
unique arrangement to all the twenty experiments, so we ensured that no two experiments
in the same district had the same Latin square arrangement.

In general, treatments consisted of: (i) Chemical seed treatment and fertilizers such as
urea, diammonium phosphate (DAP) and potash in the conventional treatment; (ii) Tricho-
derma seed treatment and farmyard manure, vermicompost and biofertilizer application
in the organic treatment; and (iii) Bijamrita seed treatment, jiwamrita (solid and liquid)
and locally sourced organic dead mulch application in the ZBNF treatment. The mulch
material applied in the ZBNF treatment was selected based on what was locally available,
generally paddy straw or groundnut husk. Dosages and exact amendments used in each
system depended on the crop selected. Full details of the growing protocols used for each
crop can be found in the Supplementary Information (Tables S2–S9). These protocols were
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developed with agriculture extension staff of the region (for organic and conventional),
and RySS (for ZBNF), and were based on national advice given to farmers for the different
crops under the three treatments.

2.4. Crop Selection

Crops selected were Aubergine (Solanum melongina), Chilli (Capsicum annum L.), Clus-
ter bean (Cyamopsis tetragonoloba), Groundnut (Arachis hypogaea), Okra (Abelmoschus esulen-
tus), Radish (Raphanus sativus) and Tomato (Solanum lycopersicum). Crop selection for each
experiment was based on suitability for the district and local trends (what neighbouring
farms were growing), to be representative of local practice. As a result, crop selection
was often confounded within districts (Figure 2d). Crops were hand sown/transplanted
according to the spacing outlined in the growing protocol (Supplementary Information
Tables S2–S9) and grown as a monocrop. The timing of the growing season varied depend-
ing on the crop selected (Supplementary Information, Table S1).

2.5. Pest/Pathogen Management

All treatments were subjected to some form of seed treatment: fungicide in the con-
ventional treatment (e.g., thiram); commercial inoculant in the organic treatment (e.g.,
Trichoderma); and bijamrita in the ZBNF treatment (Table 1). Exact seed treatment and
dosage depended on the crop selected (Supplementary Information Tables S1–S7). If a
pest/pathogen incident was encountered during the growing season, each treatment had
additional management procedures applied. These are summarised in the Supplemen-
tary Information (Table S8) and procedures depended on the pest/pathogen in question.
Briefly, the conventional treatment consisted of chemical pesticides such as dimethoate
(insecticide) and copper oxychloride (fungicide). The organic treatment used purchased
neem oil and/or insect traps (grease coated bottles, yellow sticky plates, etc.) in place of
chemical insecticides; and microbial inoculants (e.g., Trichoderma or Pseudomonas sp.) in
place of fungicides. The ZBNF treatment also used insect traps, not chemical insecticides,
but also used homemade ‘Neemasthram’ and ‘Agnasthram’ in place of purchased neem oil.
Neemasthram was prepared from cow dung, cow urine, neem seeds and leaves as well as
other bitter tasting leaves available locally (e.g., castor). Agnasthram consists of cow urine,
neem leaves, tobacco leaves, chillies, and garlic [35].

2.6. Experimental Implementation

Experiments were implemented and managed by RySS personnel, including Research
Coordinators (RCs) forming a six-member technical staff with master’s degrees in agri-
cultural, environmental science, microbiology, or related discipline, and Natural Farming
Fellows (NFFs), 20 graduates with bachelor degrees in an agricultural related subject, usually
from agricultural college. One NFF was responsible for management and collection of data
from an individual experiment. One RC was stationed in each district to act as project
manager to the NFFs in their district.

Clear, detailed, instruction booklets, co-created with the RySS Research coordinators
(Supplementary Information, Figure S1) on how to lay out the experiments, were provided
to each NFF. Face-to-face training, by practising soil scientists, was also conducted both
in English and in translation in the native language of each district. Training videos
were created, reiterating the face-to-face training, that could be referred to at any time.
A well-established communications network was put in place so that NFFs also had the
opportunity to ask questions at any time.

ZBNF was formed as a result of critique and contestation of pre-existing mainstream
agricultural science and practise [34]. Therefore, having representatives from an organisa-
tion charged with promoting the movement away from the ‘present paradigm of high-cost
chemical inputs-based agriculture’ [26] raised the question of whether the conventional
treatment in this experiment would be managed in a way that fairly represented conven-
tional farming practices in Andhra Pradesh. It is also important to note that, for ZBNF
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promoters, the practice of organic farming resembles chemical farming in socio-economic
terms because of the involvement of agribusiness companies [21]; therefore, it is not in
line with the ‘Zero-budget’ element of ZBNF. In order to reassure stakeholders, detailed
growing protocols were provided to NFFs and these documents were freely available to
any visitor wishing to discuss the experiment. The importance of impartiality was a key
component of the NFF training, along with good record keeping. Stakeholders, including
critics of the ZBNF approach, were also given the opportunity to be present during the
application of soil amendments and other activities on site. On balance, we have concluded
that the considerable benefits offered by the involvement of RySS and the NFF network
in the co-creation and implementation of this experiment outweigh the potential risks
of impartiality.

2.7. Yield

Yield was considered as the mass of produce obtained from each plot, as it would
be taken to market, rather than whole plant biomass. In the case of fresh vegetables, this
was fresh biomass of vegetables after they were picked; and in the case of groundnut, this
was the dry mass of kernels (see Figure S1 for more details). This decision was made with
the stakeholders in mind, as the amount of marketable product is a simple message to
communicate to policy makers and farmers.

2.8. Statistical Analysis

The aim of this study was to compare the three treatments (conventional, organic and
ZBNF) across a large scale. It was not our intension to examine differences in yield as a
function of farm, particularly given that the different farms selected different crops, with a
large range in resultant yield masses. Therefore, the application of z score transformations
to the yield of the crops on each of the 9 plots, on each experiment, was used to normalise
the data, as follows:

z =
xi − x

S
(1)

Equation 1. z score transformation, where z is normalised yield for a single plot, xi
is the plot yield for the single plot, x is the mean yield of all 9 plots of the given farm
experiment, and S is the standard deviation of the yield of all 9 plots on the given farm
experiment. Therefore, if a plot yield is equal to the mean yield of all 9 plots on a given
experiment, then z = 0. If the plot yield is below the mean yield of all 9 plots, then z < 0.
Finally, if the plot yield is above the mean yield of all 9 plots, then z > 0.

A mixed effects model was conducted on z transformed yield data using Minitab
Version 20, with both random and fixed effects. The mixed effects model was applied
using restricted maximum likelihood (REML) estimations according to the software proto-
cols [38]. District, treatment, and crop selected were classified as fixed factors, and farm as
a random factor, nested within district. Interactions were also included in the mixed-effects
model to examine whether there were significant interactions between treatment and the
district in which the experiment took place, or the crop that was selected. Tukeys post-hoc
testing was also conducted to examine significant differences between particular treatments
(conventional, organic and ZBNF).

As a result of z transformation, the mean for each district and crop was zero; thus,
there was no effect size as a result of district or crop selected in this model. This compromise
was deemed acceptable because district and crop selected are often confounded and the
aim of our research was to examine the treatment effect of farming practices (conventional,
organic and ZBNF). Our interest in the district and crop selected was to investigate whether
there were significant interactions between them and treatment (i.e., do ZBNF practices
increase the yield of one type of crop, but decrease the yield of another type, compared to
conventional or organic farming practices?). Examination of these interactions is of interest
to policy makers in agricultural guidance documents, particularly since codes of practice
are often tailored to individual crops.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 1689 8 of 13

3. Results and Discussion

An initial yield reduction is commonly observed when converting from conventional
agriculture to organic farming [17,19,20]. The ‘chemical free’ parallels in organic farming
and ZBNF have called into question whether replacing intensive conventional farming
with ZBNF will provide enough food to meet the growing requirements of the large and
growing Indian population [23,24]. Initial findings from our research, however, suggest
that there will not be a short-term yield penalty when converting land from conventional
agricultural practices to ZBNF methods in small scale systems, regardless of crop selected.
Standardized (z-score transformed) yield across the 20 farms in the study was found to
be significantly influenced by treatment (Table 2) but there was no significant difference
in yield on the conventional plots compared to organic or ZBNF (Figure 3). Furthermore,
the significant difference in yield in the ZBNF and organic treatments (Figure 3) suggests
that different mechanisms are at play in these two systems, and that criticisms of organic
farming in terms of production may not apply to ZBNF.

Table 2. Summary of yield REML mixed-effects model of z transformed yield. With treatment,
district and crop variety as factors. Significant treatment effects are highlighted in bold (<0.05) See
Supplementary Information for residual plots (Figure S2).

Factor Type Levels Degrees of
Freedom F-Value p-Value

Farm Random (nested
in district) 20

District Fixed 6
Crop Fixed 7

Treatment Fixed 3 2 7.86 <0.01
District x Treatment Interaction 10 2.18 0.022

Treatment x Crop Interaction 12 1.15 0.326

The data presented in this article were collected during the first season that experi-
mental treatments were established, the majority of which were situated on land with a
long history of conventional agriculture (Supplementary Information, Table S9). These
initial findings, therefore, would be of particular interest to short-term lease tenant farmers,
who may be unable to lease the same land every year. Andhra Pradesh has the highest
percentage of tenant holding farmers of all the states of India (42.3% compared to the
national average of 13.7% [39]), so farming methods that show results on yield in the
short term are of great importance. However, it is uncertain whether a lower yield in the
organic treatment will continue to be observed in subsequent seasons, or whether yields
in the organic plots will improve with time, as soil organisms proliferate and provide the
ecological processes required to support crops.

There were significant interactions between treatment and district, suggesting that
context may play a role in the efficacy of ZBNF (Figure 4). The southern (drier) districts
of Andhra Pradesh (Anantapur, Kadapa, Nellore, Prakasam) had the highest yield in the
ZBNF > conventional > organic treatment. There was no significant difference between the
treatments in Krishna, and the effects of treatments were reversed in the northernmost dis-
trict of Visakhapatnam (highest yield in conventional > organic > ZBNF). This observation
suggests that improved water holding capacity could be an important yield-promoting
mechanism responsible for improved performance of ZBNF systems in more arid regions.
ZBNF is the only system featured in this research that uses mulching, which can regulate
soil temperature and moisture to improve crop yield [40–42]. This moisture and temper-
ature regulation may account for the higher yields in the ZBNF system, and would also
account for ZBNF not being significantly higher in the wetter regions where moisture is
not a limiting factor. This will need to be further explored in the drier, winter rabi season.
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model with Tukeys post-hoc testing (p > 0.05).
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n = 9; Krishna n = 12; Nellore n = 12; Prakasam n = 12; Visakhapatnam n = 6). Error bars are standard
errors of the mean.
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There was no significant interaction between the crop selected and the treatment
applied (Table 2). Furthermore, when the model was repeated but crop selected was
categorized as legume or a non-legume crop, the interaction between treatment and
‘legume/non-legume’ as a factor was also not statistically significant (F-value 1.44 p = 0.240,
data not shown).

The four wheels of ZBNF have been suggested to increase yield through a number
of biochemical interactions, highlighted during workshop discussions with stakeholders
(Figure 5). Perception of the ZBNF system is that the amendments applied strongly increase
soil biodiversity and, as a result, this diverse belowground biological community provides
multiple ecosystem services, including the supply of nutrients, carbon sequestration, and
resilience to external stresses. Further research is needed to evidence the claimed mech-
anisms involved in maintenance of crop yield in the ZBNF system. However, there is a
body of research into the benefits of systems that use seed treatments of Ferula spp. (e.g.,
‘asafoetida’) [43–45] and P. emblica [46]; inoculum and biostimulants [47–49]; and organic
matter applications [50–52] from which the stakeholders, and we, could draw parallels
to ZBNF.
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Output created during workshop discussions.

Yield is an important aspect for consideration in the assessment of agricultural sustain-
ability [53]; the monitoring of yield allows us to assess the efficacy of ZBNF to contribute to
SDG 2 (Zero Hunger). However, we acknowledge that yield is not always the most impor-
tant factor when considering ecosystem services, human and soil health, or socio-historical
subjectivity of ZBNF farmers [54], which drives adoption of farming practise. Next steps in
the assessment of the efficacy of ZBNF need to build on the foundation of our simple metric
of productivity in terms of yield, to encompass environmental and socially progressive
outcomes [13] of ZBNF to reflect contributions to other SDGs.

There is increasing recognition that context and local knowledge in agricultural ap-
proaches, which value community involvement and empowerment, are key [33,55,56].
Dissemination of information on ZBNF practises in Andhra Pradesh is largely conducted
face-to-face through community ambassadors (e.g., NFFs) and self-help groups. Therefore,
an experiment that is being conducted within these communities, where locally based
farmers and stakeholders can visit and discuss in person has real value. Our platform
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provides a base from which knowledge exchange can occur between local members of
the farming community and researchers. The network of NFFs involved in this research
allowed us to establish ‘on the ground’ experiments at scale and across several agro-
climatic zones in Andhra Pradesh. Establishing a network of this nature from scratch, with
trained local graduates across the state, would not have been possible with the time and
resources available.

4. Conclusions

There has been growing concern that the social movement promoting ZBNF has be-
come out of step with the science underpinning it. In the first on-the-ground assessment of
the effects of ZBNF on yield, our results suggest that there will not be an initial yield penalty
when converting to ZBNF, when compared to organic or conventional systems. These
findings could be of particular interest to short-term lease tenant farmers. Initial assess-
ment suggests, however, that performance of ZBNF may be agro-climatic context specific.
Further work is needed to evaluate the long-term effects of ZBNF adoption, encompassing
effects on yield and other environmental and social outcomes, in line with SDGs.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14031689/s1: Table S1, Farm crop selection, ZBNF mulch
selection and management history; Table S2, Growing protocol for aubergine; Table S3, Growing
protocol for chilli; Table S4, Growing protocol for growing cluster bean, Table S5. Growing pro-
tocol for groundnut, Table S6. Growing protocol for okra; Table S7, Growing protocol for radish;
Table S8, Growing protocol for tomato; Table S9, Pest and disease management strategies in conven-
tional, organic and ZBNF; Figure S1, Example instruction booklet for implementation of experimental
design; Figure S2, Residual plots of REML mixed-effects model on z transformed yield.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, S.D., C.D.C., Z.H., H.O., L.J.S., F.S., T.S., V.T. and L.A.W.;
methodology, S.D., C.D.C., Z.H., H.O., L.J.S., F.S., T.S., V.T. and L.A.W.; formal analysis, S.D.; investi-
gation, S.D., C.D.C., Z.H., H.O., L.J.S., F.S., T.S., V.T. and L.A.W.; data curation, S.D.; writing—original
draft preparation, S.D.; writing—review and editing, S.D., C.D.C., Z.H., H.O., L.J.S., F.S., T.S., V.T.
and L.A.W..; visualization, S.D.; supervision, H.O., C.D.C., Z.H. and V.T.; funding acquisition, H.O.,
C.D.C. and V.T. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This work was supported by the University of Reading’s Research England Global Chal-
lenges Research Fund (GCRF) and Rythu Sadhikara Samstha (RySS).

Data Availability Statement: Available on request.

Acknowledgments: We would like to thank the participants in our workshops and Natural Farming
Fellows (RySS) for managing the field experiments in this experiment: Sravani Avula; Chandra Bhanu;
Ramesh Chintakunta; Abdul Basith Devanakonda; Tejaswini Dhulipala; Rani Praharsha Dubbaku;
Jhansirani Duggirala; Sushmitha Gangisetty; Crissy Injeti; Manideep Jajimoggala; Pavani Kasibabu;
Vijayalakshmi Kesana; Lakshmi Bhairava Kumar Machunuru; Haleema Sadia Mohammed; Srikanth
Paleti; Sumanjali Policherla; Bhanu Prakesh Reddy; Sairam Rayavaram; Ramyasree Reddymalli;
Salim Syed Mohammad; and Ganesh Vasu. We also would like to thank Dharmendar Gogu, Kiranmai
Jirra, Hamika Kaliki, Rahul Kushwanth, Mohammad Sohail, Reshma Soma, and Hari Priya Vattikuti
(RySS) for managing and providing support to the on-the-ground team. Finally, we would like to
thank Alice Haughan (University of Reading) for the creation of the maps of Andhra Pradesh.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. FAO. The Future of Food and Agriculture: Trends and Challenges; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations: Rome,

Italy, 2017.
2. IPBES. Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity

and Ecosystem Services; IPBES secretariat: Bonn, Germany, 2019.
3. Grigg, D.B. Green revolution. Int. Encycl. Soc. Behav. Sci. 2001, 32, 6389–6393. [CrossRef]
4. Panneerselvam, P.; Hermansen, J.E.; Halberg, N. Food security of small holding farmers: Comparing organic and conventional

systems in India. J. Sustain. Agric. 2011, 35, 48–68. [CrossRef]

https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14031689/s1
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14031689/s1
http://doi.org/10.2307/1309002
http://doi.org/10.1080/10440046.2011.530506


Sustainability 2022, 14, 1689 12 of 13

5. Singh, R. Environmental consequences of agricultural development: A case study from the Green Revolution state of Haryana,
India. Agric. Ecosyst. Environ. 2000, 82, 97–103. [CrossRef]

6. Pimentel, D. Green revolution agriculture and chemical hazards. Sci. Total Environ. 1996, 188, S86–S98. [CrossRef]
7. Bhattacharyya, R.; Ghosh, B.N.; Mishra, P.K.; Mandal, B.; Rao, C.S.; Sarkar, D.; Das, K.; Anil, K.S.; Lalitha, M.; Hati, K.M.; et al.

Soil Degradation in India: Challenges and Potential Solutions. Sustainability 2015, 7, 3528–3570. [CrossRef]
8. Connor, D.; Minguez, M.I. Evolution not revolution of farming systems will best feed and green the world. Glob. Food Secur. 2012,

1, 106–113. [CrossRef]
9. United Nations. Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. United Nations Dep. Econ. Soc. Aff.

Sustain. Dev. 2015. Available online: https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda (accessed on 6 August 2020).
10. Bruinsma, J. (Ed.) World Agriculture: Towards 2015/2030, An FAO Study; Earthscan Publications Ltd.: London, UK, 2003. [CrossRef]
11. Agoramoorthy, G. Can India meet the increasing food demand by 2020? Futures 2008, 40, 503–506. [CrossRef]
12. Rockström, J.; Williams, J.; Daily, G.; Noble, A.; Matthews, N.; Gordon, L.; Wetterstrand, H.; Declerck, F.; Shah, M.; Steduto, P.;

et al. Sustainable intensification of agriculture for human prosperity and global sustainability. Ambio 2017, 46, 4–17. [CrossRef]
13. Wezel, A.; Herren, B.G.; Kerr, R.B.; Barrios, E.; Gonçalves, A.L.R.; Sinclair, F. Agroecological principles and elements and their

implications for transitioning to sustainable food systems. A review. Agron. Sustain. Dev. 2020, 40, 1–13. [CrossRef]
14. Willer, H.; Lernoud, J. (Eds.) The World of Organic Agriculture: Statistics and Emerging Trends 2017; Research Institue of Organic

Agriculture (FiBL): Frick, Switzerland, 2017. [CrossRef]
15. Bharucha, Z.P.; Mitjans, S.B.; Pretty, J. Towards redesign at scale through zero budget natural farming in Andhra Pradesh, India.

Int. J. Agric. Sustain. 2020, 18, 1–20. [CrossRef]
16. Meek, D.; Anderson, C.R. Scale and the politics of the organic transition in Sikkim, India. Agroecol. Sustain. Food Syst. 2020, 44,

653–672. [CrossRef]
17. Ponisio, L.C.; M’Gonigle, L.K.; Mace, K.C.; Palomino, J.; De Valpine, P.; Kremen, C. Diversification practices reduce organic to

conventional yield gap. Proc. R. Soc. B Boil. Sci. 2015, 282, 20141396. [CrossRef]
18. Knapp, S.; Van Der Heijden, M.G.A. A global meta-analysis of yield stability in organic and conservation agriculture. Nat.

Commun. 2018, 9, 1–9. [CrossRef]
19. Kirchmann, H.; Bergström, L.; Kätterer, T.; Andrén, O.; Andersson, R. Can Organic Crop Production Feed the World? In Organic

Crop Production—Ambitions and Limitations; Kirchmann, H., Bergström, L., Eds.; Springer: Dordrecht, The Netherlands, 2008; pp.
39–72. [CrossRef]

20. Röös, E.; Mie, A.; Wivstad, M.; Salomon, E.; Johansson, B.; Gunnarsson, S.; Wallenbeck, A.; Hoffmann, R.; Nilsson, U.; Sundberg,
C.; et al. Risks and opportunities of increasing yields in organic farming. A review. Agron. Sustain. Dev. 2018, 38, 1–21. [CrossRef]

21. Bhattacharya, N. Food sovereignty and agro-ecology in Karnataka: Interplay of discourses, identities, and practices. Dev. Pr.
2017, 27, 544–554. [CrossRef]

22. Mariappan, K.; Zhou, D. A Threat of Farmers’ Suicide and the Opportunity in Organic Farming for Sustainable Agricultural
Development in India. Sustainability 2019, 11, 2400. [CrossRef]

23. Smith, J.; Yeluripati, J.; Smith, P.; Nayak, D.R. Potential yield challenges to scale-up of zero budget natural farming. Nat. Sustain.
2020, 3, 247–252. [CrossRef]

24. Ghosh, M. Climate-smart Agriculture, Productivity and Food Security in India. J. Dev. Policy Pr. 2019, 4, 166–187. [CrossRef]
25. Keerthi, P.; Sharma, S.K.; Chaudhary, K. Zero Budget Natural Farming: An Introduction. In Research Trends in Agriculture Sciences;

AkiNik Publications: New Delhi, India, 2018; pp. 111–123. [CrossRef]
26. RySS. Zero Budget Natural Farming: Official Website of ZBNF Programme of Rythu Sadhikara Samstha, Government of Andhra

Pradesh 2020. Available online: http://apzbnf.in/ (accessed on 11 May 2020).
27. Tripathi, S.; Shahidi, T.; Nagbhushan, S.; Gupta, N. Zero Budget Natural Farming for the Sustainable Development Goals, 2nd ed.;

Council on Energy Environment and Water: New Delhi, India, 2018.
28. Khadse, A.; Rosset, P.M. Zero Budget Natural Farming in India—From inception to institutionalization. Agroecol. Sustain. Food

Syst. 2019, 43, 848–871. [CrossRef]
29. Khadse, A.; Rosset, P.M.; Morales, H.; Ferguson, B.G. Taking agroecology to scale: The Zero Budget Natural Farming peasant

movement in Karnataka, India. J. Peasant Stud. 2018, 45, 192–219. [CrossRef]
30. Anderson, C.R.; Bruil, J.; Chappell, M.J.; Kiss, C.; Pimbert, M.P. From Transition to Domains of Transformation: Getting to

Sustainable and Just Food Systems through Agroecology. Sustainability 2019, 11, 5272. [CrossRef]
31. Holt-Giménez, E.; Shattuck, A.; Van Lammeren, I. Thresholds of resistance: Agroecology, resilience and the agrarian question. J.

Peasant Stud. 2021, 48, 1–19. [CrossRef]
32. McCune, N.; Sánchez, M. Teaching the territory: Agroecological pedagogy and popular movements. Agric. Hum. Values 2019, 36,

595–610. [CrossRef]
33. Altieri, M.A.; Toledo, V.M. The agroecological revolution in Latin America: Rescuing nature, ensuring food sovereignty and

empowering peasants. J. Peasant Stud. 2011, 38, 587–612. [CrossRef]
34. Münster, D. Performing alternative agriculture: Critique and recuperation in Zero Budget Natural Farming, South India. J. Politi

Ecol. 2018, 25, 748–764. [CrossRef]
35. Kumar, R.; Kumar, S.; Yashavanth, B.S.; Meena, P.C. Natural Farming practices in India: Its adoption and impact on crop yield

and farmers’ income. Indian J. Agric. Econ. 2019, 74, 420–432.

http://doi.org/10.1016/S0167-8809(00)00219-X
http://doi.org/10.1016/0048-9697(96)05280-1
http://doi.org/10.3390/su7043528
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2012.10.004
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
http://doi.org/10.4324/9781315083858
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2007.10.008
http://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-016-0793-6
http://doi.org/10.1007/s13593-020-00646-z
http://doi.org/10.4324/9781849775991
http://doi.org/10.1080/14735903.2019.1694465
http://doi.org/10.1080/21683565.2019.1701171
http://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2014.1396
http://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-018-05956-1
http://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-9316-6_3
http://doi.org/10.1007/s13593-018-0489-3
http://doi.org/10.1080/09614524.2017.1305328
http://doi.org/10.3390/su11082400
http://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-019-0469-x
http://doi.org/10.1177/2455133319862404
http://doi.org/10.22271/ed.book06
http://apzbnf.in/
http://doi.org/10.1080/21683565.2019.1608349
http://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2016.1276450
http://doi.org/10.3390/su11195272
http://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2020.1847090
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10460-018-9853-9
http://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2011.582947
http://doi.org/10.2458/v25i1.22388


Sustainability 2022, 14, 1689 13 of 13

36. Rao, V.U.M.; Rao, B.R.; Venkateswarlu, B. Agroclimatic Atlas of Andhra Pradesh; Central Research Institute for Dryland Agriculture
(ICAR): Hyderabad, India, 2013.

37. AP-DES. Andhra Pradesh: Economy in Brief ; Directorate of Economics & Statistics, Government of Andhra Pradesh: Vijayawada,
India, 2019.

38. Minitab Support. Methods for Fit Mixed Effects Model 2019. Available online: https://support.minitab.com/en-us/minitab/18
/help-and-how-to/modeling-statistics/anova/how-to/mixed-effects-model/methods-and-formulas/methods/#restricted-
maximum-likelihood-reml-estimation (accessed on 18 January 2022).

39. Government of India. Household Ownership and Operational Holdings in India: NSS 70th Round (January–December 2013) Report No.
571; Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, National Sample Survey Office: New Delhi, India, 2015.

40. Chen, S.Y.; Zhang, X.Y.; Pei, D.; Sun, H.Y.; Chen, S.L. Effects of straw mulching on soil temperature, evaporation and yield of
winter wheat: Field experiments on the North China Plain. Ann. Appl. Biol. 2007, 150, 261–268. [CrossRef]

41. Kader, A.; Senge, M.; Mojid, M.A.; Nakamura, K. Mulching type-induced soil moisture and temperature regimes and water use
efficiency of soybean under rain-fed condition in central Japan. Int. Soil Water Conserv. Res. 2017, 5, 302–308. [CrossRef]

42. Chavan, M.L.; Phad, P.R.; Khodke, U.M.; Jadhav, S.B. Effect of organic mulches on soil moisture conservation and yield of rabi
sorghum (M-35-1). Int. J. Agric. Eng. 2009, 2, 322–328.

43. Kavoosi, G.; Tafsiry, A.; Ebdam, A.A.; Rowshan, V. Evaluation of Antioxidant and Antimicrobial Activities of Essential Oils
fromCarum copticumSeed andFerula assafoetidaLatex. J. Food Sci. 2013, 78, T356–T361. [CrossRef]

44. Sitara, U.; Hasan, N. Studies on the efficacy of chemical and non chemical treatments to control mycoflora associated with chilli
seed. Pak. J. Bot. 2011, 43, 95–110.

45. Sitara, U.; Niaz, I.; Naseem, J.; Sultana, N. Antifungal effect of essential oils on in vitro growth of pathogenic fungi. Pak. J. Bot.
2008, 40, 409–414.

46. Mohana, D.; Prasad, P.; Vijaykumar, V.; Raveesha, K. Plant Extract Effect on Seed-Borne Pathogenic Fungi from Seeds of Paddy
Grown in Southern India. J. Plant Prot. Res. 2011, 51, 101–106. [CrossRef]

47. Colla, G.; Rouphael, Y. Biostimulants in horticulture. Sci. Hortic. 2015, 196, 1–2. [CrossRef]
48. Rouphael, Y.; Colla, G. Editorial: Biostimulants in Agriculture. Front. Plant Sci. 2020, 11, 40. [CrossRef]
49. Trabelsi, D.; Mhamdi, R. Microbial Inoculants and Their Impact on Soil Microbial Communities: A Review. BioMed Res. Int. 2013,

2013, 863240. [CrossRef]
50. Christensen, B.T. Physical fractionation of soil and structural and functional complexity in organic matter turnover. Eur. J. Soil Sci.

2001, 52, 345–353. [CrossRef]
51. Lima, D.; Santos, S.M.; Scherer, H.W.; Schneider, R.J.; Duarte, A.C.; Santos, E.; Esteves, V.I. Effects of organic and inorganic

amendments on soil organic matter properties. Geoderma 2009, 150, 38–45. [CrossRef]
52. Magdoff, F.; Van Es, H. Building Soils for Better Crops, 2nd ed.; Sustainable Agriculture Network: Curridabat, Costa Rica, 2000.
53. Corsi, S.; Friedrich, T.; Kassam, A.; Pisante, M.; de Moraes Sà, J. Soil Organic Carbon Accumulation and Greenhouse Gas Emission

Reductions from Conservation Agriculture: A Literature Review; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO):
Rome, Italy, 2012; Volume 16, pp. 1–89.

54. Walker, G.; Osbahr, H.; Cardey, S. Thematic Collages in Participatory Photography: A Process for Understanding the Adoption of
Zero Budget Natural Farming in India. Int. J. Qual. Methods 2021, 20, 1–13. [CrossRef]

55. Pretty, J.; Benton, T.G.; Bharucha, Z.P.; Dicks, L.V.; Flora, C.B.; Godfray, H.C.J.; Goulson, D.; Hartley, S.; Lampkin, N.; Morris, C.;
et al. Global assessment of agricultural system redesign for sustainable intensification. Nat. Sustain. 2018, 1, 441–446. [CrossRef]

56. Williams, P.A.; Sikutshwa, L.; Shackleton, S. Acknowledging Indigenous and Local Knowledge to Facilitate Collaboration in
Landscape Approaches—Lessons from a Systematic Review. Land 2020, 9, 331. [CrossRef]

https://support.minitab.com/en-us/minitab/18/help-and-how-to/modeling-statistics/anova/how-to/mixed-effects-model/methods-and-formulas/methods/#restricted-maximum-likelihood-reml-estimation
https://support.minitab.com/en-us/minitab/18/help-and-how-to/modeling-statistics/anova/how-to/mixed-effects-model/methods-and-formulas/methods/#restricted-maximum-likelihood-reml-estimation
https://support.minitab.com/en-us/minitab/18/help-and-how-to/modeling-statistics/anova/how-to/mixed-effects-model/methods-and-formulas/methods/#restricted-maximum-likelihood-reml-estimation
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-7348.2007.00144.x
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.iswcr.2017.08.001
http://doi.org/10.1111/1750-3841.12020
http://doi.org/10.2478/v10045-011-0018-8
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.scienta.2015.10.044
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpls.2020.00040
http://doi.org/10.1155/2013/863240
http://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2389.2001.00417.x
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoderma.2009.01.009
http://doi.org/10.1177/1609406920980956
http://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-018-0114-0
http://doi.org/10.3390/land9090331

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Co-Design of Experimental Approach 
	Study Area 
	Experimental Design 
	Crop Selection 
	Pest/Pathogen Management 
	Experimental Implementation 
	Yield 
	Statistical Analysis 

	Results and Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

