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About 
CoFTI

The Coalition for Food-Systems Transforma(c)tion in India (CoFTI) was born out of the
United Nations (UN) Food Systems Summit 2021 with a commitment to reshaping India’s
food system so that safe and nutritious food is accessible to all. Its mission addresses
hunger and malnutrition while championing biodiversity, climate resilience, and the
protection of livelihoods. By bringing together diverse stakeholders, CoFTI works to create
sustainable and equitable solutions that balance the needs of people, planet, and
economy. Grounded in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the Coalition drives
positive change across seven key areas of work, ensuring that India’s food systems remain
resilient for both present and future generations.

CoFTI’s approach is anchored in three core objectives. First, Thought Leadership—using
research, innovation, and evidence-based insights to shape effective policies and guide
their implementation. Second, Collective Action - offering a collaborative space where
stakeholders can unite, share resources, and work together across its areas of focus. Third,
Building Connections—fostering strong local and international networks to enable the
exchange of knowledge and strengthen partnerships. Through these objectives, CoFTI
serves as both a catalyst and a convener, ensuring that India’s journey towards a just,
sustainable, and nourishing food future is grounded in shared purpose and actionable
solutions.

CoFTI Core Group comprises of Food Future Foundation (FFF), Deutsche Gesellschaft für
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), Welthungerhilfe India (WHH), Watershed Support
Services and Activities Network (WASSAN), which hosts the Secretariat of CoFTI. 
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Executive 
Summary
The issue brief aims to reinvigorate conversations around food systems by drawing attention
to the role of food narratives, i.e., the cultural and political stories that dictate how we think
about food, nutrition, and sustainability. It seeks to engage a wider audience in rethinking the
relationships among food, ecology, and justice.

It introduces the idea of broken ecologies in describing the widening disconnect between
communities and the ecosystems that sustain them. This brief argues that contemporary food
system breakdowns are not about scarcity or technology, but about deeper structural fractures
within our food systems.

Focus and Approach:

This analysis draws on the discussions from the CoFTI workshop of the same name held in June
2025 to develop a standalone knowledge product that integrates perspectives on ecology,
social concerns, and food cultures. It draws from the lived experiences of agrarian, pastoral,
tribal, and coastal communities to illustrate how food systems and environmental change
intersect.

Key Insights:
1.The dominant narrative of food as a commodity is contributing to the mainstream market-

oriented production and homogenisation of diets eroding traditional, biodiverse foodways.
2.Food security approaches should go beyond calorie-based approaches to recognise

nutrition, ecology, and cultural diversity as interlinked dimensions.
3.Local and community-based knowledge systems remain central to imagining more just

and resilient food futures.

One such vision of just food futures re-embeds food within its ecological and cultural
contexts; frameworks for this type of approach are agroecology and food sovereignty,
among others. In these approaches, diversity, resilience, and justice will have priority over
profit and productivity.

Broad suggestions for policy and practice
1.Strengthen biodiversity governance and community custodianship of local food sources;
2.Ensure inclusion of local producers, as valid stakeholders and holders of food wisdom and

knowledge;
3.Ensure participation especially of women, in food system designing and decision-making;
4.Reframe food security to incorporate ecological and cultural well-being; and 
5.Align future food policies with just transitions principles that combine sustainability with

equity.

The issue brief argues that reimagining India's food systems requires restoring relationships
among people, food, and ecology. Building just food futures means recognition that the health
of communities is inseparable from that of ecosystems, and that food narratives are also
narratives of justice and survival.
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1
Introduction
Food narratives are the “stories” that frame how we
understand, value, and organise food systems and play a
decisive role in shaping whose knowledge counts, what
practices are legitimised, and which foods appear in
supply chains and finally on the plate. They open
possibilities while also constraining imagination, elevating
certain voices while silencing others. Narratives
determine what is considered a “problem” in food
systems, how solutions are framed, and whose
knowledge and values are treated as authoritative. The
vulnerabilities faced by agrarian, tribal, pastoral, and
coastal communities in our country are not only
ecological and economic, but they also shape narratives
about how food systems should be, influencing the very
culture surrounding food.

The world’s food systems today are failing to deliver on
the promise of food security and nutrition for all (FAO,
2019a). In 2023, 735 million people faced hunger,
representing an increase of over 122 million from 2019,
while almost 30 per cent of the world’s population
experienced moderate to severe food insecurity (FAO,
2023). Despite technological progress, these crises
coexist with ecological degradation, biodiversity loss, and
water scarcity, all intensified by climate change (IPCC,
2022). India mirrors this global paradox. Though it
occupies just 2.4 per cent of global land area, it hosts 7–8
per cent of recorded species and spans 10 biogeographic
and 15 agroclimatic zones, supporting immense diversity
in crops, forests, livestock, and aquatic systems (MoEFCC,
2020). Yet this ecological abundance now faces acute
stress from overexploitation, groundwater depletion, and
land-use change. These ecological and social inequalities
intersect along lines of class, caste, and gender,
compounding vulnerability (Crenshaw, 1991; Agarwal,
2018).

Under the contemporary global paradigm of
development, the dominant narrative has been one of
economic growth, free enterprise, and globalisation,
which treats food primarily as a tradable commodity. This
extractive framing has produced “industrial food
systems” prioritising yield, profit, and efficiency, built on
monocultures, mechanisation, and chemical
intensification (Anderson, 2021). The promise that these
systems would “feed the world” has proven hollow when
examining the experience of developing nations like ours.
In India, these industrial food systems have produced a
homogenisation that has taken distinct forms across
communities. For agrarian households, it comes through 

the loss of seed sovereignty and dependence on
purchased inputs for agricultural production. For tribal
peoples, it manifests as the stigmatisation of forest foods
as “backward,” producing food shame and dietary
decline. For pastoralists, it takes the form of redirection
toward standardised dairy and poultry chains that
weaken indigenous breeds and women’s roles. For
coastal fishers, it appears in the erosion of artisanal rice–
fish and small-scale marine foodways in favour of export-
oriented aquaculture and mechanised fleets. What unites
these shifts is the reduction of diverse, ecologically
embedded food practices into a narrow, standardised
food plate aligned with industrial and corporate
priorities.

Reimagining just food futures for India, therefore,
requires revisiting dominant narratives and looking
beyond technological or market-based solutions to the
structural conditions that shape how food is produced,
distributed, and valued. The crises unfolding across
agrarian, tribal, pastoral, and coastal regions are not
isolated or accidental; they stem from a gradual severing
of the relationships between communities and the
ecologies that sustain them. As landscapes, livelihoods,
and local food cultures become disembedded from their
ecological contexts, the material and cultural foundations
of India’s diverse food systems begin to fracture.

It is this deep, interlinked process of ecological and social
disconnection that scholars and practitioners have
described as the emergence of “broken ecologies.”

Drawing on the deliberations of the CoFTI workshop
“Food Narratives, Broken Ecologies and Just Food
Futures”  (June 2025), this issue brief explores how food
narratives intersect with ecological and social inequalities
across four key sectoral groups that are crop producers,
tribal communities, pastoralists, and coastal populations
and envisions pathways toward regenerative, just, and
inclusive food systems. The next section examines how
these broken ecologies have taken shape in India and
how they continue to reproduce inequalities across food-
producing communities. 
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2
Background: Broken
Ecologies and
Structural
Inequalities
The idea of broken ecologies captures the interconnected
social and environmental ruptures that occur when
patterns of economic growth and development separate
people from the ecosystems that sustain them. These
fractures are not only ecological, such as soil
degradation, biodiversity loss, or falling water tables, but
also social, as they weaken communal access and
management needs, local governance systems, and food
cultures (FAO, 2021). Dominant food narratives that
emphasise productivity, efficiency, and market
integration often treat these disruptions as technical
issues rather than as the result of deeper inequalities and
exclusion (Scoones et al., 2020).

The Green Revolution marked a turning point in India’s
food security strategy. It achieved national grain
sufficiency but relied on resource-intensive cultivation of
rice and wheat, leading to soil degradation, groundwater
depletion, and the narrowing of agricultural diversity. As
a result, traditional crops such as millets declined sharply
from 37 per cent of total cereal area in the 1960s to less
than 10 per cent by 2018 (FAO, 2023). Recognising these
consequences, India has increasingly aligned with global
efforts to transform food systems. In partnership with
the UN, the NITI Aayog has signed instruments to
promote the diversification of food baskets, the linking of
agriculture with nutrition, and the revival of climate-
resilient and nutritious crops through the International
Year of Millets (IYoM) in 2023. State programmes such as
Odisha’s Shree Anna Abhiyan (formerly known as Odisha
Millet Mission) and Andhra Pradesh’s Community-
Managed Natural Farming are notable examples of these
emerging efforts.

While these initiatives mark an important shift, there
remains a need to take these measures to the last mile.
Agrarian, Adivasi and forest-dependent, pastoral, and
coastal communities need to be fully recognised as
central stakeholders in food policy and praxis. Their
voices and lived knowledge can help shape the design of
future strategies for resilient and equitable food systems.
The next section discusses how broken ecologies affect
these communities in practice.
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Sectoral Impacts on
Diverse Agrifood
Systems
The structural drivers of ecological breakdown outlined
above take on concrete forms in the lives of specific
communities. Crop producers, tribal groups, pastoralists,
and coastal populations are not only the stewards of
biodiversity and traditional foodways but also the first to
experience the rupture of broken ecologies. Their
experiences underscore how marginality is shaped at the
intersection of ecological change, institutional neglect,
and unequal power dynamics.

CROP PRODUCERS
India’s agrarian ecologies today bear the brunt of
decades of resource-intensive farming that has
undermined soil health, fresh and groundwater levels,
and biodiversity. This is evidenced by the National
Compilation on Dynamic Ground Water Resources of India
(CGWB, 2024), which finds that over 14 per cent of India’s
administrative units are in critical or overexploited
categories, with nearly 17 per cent of recharge-worthy
land under severe stress, largely in Green Revolution
regions, linking intensive irrigation to groundwater
depletion. This ecological strain is also evidenced by the
disappearance of indigenous food grains and local
vegetables, marking a sharp erosion of agrobiodiversity.

| 3 |
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LABOURERS IN PADDY FIELDS. CURTORIM, GOA. 

Photo Credit: Priyamvada Kowshik

ISSUE BRIEF
FOOD NARRATIVES,
BROKEN ECOLOGIES, 
AND JUST FOOD FUTURES



Policy measures such as minimum support price (MSP)
and government procurement of food grains have
incentivised the expansion of rice–wheat systems, often
at the expense of millets and pulses (Kumar, 2023). These
shifts have narrowed diets, reduced resilience, and
contributed to micronutrient deficiencies (Kumar et al.,
2020). Heavy fertiliser and pesticide use has degraded
soils, polluted ecosystems, and exposed farm workers to
health risks, while rising input costs continue to squeeze
smallholder incomes (Veluguri et al., 2019).

The burdens of this ecological exhaustion are unevenly
distributed. Corporate consolidation of seeds, backed by
intellectual property regimes, undermines farmer
sovereignty and erodes collective traditions of seed
saving (Bhutani, 2016). Agricultural labourers, particularly
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, remain landless
and insecure. Women, who constitute the majority of the

agricultural workforce, are often not even recognised as
“farmers” and face lower wages, invisibility, and structural
exclusion from land and credit (Kumar et al., 2020). Thus,
the agrifood system reflects both ecological breakdown
and entrenched social inequities.

PASTORAL COMMUNITIES
According to an earlier study, India has about 10 million
pastoralists who sustain mobile livestock systems that
nurture almost half the goats and three-quarters of the
sheep worldwide, while preserving more than 40 per cent
of India's native breeds (Sharma et al., 2003). Official data
usually clubs nomadic, semi-nomadic, transhumant, and
sedentary pastoralists together. Their inputs and
knowledge continue to be marginalised in policy and
government statistics. Their grazing grasslands are often
classified as “wastelands” in official records and
subsequently diverted for industrial uses, development
projects, and plantations, affecting migration routes and
access to fodder (Madhusudan & Vanak, 2023).

| 4 |
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Cooperative dairying increased the incomes of livestock
keepers during the White Revolution period, but the
subsequent penetration of agribusiness into dairy and
poultry has put small producers into wage-like supply
chains, usually at a trade-off in their herd diversity and
autonomy (Singla & Singh, 2025). Concurrently, invasive
weeds like Prosopis and Lantana, and dwindling
commons have diminished grazing opportunities (Jodha,
2000).

There are limited legal provisions that offer protection to
pastoral communities. The Scheduled Tribes and Other
Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights)
Act (FRA), 2006, envisions the inclusion of pastoral
communities and is supposed to protect grazing access
and community resource use. However, recognition is
especially difficult for nomadic pastoralists. Migration
routes usually bisect districts and even states,
complicating mapping and registration of claims. Overlap
in the use of natural resources with sedentary
agricultural societies further complicates recognition,
resulting in widespread non-recognition of Community
Forest Resource (CFR) rights. Under the FRA, to date,
fewer than 3 per cent of possible CFR claims have
materialised nationally, and compensatory afforestation
schemes remain an impediment to migration routes.

The Biological Diversity Act (BDA) 2002 acknowledges the
role of pastoralists as keepers of animal diversity, but its
implementation in states has focused more on the
documentation of domesticated stocks and breeds of
animals. With declining herd numbers and youth fleeing
herding, iconic breeds like the camel, Banni buffalo, and
Tharparkar sheep suffer genetic erosion. Loss of
commons and disregard for pastoral livelihood systems
jeopardise livelihoods but also endanger ecological
function and nutritional contributions provided by
pastoral food systems.

COASTAL COMMUNITIES

Spanning across 7,500 kilometres, India's coastline
supports millions of shoreside and sea-based livelihoods
and a variety of foodways through fishing, farming, and
aquatic trade. These ecologies, as diverse as mangroves,
estuaries, wetlands, and coral reefs, anchor both cultural
identity and food security. Today, they are under acute
stress. Sea-level rise, saltwater contamination, and more
frequent cyclones push settlements away and decrease
farm productivity. The Sundarbans could lose about 80
per cent of its mangroves over this century, which is an
alarming indication of how the collapse of biodiversity
erodes natural buffers that are critical for food resilience.
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TRIBAL COMMUNITIES
For India's nearly 100 million tribal people (Census of
India, 2011), forests are their source of food, identity, and
culture. Their conventional diets have historically
depended on shifting cultivation and uncultivated foods
like wild tubers, greens, fruits, fish, and game. These
foods supported both nutrition and agrobiodiversity in
their food systems (FAO, 2023). However, extractive
development has continuously displaced people at
record sizes: while representing just 8.6 per cent of the
population, Scheduled Tribes represented over 40 per
cent of people forcibly displaced by dams, mining, and
industrial projects (Kumar et al., 2020).

Deforestation and displacement erode access to forest
produce, while climate change disrupts rainfall patterns
and increases forest fires, further reducing non-timber
forest products that constitute the basis of tribal diets.
Loss of forest ecosystems also accompanies cultural
erosion: industrialisation produces "food shame" for
children of tribes, who eschew their traditional diets,
while "forgotten foods" get delisted from local agri-horti-
ecologies. Large-scale industrial and infrastructure
projects have raised concerns about potential impacts on
local ecologies and food systems in recent times. 

Protection regulations have also tilted in favour of large
commercial interests. The Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ)
Notification, progressively diluted over successive
amendments, has increasingly reduced protection to
ecologically sensitive locations (Dhar, 2019; Rao
Mazumdar, 2017). Environmental Impact Assessments
may bypass substantive consultation to accommodate
large infrastructure and industrial projects to proceed
despite their ecological and societal effects. (Rao et al.,
2018) Recent conflicts, such as the Worli fishing grounds
land reclamation in Mumbai, illustrate that fisher
livelihoods are often compromised by urbanisation
(Wagh Indorewala, 2025).

These ecological fractures for coastal communities
directly erode their food systems and warrant a
transformative policy response. Indigenous agro-
ecological practices that ensure climate resilience and
biodiversity maintenance are in decline with pollution,
land clearing, and institutional abandonment. Further,
women, being at the core of post-harvest processes,
vending, and adaptation measures, remain alienated
from fisheries' governance decisions. This gendered
exclusion masks their contribution to coastal foodways'
sustenance and undermines their knowledge and labour-
led resilience strategies.
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FARMERS SELLING THEIR SMALL PRODUCE OF TUBERS AND
ROOT VEGETABLES ON A HIGHWAY IN KARNATAKA

Photo Credit: Priyamvada Kowshik
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Large-scale industrial and infrastructure projects have
raised concerns about potential impacts on local
ecologies and food systems in recent times. In several
such cases, the application of the UN principle of Free,
Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) remains limited,
affecting the ability of tribal communities to participate
fully in decisions concerning their traditional lands and
resources.

The FRA represents an important step in recognising the
rights of Adivasi and forest-dependent communities over
land and forest resources. While legal recognition has
expanded, implementation remains gradual, especially
with respect to CFR rights. Administrative and procedural
requirements have slowed progress, and enforcement
mechanisms for access to minor forest produce, fishing
areas, and seasonal foraging continue to evolve. In
several areas, recognition of community entitlements has
progressed relatively slower than individual claims. The
FRA is still largely approached within a land tenure
framework, rather than as part of a wider effort toward
food and ecological security. The Tribal Sub-Plan remains
a key mechanism for focused development in tribal
regions, though funding constraints have limited its
overall reach and impact (Alha & Garwa, 2025).

The effects on local communities together show how
deteriorating environments perpetuate marginalisation
of agrarian, pastoral, coastal, and indigenous
communities. Each of these communities experiences
unique vulnerabilities, but they are connected by shared
challenges, including extractivism, degradation of
environments, and erosion of indigenous and localised
systems of food and nutrition. It is essential to grasp
these lived experiences because they shed light on not
only material deprivation but shifting culture and
narrative that alter perceived food value. The following
section explores how we can imagine just food futures
for these key sectoral groups.
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TRIBAL POTLUCK AT THE BIODIVERSITY FESTIVAL
ORGANISED BY NORTH EAST NETWORK AT
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Pathways to 
Just Food Futures

A just food future envisions a food system that ensures
healthy, culturally appropriate food; recognises the needs
and contributions of food producers; values ecological
integrity; and distributes power, resources and decision-
making equitably. In this sense, it is as much about justice
as it is about sustainability. In the context of food
systems transformation literature, there is a wide array of
proposed solutions like climate-smart agriculture,
sustainable intensification, biofortification, and organic
farming. However, most of these remain technocratic
responses embedded in the same extractive paradigm,
seldom challenging the structural causes of ecological
degradation and marginality (Montenegro de Wit, 2021).
Agroecology, by contrast, represents a holistic paradigm
shift. It integrates ecological principles with social justice,
centering producers and communities in food system
transformation. It is not simply a set of practices but a
framework that re-embeds food in ecological processes,
culture, and collective values (FAO, 2018).

The FAO’s 10 Elements of Agroecology, born out of decades
of farmer movements and scientific participation (FAO,
2019), are interconnected principles: diversity, synergies,
efficiency, resilience, recycling, co-creation and sharing of
knowledge, human and social values, culture and food
traditions, responsible governance, and circular and
solidarity economies. This has further been expanded
and granulated to 13 principles of agrecology by the High
Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition
(HLPE-FSN). These elements together shift attention from
yield to resilience, from inputs to ecological cycles, and
from market logic to human well-being. Movements such
as La Vía Campesina articulate just food futures as those
rooted in food sovereignty, feminist economies of care,
and youth-led transformation. Their vision places women
and young people at the centre of rebuilding food
systems that are cooperative, reciprocal, and grounded in
dignity and autonomy rather than profit. These
articulations expand the meaning of agroecology from
ecological sustainability to social and gender justice,
reaffirming its relevance for building equitable food
systems in India and beyond.

WILD EDIBLE FOOD
Photo Credit: Salome Yesudas
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5
 

Recommendations
The re-imagining of India's food systems means departing from technocratic fixes in favour of justice-oriented reforms
to transcend ecological destruction and entrenched marginalities. The following recommendations on agrarian, tribal,
pastoral, and coastal systems build on workshop discussions.

CROSS-CUTTING
1.STRENGTHEN BIODIVERSITY GOVERNANCE: Enforce

the BDA to operationalise benefit-sharing with
communities conserving genetic or biological
materials/resources. This includes creating
mechanisms for transparent compensation, legal
recognition of community seed banks and
custodianship of traditional breeds, and institutional
support for community-led biodiversity monitoring.
Biodiversity governance should also actively support
intergenerational knowledge transfer, ensuring that
local ecological expertise informs local and national
conservation strategies.

2.LOCAL PEOPLE AS STAKEHOLDERS /
DECENTRALISATION: Make it routine to bring
farmers, fishers, pastoralists, and tribals into
decision-making processes in agriculture, forest,
coastal and biodiversity policy. Strengthen the role of
Gram Sabhas in active decision-making, and
emphasise the importance of participatory,
multisectoral Gram Panchayat Development Plans
(GPDPs) in shaping locally grounded and inclusive
outcomes.

3.GENDERED AND PARTICIPATORY APPROACH:
Recognise that women play central, yet often
undervalued, roles in food systems from seed saving
and soil management to post-harvest processing
(including in fisheries) and community food
governance. Policies should go beyond simple
participation quotas to leverage women’s ecological
and agricultural knowledge in decision-making,
research, and implementation. This includes
supporting participatory crop research and local
processing initiatives, ensuring that their expertise
directly shapes sustainable and culturally rooted food
systems.

4.RE-VISUALISING FOOD SOVEREIGNTY: Reframe food
security to include cultural and environmental
concerns in addition to calorie concerns. Incorporate
these perspectives into the agricultural and food
policy, so that local food producers have both agency
and capacity to design their food systems.

5. JUST FOOD FUTURES ALIGNED WITH JUST
TRANSITION: Ensure that food systems reforms are
both socially equitable and ecologically regenerative.
Policies should support a transition away from
extractive industrial agriculture and towards local,
low-input, diverse, and climate-resilient food systems.
This transition must centre the livelihoods and needs
of marginalised producers, while providing social
protection and investment for communities
historically excluded from decision-making.

CROP PRODUCERS
 

1.Adopt MSP reforms using the Swaminathan
Commission's C2+50 per cent formula to ensure
equitable return to small-scale food producers
(SSFPs).

2.Support low-input diversified farming systems
through support for soil health programmes and
participatory research.

3.Scale up and scale out farmer/fisher Producer
Organisations (FPOs) through public investment to
increase bargaining power and secure better price
realisation for SSFPs.

4.Lifting of the rice–wheat monoculture by promotion
of diversified local staples (millets, pulses, tubers,
small fish, etc.) through MSP. Invest in decentralised,
women-centred processing centres.

5.Facilitate the restoration and revival of India’s rich
seed diversity and traditional crops appropriate to
diverse local agroecologies. For example, support to
community seed banks of minor millets in
Chhattisgarh state.

TRIBAL COMMUNITIES
1.Protect both CFR and Individual forest Rights (IFR)

under FRA, integrate them into forest governance and
prevent any diversions to other projects in the
absence of Gram Sabha consent.

2.Revive "forgotten foods” and non-cultivated types
through seed libraries and incorporate into Public
Distribution System (PDS) or Mission Saksham
Anganwadi and POSHAN 2.0 (formerly known as
Integrated Child Development Services Scheme-ICDS). 
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PASTORAL COMMUNITIES

1.Revitalise the FRA to incorporate grazing routes
and mobility corridors, and address overlaps with
settled agriculture.

2.Redesignate grasslands as valuable ecosystems
instead of "wastelands" and avoid diverting to
industry. Rajasthani commons management is an
exemplar in how to conserve grazing lands.

3.Facilitate pastoralists with in situ conservation of their
landscapes through the Biological Diversity Act as
custodians of traditional breeds linking conservation
to livelihoods.

Encourage and support the celebration of tribal food   
festivals, for not just the tribal communities
themselves, but also as a means to build a wider
understanding of their nature-positive, climate
resilient and biodiverse food cultures.

COASTAL COMMUNITIES
1.Make the Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) framework

fisher-friendly by prioritising access for artisanal
fishers to landing sites, estuaries, and mangroves.
The Kerala fisher cooperatives are amongst the best
examples of community management of the seas.

2.Support restoration of traditional coastal agro-
ecological systems where cropping and fishing work
in synergy with each other, like rice–fish systems of
Pokkali (Kerala), Kaipad (Kerala), and Khasan (Goa) as
climate adaptation measures. 

3.Recognise women's engagement in fish processing
and vending in fishery-related policies to achieve
balanced market and infrastructure access.

A FLOCK OF SHEEP HERDED BY RABARI PASTORALISTS
IN KACHCHH DISTRICT, GUJARAT

 

Photo Credit: Sahjeevan Archive
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6
 

Conclusions
Building just food futures in India requires re-
imagining food systems as ecological, cultural and
social relationships rather than simple production
and large-scale distribution channels. The
experiences of agrarian, tribal, pastoral and coastal
communities show that today's food crises arise not
from technological gaps, but from broken ecologies
that disrupt connections between people and the
environments that support their livelihoods,
knowledge and food cultures. Technical solutions on
their own cannot repair these underlying issues.
Instead, transformative pathways must place the
needs, knowledge and agency of food-producing
communities at the centre, while restoring
biodiversity, strengthening local governance and
challenging the narratives that have normalised
ecological decline and the loss of diversity.
Approaches such as agroecology and food
sovereignty illustrate how resilience, justice and
cultural rootedness can guide this transition. A just
food future ultimately requires that food policy be
aligned with lived community realities and
recognises ecological well-being and social equity as
inseparable foundations of sustainable food
systems.

A FISHERWOMAN SELLS DRIED FISH AT A
LOCAL VILLAGE MARKET ON THE
GUJARAT–MAHARASHTRA COAST

Photo Credit: Priyamvada Kowshik
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	LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
	Executive  Summary
	The issue brief aims to reinvigorate conversations around food systems by drawing attention to the role of food narratives, i.e., the cultural and political stories that dictate how we think about food, nutrition, and sustainability. It seeks to engage a wider audience in rethinking the relationships among food, ecology, and justice.
	It introduces the idea of broken ecologies in describing the widening disconnect between communities and the ecosystems that sustain them. This brief argues that contemporary food system breakdowns are not about scarcity or technology, but about deeper structural fractures within our food systems.
	Focus and Approach:
	This analysis draws on the discussions from the CoFTI workshop of the same name held in June 2025 to develop a standalone knowledge product that integrates perspectives on ecology, social concerns, and food cultures. It draws from the lived experiences of agrarian, pastoral, tribal, and coastal communities to illustrate how food systems and environmental change intersect.

	Key Insights:
	The dominant narrative of food as a commodity is contributing to the mainstream market-oriented production and homogenisation of diets eroding traditional, biodiverse foodways.
	Food security approaches should go beyond calorie-based approaches to recognise nutrition, ecology, and cultural diversity as interlinked dimensions.
	Local and community-based knowledge systems remain central to imagining more just and resilient food futures.
	One such vision of just food futures re-embeds food within its ecological and cultural contexts; frameworks for this type of approach are agroecology and food sovereignty, among others. In these approaches, diversity, resilience, and justice will have priority over profit and productivity.

	Broad suggestions for policy and practice
	Strengthen biodiversity governance and community custodianship of local food sources;
	Ensure inclusion of local producers, as valid stakeholders and holders of food wisdom and knowledge;
	Ensure participation especially of women, in food system designing and decision-making;
	Reframe food security to incorporate ecological and cultural well-being; and
	Align future food policies with just transitions principles that combine sustainability with equity.
	The issue brief argues that reimagining India's food systems requires restoring relationships among people, food, and ecology. Building just food futures means recognition that the health of communities is inseparable from that of ecosystems, and that food narratives are also narratives of justice and survival.
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	1
	Introduction
	Food narratives are the “stories” that frame how we understand, value, and organise food systems and play a decisive role in shaping whose knowledge counts, what practices are legitimised, and which foods appear in supply chains and finally on the plate. They open possibilities while also constraining imagination, elevating certain voices while silencing others. Narratives determine what is considered a “problem” in food systems, how solutions are framed, and whose knowledge and values are treated as authoritative. The vulnerabilities faced by agrarian, tribal, pastoral, and coastal communities in our country are not only ecological and economic, but they also shape narratives about how food systems should be, influencing the very culture surrounding food.
	The world’s food systems today are failing to deliver on the promise of food security and nutrition for all (FAO, 2019a). In 2023, 735 million people faced hunger, representing an increase of over 122 million from 2019, while almost 30 per cent of the world’s population experienced moderate to severe food insecurity (FAO, 2023). Despite technological progress, these crises coexist with ecological degradation, biodiversity loss, and water scarcity, all intensified by climate change (IPCC, 2022). India mirrors this global paradox. Though it occupies just 2.4 per cent of global land area, it hosts 7–8 per cent of recorded species and spans 10 biogeographic and 15 agroclimatic zones, supporting immense diversity in crops, forests, livestock, and aquatic systems (MoEFCC, 2020). Yet this ecological abundance now faces acute stress from overexploitation, groundwater depletion, and land-use change. These ecological and social inequalities intersect along lines of class, caste, and gender, compounding vulnerability (Crenshaw, 1991; Agarwal, 2018).
	Under the contemporary global paradigm of development, the dominant narrative has been one of economic growth, free enterprise, and globalisation, which treats food primarily as a tradable commodity. This extractive framing has produced “industrial food systems” prioritising yield, profit, and efficiency, built on monocultures, mechanisation, and chemical intensification (Anderson, 2021). The promise that these systems would “feed the world” has proven hollow when examining the experience of developing nations like ours. In India, these industrial food systems have produced a homogenisation that has taken distinct forms across communities. For agrarian households, it comes through
	the loss of seed sovereignty and dependence on purchased inputs for agricultural production. For tribal peoples, it manifests as the stigmatisation of forest foods as “backward,” producing food shame and dietary decline. For pastoralists, it takes the form of redirection toward standardised dairy and poultry chains that weaken indigenous breeds and women’s roles. For coastal fishers, it appears in the erosion of artisanal rice–fish and small-scale marine foodways in favour of export-oriented aquaculture and mechanised fleets. What unites these shifts is the reduction of diverse, ecologically embedded food practices into a narrow, standardised food plate aligned with industrial and corporate priorities.
	Reimagining just food futures for India, therefore, requires revisiting dominant narratives and looking beyond technological or market-based solutions to the structural conditions that shape how food is produced, distributed, and valued. The crises unfolding across agrarian, tribal, pastoral, and coastal regions are not isolated or accidental; they stem from a gradual severing of the relationships between communities and the ecologies that sustain them. As landscapes, livelihoods, and local food cultures become disembedded from their ecological contexts, the material and cultural foundations of India’s diverse food systems begin to fracture.
	It is this deep, interlinked process of ecological and social disconnection that scholars and practitioners have described as the emergence of “broken ecologies.”
	Drawing on the deliberations of the CoFTI workshop “Food Narratives, Broken Ecologies and Just Food Futures”  (June 2025), this issue brief explores how food narratives intersect with ecological and social inequalities across four key sectoral groups that are crop producers, tribal communities, pastoralists, and coastal populations and envisions pathways toward regenerative, just, and inclusive food systems. The next section examines how these broken ecologies have taken shape in India and how they continue to reproduce inequalities across food-producing communities.
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	Background: Broken Ecologies and Structural Inequalities
	The idea of broken ecologies captures the interconnected social and environmental ruptures that occur when patterns of economic growth and development separate people from the ecosystems that sustain them. These fractures are not only ecological, such as soil degradation, biodiversity loss, or falling water tables, but also social, as they weaken communal access and management needs, local governance systems, and food cultures (FAO, 2021). Dominant food narratives that emphasise productivity, efficiency, and market integration often treat these disruptions as technical issues rather than as the result of deeper inequalities and exclusion (Scoones et al., 2020).
	The Green Revolution marked a turning point in India’s food security strategy. It achieved national grain sufficiency but relied on resource-intensive cultivation of rice and wheat, leading to soil degradation, groundwater depletion, and the narrowing of agricultural diversity. As a result, traditional crops such as millets declined sharply from 37 per cent of total cereal area in the 1960s to less than 10 per cent by 2018 (FAO, 2023). Recognising these consequences, India has increasingly aligned with global efforts to transform food systems. In partnership with the UN, the NITI Aayog has signed instruments to promote the diversification of food baskets, the linking of agriculture with nutrition, and the revival of climate-resilient and nutritious crops through the International Year of Millets (IYoM) in 2023. State programmes such as Odisha’s Shree Anna Abhiyan (formerly known as Odisha Millet Mission) and Andhra Pradesh’s Community-Managed Natural Farming are notable examples of these emerging efforts.
	While these initiatives mark an important shift, there remains a need to take these measures to the last mile. Agrarian, Adivasi and forest-dependent, pastoral, and coastal communities need to be fully recognised as central stakeholders in food policy and praxis. Their voices and lived knowledge can help shape the design of future strategies for resilient and equitable food systems. The next section discusses how broken ecologies affect these communities in practice.
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	Sectoral Impacts on Diverse Agrifood Systems
	The structural drivers of ecological breakdown outlined above take on concrete forms in the lives of specific communities. Crop producers, tribal groups, pastoralists, and coastal populations are not only the stewards of biodiversity and traditional foodways but also the first to experience the rupture of broken ecologies. Their experiences underscore how marginality is shaped at the intersection of ecological change, institutional neglect, and unequal power dynamics.
	CROP PRODUCERS
	India’s agrarian ecologies today bear the brunt of decades of resource-intensive farming that has undermined soil health, fresh and groundwater levels, and biodiversity. This is evidenced by the National Compilation on Dynamic Ground Water Resources of India (CGWB, 2024), which finds that over 14 per cent of India’s administrative units are in critical or overexploited categories, with nearly 17 per cent of recharge-worthy land under severe stress, largely in Green Revolution regions, linking intensive irrigation to groundwater depletion. This ecological strain is also evidenced by the disappearance of indigenous food grains and local vegetables, marking a sharp erosion of agrobiodiversity.
	WOMEN FROM UPLAND VILLAGES IN GOA TRAVEL TO WORK AS AGRICULTURAL LABOURERS IN PADDY FIELDS. CURTORIM, GOA.
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	Policy measures such as minimum support price (MSP) and government procurement of food grains have incentivised the expansion of rice–wheat systems, often at the expense of millets and pulses (Kumar, 2023). These shifts have narrowed diets, reduced resilience, and contributed to micronutrient deficiencies (Kumar et al., 2020). Heavy fertiliser and pesticide use has degraded soils, polluted ecosystems, and exposed farm workers to health risks, while rising input costs continue to squeeze smallholder incomes (Veluguri et al., 2019).
	The burdens of this ecological exhaustion are unevenly distributed. Corporate consolidation of seeds, backed by intellectual property regimes, undermines farmer sovereignty and erodes collective traditions of seed saving (Bhutani, 2016). Agricultural labourers, particularly Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, remain landless and insecure. Women, who constitute the majority of the
	agricultural workforce, are often not even recognised as “farmers” and face lower wages, invisibility, and structural exclusion from land and credit (Kumar et al., 2020). Thus, the agrifood system reflects both ecological breakdown and entrenched social inequities.


	PASTORAL COMMUNITIES
	According to an earlier study, India has about 10 million pastoralists who sustain mobile livestock systems that nurture almost half the goats and three-quarters of the sheep worldwide, while preserving more than 40 per cent of India's native breeds (Sharma et al., 2003). Official data usually clubs nomadic, semi-nomadic, transhumant, and sedentary pastoralists together. Their inputs and knowledge continue to be marginalised in policy and government statistics. Their grazing grasslands are often classified as “wastelands” in official records and subsequently diverted for industrial uses, development projects, and plantations, affecting migration routes and access to fodder (Madhusudan & Vanak, 2023).
	A FLOCK OF SHEEP HERDED BY RABARI PASTORALISTS  IN KACHCHH DISTRICT-GUJARAT
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	Cooperative dairying increased the incomes of livestock keepers during the White Revolution period, but the subsequent penetration of agribusiness into dairy and poultry has put small producers into wage-like supply chains, usually at a trade-off in their herd diversity and autonomy (Singla & Singh, 2025). Concurrently, invasive weeds like Prosopis and Lantana, and dwindling commons have diminished grazing opportunities (Jodha, 2000).
	There are limited legal provisions that offer protection to pastoral communities. The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act (FRA), 2006, envisions the inclusion of pastoral communities and is supposed to protect grazing access and community resource use. However, recognition is especially difficult for nomadic pastoralists. Migration routes usually bisect districts and even states, complicating mapping and registration of claims. Overlap in the use of natural resources with sedentary agricultural societies further complicates recognition, resulting in widespread non-recognition of Community Forest Resource (CFR) rights. Under the FRA, to date, fewer than 3 per cent of possible CFR claims have materialised nationally, and compensatory afforestation schemes remain an impediment to migration routes.
	The Biological Diversity Act (BDA) 2002 acknowledges the role of pastoralists as keepers of animal diversity, but its implementation in states has focused more on the documentation of domesticated stocks and breeds of animals. With declining herd numbers and youth fleeing herding, iconic breeds like the camel, Banni buffalo, and Tharparkar sheep suffer genetic erosion. Loss of commons and disregard for pastoral livelihood systems jeopardise livelihoods but also endanger ecological function and nutritional contributions provided by pastoral food systems.


	COASTAL COMMUNITIES
	Spanning across 7,500 kilometres, India's coastline supports millions of shoreside and sea-based livelihoods and a variety of foodways through fishing, farming, and aquatic trade. These ecologies, as diverse as mangroves, estuaries, wetlands, and coral reefs, anchor both cultural identity and food security. Today, they are under acute stress. Sea-level rise, saltwater contamination, and more frequent cyclones push settlements away and decrease farm productivity. The Sundarbans could lose about 80 per cent of its mangroves over this century, which is an alarming indication of how the collapse of biodiversity erodes natural buffers that are critical for food resilience.
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	Protection regulations have also tilted in favour of large commercial interests. The Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) Notification, progressively diluted over successive amendments, has increasingly reduced protection to ecologically sensitive locations (Dhar, 2019; Rao Mazumdar, 2017). Environmental Impact Assessments may bypass substantive consultation to accommodate large infrastructure and industrial projects to proceed despite their ecological and societal effects. (Rao et al., 2018) Recent conflicts, such as the Worli fishing grounds land reclamation in Mumbai, illustrate that fisher livelihoods are often compromised by urbanisation (Wagh Indorewala, 2025).
	These ecological fractures for coastal communities directly erode their food systems and warrant a transformative policy response. Indigenous agro-ecological practices that ensure climate resilience and biodiversity maintenance are in decline with pollution, land clearing, and institutional abandonment. Further, women, being at the core of post-harvest processes, vending, and adaptation measures, remain alienated from fisheries' governance decisions. This gendered exclusion masks their contribution to coastal foodways' sustenance and undermines their knowledge and labour-led resilience strategies.


	TRIBAL COMMUNITIES
	For India's nearly 100 million tribal people (Census of India, 2011), forests are their source of food, identity, and culture. Their conventional diets have historically depended on shifting cultivation and uncultivated foods like wild tubers, greens, fruits, fish, and game. These foods supported both nutrition and agrobiodiversity in their food systems (FAO, 2023). However, extractive development has continuously displaced people at record sizes: while representing just 8.6 per cent of the population, Scheduled Tribes represented over 40 per cent of people forcibly displaced by dams, mining, and industrial projects (Kumar et al., 2020).
	Deforestation and displacement erode access to forest produce, while climate change disrupts rainfall patterns and increases forest fires, further reducing non-timber forest products that constitute the basis of tribal diets. Loss of forest ecosystems also accompanies cultural erosion: industrialisation produces "food shame" for children of tribes, who eschew their traditional diets, while "forgotten foods" get delisted from local agri-horti-ecologies. Large-scale industrial and infrastructure projects have raised concerns about potential impacts on local ecologies and food systems in recent times.
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	TRIBAL POTLUCK AT THE BIODIVERSITY FESTIVAL ORGANISED BY NORTH EAST NETWORK AT CHIZAMI VILLAGE, PHEK DISTRICT, NAGALAND
	Large-scale industrial and infrastructure projects have raised concerns about potential impacts on local ecologies and food systems in recent times. In several such cases, the application of the UN principle of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) remains limited, affecting the ability of tribal communities to participate fully in decisions concerning their traditional lands and resources.
	The FRA represents an important step in recognising the rights of Adivasi and forest-dependent communities over land and forest resources. While legal recognition has expanded, implementation remains gradual, especially with respect to CFR rights. Administrative and procedural requirements have slowed progress, and enforcement mechanisms for access to minor forest produce, fishing areas, and seasonal foraging continue to evolve. In several areas, recognition of community entitlements has progressed relatively slower than individual claims. The FRA is still largely approached within a land tenure framework, rather than as part of a wider effort toward food and ecological security. The Tribal Sub-Plan remains a key mechanism for focused development in tribal regions, though funding constraints have limited its overall reach and impact (Alha & Garwa, 2025).
	The effects on local communities together show how deteriorating environments perpetuate marginalisation of agrarian, pastoral, coastal, and indigenous communities. Each of these communities experiences unique vulnerabilities, but they are connected by shared challenges, including extractivism, degradation of environments, and erosion of indigenous and localised systems of food and nutrition. It is essential to grasp these lived experiences because they shed light on not only material deprivation but shifting culture and narrative that alter perceived food value. The following section explores how we can imagine just food futures for these key sectoral groups.
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	Pathways to  Just Food Futures
	A just food future envisions a food system that ensures healthy, culturally appropriate food; recognises the needs and contributions of food producers; values ecological integrity; and distributes power, resources and decision-making equitably. In this sense, it is as much about justice as it is about sustainability. In the context of food systems transformation literature, there is a wide array of proposed solutions like climate-smart agriculture, sustainable intensification, biofortification, and organic farming. However, most of these remain technocratic responses embedded in the same extractive paradigm, seldom challenging the structural causes of ecological degradation and marginality (Montenegro de Wit, 2021). Agroecology, by contrast, represents a holistic paradigm shift. It integrates ecological principles with social justice, centering producers and communities in food system transformation. It is not simply a set of practices but a framework that re-embeds food in ecological processes, culture, and collective values (FAO, 2018).
	The FAO’s 10 Elements of Agroecology, born out of decades of farmer movements and scientific participation (FAO, 2019), are interconnected principles: diversity, synergies, efficiency, resilience, recycling, co-creation and sharing of knowledge, human and social values, culture and food traditions, responsible governance, and circular and solidarity economies. This has further been expanded and granulated to 13 principles of agrecology by the High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition (HLPE-FSN). These elements together shift attention from yield to resilience, from inputs to ecological cycles, and from market logic to human well-being. Movements such as La Vía Campesina articulate just food futures as those rooted in food sovereignty, feminist economies of care, and youth-led transformation. Their vision places women and young people at the centre of rebuilding food systems that are cooperative, reciprocal, and grounded in dignity and autonomy rather than profit. These articulations expand the meaning of agroecology from ecological sustainability to social and gender justice, reaffirming its relevance for building equitable food systems in India and beyond.
	| 8 |

	CROSS-CUTTING
	CROP PRODUCERS
	TRIBAL COMMUNITIES
	PASTORAL COMMUNITIES
	ISSUE BRIEF FOOD NARRATIVES, BROKEN ECOLOGIES,  AND JUST FOOD FUTURES


	6
	Conclusions
	Building just food futures in India requires re-imagining food systems as ecological, cultural and social relationships rather than simple production and large-scale distribution channels. The experiences of agrarian, tribal, pastoral and coastal communities show that today's food crises arise not from technological gaps, but from broken ecologies that disrupt connections between people and the environments that support their livelihoods, knowledge and food cultures. Technical solutions on their own cannot repair these underlying issues. Instead, transformative pathways must place the needs, knowledge and agency of food-producing communities at the centre, while restoring biodiversity, strengthening local governance and challenging the narratives that have normalised ecological decline and the loss of diversity. Approaches such as agroecology and food sovereignty illustrate how resilience, justice and cultural rootedness can guide this transition. A just food future ultimately requires that food policy be aligned with lived community realities and recognises ecological well-being and social equity as inseparable foundations of sustainable food systems.
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