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Mechanisation enabling 
Northern peanut 
farmers’ self-reliance 

Inclusion story
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Globally, agricultural mechanisation has increased 

farm productivity and helped farmers save the time 

and money spent on hard manual labour. 

H owever, it has also helped to ensure that fewer people are left behind. For decades, farmers with disabilities in 
Sri Lanka’s Northern Province have faced a difficult reality—relying entirely on others, hiring costly labourers, 

or giving up on agriculture altogether. An MDF- and confectioner David Gram Store-supported sourcing model has 
made groundnut farming more accessible for these farmers.  Introduced to improve productivity, mechanisation has 
become a lifeline for many—particularly farmers with disabilities, who faced mobility challenges, and women, who 
often had limited access to labour-saving tools. 

Once considered a backyard crop, Sri Lanka's groundnut farming sector has evolved into an important industry 
that supplies the confectionery and oil markets while supporting thousands of smallholder farmers.  The Northern 
Province alone contributes 26 per cent of national production. However, persistent labour shortages, high production 
costs and limited access to mechanisation continue to affect farm productivity and incomes. The region was further 
disrupted by the 30-year civil war, which displaced farmers, damaged irrigation systems and left many with war-
related disabilities, making manual farming even more difficult. Despite these challenges, the post-war resurgence in 
groundnut cultivation presents an opportunity for economic recovery—if farmers have access to the right tools.

David Gram Stores (DGS), a 
leading Sri Lankan snacks and 
confectionery business, expanded 
into groundnut cultivation and 
milling in 2010. However, sourcing 
reliably from smallholder farmers 
remained a challenge due to 
labour constraints, irregular 
weather patterns and inconsistent 
supply chains. An import ban in 
2019 on groundnuts intensified 
competition, resulting in collectors 
manipulating prices to the 
disadvantage of both farmers and 
buyers. Low production volumes 
made it difficult for DGS to meet 
demand, with matters further 
compounded by pandemic-related 
disruptions.

MDF partnered with DGS in 
2021 to create a more stable 
sourcing model by improving 
farmer engagement and 
boosting productivity through the 
introduction of mechanisation. 
The partnership introduced a 
rent-to-own model that allowed 

Expanding 
sourcing through 
mechanisation 

smallholder farmers to access 
essential farming equipment—
including tractors, seeders, 
threshers and intercultivators, 
at affordable rates—where DGS 
purchased the machinery and 
rented it to farmers and farmer 
associations in the region. Once 
the investment cost was recovered, 
ownership of the machinery would 
be transferred to the farmer 
associations, which in turn could 
rent it out to the community 
as required. 

MDF also supported DGS to 
recruit extension officers to train 

the farmers on improving farming 
techniques and establishing 
model farms. The best practices 
introduced enhanced productivity 
and efficiency, attracting new 
farmer clusters. By combining 
mechanisation with technical 
guidance, the partnership ensured 
that farmers not only had access 
to better tools but also knew 
how to use them effectively, 
delivering value to farmers 
beyond a fair price. Mechanisation 
increased the farmer’s efficiency 
and supported them to manage 
the labour-intensive nature of 
groundnut farming.  

The David Gram team conducting a training on the use of intercultivators.
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Before [DGS’s support], 
I relied heavily on hired 
workers, now, using 
machines, my wife, 
son and I can handle 
everything on our own. 
Cost savings have 

improved our efficiency 
and made a big 

difference —I can invest 
more in my farm without 
worrying about high 
labour expenses.

By 2023, over 280 farmers had joined the rental 
program of which 111 farmers were women. Before the 

partnership, many had spent close to 32 hours per acre 

working the field. The introduction of mechanisation 
solutions like manual seeders, had reduced to this to only 

eight hours per acre. 

Women play an important role in 
commercial farm management 
in the Northern Province. The 
time- and labour-saving aspects of 
mechanisation solutions allowed 
them to improve farm productivity 
while also managing family and 
community responsibilities. The 
model also made farming more 
accessible to women, elderly 
farmers and people with disabilities

58-year-old Yogachandran from 
Keppapulavu, Mullaitivu, lost 
mobility in one leg due to war 
injuries. For years, Yogachandran 
depended on hired workers to 
plough his fields. If labourers 
weren’t available, his land was not 
utilised. The war had taken his 
mobility, and with it, his ability to 
farm independently. With limited 
income and high labour costs, 
maintaining his 2.5-acre farm 
became a constant challenge. 
Despite help from his wife and son, 
the physical demands of farming 
remained exhausting.

"If labourers weren’t available, I 
found it hard to cultivate anything. 
I had to wait. It wasn’t my choice, 
but I needed help to make 
a living."

In 2022, he attended a training 
program conducted by DGS, in 
partnership with the Department 
of Agriculture, where he learned 
about mechanisation and irrigation 
solutions. With DGS and MDF, he 
learned about the importance of 
using seeders and threshers.

"When I first heard about the 
seeder and thresher, I wasn’t sure 
if I would benefit from using it. I 
didn’t believe I could use it. Then, 
after training, I tried it myself. For 

Yogachandran: 

From labour 
dependence to 
self-sufficiency

the first time, I was able to start 
my own rental model, which has 
increased my household income."

With further guidance from DGS, 
he rented a manual seeder and 
hired a thresher, reducing his 
labour requirement from seven-
and-a-half days to just one. 
Renting an intercultivator further 
reduced his workload from 10 
days to just two to three hours 
during the harvesting season. To 
increase efficiency and reduce 
operational costs, he was one 
of the few farmers to establish 
rain hose (rain pipe) irrigation, 
enabling year-round cultivation, 
even in dry seasons. The impact 
was immediate.

His peanut yield increased by 30 
per cent; the manual seeder saves 
him close to LKR 11,000 (AUD 
60) per acre in labour costs, while 
the thresher saves him LKR9,000 
(AUD49) per acre. Building on this 
success, Yogachandran drew from 
DGS’ approach to establish a rental 
model to rent out machinery to 
neighbouring farmers. 

Yogachandran, a peanut farmer.

Peanuts after harvest.
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despite these obstacles, proving 
their resilience and commitment to 
the sector.

At 40, Vijitha —a peanut farmer—
found herself facing an uphill 
battle. Having lost a leg during the 
war, she relied entirely on hired 
labour, making farming both costly 
and unpredictable. The constant 
struggle to find reliable workers 
often delayed her planting, 
impacting her yield and income.

In 2023, she attended a training 
program by DGS and MDF, 
where she was introduced to 
mechanisation and improved 
farming practices. The idea of 
using a manual seeder intrigued 
her, but she wasn’t sure if it would 
make a real difference.

Women farmers, like Vijitha, a 
single mother, face immense 
challenges in traditional farming—
juggling the physical demands of 
agriculture with financial hardships, 
all while driving food production 
and supporting their families. 
Like Yogachandran, they persist 

When I used the seeder 
for the first time, I could 
see a difference in my 
work output that I hadn’t 

in years—control.

Encouraged by the results, she 
continued using the manual 
seeder, making her work easier and 
more efficient. This, combined with 
monthly advisory support on plant 
protection and farm management, 
enabled her to cut her annual 
labour costs by LKR35,000 
(AUD188) while improving 
efficiency. Over time, she secured 

Vijitha: 

Embracing the 
ability to control 
her future 

her own manual seeder with 
support from the Department of 
Agriculture, gaining greater control 
over her farm operations. 

“As a woman farmer, finding and 
managing reliable workers was 
always a struggle. With machinery, 
I no longer have to spend on 
labour for seeding, which has 
significantly reduced my costs and 
eased the pressures of farming.”

This newfound control has 
empowered her to make decisions 
with confidence and reduce her 
reliance on external labour. It has 
shifted the power dynamics within 
her farm, allowing her to operate 
with more autonomy and less 
uncertainty. She no longer feels at 
the mercy of unreliable workers or 
unpredictable labour costs, which 
has boosted her self-confidence.  
This shift has also strengthened her 
financial independence, giving her 
the ability to invest further in her 
farm and negotiate from a place 
of strength. 

Recognising the long-term 
benefits, she decided to retain part 
of her harvest as seeds for the next 
planting cycle, further increasing 
her yield and reducing costs. 
By tracking market prices and 
engaging with buyers, she steadily 
increased her profits. With reduced 
labour costs and increased financial 
stability, Vijitha reinvented her 
farm, turning it into a model of 
resilience and self-sufficiency.

DGS’s machinery rental program 
in Mullaitivu has strengthened 
local supply chains and improved 
livelihoods. Among those 

Expanding 
mechanisation and 
strengthening local 
supply chains

adopting the rental model, 
75 per cent saved LKR20,000 
(AUD107) per acre by using 
manual seeders and threshers. 
Encouraged, DGS expanded its 
farmer engagement model to 
Mannar, where extension officers 
continue to work closely with 
farmers, promoting best practices 
in groundnut cultivation. To date, 
over 173 farmers have benefited 
from the MDF-DGS partnership, 
slashing labour costs and proving 

that inclusive agricultural solutions 
don’t just help, they empower. 
For farmers with disabilities, it 
is about something far more 
fundamental: the ability to farm 
at all. With the right tools, they 
are no longer sidelined, they are 
driving the future of agriculture. 
Scalable, inclusive solutions 
ensure Sri Lanka’s groundnut 
industry remains competitive while 
bring about lasting social and 
economic change.

Vijitha, a woman farmer.


