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*A report on the virtual conference on 
‘Science for resilient food, nutrition and live-
lihoods: Contemporary challenges’ organized
by the M. S. Swaminathan Research Founda-
tion held in Chennai, India during 7–10 
August 2020. 

MEETING REPORT 
 
Science for contemporary challenges* 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has been esti-
mated to result in over 140 million 
people falling into extreme poverty1. 
Higher food insecurity could also in-
crease negative health effects and migra-
tion2. The pandemic has also disrupted 
access to fresh and nutritious food at  
affordable prices, made worse by weak 
infrastructure and poor institutional sup-
port3. Urgent reconfiguring of food,  
nutrition, health, and social protection 
systems is required for food and nutrition 
security for all4. 
 In the context of these disruptions and 
need to relook at solutions, a conference 
was organized to focus on insights to 
overcome these concerns. The three-day 
virtual conference included sessions on 
agrobiodiversity, gender, climate change, 
value chains and policy with eminent 
speakers from across the globe. The con-
ference included two special lectures and 
five technical sessions.  
 The conference comprised an inaugural 
session, two special lectures, four tech-
nical sessions and a concluding policy-
focused session with eminent experts 
from India and abroad. The conference 
saluted India’s farmers for record food 
grain production in spite of distress and a 
pandemic while emphasizing on need  
urgency and concerted action on nutri-
tion. Key speakers also addressed the 
need to learn lessons from the pandemic 
with sustainable development on natural 
resources and biodiversity while increas-
ing quality of life.  
 The need for policy measures to en-
courage farmers to increase soil organic 
carbon (SOC) by recognizing and re-
warding farmers who maintain SOC and 
for technologies to increase nutrient use 
efficiency with the concept of ‘Rights of 
Soils’ was propounded during the special 
lecture on ‘Soil-centric approach to real-
ize India’s evergreen revolution’. Another 
special lecture emphasized importance of 

science communication including need 
for honesty, generosity, demand for evi-
dence, openness to ideas and opinions 
irrespective of source.  
 The existence of a pandemic and re-
lated lockdown while affecting both men 
and women, has also changed the way 
women’s work, home and care burdens 
as well as their health, nutrition and eco-
nomic needs have been disrupted. The 
differential needs of women, particularly 
poor women, and their unrecognized 
burdens or increased vulnerabilities were 
major points of discussion. The availabil-
ity of limited sex-disaggregated data, in-
creased partner and domestic violence, 
disrupted health services and increasing 
inequities were discussed. The impact of 
women not accessing anti-natal services 
due to COVID and its implications on 
population and reproductive health were 
also discussed.  
 The role of agrobiodiversity in 
strengthening resilience and sustainable 
food security was presented during the 
conference with speakers emphasizing 
need for commitment to evidence-based 
interventions and robust policy levers to 
restore the agroecosystem health and  
diversity of diets. The need to conserve 
local landraces, vital agrobiodiversity re-
sources, and mainstream into food pro-
duction as local landraces with superior 
traits with a farmer-centred approach was 
discussed. Strengthening of food seed 
systems and the network between na-
tional/international gene banks, commu-
nity seed banks and seed cooperatives at 
the local or regional level, besides exam-
ples of empowering farmers to cope with 
climate change were shared. The need 
for a gender lens in biodiversity conser-
vation and food production, besides on 
rights to access and control over re-
sources by women, was presented.  
 A technical panel focusing on climate 
change and resilience of the state of  
Tamil Nadu, deliberated on climate vari-
ability impact on crop production, rec-
ommending further varietal development 
for abiotic stress management, improve-
ment in soil health with investment and 
efforts to rationalize input. The panel  
also suggested that the Protected Special 
Agriculture Zone in the state, required 

water management, tailor-made appro-
aches for sub-regions, integration with 
tourism and scaling up of proven ecosys-
tem-based methods. 
 The session on post-harvest markets 
had experts sharing the need for address-
ing nutrition-related issues like recom-
mended salt, sugar quantity in packaged 
foods and making nutrition-related qua-
lity standards mandatory. With markets 
inherently unequal, smallholders face 
higher risks making it important to sup-
port them in increasing negotiating skills, 
with support to build the institution and 
right sizing to build sustainable models. 
The need for a shift from production-
centric to income-centric and kinds of 
strategies for inclusiveness of small 
holders and women farmers were delib-
erated upon. Especially, promotion of 
women fishers in the value chain through 
appropriate technologies and recognition 
of their role was emphasized.  
 The need to focus on anticipatory res-
earch and enhance funding and attention, 
especially on the food systems was  
emphasized by the session with policy 
makers. The speakers also discussed the 
importance of meeting the needs of 
women and children, especially most 
marginalized, while using science and 
technology to build up a world beyond 
COVID-19 and how it was more urgent 
than ever to focus on future food systems 
for sustainable, resilient, people-centric, 
nutritious and climate-adapted agricul-
ture. The need for science, technology 
and innovation, with technology disrup-
tions and adoption, to connect better to 
farmers was deliberated upon by speak-
ers. Models such as ‘nutri-gardens’ that 
emphasize on providing a variety of 
planting material for farming with a  
nutrition approach, should be scaled up 
with clearer policy interventions. Colla-
boration to solve the world’s biggest 
problems similar to what happened when 
Norman Borlaug and M. S. Swaminathan 
collaborated beyond borders for the 
green revolution to resolve huge hunger 
and malnutrition issues, was needed said 
experts.  
 The following are the recommenda-
tions of the conference across sessions 
on agrobiodiversity, gender, climate 
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change, value additions and special lec-
tures. 
 
 
•  Need for science, technology, evi-

dence-based and diversity-based sus-
tainable food system approach for 
restoration of agroecosystem health 
and diversity of diets.  

•  Need to conserve local landraces, vital 
agrobiodiversity resources, and main-
stream into food production along 
with need-based farmer-centred  
approach in plant breeding. 

•  A sustainable breeding approach that 
is farmer and ecosystem specific and 
strengthens network between gene 
banks, community seed banks and 
cooperatives needed. 

•  Farmers empowerment to cope with 
climate change through biodiversity 
in agriculture and local knowledge 
systems to strengthen health of eco-
systems. 

•  Integrating agrobiodiversity with an 
interdisciplinary approach for greater 
integration of biodiversity and tradi-
tional/local knowledge into produc-
tion. 

•  Applying gender lens in policies on 
conservation, food production, fish 
processing, women’s participation 
and control over resources to resolve 
gender inequality. 

•  Making nutrition-related quality 
standards mandatory in processed 
foods. 

•  Ensuring environmentally sustainable 
industrial functioning including cir-
cular value-chain based planning for 
using agro-wastes. 

•  Support small holders in increasing 
negotiating skills, access to re-
sources, support for building institu-
tions and right sizing to make them a 
sustainable model to smallholders. 

•  Study context and design of Farmer–
Producer Organizations embedding 

organizational and financial sustai-
nability dimensions. 

 
 

1. Laborde, D., Martin, W., Swinnen, J. and 
Vos, R., Science, 2020, 369(6503), 500–
502. 

2. Michael, D. S. and Wesselbaum, D., J. 
Nutr., 2020; doi:https://doi.org/10.1093/ 
jn/nxaa270.  

3. Lal, R., Food Security, 2020, 12, 871– 
876. 

4. Pérez-Escamilla, R., Cunningham, K. and 
Moran, V. H., Matern. Child Health, 2020; 
https://doi.org/10.1111/mcn.13036 

 

B. Jayashree*, N. Anil Kumar, R. V. 
Bhavani, E. D. I. Oliver King, G. N. 
Hariharan and R. Rengalakshmi, M. S. 
Swaminathan Research Foundation, 
Chennai 600 113, India; B. Jayashree is 
with Reliance Foundation, lives at C2  
Sucharita Apartments, No. 71, Chamiers 
Road, R A Puram, Chennai 600 028, India. 
*e-mail: jayashree.author@gmail.com 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


