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Abstract

One of the main pathways to achieving sustainable food and nutrition security is reliance on local production of
nutritious food a path in which smallholder farmers play a pivotal role. Given the limitations of this group and
the scarcity of previous studies, the present research was conducted with the aim of examining the role of
smallholder farmers in food production and food security from the perspective of agricultural experts in Basht
County. The research method was based on a grounded theory strategy with a qualitative and inductive
approach. Sampling was carried out purposefully and then through snowballing, and semi-structured interviews
were conducted with 20 experts. Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was reached, and the data were
analyzed in three stages: open coding (48 codes), axial coding (16 codes), and selective coding. To ensure
validity and reliability, triangulation, participant review, consultation with professors, and careful
documentation of research procedures were applied. In the final analysis, “smallholder farmers” were identified
as the core phenomenon. Influential causal conditions included government and media support, women’s
empowerment and participation, relative access to mechanization, the importance of land and farming as a
profession, consumer health, and the use of agricultural knowledge and experience. The findings revealed that
smallholder farmers are the backbone of the nation’s food security, and strengthening them is essential for the
sustainability of production. Experts emphasized the necessity of multidimensional support, including financial
facilities, development of training and extension services, expansion of technology and innovation, and
improvement of market systems. Only under such conditions can the key role of these units in food production
and food security be consolidated and expanded.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Food and nutrition security remain
pressing global challenges, exacerbated by
population  growth, climate change,
resource degradation, and economic
inequalities. Reports indicate that nearly
820 million people still suffer from
malnutrition, with a large proportion
residing in developing countries. Ensuring
sustainable food security requires both
scaling up production and optimizing local
agricultural systems. Smallholder farmers,
despite operating under financial and
structural constraints, contribute
significantly to food supply, rural
livelihoods, and ecological balance. In
Iran, as in many developing nations,
smallholder  systems  represent  the
backbone of agricultural production, yet
they face multiple obstacles, including
limited access to markets, mechanization,
credit, and knowledge resources. This
study investigates the role of smallholder
farmers in food production and security in
Basht County, drawing on the perspectives
of agricultural experts. By applying a
grounded theory approach, the study seeks
to identify causal conditions, contextual
factors, and strategies that influence the
effectiveness of smallholder farmers in
sustaining food security.

Methods

The research was qualitative, based on the
grounded theory methodology. Twenty
agricultural experts in Basht County,
selected through purposive and snowball
sampling, participated in semi-structured
interviews.  The  selection  criteria
emphasized expertise, practical
experience, and  familiarity  with
smallholder farming systems. Interviews
were conducted until theoretical saturation
was achieved, ensuring depth rather than
breadth of data. Data collection included
expert interviews, field observations, and
systematic review of secondary resources.

Analysis proceeded through three stages:
open coding (48 initial concepts), axial
coding (16 categories), and selective
coding (integration into a core category).
Triangulation, peer  debriefing, and
participant validation enhanced reliability
and validity. The geographic context Basht
County in Kohgiluyeh and Boyer-Ahmad
Province was characterized by semi-
traditional farming, diverse cropping
systems (wheat, barley, lentils, vegetables,
citrus, and tropical fruits), and significant
dependence of rural households on
agriculture for subsistence and income.

Results and Discussion

The core phenomenon identified was the
“role of smallholder farmers in national
food security.” Causal conditions included:
(1) governmental and media support; (2)
women’s empowerment and participation;
(3) relative access to mechanization; (4)
the cultural and economic significance of
land; (5) consumer health concerns; and
(6) reliance on agricultural knowledge and
experience. Open coding highlighted 48
conceptual indicators, including organic
production, soil and water conservation,
family-based farm management, direct
marketing (producer-to-consumer), and
cost-related avoidance of chemical inputs.
For example, rising input prices
encouraged farmers to rely more on
organic methods and biological pest
control, indirectly improving food quality
and safety. Axial coding synthesized these
into broader categories such as organic
production and quality, management of
inputs and natural resources, women’s
participation and empowerment, and
support  systems.  Selective  coding
established smallholder farmers as pivotal
actors linking these categories. Strategies
emphasized by experts were optimal
management of inputs and natural
resources (water, soil, fertilizers), adoption
of crop diversification and crop rotation
for soil fertility and resilience, direct
marketing and improved packaging to
reduce intermediaries and ensure fresher
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products, and strengthening family-based
farm management structures to improve
efficiency and reduce risks. Intervening
conditions such as high costs of synthetic
inputs, policy frameworks, and access to
improved seed varieties were found to
shape the effectiveness of these strategies.
Outcomes included enhanced production
of organic and healthy foods, improved
household livelihoods, preservation of
ecosystems, and greater resilience of rural
communities. Experts stressed the critical
role of women, noting their precision and
commitment in specific farming activities
such as horticulture, vegetable production,
and post-harvest management. Similarly,
reliance on indigenous knowledge and
localized farming practices was considered
an asset that complemented modern
innovations. The discussion revealed that,
contrary to the traditional perception of
smallholder farming as inefficient, these
systems provide high ecological and social
value. They safeguard biodiversity, reduce
dependence on chemical inputs, and act as
buffers  against  market  volatility.
Nonetheless,  constraints  such  as
inadequate infrastructure, limited credit,
lack of organized cooperatives, and
vulnerability to climate change remain
pressing barriers. Comparative analysis
with international literature confirmed
alignment with global findings that
smallholder farms, despite their size,
deliver relatively higher yields per hectare,
contribute  significantly to  poverty
reduction, and promote sustainable rural
development.

Conclusion

This study underscores the pivotal role of
smallholder farmers in securing national
food supply and promoting sustainable
agricultural systems in Basht County.
Findings show that smallholders, through
organic practices, resource efficiency, and
community-based management, contribute
to both food quantity and quality.
However, their potential is constrained by
systemic barriers, including inadequate

financial support, insufficient access to
technology, weak market structures, and
environmental vulnerabilities.
Strengthening smallholder contributions
requires multidimensional strategies that
combine policy support such as targeted
subsidies, credit facilities, and guaranteed
procurement schemes with  capacity
building through training, extension
services, and the promotion of innovative
and climate-smart practices. Equally
important is the development of rural
infrastructure including storage,
transportation, and packaging facilities
alongside the active integration of women
as key agents of agricultural productivity
and household food security. Market
development through short supply chains,
fair pricing mechanisms, and certification
of organic products further ensures that
smallholder contributions are recognized
and sustained. In sum, smallholder farmers
constitute the backbone of food security,
not only in Iran but globally. Their
empowerment through supportive policies
and innovations can ensure a resilient,
sustainable, and inclusive food system
capable of meeting future challenges.
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