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Abstract

In today’s market, consumers increasingly expect companies to prioritize social responsibility
alongside profit. By conducting business in a socially conscious manner, companies can build
trust and credibility with stakeholders. This paper examines how ITC, a leading Indian brand,
has successfully implemented CSR initiatives to empower rural communities, enhancing its
brand value and economic worth while making a positive impact on society. In today’s digital
age, where technology is revolutionizing the way we live and work, ITC through E-Choupal is
digitalising its services, integrating them on to a single platform and mobile app enhancing
user experience and accessibility.
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Introduction :-

ITC is a leading Indian enterprise founded in 1910, has a rich history of innovation and growth with
presence of FMCG, paper, packaging, agribusiness, hotels and IT. In the realm of Corporate Social
Responsibility ITC has identified several problems including fragmented markets, lack of transparency,
and limited access to information and resources etc faced by rural farmers in India which led to the
development of the E-Choupal initiative. ITC launched e-Choupal initiative in 2000, more than a decade
before the Companies Act 2013 made Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiative mandatory with
the aim of empowering rural farmers and transforming the agricultural landscape. This initiative has
impacted over 4 million farmers across 40,000 villages in India, making it one of the largest and most
successful rural digital interventions.

About e-Choupal

e-Choupal is a pioneering digital initiative to transform rural agriculture and empower farmers in India.
“Choupal” is a Hindi word meaning “gathering place”. The “e” prefix denotes the digital platform. It is
an innovative platform that leverages the internet and digital technologies to connect farmers with
markets, information, and services, bridging rural-urban divide. Vision of this initiative is to create a
sustainable and inclusive agricultural ecosystem, enhancing rural livelihoods and communities.

Before e-choupal Initiative

Despite agriculture being the backbone on India’s employment sector, accounting for 50% of job
opportunities, farmers continue to struggle with poor living standards. Before e-choupal farmers in
India sold their produce through traditional agricultural marketing framework called “mandi” system
in India, where farmers sell their produce to intermediaries at physical marketplaces, which often
involved multiple intermediaries. These intermediaries then sell the produce to wholesalers, retailers,
or consumers, often taking a significant share at the profit. The system lacks transparency, leaving
farmers vulnerable to exploitation and resulting in low prices for their produce. Meanwhile, consumers
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face high prices due to the insufficient supply chain. Alarmingly an average of 28 farmers take their
own lives daily due to financial difficulties. They even unable to afford seeds and pesticides for their
next harvests. While ITC also struggled to generate substantial profits. To address this ITC has launched
initiative to improve the lives of 4 million farmers in 35,000 villages, helping them double their profits.

Objective:
e-choupal aims to provide rural farmers with a single window access to:
e Real time information on weather, market prices, and best practices
e Online transactions for selling products
e Extension services like training, soil testing, and crop insurance
e Quality inputs like seeds and fertilizers
How e-Choupal works

At it’s core are e-Choupal kiosks, physical centres set up in rural villages, equipped with computers and
internet connectivity. These kiosks are managed by village level entrepreneurs, known as Sanchalaks,
a trained farmer, who provide services and information to farmers in their local languages. Registered
farmers can access the platform to get real time market prices, weather updates, and expert ideas on
best practices, enabling them to make informed decisions.

Firstly farmers have to get registered with the e-Choupal center, by providing basic information.
Through the e- choupal portal, farmers can sell their products directly to ITC or other buyers, ensuring
transparent prices and timely payments. The platform also facilitates procurement, ITC procures
agricultural produce from farmers at transparent prices. Additionally, farmers can access extension
services like training, soil testing, and other support to improve their productivity. By leveraging digital
technologies e choupal has bridged the information gap, providing rural communities with access to
market information and services there by empowering them.

Input companies  Input retailers
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Govt universities Dept of agriculture, GOI

Money lenders

e-choupal connects farmers with various stakeholders, revolutionising the agriculture ecosystem. At
the center, e-choupal provides farmers with market prices weather forecasts, and agricultural advice
enabling informed decisions. It sources produce directly from farmers, eliminating intermediaries, and
sells to processors, ensuring fair prices. e-choupal partners with input companies for delivery of seeds,
fertilisers, and pesticides, and collaborates with money lenders for credit services. The government
department of agriculture works with e-choupal for extension services and subsidy distribution, while
universities partner for research and development. This network enhances market access and reduces
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transaction costs, and increases transparency for farmers, while benefiting input companies,
processors and the government. By integrating these stakeholders, e-choupal improves the
agricultural value chain, empowering rural communities and promoting sustainable development.

Research Design:

This paper is purely based on secondary data analysis approach utilising existing literature and
publications to examine the impact and effectiveness of the initiative. The study is based on a range
of data sources, including ITC’s annual reports, and publications, news articles and press releases,
government reports and documents, case studies and industry reports. By examining the existing body
of knowledge on e-choupal, this study aims to provide comprehensive understanding of the initiative’s
effects and implications.

Research Objective
1. To examine the impact of e-choupal initiative on farmers livelihoods and income in rural India.

2. To evaluate the effectiveness of e-choupal in improving farmers access to markets, information and
services.

Impact of e-choupal

ITC through this initiative helped over 4 million farmers who registered on the e-choupal platform with
the presence of 40,000 villages across 15 states in India. The farmers can sell the produce directly to
ITC through an e-choupal at a higher price than they would receive through mandi system. The
initiative has created a network of over 6,500 e-choupal kiosks, operated by local entrepreneurs,
providing rural communities with access to digital services and it also helped to improve crop quality
by providing farmers with advisory services on best practices and crop management. So the farmers
earning 20-30% increased income through better price discovery, reduced transaction costs, and
improved productivity. Farmer are also getting inputs and other goods at lower prices, more accurate
weighing, faster processing time and prompt payment and they get access to wide range of
information, including accurate market price knowledge, market trends which help them to decide
when, where and at what price to sell.

The e-choupal network also comprises 24 choupal sagars that is rural hypermarkets, 70 warehousing
hubs outsourced through service providers, Every year ITC organises 60,000 choupal Pradakshan khets,
which serve as demonstration and sales points for agricultural products and also 6,000 choupal haats
where companies can sell their products and services. These networks helps ITC to connect with rural
communities, provide agricultural services and promote products to farmers.

ITC plans to expand its e-choupal program to 15 states, reaching 1,00,000 villages over the next 7 years.
Currently 1,260 e-choupal centers operate in 4 states. The company is also planned to use this platform
to offer healthcare, education, and entertainment services, in addition to its existing agricultural
support, to rural communities.

SWOT analysis of e-choupal
Strengths

e-Choupal’s unique business model, which combines rural digital hubs with a range of services, sets it
apart from other initiatives. Its strong partnership with Government, universities and private
companies enhance its reach and impact. By providing farmers with better market access and
transparent transactions, e-choupal improves their livelihood and incomes. Its digital platform ensures
transparency, reducing intermediaries, and increasing efficiency.
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Weaknesses

Despite its strengths , e-choupal faces challenges. Its dependence on technology infrastructure can be
a limitation, particularly in areas with poor connectivity. Currently, e-choupal operates in selected
regions, limiting its national impact. High operational costs and dependence on government support
and subsidies also pose challenges. Additionally, replicating the model across diverse regions and
contexts can be difficult, limiting its scalability.

Opportunities

e-choupal has oportunity for growth and expansion. It can expand to new regions, increasing its
national impact and reach more farmers. Diversifying the services, such as offering financial inclusion
or healthcare, can enhance its value proposition. Partnerships with new stakeholders can bring fresh
expertise and resources. Leveraging emerging technologies like Al can improve efficiency and
effectiveness. Additionally, e-choupal’s model can be replicated in other developing countries,
increasing its global impact.

Threats

e-choupal faces external threats, including competition from alternative models that may replicate or
improve upon its approach. Rapid technological changes can render its platform outdated, while
government policy changes can impact funding and support. Climatic and environmental factors, such
as climate change or natural disasters, can effect agricultural productivity and e-choupal’s operations.
Social and political instability can also disrupt its operations and impact its effectiveness.

Awards and Recognition

e-choupal has received numerous awards and recognition for its innovative approach to rural
development and agricultural transformation. Some notable awards include:

1. World Business Award (2004)- Recognised as one of the best business models in the world.
2. Skotch Award (2005) —Awarded for excellence in rural development and e-governance.

3. NASSCOM Social Innovation Award (2006)- Honored for using technology to benefit rural
communities.

4. CSl Award (2007) — received the “Best IT- enabled Rural Development Project” award.

5. The Economist Innovation Award (2008) — Recognised for its innovative approach to rural
development.

6. India Innovation Award (2009) — Awarded for its impact on its rural communities and agriculture.

7. Global Excellence Award (2010)- Honored for its contribution to rural development and poverty
reduction.

8. Agriculture Leadership Award (2011) — Recognised for its leadership in agricultural transformation.
e-choupal 4.0

ITC recently leveraged information technology to empower farmers through e-choupal 4.0 by making
e-choupal more collaborative, integrated and more personalised. This 4th generation model is a
aggregator of agricultural services in order to double the farmers income. It also focus on expanding
geographical coverage.

e-choupal 4.0 is a farmer centric and farmer driven innovation. It provides various services like crop
management, farm mechanisation, health care, banking, insurance etc. A large scale pilot project is
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currently underway, aiming to transform approximately 900 villages in the rain fed regions of Madhya
Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Maharashtra in to ‘climate-smart’ villages. This initiative targets over 1,00,000
farmers, leveraging big data analytics to enhance climate resilience and sustainability in agricultural
practices.

Future Challenges

ITC’s e-choupal is likely to face several challenges in the future, including keeping pace with the rapid
technological advancements and integrating new technologies into the platform. It also need to
address the increasing competition from other digital platforms and traditional intermediaries, while
scaling and expanding its model to reach more farmers and new regions. It has to ensure adequate
rural infrastructure development and, maintain farmer engagement and retention, and ensure
financial sustainability. Additionally e-choupal will need to ensure digital literacy among farmers and
protect their data and ensure platform security. ITC need to continuously monitor and evaluate the
impact and effectiveness of this initiative. It need to adapt to changing government policies and
regulations.

Conclusion

The e-choupal initiative has been a pioneering effort in leveraging digital technology to transform rural
India. however the study also highlights the need for continued investment in digital infrastructure,
digital literacy, and capacity building to ensure the long term sustainability of e-choupal. As the
initiative continues to evolve and expand, it is essential to prioritise the needs and concerns of farmers,
ensuring that e-choupal remains a truly farmer centric initiative.
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