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ABSTRACT 

Agricultural labour is a critical input in Indian farming, particularly for labour-intensive crops 

such as paddy, cotton, sugarcane, tobacco, vegetables, and horticultural crops. In recent 

years, farmers have faced increasing difficulties in securing adequate labour at the required 

time and affordable wages. Rural-to-urban migration, expanding non-farm employment, 

rising wages, seasonal labour demand, physically demanding farm operations, and changing 

preferences among rural youth have contributed to this challenge. Labour shortages 

increase cultivation costs and can delay farm operations, affecting productivity, crop quality, 

and profitability. This article examines the causes and consequences of agricultural labour 

shortages and discusses strategies to reduce dependence on manual labour. Agricultural 

mechanization, Custom Hiring Centres, FPO-based machinery banks, small-scale machinery, 

skill development, agricultural service entrepreneurship, crop diversification, drones, and 

mechanized harvesting are important interventions. Improving labour productivity through 

appropriate technology, institutional support, and human-capital development can enhance 

farm efficiency, reduce costs, and strengthen farmers’ profitability. 
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INTRODUCTION:  
 

griculture continues to play a central 

role in India's rural economy and 

remains an important source of 

employment and livelihoods. Although the 

structure of rural employment has changed 

considerably over time, agriculture continues 

to absorb a substantial share of the workforce. 

At the same time, rural labour markets have 

become increasingly diversified, with non-

farm employment emerging as an important 

source of livelihood (Saha & Verick, 2016). 

Farm production requires labour at multiple 

stages, including land preparation, sowing, 

transplanting, weeding, irrigation, plant 

protection, harvesting, threshing, grading, 

transportation, and post-harvest management. 

The dependence on manual labour is 

particularly high in crops and production 

systems where mechanization is difficult or 

economically less attractive. In recent years, 

farmers in several parts of India have faced a 

dual challenge: a declining or unreliable 

supply of agricultural labour and increasing 

wage rates. Labour shortages are particularly 

problematic during peak agricultural seasons 

when operations such as sowing, transplanting 

and harvesting must be completed within a 

narrow time window. Delays during these 

periods can reduce productivity and crop 

quality while increasing production costs. This 

issue has become more important as rural 

workers gain access to employment 

opportunities outside agriculture. 

Construction, manufacturing, transportation, 

retail, logistics, hospitality, delivery services, 

and other activities can provide relatively 

regular employment and alternative income 

opportunities. Consequently, agriculture 

increasingly competes with non-farm sectors 

for rural labour (MA&FW, 2026). 

The problem therefore requires a broader 

response involving technological 

transformation, institutional innovation, skill 

development, and improved access to 

agricultural machinery. 

1.  Major Causes of Agricultural Labour 

Shortages 

1.1 Rural-to-Urban Migration 

One of the major factors contributing to 

agricultural labour shortages is the movement 

of rural workers towards urban and semi-urban 

areas. Urbanization, industrialization, 

construction activities, and expansion of the 

service sector have increased the number of 

alternative employment opportunities available 

to rural workers (ILO, 2016) 

For many rural households, migration is an 

economic strategy rather than simply a 

movement away from agriculture. Agricultural 

employment is often seasonal, whereas non-

farm activities may provide work for a greater 

number of days throughout the year. Young 

workers are particularly likely to consider 

employment outside agriculture because non-

farm occupations may offer higher perceived 

income, greater occupational mobility, more 

regular working hours, and opportunities to 

acquire transferable skills (Saha & Verick, 

2016). 

1.2 Greater Attractiveness of Non-Farm 

Employment 

The expansion of non-agricultural employment 

has altered the opportunity cost of agricultural 

labour. Rural workers can increasingly choose 

between farm employment and activities such 

as construction, driving, retail, manufacturing, 

transportation, warehouse operations, 

hospitality, and delivery services. Non-farm 

occupations can also provide opportunities for 

skill-based income. Workers trained in 

driving, electrical work, welding, plumbing, 

machine operation, equipment repair, or digital 

services may earn more than they would 
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through conventional agricultural wage labour 

(Saha & Verick, 2016; MA&FW, 2020). 

1.3 Rising Agricultural Wage Rates 

Labour scarcity and competition from non-

farm sectors can contribute to higher 

agricultural wage rates. During peak periods, 

several farmers may require large numbers of 

workers simultaneously. When labour supply 

is limited, workers gain stronger bargaining 

power and wage rates may increase. The 

impact is particularly significant for labour-

intensive crops. Operations such as paddy 

transplanting and weeding, cotton picking, 

sugarcane harvesting, tobacco harvesting, 

vegetable harvesting, and horticultural 

operations can require substantial human 

labour (FAO, 2023) 

1.4 Seasonal Concentration of Labour 

Demand 

Agricultural labour demand is highly seasonal. 

Labour requirements may rise sharply during 

sowing, transplanting, weeding and harvesting 

periods but decline between major crop 

operations. This creates a structural mismatch 

between labour demand and labour 

availability. Workers seeking stable annual 

income may prefer non-farm employment, 

while farmers require large numbers of 

workers for relatively short periods. 

1.5 Physically Demanding Nature of 

Agricultural Work 

The nature of agricultural work is another 

important factor influencing labour 

availability. Traditional agricultural operations 

can involve prolonged bending, lifting, 

walking, repetitive movements, exposure to 

dust and chemicals, and long hours in the field. 

Operations such as transplanting, manual 

weeding, cotton picking, vegetable harvesting 

and sugarcane cutting can be physically 

demanding. High temperatures, humidity, 

direct sunlight, rainfall and muddy field 

conditions can further increase the difficulty of 

farm work (FAO, 2022a). 

1.6 Changing Aspirations Among Rural 

Youth 

Educational expansion and greater exposure to 

urban lifestyles have changed occupational 

aspirations among rural youth. Many young 

people increasingly prefer employment that 

offers regular income, opportunities for 

advancement, social recognition, and 

improved working conditions. Agricultural 

wage labour may be perceived as physically 

demanding and less prestigious than technical, 

commercial, industrial, or service-sector 

employment ((FAO, 2022b). 

2. Consequences of Agricultural Labour 

Shortages 

2.1 Increase in Cost of Cultivation 

The immediate consequence of labour scarcity 

is an increase in the cost of farm operations. 

Farmers may have to pay higher wages, 

provide additional incentives, arrange 

transportation, or hire workers from distant 

locations. 

2.2 Delayed Farm Operations 

Labour availability is not simply a cost issue; 

it is also a timing issue. Many agricultural 

operations have a narrow optimal time 

window. Delayed sowing, transplanting, 

weeding, plant protection, or harvesting can 

adversely affect crop performance. 

2.3 Pressure on Farm Profitability 

When production costs increase faster than 

output prices, farmers' margins decline. 

Labour-intensive production systems are 

particularly vulnerable to this situation. As a 

result, farmers may reconsider their cropping 

patterns and move towards crops requiring less 

manual labour or greater scope for 

mechanization. 
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CONCLUSION 

Agricultural labour shortages are emerging as 

an important structural challenge for Indian 

agriculture. Rural-to-urban migration, the 

growth of non-farm employment, increasing 

wage rates, seasonal fluctuations in labour 

demand, the physically demanding nature of 

farm work, and changing aspirations among 

rural youth are reshaping the agricultural 

labour market. The resulting shortage can 

increase cultivation costs, delay critical farm 

operations and reduce farm profitability. 

However, labour scarcity should not be viewed 

only as a constraint. It can also serve as a 

catalyst for agricultural modernization. 

Mechanization, Custom Hiring Centres, FPO-

based machinery banks, small-scale 

equipment, agricultural service enterprises, 

skill development, drones and other digital 

technologies can help farmers accomplish 

more work with fewer workers while 

improving operational timeliness. 

The transition must nevertheless be inclusive 

and farmer-centred. Small and marginal 

farmers should have affordable access to 

machinery rather than being excluded because 

of high capital costs. Women agricultural 

workers should receive equal opportunities to 

access technology and skills. Rural youth 

should be encouraged to participate not merely 

as farm labourers but as agricultural 

entrepreneurs and technology-enabled service 

providers. 

The future of Indian agriculture is therefore 

unlikely to depend simply on increasing the 

number of agricultural workers. Instead, 

greater emphasis should be placed on raising 

labour productivity, reducing drudgery, 

improving mechanization access, and creating 

skilled employment within rural economies. A 

coordinated strategy involving farmers, 

government agencies, agricultural universities, 

FPOs, private enterprises and rural youth can 

transform labour scarcity from a persistent 

constraint into an opportunity for a more 

productive, efficient and technologically 

advanced agricultural sector. 
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