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Abstract

Rural-urban linkages are vital elements in a
sustainable food system. As the COVID-19
pandemic unfolded, supply chains were disrupted
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and fear of infection impacted food shopping
decisions, pushing consumers to seck local and
safer options for procuring fresh produce. Direct
marketing arose as a promising alternative for
both consumers and producers. We undertook a
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study in Bengaluru, India, in order to understand
what direct marketing activities have unfolded
with the COVID-19 pandemic. Media reports
highlighted the plight of farmers struggling to
market their harvest during lockdown as well as
the farm to fork initiatives and lockdown farmers
markets that have been created as a response. We
see this moment as an opportunity to develop
Bengaluru’s food system to be more sustainable,
specifically through the City Region Food System
framework. This study conducted online and
telephone surveys with both consumers and
producers in Bengaluru to explore the elements of
supply and demand that have fostered and
hindered direct marketing schemes. We found that
consumers are interested in sourcing fruits and
vegetables directly from farmers, but communi-
cation and logistics between consumers and pro-
ducers are major hindrances. Although producers
are diversifying their marketing strategies, they
need to be implemented at economically viable
scales to ensure long-term success. We find that
the role of technology, specifically messaging
apps, can streamline direct marketing activities and
remove the barriers that currently hamper rural-
urban linkages. Furthermore, existing community
and farmer organizations have the size and scale
to make direct marketing schemes a worthy
endeavor for both consumers and producers.

Keywords

City Region Food System, COVID-19, Pandemic,
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic shocked food systems
around the world, testing resilience and revealing
frailties in the networks that currently connect
billions of people to their food. Cities are hotspots
of the COVID-19 pandemic worldwide (Mishra,
Gayen, & Haque, 2020; Muggah & Florida, 2020)
and the lockdowns implemented to curb the
spread of the coronavirus exposed weaknesses
and vulnerabilities in city functions, especially in
local food systems. Market closures and
transportation disruptions forced farmers from
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the peri-urban and rural areas to reach out directly
to urban consumers (Biswas, 2020). The impera-
tive for cities to build resilient, sustainable food
systems is more apparent than ever before.

This paper examines changes in the food
system during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown
(March to June 2020) in the megacity of Bengaluru,
in southern India. The motivation for this study is
based on the many media reports on emerging
farm-to-fork networks in Bengaluru (Abraham,
2020; Aggarwal, 2020; K. R., 2020a; Kappan, 2020;
Karelia, 2020; Rao, 2020). We seek to understand
the extent of these networks as well as the barriers
preventing them from growing. We use the City
Region Food System framework (Carey &
Dubbeling, 2017) as our food systems lens point of
reference. This framework has the scope to
holistically assess the food system and offers
practical tools for food system transformation. To
better understand the changes that occurred in
Bengaluru’s food system and the potential for
community-based organizations to become more
closely linked in the food system, we surveyed
utban consumerts, resident welfare associations
(RWAs), and rural farmer producer organizations
(FPOs).

The research questions guiding our work were:

e Has the COVID-19 pandemic led to a rise
in direct marketing between urban
consumers and local producers?

e (an existing community organizations,
specifically RWAs and FPOs, collaborate
in neighborhoods to facilitate direct
marketing schemes?

e Can the direct procurement practices of
urban consumers developed during
lockdown be sustained?

To the best of our knowledge there have been
no studies on direct marketing linkages between
RWAs and FPOs in India. This paper seeks to
address this gap by exploring direct marketing
activities that occurred during the COVID-19
lockdown and suggesting ways in which these
bourgeoning rural-urban linkages in the local food
system can be strengthened.
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Literature Review

City Region Food System

The City Region Food System (CRES) framework
is a food systems approach that comprehensively
engages with the complexity of sustainability in
urban food systems. It is context-dependent and
includes other food systems approaches in its
application, including short food supply chains,
rural-urban linkages, and alternative food networks
(Blay-Palmer, Santini, Dubbeling, Renting,
Taguchi, & Giordano, 2018). The CRES has gained
prominence in urban food policy due to the inter-
national declarations and agreements created
through the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, the
City Region Food Systems Alliance and the Seoul
Declaration (FAO, 2018). The CRES puts forth the
crucial need to elevate the ecological, socio-
economic, and governance linkages between urban
centers and surrounding rural areas to create a
more sustainable food system (Dubbeling, Renting,
& Hockstra, 2015).

One component of the CRFS framework is
Short Food Supply Chains (SFSCs) (Jennings,
Cottee, Curtis, & Miller, 2015). SFSCs are direct
connections between producers and consumers
that are based on trust and two-way communica-
tion; they have a short geographical distance
between production and consumption and involve
only one, or preferably no, intermediary (Proctor &
Berdegué, 2016). The CRES framework also in-
cludes rural-urban linkages, which enhance liveli-
hoods, improve nutrition, and provide net environ-
mental benefits for people residing in urban, peri-
urban, and rural localities (Berdegué, Proctor, &
Cazzuffi, 2014; Blay-Palmer et al., 2018; Jennings et
al., 2015; Proctor & Berdegué, 2016). Alternative
food networks, such as community supported
agriculture (CSA), are another way for producers
and consumers to directly connect. While there are
various organizational structures to CSAs, in most
cases the consumers pay a monthly membership
fee to regularly receive fresh farm products. In this
arrangement everyone involved shares the risks and
rewards in agriculture (Moore, McCarthy, Byrne, &
Ward, 2014).

The CRES approach takes the above-men-
tioned food system components and seeks to
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embed them into a larger analysis of the flows and
scales of operations within the rural to urban food
systems, thereby effectively influencing food policy
and directing research towards sustainability and
resilience (Blay-Palmer et al., 2018).

Direct Marfketing and the CRES Frameworfk

In this paper we use the CRES framework to exam-
ine how urban consumers, RWAs, and FPOs
engage in the local food system. Although RWAs
are not primarily tasked with procuring food for
their residents, some RWAs have engaged with
farmers to sell fresh produce to their residents,
both before and during the COVID-19 lockdown.
Likewise, while FPOs mainly work with govern-
ment marketing channels, recent agricultural
policies have encouraged contracts between FPOs
and private bulk buyers (Nikam & Kale, 2020). We
describe RWAs and FPOs in more detail in the
final paragraphs of this section. Many researchers
assert that farm to market linkages and the streng-
thening of India’s FPOs are imperative in
transforming local food systems (Chand, 2012;
Kumar, Padhee, & Kumar, 2020).

Diversifying marketing outlets bolsters the
overall resilience of the food system (Moragues-
Faus, Marsden, Adlerova, & Hausmanova, 2020;
Worstell & Green, 2017). The dependence of
urban consumers on large supermarkets makes
them vulnerable to price hikes and shortages, as
was seen in the eatly days of the COVID-19
pandemic (Bengaluru Bureau, 2020). Similarly, the
dependence of producers on a single or very few
marketing channels increases their vulnerability to
shocks and crises, which makes the food system
less resilient. Redundancies in the food system
counterbalance this dependency and reduce the
vulnerability of both producers and consumers
(Sukhwani, Deshkar, & Shaw, 2020). Using the
CREFS framework, we seek to understand if RWA
and FPO linkages can become an alternative mar-
keting channel that make the food system more
resilient to shocks and crises.

Food Systen in India

The Government of India (GOI) has enacted legis-
lation to strengthen the position of Indian farmers,
perhaps most notably with the Agricultural Pro-
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duce Marketing Committee (APMC) Acts. These
Acts mandate the creation of special markets,
referred to as APMC markets ot mandis, where
farmers sell their produce through more trans-
parent processes that include open auctions and
fair payments (Chand, 2012). The Model Act of
2003 was an amendment to the APMC that created
private and cooperative markets where farmers
engage in direct marketing (Chand, 2012).

In July 2020 the GOI notified two national
ordinances, The Farmers’ Produce Trade and
Commerce Ordinance and The Farmers Agree-
ment on Price Assurance and Farm Services
Ordinance (Mint, 2020). These ordinances allow
farmers to sell directly to bulk buyers, outside of
the jurisdiction of the APMC markets and through-
out the country through barrier-free trading (Babu
& Dassani, 2020). In these new ordinances, farmers
are also being pushed to utilize e-marketing plat-
forms (Chintala & Mani, 2020). However, many
farmers and farmer organizations criticize these
new ordinances, arguing that the Minimum Sup-
port Price and the role of the APMCs are being
diluted, exposing farmers to more risk (Balaji,
2020).

While the APMCs and the associated amend-
ments are well intentioned, it is important to note
that in India “the channels for marketing of agri-
cultural produce remain long and fragmented”
(Chand, 2012, p. 55). In Bengaluru, farmers typi-
cally sell through three channels: Horticultural
Producers’ Cooperative Marketing and Processing
Society (HOPCOMS) markets, APMCs, and farm-
er networks. HOPCOMS is a cooperative that has
retail spaces throughout Bengaluru; its operations
bring over 70 tons of vegetables per day to the city
(Sami & Surie, 2017). Alternative food networks
(e.g. organic food shops) do exist, but cater to
urban middle-class consumers (Erler & Dittrich,
2020). The number of intermediaties in the value
chain varies depending on the marketing channel.
On average, Chand (2012) calculates that between
four to six intermediaries are involved before a
product reaches the consumer, with little to no
value being added. Trebbin (2014) estimates this
number to be higher, with up to eight intermedi-
aries, “from village-level consolidators, trans-
porters, wholesalers and commission agents in
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state-regulated government markets (APMC mar-
kets) to retailers” (p. 39) involved in vegetable
marketing chains, resulting in prices inflating 200-
300% more than what the farmer earns. This great
loss of potential income to farmers is a major
incentive for farmers to pursue direct marketing
channels and retain a greater share of the value
chain (Special Correspondent, 2020c).

Food System in India during the COVID-19
Pandemic

On March 24, 2020, the GOI announced a 21-day
nationwide lockdown, providing only four hours of
warning (Gettleman & Schultz, 2020). This lack of
forewarning resulted in panic buying, the mass
migration of informal laborers from cities back to
villages, and disruptions in the transportation of
essential goods, including fresh fruits and vege-
tables (Bengaluru Bureau, 2020; Bharadwaj, 2020a;
Frayer & Pathak, 2020). The lockdown was ex-
tended three times, becoming, at the time, one of
the longest coronavirus lockdowns in the world.
On June 8, after 75 days, India began a phased
reopening (Kumar, D., 2020).

The lockdown began at the peak of harvest for
the 7abi season (winter) crops, forcing farmers to
harvest and market their produce in the face of
unprecedented challenges: barriers in transporta-
tion (road closures, travel permit requirements,
police checkpoints), market closures or limited
hours of operation, and fewer laborers for both
field and market operations due to the mass migra-
tion of daily wage earners (Abhishek et al., 2020;
Bharadwaj, 2020b; Ceballos, Kannan, & Kramer,
2020; Raj, 2020). Consumer interest in food pro-
duction grew, both in terms of home gardening
and direct purchasing activities (Devy & Casiker,
2020; Kumar, B. S. S., 2020b). RWAs, FPOs,
NGOs, and government agencies worked together
to create opportunities for direct marketing, mobile
marketing, and online marketing schemes, thus
benefiting both farmers and consumers (Abraham,
2020; K. R., 2020a; K. R., 2020b; Special Corre-
spondent, 2020a; Sukhwani et al., 2020). For
example, ‘lockdown farmers markets’ on social
media were created to connect producers with
consumers (Aggarwal, 2020; Joshi, 2020; Karelia,
2020; Kumar, B. S. S., 2020a; Narayanan & Saha,
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2020; Rao, 2020; Wangchuk, 2020). The number of
food shopping apps also increased during the lock-
down (Bhatt, 2020; Kappan, 2020; Nainar, 2020,
Special Correspondent, 2020b).

Resident Welfare Associations and Farmer

Producer Organizations

RWAs are registered community groups that are
made of elected volunteers who advocate for
infrastructure and public services in their respec-
tive neighborhoods. While they have no official
governmental power, they are often active in
upholding local bylaws and can even hold political
sway in local elections (Harriss, 2010). They also
tend to cater to the needs of the middle and upper
classes (Mahadevia, Bhatia, & Bhatt, 2016). Dut-
ing the lockdown, many RWAs engaged with
farmers and FPOs to enable direct marketing to
their residents and coordinate distribution of
donated food packages to needy families in their
areas (K. R., 2020a).

FPOs are registered groups of geographically
clustered smallholder farmers who purchase inputs
and market their products collectively. Smallhold-
ers account for 86% of all Indian farmers (Govern-
ment of India, 2019), and the development of
FPOs has given them better access to both inputs
and markets. Bisht, Rana, and Pal Ahlawat (2020)
undertook a study on strategies for bringing these
126 million smallholder farmers into the food
system in an economically and environmentally
sustainable way. Half of the households in their
study of 1,000 farmer households preferred form-
ing farmer collectives to meet the demands of
urban consumers.

In 2002, the GOI amended the Companies Act
of 1956 to allow for the creation of FPOs. FPOs
operate as cooperatives in their production, post-
harvest, and marketing activities (Chand, 2012).
The legislation for FPOs was created to boost
smallholder farmers’ participation in agricultural
value chains (Trebbin & Hassler, 2012). A study
conducted in 2019 determined that between
January 1, 2003, and March 31, 2019, a total of
7,374 FPOs were registered nationwide (Neti,
Govil, & Rao, 2019). In Bengaluru, there are 15
officially registered FPOs spread across rural and
urban areas (National Bank for Agriculture and
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Rural Development [NABARD)], 2020; Small
Farmers’ Agri-Business Consortium [SFAC], 2016).
Their organizational structure can be best de-
scribed as a “hybrid between private companies
and cooperative societies” (Trebbin, 2014, p. 39).
FPOs are owned and operated by the member
farmers. They receive financial assistance from the
government or from donor organizations and their
management is often done by professionals
(Ttrebbin & Hassler, 2012).

In the wake of the COVID-19 lockdown,
some FPOs have been supported through the
Small Farmers’ Agri-Business Consortium (SFAC).
The SFAC is a government program, supported by
the Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers Welfare,
that assists FPOs in marketing their products
through such initiatives as the use of online portals
to manage the supply, demand, and logistics of
delivery, the creation of a WhatsApp group with
pan-Indian buyers, and the facilitation of direct
market linkages with large buyers, retailers, and
RWAs (SFAC, 2020). The disruptions in marketing
caused by the lockdown affected the operations of
all FPOs to varying degrees, however, some
demonstrated greater resilience than others and
adapted to the situation by engaging in direct
marketing to urban consumers (D, 2020; Special
Correspondent, 2020c).

Research Methods

In this study, we investigate how the COVID-19
pandemic led to a rise in direct marketing between
urban middle-class consumers and local producers.
We focus on urban middle-class consumers be-
cause they constitute a significant demographic
with strong purchasing power, and they ate a tar-
getable population for an online survey. We are
specifically interested in the marketing and con-
sumption of fruits and vegetables because of the
high volume of regional production supplying local
markets (Sami & Surie, 2017). Our regional focus is
Bengaluru Urban which includes the megacity of
Bengaluru, the capital of Karnataka state, and the
surrounding peri-urban areas (Government of
Karnataka, n.d.). Bengaluru Urban has an estimated
population of 12 million inhabitants, making it the
third largest city in India after Mumbai and Delhi
(World Population Review, 2021).
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Online Survey
The online survey was designed using LimeSurvey
Version 3.22.17+200525 and was posted online to
12 Bengaluru-based Facebook groups. These
groups include Bengaluru resident welfare groups,
groups focused on the topics of food and/or gat-
dening, and groups that were created during the
lockdown to connect farmers with consumers (see
Appendix A). The post with the link to the survey
was shared twice, once on July 15 and once on
August 5, 2020. The survey was also distributed
twice through the email listserv of the Bengaluru-
based not-for-profit organization Ashoka Trust for
Research in Ecology and the Environment
(ATREE). We used a frameless sampling strategy
in survey distribution (Fielding, Lee, & Blank,
2016). We then used post stratifying methods to
select responses exclusively from Bengaluru Urban
residents. The survey was designed so that partici-
pants remain anonymous; however, participants
had to identify their ward and PIN locations to
ensure that all respondents reside within Bengaluru
Urban. Data analysis was done using Excel 2019
MSO and Stata 13.

In total we received 236 responses, of which
125 were complete and valid, making the survey
completion rate 53%. Of these 125 responses,
eight respondents were located outside of Benga-
luru Urban and were thus excluded from our study.
We use 117 complete responses for our analysis.

RWA Survey

Two online sources, the Bengaluru government
website (BBMP, 2016) and the Bengaluru Govern-
ance Observatory website (Bengaluru Governance
Observatory, 2020), were used to compile a list of
865 RWAs in Bengaluru Urban. We randomly
selected 320 RWAs for a telephone-based survey.
Of the 320 RWAs contacted, 117 RWA members
agreed to participate in the survey. Of the 203
RWAs that did not patticipate, 158 RWA phone
numbers (49%) were no longer functional and 45
RWAs declined to participate.

FPO Survey

We compiled a list of 22 FPOs registered in Benga-
luru Urban and Rural from three sources, the Small
Farmers’ Agri-Business Consortium (SFAC, 2016),

110

the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Devel-
opment (NABARD, 2020) and the KrishiJagran
website (Krishi Jagran, n.d.). Of these, we were
able to conduct our survey with six FPOs by
phone. We sent emails to seven FPOs who were
not reachable by telephone and one responded
with their updated contact information. Because
one of the surveyed FPOs does not operate in
Bengaluru we did not include them in our analysis;
thus, our sample size for the FPO survey is six.

Results

The results are presented in three parts based on
the three surveys conducted. We begin with
reviewing the results of the online survey,
followed by the RWA and FPO surveys. Map 1
shows Bengaluru Urban boundaries and the
distribution of respondents to the online and
RWA surveys.

Online Survey

The online survey addressed how the COVID-19
lockdown in Bengaluru impacted various aspects of
food procurement and consumption. It included
the following five sections: food shopping, con-
sumption, direct purchasing from farmers, home
gardening, and food safety. This paper and the
results presented below are based on the first three
sections of the survey. Table 1 presents the
demographic results.

Based on the results in Table 1, we see that our
survey reached an almost equal percentage of males
and females. In terms of education and income,
92.3% of our respondents are highly educated, with
56.4% belonging to the upper and upper middle
classes, earning more than 40,000 Rupees per
month (543 USD). Nearly 70% of respondents are
currently employed.

Food Shopping Habits
The first section of the online survey addressed
food shopping habits and the changes that occur-
red as a result of the lockdown. Table 2 shows
where respondents sourced their fruits and vege-
tables before and during the lockdown.

We asked respondents to clarify exactly how
they contact farmers for direct purchasing. We
found that the lockdown had an impact on the
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Map 1. Distribution of Online and Resident Welfare Association (RWA) Survey Respondents
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mode of contact between consumers

Table 1. Demographics of Online Survey Respondents (N=117)

and producers (Table 3).

Category Percentage
Social media and food shopping apps Gender Female 44.4%
When asked if they had joined any Male 50.4%
social media groups in order to put- Gender not specified 5.1%
chase fruits or vegetables directly from Education High school certificate 2.6%
farmers, 15 of 117 respondents. sa_ld Diploma/PUC 5.1%
that they had. Of these, the majority Graduate 60.7%
used WhatsApp (10.3%), with Face- , .
book (3.4%) and Instagram (2.6%) Profession or Honors 31.6%
being the other platforms used. Twit- Occupation Salaried employment, private sector 60.7%
ter (0%) was not used by any of the Salaried employment, public sector 7.7%
participants. Student 13.7%
The use of food shopping apps to Entrepreneur, self-employed 0.8%
purchase fruits or vegetables directly Housewife/Househusband 5.1%
frolm farmeEs was also q(llnte low, .Wlth Unemployed 6.0%
only nine of 117 respondents saying Retired 4.3%
that they had used an app for this
. Other 1.7%
purpose. The Big Basket app was used
by three respondents. Two respond- Monthly Income * 12,000 to 20,000 % 21.4%
ents used WhatsApp for this purpose. 20,000 to 30,000% 8.5%
Zomato, Swiggy, Dunzo, Agrimitra, 30,000 to 40,000 % 13.7%
and KSMDC apps were each selected 40,000 to 80,000 ¥ 21.4%
once, while the'Farmer near me, 80,000 to 120,000 % 15.4%
MyBy, and Sabjee apps were not used. more than 120,000 19.6%

Direct purchasing
In order to understand consumer

*Amount is total household monthly income. Income groups are based on the
modified Kuppuswamy socioeconomic scale (Mohd Saleem, 2019).

attitudes towards direct purchasing, we

asked respondents to consider six factors as either
positive or negative aspects of directly purchasing
produce from farmers. The six factors are: variety
of produce, locally produced, freshness,

communication with farmer, price, and logistics.
Figure 1 shows that the most positive aspect of
direct purchasing is freshness, while the most
negative aspect is the logistics involved.

Table 2. Fresh Vegetable and Fruit Purchasing Behavior Before and During Lockdown (N=117)

Vegetable/
Directly from farmer Supermarket Market Fruit shop Pushcart vendor
Before lockdown 7.7% 46.1% 37.6% 77.8% 45.3%
During lockdown 9.4% 31.6% 21.4% 69.2% 40.2%

Table 3. Mode of Contact for Direct Purchase from Farmers Before and During Lockdown (N=117)

Personal contact Resident Welfare Social
with farmer Association Club NGO Social Media Apps
Before lockdown 4.3% 0.8% 1.7% 0.8% 1.7% 0.8%
During lockdown 2.6% 2.6% 1.7% 0.8% 2.6% 2.6%
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Figure 1. Consumer Perspective on Positive and Negative Aspects of Direct Purchasing from Farmers
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Community supported agricnlture

We asked respondents if they are a member of a
CSA or if they would like to be. Only three of 117
respondents are currently in a CSA. However, 45
respondents (38%) said that they would like to join
a CSA but it is not available in their area.

Results of RW.A telephone survey
During the lockdown period, RWAs engaged with
residents to assist in procuring essential goods.
Out of our sample size of 117 RWAs, 42 arranged
for farmers to directly sell fruits and vegetables to
residents. When asked if they knew of other RWAs
arranging direct marketing of fresh fruits and
vegetables, 19 responded yes and 98 responded no.
All of the following results are based on a
sample size of 42. Forty RWAs sourced vegetables
directly from farmers, however none of the RWAs
in our sample worked with FPOs. Two RWAs also
worked with HOPCOMS to source fresh produce,
while one worked closely with a street vendor, and
one with a private driver. When asked how the
RWA contacted farmers, 90.5% of RWAs made

Volume 10, Issue 2 / Winter 2020-2021

the contact either through family or friends.
WhatsApp (42.9%), TV (21.4%), a government
agency (19%), and the newspaper (7.1%) were also
used to reach farmers. One RWA used a Farmer
Producer app. Other options included in the survey
that were not used are NGOs, social media, radio,
and advertisement.

The main products sold by farmers were fruits
and vegetables, including but not limited to grapes,
papaya, banana, pineapple, tomatoes, chilies,
onions, okra, drumstick, and eggplants. Millets,
pulses, and milk were also sold, but only in four
instances. None of the RWAs found the prices to
be more expensive, with 36 reporting that the
prices were lower, and six reporting that the prices
were the same as elsewhere. Going forward, only
five RWAs are motivated to continue working with
farmers to facilitate direct marketing to their resi-
dents. Many are unsure, with 26 responding that it
depends on circumstances. Eleven RWAs
responded that they are not interested in continu-
ing this activity, citing convenience and communi-
cation with farmers as the main hinderances.
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Results of FPO telephone survey

Telephone-based interviews were conducted with
six FPOs that are registered in either Bengaluru
Urban or Bengaluru Rural; five have a membership
of 1,000 farmers and one has 700 farmers. Five of
the six FPOs surveyed sold produce directly to
consumers during the lockdown, with three FPOs
saying that this was a regular marketing channel for
them even before the COVID-19 pandemic. None
of the FPOs offer direct home delivery. Five FPOs
sold their produce by setting up a stall outside of
apartment complexes and three sold through
RWAs. These arrangements were organized
through personal contact between FPO members
and residents (two instances), government assis-
tance (two instances), and WhatsApp (one in-
stance). Five of the FPOs sold fruits and vege-
tables, with one of the FPOs also selling fresh
flowers. One FPO only sold fruits. Four FPOs
answered that the price received from selling
through apartment complexes and RWAs was the
same as through other marketing channels, while
one answered that the price was lower. Delivery
was done by private vehicles that were owned or
rented by a farmer or the FPO. When asked if their
FPO would like to continue this kind of direct
marketing, three FPOs answered yes and two
answered maybe, depending on the communication
with RWAs and apartment complexes. Of the three
FPOs that answered yes, all of them agree that
direct marketing is more profitable and they are
happy to communicate with consumers directly.
However, none of them recognize it as a benefit
that diversifies their market channels, and only one
found this type of marketing convenient.

Discussion

Has the COVID-19 pandeniic led to a rise in

direct marketing between urban consumers and

local producers?

Our results indicate that the purchase of fruits and
vegetables directly from farmers increased by 1.7%
during the lockdown, while purchases from super-
markets, markets, vegetable and fruit shops, and
pushcart vendors all decreased (Table 2). However,
because our sample is not representative, we also
reviewed media reports on fresh produce sales
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during the lockdown. According to the media
reports, small neighborhood shops experienced a
boost in sales at the beginning of the lockdown,
but they also struggled to maintain supplies of
fresh produce because of restrictions and limited
hours of operation at wholesale markets. Shop
owners also had difficulties securing travel permits
to reach the markets. When they were able to reach
the wholesale markets, many found that the price
of some vegetables had doubled or even tripled
(Bharadwaj, 2020c; Gatty, 2020). Many pushcart
vendors also had difficulty accessing the wholesale
markets and many faced restrictions on movement
(K.C., 2020). Pushcart vendors who were able to
access fresh produce benefited from the lockdown
because consumers preferred the convenience of
shopping from their doorstep (TNN, 2020). Large
supermarkets remained open, but many consumers
avoided them because of concern for virus trans-
mission due to large crowds forming at the en-
trance of the stores and a lack of social distancing
(Gejji, 2020).

While personal contact with farmers decreased
during the lockdown, the role of RWAs, social
media, and the use of food shopping apps all in-
creased as modes of contact for purchasing directly
from farmers (Table 3). Despite the reported in-
crease, the overall number of people who engaged
social media to connect with farmers was low (15
of 117 respondents), and the use of food shopping
apps was even lower (nine of 117 respondents).
However, the potential for platforms such as
WhatsApp to connect urban residents with farmers
is promising, especially considering that 42.9% of
RWASs used WhatsApp to connect with farmers.
The way in which neighbors can combine and
organize their orders for fruits and vegetables
through WhatsApp groups shows great potential
for both rural-urban linkages and SFSCs.

Less promising are the multitude of food
shopping apps for purchasing directly from farm-
ers. For farmers, such apps are just another mid-
dleman. We cannot explain the low usage of food
shopping apps by consumers; however, we see
challenges in building trust and connection with
the producers through this technology.

In the media, we found abundant reports
about direct marketing initiatives, from individuals
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starting Facebook groups like Farm to Fork and the
Twitter handle Harvesting Farmer Network, to
women’s groups, NGOs, and RWAs organizing
farmers to sell to their members in bulk. With
headlines in national and international press like
“Farm to Home Networks go into overdrive in
locked down Bengaluru,” “How Lockdown has
helped turn ‘Farm to Fork’ Dream into Reality,”
and “Direct-selling helps Indian farmers swerve
food waste under lockdown,” it appeared that a
revolution was happening in the food system.'
However, our data show that while these ditect
marketing activities did occur, they were perhaps
not as widespread as reported.

Although we recognize that our sample size is
small and not representative, it does include a
diverse demographic and geographical base, with
online survey responses coming from all areas of
the city. Furthermore, we find it significant that
38% of respondents said that they would like to
join a CSA. This clearly shows a level of interest
and potential demand for direct marketing on the
consumer side. The question is whether farmers
are able and willing to engage with this demand.

Can existing community organizations, specifically
RW.As and FPOs, collaborate in neighborbood-

based direct marfketing schemes?

The results of the RWA survey show that the main
motivation behind direct marketing was to help
farmers during the lockdown (Table 4). RWA ini-
tiatives to connect with farmers emerged in re-
sponse to lockdown restrictions and fears of the
coronavirus. The lack of enthusiasm among most
of the RWAs surveyed to continue this form of
direct marketing shows that the effort and level of
engagement required to successfully facilitate direct
marketing is high. We must remember that RWAs
were not created explicitly for this purpose. With
the opening up of offices and businesses, the effort
by RWAs is likely to dissipate further as most of
the members are volunteers whose primary respon-
sibility is responding to infrastructure-related issues
within their neighborhood. Nevertheless, the fact
that 36% of RWAs in our survey did engage in
direct marketing shows that RWAs can be an entry

point for individual farmers or FPOs to reach geo-
graphically and digitally clustered consumers.

From the FPO perspective, only three of the
five FPOs engaged in direct marketing are inter-
ested in continuing this type of marketing. While
four out of five FPOs said that they received the
same price for their produce as they would else-
where, this is perhaps not enough profit when
considering the communication and delivery costs
and the total amount of produce sold. During the
lockdown many farmers sold their harvest through
such direct marketing opportunities in order to
avoid total loss. However, as a long-term strategy,
direct marketing must be profitable for them,
arguably more profitable than selling through
traditional marketing channels.

Can the direct procurement practices of urban
consumers developed during lockdown be sustained?
When asked to consider the positive and negative
aspects of direct purchasing from farmers, con-
sumers stated that the freshness of fruits and
vegetables is the most positive benefit (Figure 1).
They also value buying locally produced food and
appreciate the lower prices resulting from direct
marketing. Communication with farmers was
almost evenly split between being a positive or a
negative aspect. Logistics of purchasing from
farmers is by far the most negative aspect of this
interaction. This is indeed a challenge for both
consumers and producers. For consumers, the
level of engagement required to communicate with
farmers and negotiate price, quantity, and delivery

Table 4. Resident Welfare Association (RWA)
Motivations for Engaging with Farmers for Direct
Marketing (N=42)

Direct marketing motivations Response=Yes

To help farmers during lockdown 95.2%
To avoid leaving home 88.1%
Afraid to go shopping 83.3%
Produce would be wasted in lockdown 50.0%
Farmer produce is fresher 19.0%
Because shops were closed 16.7%

'The headlines are from Citizen Matters, The Times of India, and Deutsche Welle, respectively.
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are all time-consuming activities. The quality of the
produce and the value-added of knowing where
their food comes from must adhere to a high
standard for them to pursue direct purchasing
(Moustier & Renting, 2015). For producers, the
logistical challenges of marketing are manifold and
include availability of on-farm labor for crop
management, harvest and post-harvest activities,
transportation of produce, communication with
buyers on quantity and quality, and ensuring a price
that affords the producer an adequate profit.
Therefore, in order for direct marketing activities
to gain a wider consumer base, it must become
more streamlined and convenient for all parties.

Conclusion

The resilience of Bengaluru’s food system is appar-
ent, not only in the steady availability of fresh
foods throughout the lockdown, but also through
the efforts and ingenuity of actors all along the
food chain to produce, procure, distribute, and
consume locally grown foods. “In the context of
urban resilience, ensuring a supply of food pro-
duced as locally as possible is the key to having a
stable food supply that can be distributed to an
urban population as quickly as possible—especially
critical in cases of extreme weather events or other
disasters” (Ballamingie et al., 2020, p. 234). The
COVID-19 pandemic certainly falls under the cate-
gory of other disasters, and this headline from The
Hindu newspaper, “Meet India’s inspiring farmers
who pivot, adapt, and keep supplying fresh pro-
duce during the lockdowns”, captures the coot-
dinated resilience perfectly.

It is apparent that the lockdown created a situ-
ation where consumers and producers are secking
one another out, albeit for different reasons. While
consumers are mostly concerned with their own
personal health and with helping farmers through
these difficult times, farmers are focused on mini-
mizing losses. Farmers are willing to sell directly to
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Appendix A. List of Facebook Groups Targeted in Online Survey

Bengaluru Foodies Club

Vidyaranyapura Citizens Welfare Association
Bangalore Foodies Club

Bangalore Foodies

Covid-19 Farm to Fork

Put me in Touch with Bangalore

Terrace Gardening

Organic Terrace Gardening Bangalore

© 0 N o gk wDdPRE

Bangalore South Organic Terrace Gardening
10. Marathahalli
11. Organic Terrace Gardening

12. Terrace Gardening Bengaluru
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