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TRACEABILITY IN 
AGRICULTURAL MARKETS

Using ICTs to improve traceability of

Gherkins: presentation of initial learnings

Shamistra Soysa
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Studying traceability

� Methodology

- Identify an existing traceability system

- Introduce ICTs throughout part of the supply chain

- Investigate whether/ how ICTs made a difference
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Traceability: Seed to burger

� The ability to trace and follow a food or feed 
through all stages of production, processing and 
distribution (UNESCAP, 2004)

� The ability to follow and document the origin and 
history of a food or feed product (Jahncke, 
2007). 
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Seed to burger
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Local supply chain has 3 different 
players with different incentives

Growing
Harvesting & 
Transporting

Testing

- Meets export

requirements 

- Creates greater 

demand

- Assured market

- Improved quality 

means more revenue

- Assured market

- Free advice

Incentives:

Aug - Sept. 2007 nearly every dayJul. 2007Timeline:

- Random testing 

on crates

- Accepted crates 

sent for brining

- Sort into grades

- Send to factory in 

lorries

- Pay farmers weekly

-Forward contract

basis

-Raw materials on 

credit

-Visited daily by 

field officers

Role:

Player:
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It’s easy to reduce some defects in 
gherkins 

� Melon fly infected

- intervention: Lebaycid

- reaction time: 2/3 days

� Crooked

- intervention: Water and fertilizer

- reaction time: 2/3 days



w
w

w
.l
ir
n
e
a
s
ia

.n
e
t

There was some level of traceability 
is available. It was manual.

� Traceability only up to the collection center

� Bi-directional flow of information minimal

� Takes a long time to recover information
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So appropriate ICTs were 
introduced…

� Farmers were given phones

- easy to carry around

- already familiar technology

� Others used a computer application

- already familiar technology
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…at the appropriate times

i

-farmer details

-seed variety and 
qty.

-fertilizer variety 
and qty.

-pesticide variety 
and qty.

-farmer details

-revenue

-rejected qty.

-defects

-dispatch info 

-crate details

-rejected qty.

-defects

Growing
Harvesting & 
Transporting

Testing

i
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Easy to use sinhala, menu 
driven app. for farmers
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Entering data (training)
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Easy to use trilingual web based 
app. for centre managers & HJS
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Entering data
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What we found…
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Field officer’s help with data entry 
makes a difference?

80%

100%

20%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

Thalawa Koswatte

Village

%
 o

f 
fa

rm
e
rs

Entered Didn't Enter

Proactive field 
officer in koswatte
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Younger farmers more tech savvy?

� More enthusiastic about using phones

- Older farmers more technologically illiterate

� Preferred to collect SMS on the phone to see the monthly 
revenue

� Created SMS networks to communicate with other farmers 
and field officer concerning gherkin issues
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SMS were sent often with 
information on revenue and rejects
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Information from the sms was 
important to the farmers

“When we got the sms about the rejection, the reason was 

not given. So we assumed it was due to the lack of water 

from past experience and acted on it”

“It was useful because the farmers with phones had the 

opportunity to immediately do something to improve the 

quality”

“We get this information immediately over the phone along 

with how much money we’ve made”
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“Sometimes we were worried we won’t get paid”

Although it may have caused 
confusion at times…
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Quick information was also useful 
to the centre managers

“Information about rejects go directly to the farmers so that 

makes life simpler for me. I don’t have to tell them”

“Even for me it is useful because I get details about what 

they do daily. If the fruits are spoilt we can talk about it and

see what we can do”
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Legitimacy of relationships were 
enhanced by sms

“When fruits are sorted we have a belief that crooked fruits 

are taken more. Now we know that the person isn’t doing 

anything unfair from the sms”
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Quick feedback can reduce up to 
40% defects

� Most common defects: can improve in 2/3 days

� Farmers expressed a desire to improve quality

39%

21%

8%

Melon Fly Infected

Deformed

Virus attacked

Crooked

Old Gherkins

Spoilt

Rust patches

Sand embedded

Peeled off

Flowers

Others

20%

57%

23%

Curved

Melon Fly Infected

Spoilt/Rotten

Reasons for rejection by HJS 
(% of quantity rejected)

Reasons for rejection by centers
(% of reasons cited)*

* Quantitative data not available
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Farmers willing to pay to improve 
quality

“We don’t have time to go meet the field officer. When we 

have immediate remedies to make, if the phone had a 

camera we can take a picture and show it to him so he 

doesn’t have to come”

“We would look to see if it is cheaper to go by bike. If it is 

cheaper to send by sms we would pay it instead of wasting 

time going to town and wasting the day”
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But the technology and farmer’s 
capacity must be improved

� Technical issues

- Reason for defects not included in SMS to Thalawa

- SMS from HJS did not reach farmers in Koswatte

- SMS not sent promptly because technology failed

� Capacity issues

- Farmers need more training
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Does the farmer have incentive to 
improve quality? 

� Centre manager faces the brunt for rejects made by HJS. 

� Need to pay an additional amount for improving quality to 
farmer

� Too late to implement during the last crop cycle

But

� How do we measure whether the improvement was due to 
proactiveness or external factors?
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But might create fluctuations in 
farmer income

� Should there be a penalty for poorer quality?


