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SUMMARY 

               In India, 50% of our population is dependent on agriculture. Use of conventional techniques is making 

the soil barren and leading the farmers to the debt trap. An effective solution to deal with this problem is Zero 

Budget Natural Farming (ZBNF) or Zero budget spiritual farming. As the name implies, it is the farming without 

spending any money on purchased inputs. In this technique, famers need not to purchase fertilizers and pesticides 

for the effective growth of the plants. Subhash Palekar, father of ZBNF, introduced the principles and methods 

of ZBNF. The major four pillars of ZBNF are Jeevamrutha, Beejamrutha, Achaadana and Waaphasa. Other 

principles include crop rotation, green manures, contour bunding etc. Paleakar also gave the formula for pest 

control which he named as Agniastra, Brahmastra and Neemastra. ZBNF not only eliminates the use of chemicals 

but also improves the soil fertility, water holding capacity, aeration etc. Palekar’s Zero Budget Natural Farming 

has undoubtedly made an indelible mark on farming in India. About 50 lakh farmers across the country have 

benefited greatly from this technique and surely this number will increase tremendously in coming years. 

Undoubtedly ZBNF is a socially, economically, physiologically and biologically profound technique. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Zero budget farming, which is a set of farming methods, has attained wide success in southern India 

especially in Karnataka, where it was evolved at first. (Khadse et al.,2017). It has introduced by Shri Subhash 

Palekar after witnessing the impacts of chemical farming. In 1986-88, Palekar studied the ecosystem of forests 

and found that there is a self-nourishing, self-developing and self reliant natural system by which all the vegetation 

and ecosystem exist. After his prolonged research, he finally gave the idea of Zero Budget Natural Farming 

(ZBNF). Zero Budget Natural Farming, which also known as Zero Budget Spiritual Farming, is a method of 

farming where the cost of growing and harvesting is zero farming. The word ‘budget’ refers to credit and expenses 

thus the phrase ‘Zero budget‘means without using any credit, and without spending any money on purchased 

inputs. ‘Natural farming’ means farming with Nature and without chemicals. ZBNF Movement is primarily a rural 

movement composed of and spontaneously spread among middle and small holding peasants. (Khadse et al., 

2017). From its origin as a social movement in 2002 through 2015, ZBNF spread at the grass root level through 

the collective efforts of a constellation of peasant members and movement allies, in what can loosely be termed 

as the ZBNF movement, in Karnataka and subsequently in other states of India. It barely received any attention 

from policymakers, scientists or even NGOS. As ZBNF signifies both a set of practices and a social movement, 

the term ZBNF can be used for both practices and movement.  

Karnataka is the first state with the successful history of ZBNF. The key factor behind this success was 

the joining together of Subhash Palekar, father of ZBNF, with the Karnataka Rajya Raita Sangha (KRRS), a social 

organisation of farmers in the state. Under KRRS, Subhash Palekar conducted a series of of workshops to start 

the culture of ZBNF among farmers. These camps developed the farmer-to-farmer networks, cross visits and 

farmer-mentor relationships which caused the scaling up of ZBNF at the local level and gradually to the state 

level. Mier Y Teran et al. (2018) highlighted the eight key drivers behind the scaling up of agroecology through 

the analysis of five emblematic cases which comprises the ZBNF movement in India.  

These are:  

 Crises that drive the search for alternatives;  

 Social organization and intentional social process;  

 Effective and simple farming practices;  

 Constructivist teaching-learning process;  

 Mobilizing discourse;  
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 External allies;  

 Construction of markets favorable to agroecology;  

 Favorable policies and political opportunities.  

 

Principles of ZNBF 

Subhash Palekar, father of ZNBF, developed the principles and practices of ZNBF in 1990's. The main 

objectives of ZNBF are to promote the natural farming by eliminating the use of chemical fertilizers and industrial 

pesticides. ZNBF is an approach towards sustainability which helps the farmers to manage with the rising cost of 

inputs, high labor wages, volatile market price, fragile eco system, rising environmental concerns and change in 

consumers preference toward safety food (Palekar 1995). ZNBF has basically four pillars (Palekar, 2014), which 

are given below. 

 

Jeevamrutha/Jivamrita:  

Jivamrita is a soil inoculant prepared from locally available natural resources. This fermented microbial 

culture can be prepared by using cow dung (20 kg), cow urine (5-10 l), jaggery (20 kg) and dicot flour (2 kg). 

This can act as a catalytic agent and biofertilizer by stimulating the microorganism and earthworm activity in the 

soil. It can be applied directly or through irrigation water. Fermentation process during the preparation aids in the 

multiplication of aerobic and anaerobic bacterias in the cow dung and urine. Application of Jivamrita will be 

required for first three years of transition to make the soil self-sustaining. This can also prevent fungal and bacterial 

plant diseases. 

 

Beejamrutha/ Bijamrita:  
It is basically a seed treatment which can be prepared from cow dung (5 kg), water (20 l), urine (5 l), 

lime (50 g) and just a handful of soil. It is a powerful fungicide which can reduce the possibility of seed infestation 

and can protect the young roots from fungus, seed –borne diseases or soil-borne diseases. 

 

Acchadana/mulching:  
This is the method of covering topsoil with crop residues and cover crops. Benefits of this methods are 

produce humus, increases water retention, conserves topsoil, encourages soil fauna and prevent weeds. There are 

mainly three types of mulching: soil mulching, straw/biomass mulching and live mulching. Soil mulching protects 

topsoil by avoiding tilling. It promotes water retention and facilitates aeration. In straw/biomass mulching, dry 

organic matter is applied along with Jeevamrutha which leads to decomposition and humus formation. Live 

mulching suggests mixed cropping or inter-cropping by combining monocots and dicots in the same plot of land. 

Monocots can supply elements like potash, phosphate and sulphur; while dicots can aid in nitrogen-fixation. 

 

Waaphasa:  
Waaphasa means water vapor. Palekar claimed that roots generally absorb water vapor, and not water. 

A microclimatic condition is created near the root zone by spraying water in the degradable materials. This will 

lead to the decomposition and humus production which will help in the soil moisture retention. 

The other important principles of ZNBF are inter-cropping, contour bunding, furrow method of 

cropping, use of local species of earthworm and not to rely on vermi-compost (in particular, the Eisinea foetida 

worm, exotic to India should be avoided) and use the indigenous humped cow (Bos indicus) for their dung and 

urine with large number of microorganisms. 

 

Pest Management in ZBNF 

As the ZBNF is the farming without the use of any chemicals, Palekar (2014) also introduced different 

formulations with locally available resources that act as bio-pesticides, which he named, the Agniastra, the 

Brahmastra and the Neemastra. 
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Agniastra: It can be prepared by local cow urine (10 l) and 1 kg tobacco, 500 g of green chilli, 500 g of local 

garlic, 5 kg neem leaves pulp (crushed in urine). It is effective against the pests like stem borer, fruit borer, pod 

borer, leaf roller etc. 

Brahmastra: It is an effective pesticide to control all of the sucking pests, pod borer, fruit borer etc. It is made by 

crushing neem leaves, custard apple leaves, lantern camellia leaves, guava leaves, pomegranate leaves, papaya 

leaves and white dhatura leaves and then boiled in urine. 

Neemastra: It is prepared by local cow urine (5 l), cow dung (5 kg) and neem leaves and neem pulp (5 kg) 

fermented for 24 hrs. It can be used to control sucking pests and mealy bug. 

 

ZNBF in Indian Agriculture 

As the majority of farmers in India are facing the problems such as lack of capital and debt crisis, ZBNF 

is positioned as an economical solution among them (Murall, 2016). ZBNF has achieved wide success in the 

southern part of India especially in Karnataka. According to a survey in Karnataka by Khadse et al. (2017), out 

of 97 farmers, 85 % reported improved income, 92 % reported reduced need for credit, 90 % reported reduced 

production cost, 91 % reported improved quality of produce and 78 % reported improved yields. Apart from 

Karnataka, another South Indian state, Andhra Pradesh has also attempted to scale up ZBNF across the entire state 

through comprehensive public policies. (Khadse & Rosset, 2019). 

In 2015-2016 Government of Andra Pradesh has launched zero based natural farming. The objectives of 

this program are “to promote climate resilient, chemical free, ecological agriculture; to provide small and marginal 

farmers with profitable livelihoods from agriculture, and to cover 500,000 farmers and 500,000 hectares in 1500 

villages spread across all agro climatic zones, in half the mandals of the State in all the districts. After the wide 

spread implementation of the program, the State has also  explored funding and partnership with other non-state 

and multilateral agencies like Azim Premji Philanthropic Initiative, the Bill Melinda Gates Foundation and 

International Fund for Agricultural development (Mishra, 2018). 

Andhra Pradesh state policy has created on apparently positive state led-model which supports local 

horizontal and collective learning process with leadership of women. Their model has inspired other states to 

commit resources and political will to implement ZBNF. The internal surveys carried out by RySS (Rythu 

Sadhikara Samstha) of crop yields show higher yields under ZBNF conditions and notable increases in farmer 

income.  Crop cutting experiments in 2017 showed that 88% of farmers surveyed (n=1614) had benefited from 

an increase in yields and decrease in costs, with yields increasing across crop types and in some cases, outpacing 

average state yields for Andhra Pradesh. (RySS, 2018).Andra Pradesh is now taking ZBNF to the next level by 

facilitating the transition of six million farms/farmers cultivating eight million hectares of land from conventional 

synthetic chemical agriculture to ZBNF by 2024, making Andra Pradesh India’s first 100 per cent natural farming 

state.(UNEP, 2018). 

Now about 50 lakh farmers are using this method in Karnataka, Telengana, Andhra Pradesh, Uttar 

Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Gujarat and Maharashtra (Patil, 2020). The NITI commission has suggested to 

the states that the state Government should implement this scheme of natural agriculture under the existing 

schemes of the traditional Agricultural scheme and the National Agricultural Development Scheme. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The Zero budget natural farming has found to be an economic and farmer friendly system in particular 

to the small and marginal farmers due to its characteristics like adoptability, simplicity, and drastic cut in cost of 

production. The main objective of ZNBF is to promote natural farming by eliminating the use of chemicals in the 

field. Under ZNBF, the application of Jeevamrutha and Beejamrutha in the field has shown successful results in 

the yield by enhancing biological activity in the soil. The treatment of soil with Jeevamrutha and mulching can 

simulate the humus production, which will transform the soil in to a self-sustaining, self-nourishing system. 

During the initial stages, farmers conducted trials in their field and they understood that this can provide high 

yield by keeping the cost of production at optimum level. Besides these, other benefits are zero chemical usage, 

use of local seeds (resilient to climate change compared to hybrids), less water requirement, facilitates income 

throughout the year, less risk, climate friendly and carbon neutral agriculture, withstand longer dry spells better 
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and produces healthy food. The pest management under ZNBF has also found to be effective and eco-friendly in 

managing the crop pests. 

The farmers in Karnataka and Andra Pradesh have expressed that transition to ZNBF from chemical agriculture 

has paid them good dividends. All the practitioners were claimed high yield at low cost with possibly no decline 

in future, because of enhancement in soil fertility by continuous incorporation of organic residues. The new system 

of farming has assisted the farmers to escape from the debt trap and has given them a new level of confidence to 

consider farming as an economically viable venture. 

 

FUTURE PROSPECTS 

Monitoring and collecting data from the ZNBF field for continuous 4-5 years can give more precise idea 

regarding the increase in yield, soil fertility, water requirement etc. 
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