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JOINT LIABILITY GROUPS (JLGs) – 
UNLOCKING THE POTENTIAL OF 
WOMEN IN AGRICULTURE
INTRODUCTION
Kudumbashree had an inspiring story of women’s collectivization and empowerment through its Neighbour Hood 
Group (NHG) network in the state over the past two decades. The initiative of NHGs brought relief to rural poor through 
collateral free credit to support and enhance sustainable livelihood practices. The potential of group mobilization has 
been harnessed in agriculture and allied activities to address the multiple constraints faced by small and marginal 
women farmers at individual level. Hence, Kudumbashree, has taken up task of revitalizing the farming culture of the 
state by mobilizing women to take up agriculture through collective farming approach, which reduces the burden of 
farming to a greater extent.

Kerala is a state where agricultural production has been on the decline over the years. More and more lands are lying 
fallow, crop production has been spiraling down and the state’s dependence on import of food from other states has 
been going up. The mode of female participation in farming activities varies with the land owning status of farm 
households to landless labourers. Even though women play an integral role in the agricultural production system, their 
contribution are undetermined to a level of an agricultural labourer only.
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HISTORY OF COLLECTIVE FARMING
Kudumbashree identifying this social bias, instituted a 
new concept called ‘Lease Land Farming’ in 2006, aiming 
to include women also as a farmer rather than a labourer 
by reconstructing the image of a farmer associated 
with males. As majority of them are landless, they are 
motivated to take up land on lease. Over the years this 
programme has gained momentum and the women 
farmers have achieved their rightful place in the milieu 
of agriculture in Kerala. From April 2010, the name of 
this project has been changed to ‘Collective Farming’, 
one of the important initiatives of Kudumbashree in the 
livelihoods sector. It facilitates to enhance the agricultural 
production by bringing fallow and cultivable waste lands 
into agricultural use, and has great significance as a food 
security measure.

A mobilization drive to convert collective farming 
groups of women into Joint Liability Groups (JLGs) was 
undertaken for ensuring access to agricultural credit 
support from NABARD and other banking systems. 
Women enter the programme as cultivators as opposed 
to agricultural labour and control over the means of 
production and access to formal credit help in increasing 
the returns from farming.

MAHILA  KISAN  
SHASHAKTHIKARAN  PARIYOJANA (MKSP)
The Government of India has initiated a project Mahila 
Kisan Shashakthikaran Pariyojana (MKSP), as sub 
component of National Rural Livelihood Mission 
(NRLM), to improve the status of women engaged in 
agriculture and to address the food security at a micro 
level. The project envisaged to empower women in 
agriculture by making systematic investments to enhance 
their participation and productivity, to create and sustain 
agriculture based livelihoods of rural women. Deviating 
from the normal mode of subsidy and incentive based 
programmes, MKSP has been devised as a zero subsidy 
programme aimed at providing extension services to the 
door step of the women farmers.

Kudumbashree is the programme implementing agency 
of MKSP in Kerala since 2011 and has been in the process 
of implementing the project through the institution 
of JLGs and associated NHG networks. The project 
envisages collective farming by 30,000 Joint Liability 
groups covering 1,50,000 women beneficiaries, thereby 
bringing 24,000 hectare of land under cultivation. The 
table below shows the increase in number of JLG groups 
and the corresponding area under cultivation over a 
period of time.

Financial 
year

Number of 
JLGs

Number  
of Women 

farmers

Area under 
production 

(Ha)
2006-07 26499 234812 17370
2007-08 31680 249741 21805
2008-09 39770 291074 27270
2009-10 46449 232220 25062
2010-11 39734 175835 19850
2011-12 41215 198732 24331
2012-13 45248 232478 31021
2013-14 48340 247018 39711
2014-15 54013 265273 44802
2015-16 54167 264178 49960
2016-17 57312 265273 51212
2017-18 63,101 285871 52490

Table 1: Yearly increase in JLGs, women farmers and area under production (Ha)
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There is a gradual increase in the number of JLGs and the 
area under cultivation followed by a sharp fall and again 
increases with the ambitious launch of MKSP project. 
Presently, there are around 3 lakh women cultivators in 
63,101 JLGs were cultivating various crops like paddy, 
banana, tapioca and vegetables in about 52,490 Ha.  

FORMATION, REGISTRATION 
AND FUNCTIONING OF JLGs
JLGs, an informal group of 4-10 women farmers formed 
under the collective farming initiative, to help them 
to access collateral free credit to support and enhance 
sustainable agricultural activities. The members are 
either from the same NHG or from different NHGs. 
Each JLG is controlled by the Area Development Society 
(ADS) to which the members belong. If JLG membership 
is from two ADSs, then the ADS to which the maximum 
membership belongs will control that JLG.

The JLG has to select its president and secretary and 
apply for registration to the concerned Community 
Development Society on the prescribed format. The 
membership of JLG members in NHGs has to be testified 
by the president or secretary of the respective NHG and 

endorsed that the JLG members 
are not part of multiple JLGs. 
The group had to be endorsed 
by the ADS and registered at 
the CDS, with an affiliation 
number known as Unique 
Identification Number (UID) 
for easy identification. Details 
regarding the JLGs, extend of 
cultivation, time of harvest, 
bank linkage etc are recorded 
in registers maintained at the 
CDS office. JLG subcommittee 
has been formed under each of 
the CDS with JLG convenor as 
its head, to address the issues 

and requirement of JLG in each of the panchayath.
Public disclosure policy has been mandated for JLGs 
such that each JLG has to install display boards exhibiting 
details regarding the group, land area under cultivation 
and crops being cultivated. JLGs maintained a register 
on their farm activities, economics and calendar 
of operations and also conducted regular monthly 
meetings. Area and crops cultivated by JLGs have to be 
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by the department of agriculture development and 
farmer’s welfare.

Kudumbashree with its focus on better economic 
empowerment of the poor has devised bank linkage for 
the JLG such that the capital required for farming activity 
could be leveraged from formal financial institutions. The 
total active JLGs in the state are 63,101 and those with 
active bank linkages are 26,611 with a linkage amount of 
Rs. 439 crores.

Area Incentives: Area incentives are given to the bank 
linked JLGs considering the crops, area and pattern 
(traditional/organic) of cultivation. Out of the 63,101 
registered JLGs, 20,219 JLGs are provided with area 
incentives during the financial year 2017-18.

Community Resource Persons (CRPs): For monitoring 
the agricultural activities, resource persons from among 
the JLG members, have been selected who are capable of 
knowledge transfer and project management. The master 
farmers and JEVA (trained master farmer trainers) will 
give assistance and handholding support to the JLGs at 
the field level. Master farmers who is in charge of 20 JLGs 
and JEVA (JLG Evaluation Agent) four members per 
block were selected as the community resource persons.
Farmers’ Facilitation Centres (FFCs): The Farmers’ 
Facilitation Centres (FFCs) established under MKSP 
project, play an important role in supporting and 
monitoring the farming activities of JLGs. Master 
Farmers are available at the FFCs attached to CDS for the 
women farmers to access at any time. 972 FFCs equipped 
with basic machineries were established in Kerala.

Trainings: Trainings form an integral part of the project 
aiming at providing scientific practices and solutions 
to the door step of the farmers. Resource persons are 
selected from the community who were act as the 
barefoot experts of this programme. Training needs of 
master farmers, JEVA and the JLGs will be met from 
within the mission or from the converging institutions as 
per the requirement. 

verified by ADS president / secretary with the support 
of NHGs and be reported to CDS periodically. There is 
monthly progress reporting from JLG secretary to the 
CDS through ADS. CDS further reports to the District 
Mission Coordinator of Kudumbashree followed by the 
state mission as and when necessary. UID along with a 
Management and Information System (MIS) solved the 
purpose of tracking the performance of the JLGs.

SUPPORTING STRUCTURES FOR JLGs
 The groups so formed are structured along the NABARD 
guidelines, and facilitated to open separate bank 
accounts in the name of the JLG. NABARD encouraged 
the formation of JLGs by providing a promotional 
incentive of Rs 2000 for each JLG formed and linked to 
the facilitating agency. In the course of the intervention, 
CDS was made the facilitating agency which was eligible 
for the promotional incentive.

Credit Linkage: Accessing agricultural credit was a big 
challenge in the case of poor women farmers who had 
no land rights. With constant efforts of Kudumbashree, 
JLGs were also brought under the purview of interest 
subsidy schemes facilitated by the Government of Kerala 
wherein short term loans could be covered under a 5 per 
cent interest subvention that was administered through 
the bank. In most cases, the burden of interest was 
reduced further to effectively making the loan an interest 
free loan to a maximum limit of 1 lakh per JLG annually.
Meetings were conducted with banks for having a 
common set of banking procedures for Kudumbashree 
JLGs across the state, especially for the documents to be 
produced by the groups while opening the savings and 
loan accounts which could reduce the complexity for 
both the banks and the groups. JLGs were also made 
eligible for the Kisan Credit Card (KCC) scheme. Each 
JLG member was made eligible for personal accidental 
insurance. Groups could continue in the scheme for 
three years with one time documentation. In the course 
of the intervention, insurance was also provided to the 
JLGs through the State Agricultural Insurance promoted 
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District No. of 
JLGs

No. of 
JLG 

members

No. of 
Master 
farmers

No. of 
JEVA

No. of 
FFCs

Thiruvananthapuram 5161 25804 250 42 52
Kollam 4857 24226 220 44 68
Pathanamthitta 3603 15611 162 32 53
Alappuzha 5443 28475 268 40 78
Kottaym 2380 10200 145 44 73
Idukki 8463 34390 421 32 52
Ernakulam 7050 30250 302 42 42
Thrissur 4911 19864 246 64 86
Palakkad 4162 14396 133 52 95
Malappuram 5409 22658 296 60 94
Kozhikode 3056 15280 132 48 52
Wayanad 7234 41645 410 17 26
Kannur 4790 20522 685 33 67
Kasargod 3869 17436 287 24 36
TOTAL 70388 320757 3957 574 874

As per July 2018 data, highest number of JLGs were 
formed in Idukki (8463) followed by Wayanad (7234)  and 
Ernakulam (7050) districts. Nearly 4000 master farmers 
and 574 JEVA members were involved in monitoring and 
supporting of the JLGs in Kerala. Out of 972 established 
FFCs, only 874 were actively functioning in various 
districts.
Weekly Markets: For ensuring better marketing 
opportunities and avoid middle man exploitation, 
Kudumbashree started weekly markets named 
‘Naattuchantha’ at CDS level across the state and provided 
infrastructure facilities to 450 selected CDS during last 
year. 

Convergence: It also became imperative to converge 
various local, state and central schemes pertaining to 
the agriculture sector like MGNREGS, crop insurance, 
ATMA and RKVY. Activities of Department of 
Agriculture and Farmers Welfare were integrated with the 
collective farming initiative of Kudumbashree to make 
available the various inputs to the JLGs. The integration 
with MGNREGS helped to bring many cultivable fallows 
under cultivation for the JLGs with the support of the 
panchayat and the CDS. It also helped to permit one time 
development of land for agriculture as an activity that was 
permissible under MGNREGS. 

CONSTRAINTS FACED BY JLGs
Access to land was one of the major issues faced by women 
JLGs to take up farming as an income generating activity. 

Many women farmers have expressed the difficulty in 
continuous access to the land on lease as land owners 
were not willing to agree for a lease period more than 
one year.

FUTURE PLANS
•	 Activate	the	dormant	JLGs	
•	 Encourage	 the	NHG	members	 to	 take	part	 in	
the JLG activities
•	 For	better	price	realization	of	the	JLG	products	
organic certification will be ensured
•	 Expand	the	area	under	cultivation	by	converting	
the fallow lands 

CONCLUSION
Collective farming in Kerala had gone beyond the 
sole objective of ensuring food security. It has become 
an instrument of social and economic inclusion and 
provided women a “collective voice”. Collective power of 
women groups, integration of local self governments and 
proactive credit schemes have enabled landless women 
to take up farming and  transform them  as  earning and 
respected  members in  their families and society. From 
a labourer destined to work for minimal wage, collective 
farming has transformed the women farmers to ‘effective 
producers’. Increased financial returns and sustainable 
employment opportunities have given them a sense of 
security and the much needed hope for the future.


