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This study seeks to understand the underlying reasons for the adoption of Zero Budget Natural 

Farming (ZBNF) by smallholder farmers in three different agroecological zones in Andhra 

Pradesh, India. ZBNF is a successful local and regional grassroots agrarian movement as well as 

a state government-backed agricultural extension priority in Andhra Pradesh. Its widespread 

adoption has the potential to enhance the socio-ecological resilience of smallholder farmers to 

climate and land use change, while increasing their food security and reducing their dependence 

on costly external inputs such as agrochemicals, which have been linked with high levels of debt 

and the resulting phenomenon of farmer suicides in India. As a regenerative agriculture practice, 

ZBNF addresses soil degradation, a formidable challenge disproportionately affecting food 

security and economic wellbeing in lower- and middle-income countries. The area of non-

degraded land is progressively shrinking on a global scale, while land requirements for a range of 

competing uses continue to grow, endangering the achievement of the 2030 Sustainable 

Development Goals. Despite its success, ZBNF currently lacks the underpinning scientific 

evidence. Our study seeks to develop the evidence base that can demonstrate why ZBNF is 

successful compared to prior approaches, and to what extent that success has derived from 

context-specific conditions found in Andhra Pradesh. The findings help inform any initiatives to 

transfer the practice to other contexts, a process which is already underway. Using an 

interdisciplinary design, members of our team initiated in-situ crop experiments to analyze soil 

nutrient budget, carbon dynamics, resilience to climatic stress, microbiology and water use 

efficiency. Meanwhile, we utilized gender-disaggregated participatory methods such as 

innovation timelines and mapping, and a Freirean participatory photography praxis, to 

understand innovations, paths of knowledge exchange, and the root causes behind adoption 

decision making in our three research settings, each representing a different agroecological zone 

in Andhra Pradesh. We demonstrate that the success of ZBNF involves a context-specific 

interplay between natural processes and the socio-cultural landscape in which they are initiated. 

Furthermore, we conclude that the expansion of sustainable agriculture practices should not use a 

one-size-fits-all approach, but rather take culture, society, and historical reality into account.


