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Abstract

Vegetable production system, a major horticultural-based farming system in
the peri-urban area, contributes food supply to the urbanites, generates farm income
and offers employment opportunity to rural and urban poor. If manage properly, the
peri-urban agricultural systems could be part of urban landscape for beautifying and
greening environment. Recent concerns over the health and environmental impact of
chemical-based vegetable production systern have caused not only consumers to
change food habit, but also farmers to look for alternative safe production systems. To
change from chemical-based into pesticide-free vegetable production system requires
innovative approach of learning and practices. The farmer field school (FFS)
approach, which has been successfully implemented in integrated pest management in
rice production in Asia, was adapted for converting the chemical-based system into
pesticide-free production p’racﬁces. The objectives of the study were 1) to characterize
peri-urban farming system and to determine typology of vegetable farmers, 2) to

determine the effects of FFS on farmers® performance, and 3) to identify conditions



necessary for successful conversion into pesticide-free vegetable production systern in

the peri-urban area of the Chiang Mati Valley.

The vegetable farming community of village No.8 (Mu 8), Ban Ping Noi, of
San Sai sub-district, Saraphi- district, which is 40 minutes driving distance from
Chiang Mai city, was selected for implementing FFS in the process of conversion,
The selection was based on farmers’ need to change into pesticide-free production
system. The preparatory phase was conducted in a farmer meeting, which consisting
of farmer visioning, planning, idéntifying and interacting with potential partners.
Study visit to the agroecological farm of the Multiple Cropping Center, Chiang Mai
University, where successful pesticide-free vegetable production systems had been
implemented for several years, was arranged for the farmer participants to observe
and understand how the principles and practices of agroecology work in production of
pesticide-free vegetables. Thirteen farmers participated in the FFS for pesticide-free
production in their own farms. A weekly learning session was staged in the farmer
field for 10 consecutive weeks. The main activities were field monitoring, reviewing,
and planning for next action. Reflection on field performance and aésessment of
project activity were also carried out. Special topics identified by farmers were
arrange to have outside resource persons to elicit technical information on pest
management, nutrient management, and vegetable species adaptation and selection. A
few farmer cooperators had carried out observation trials for knowledge sharing. The
FFS process was initiated in late December 2002 and terminated when two cycles of

production were completed in May 2003.

Ban Ping Noi was traditionally a rice-based farming lowland serviced by the
Mae Ping Kao irrigation project, and the Ping river tributaries. The area had gone
through several phases of land use transformation from rice—garlic-vegetables, rice-
soybean, into the recent permanent integration of longan fruit tree-vegetables on the
raised bed system. Annual flooding during September-October shortened the duration
of vegetable cultivation to 10 months from November to August. Farmers selected
long maturing vegetables, chili, and short maturing vegetables, Pak Choi as the main
species. Continuing mono-cropping of Pak Choi caused building-up of flea beetle,
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which led to heavy spaying of pesticides. Farmer typology study had differentiated
three distinct groups. Group A would maximize return to labour by adopting chemical
pest control measure on monoculture of vegetables. Group A farmers would also
work off-farm to increase household income. Group B would maximize income per
planted area by maintaining conventional vegetable cropping for regular market, and
engaging in pesticide-free production on selected species for specialized market.
Group C determined to have complete conversion into pesticide-free production
system by selecting and planting diverse vegetable species simultaneously. One
farmer in Group C also initiated own observational trial on species adaptation, which
subsequently provided valuable information to support farmer decision on species

selection.

The weekly FFS meetings for 10 consecutive weeks helped 13 farmer
participants to learn, share, and act collectively on pesticide-free production of
selected six species of vegetables, which were mostly unfamiliar to farmers. In the
first cycle, due to certain production and marketing constraints, farmers decided to
reduce types of vegetables and planting time arrangement in the second cycle.
Farmers experienced higher labour input in pesticide-free production practice than in
the conventional. A few farmers had withdrawn from the practice due to poor crop
performance and low market demand of pesticide-free vegetables during the period.
However, one farmer, who initiated his own observation plot, had gained practical
experience and decided to continue with the pesticide-free production. The true
adopter had completely stopped the use of chemicals, increased the use of organic
manure in combination of chemical fertilizers, and experimented with various plant

extracts for pest control and plant nutrient supplements.

Regular meetings between researchers and farmers helped create mutual
understanding and trust, which was important element of success. Market uncertainty
and low demand volume discouraged the adoption of pesticide-free production.
Availability of information of locally adapted vegetable species would help farmer

decision on species selection. The less reliable and poor seed quality of vegetable
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species, which were mainly privately produced, was a major production constraint for

timely production and harvest.

In a system where changes in paradigm together with production principles
and practices were necessary, FFS approach, through facilitating process to encourage
collective learning and action, was shown to be effective in conversion into pesticide-
free vegetable production, despite the fact that the process was strictly scheduled. In
this study, farmers played less active role in facilitating the process, but participated
actively in voicing their opinions, doubts and experiences. Farmer experimentation
helped farmer gain confidence in conducting systematic observational trial and in

presenting the research findings.
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