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Abstract:

Agriculture in Maharashtra exhibits considerable spatial and temporal variability due to
pronounced differences in agro-climatic conditions, soil characteristics, irrigation availability, and socio-
economic factors. Despite rapid industrial and urban growth, agriculture continues to provide livelihood
support to a substantial share of the state’s population. This review paper examines agricultural patterns in
Maharashtra with emphasis on cropping systems, land use dynamics, irrigation dependence, crop
diversification, and regional disparities. Based on an extensive review of secondary sources, including
government reports, agricultural statistics, and peer-reviewed studies, the paper synthesizes how
agricultural practices have evolved across major regions such as Konkan, Western Maharashtra,
Marathwada, and Vidarbha. The review highlights a gradual transition from subsistence food-grain
cultivation to commercial and horticultural crops in irrigated regions, alongside the persistence of rain-fed,
low-productivity agriculture in drought-prone areas. Challenges related to water scarcity, climate
variability, land fragmentation, and market instability continue to shape agricultural outcomes. The paper
argues that region-specific planning, sustainable water management, and promotion of climate-resilient
cropping systems are essential for ensuring long-term agricultural sustainability and rural livelihood
security in Maharashtra.
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Introduction:

Agriculture occupies a pivotal position in
Maharashtra’s economy and rural society.
Although the contribution of agriculture to the
state’s gross domestic product has declined over
time, the sector remains the principal source of
employment and income for a large segment of
the population. The agricultural landscape of
Maharashtra is marked by strong spatial contrasts
resulting from variations in rainfall, relief, soil
type, and access to irrigation and markets. These
variations have produced diverse cropping
patterns and land use practices across the state.

The concept of agricultural pattern refers

to the spatial and temporal arrangement of crops

and farming activities within a given region.
Analysis of agricultural patterns is essential for
understanding resource utilization, productivity
differentials, and sustainability challenges. In
Maharashtra, agricultural patterns have undergone
significant changes during the post-Green
Revolution period, influenced by irrigation
development, commercialization, technological
inputs, and policy interventions. At the same
time, recurrent droughts and climate uncertainty
have intensified agrarian stress in rain-fed
regions. This review aims to provide a
comprehensive assessment of agricultural patterns
in Maharashtra by synthesizing existing research

and official data.
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Physical and Agro-Climatic Background:
Maharashtra

physiographic units, including the Konkan coastal

encompasses diverse

plain, the Western Ghats, and the extensive
Deccan Plateau. The state experiences a tropical
monsoon climate, but rainfall distribution 1is
highly uneven. Annual rainfall exceeds 2,500 mm
in the Konkan and the windward slopes of the
Western  Ghats, whereas large parts of
Marathwada and Vidarbha receive less than 800
mm annually (Government of Maharashtra,
2022).

Soil characteristics also vary
considerably. Lateritic soils dominate the Konkan
region, while deep black cotton soils (regur)
prevail in the plateau regions, supporting crops
such as cotton, sugarcane, and sorghum. These
agro-climatic and edaphic conditions play a
decisive role in shaping regional cropping
patterns and productivity levels (Singh & Dhillon,
2014).

Cropping Patterns and Their Transformation:
1. Traditional Cropping Systems:

Historically, agriculture in Maharashtra
was largely subsistence-oriented. Coarse cereals
such as jowar and bajra, along with pulses,
dominated the semi-arid regions, while rice was
the principal crop in the high-rainfall Konkan
belt. These cropping systems were closely aligned
with monsoon rainfall and involved limited use of
external inputs.

2. Shift towards Commercial Agriculture:

During the last few decades, significant
changes have been observed in cropping patterns.
Expansion of irrigation and improved market
access have encouraged farmers to shift from
traditional food grains to commercial crops.
Sugarcane has emerged as a dominant crop in
Western Maharashtra due to assured irrigation,

cooperative sugar factories, and stable demand.

Similarly, cotton occupies extensive areas in
Vidarbha and parts of Marathwada.

Several studies indicate a gradual decline
in area under food grains and a corresponding
increase in area under oilseeds, cotton, and
sugarcane (Gaikwad et al., 2018; Patil & Talathi,
2016). While this transition has enhanced farm
incomes in irrigated regions, it has also increased
pressure on water resources and raised concerns

about sustainability.

Regional Variations in Agricultural Patterns:
1. Konkan Region:

Agriculture in the Konkan region is
characterized by high rainfall, small and
fragmented landholdings, and limited irrigation
development. Paddy cultivation dominates,
supplemented by horticultural crops such as
mango, cashew, coconut, and arecanut.
Horticulture has emerged as an important income
source, although cropping intensity remains
relatively low due to topographic constraints.

2. Western Maharashtra:

Western Maharashtra represents the most
agriculturally advanced region of the state.
Extensive irrigation infrastructure has enabled
intensive  cultivation of sugarcane, wheat,
vegetables, and fruits such as grapes and banana.
High cropping intensity, mechanization, and use
of modern inputs distinguish this region.
However, the dominance of water-intensive crops
has contributed to groundwater depletion and
inter-regional water disputes (Sharma, 2011).

3. Marathwada:

Marathwada is one of the most drought-
affected regions in Maharashtra. Agriculture is
predominantly rain-fed, with jowar, bajra, pulses,
and oilseeds as major crops. Low irrigation
coverage and frequent droughts result in unstable
agricultural output and heightened vulnerability
of farmers. Despite policy interventions,

productivity levels remain low.
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4. Vidarbha:

Vidarbha’s agricultural economy is
strongly associated with cotton cultivation.
Although the region possesses fertile black soils,
dependence on monsoon rainfall and price
volatility has exposed farmers to economic risk.
Gradual diversification into soybean, pulses, and
horticultural crops is evident but constrained by
infrastructural limitations.

Irrigation and Cropping Intensity:

Irrigation plays a critical role in
determining cropping patterns and intensity in
Maharashtra. Regions with assured irrigation
exhibit higher cropping intensity and greater
adoption of high-value crops. Canal irrigation,
wells, and tube wells constitute the major sources
of irrigation.

However, irrigation development has
been uneven across regions. Western Maharashtra
accounts for a disproportionately large share of
irrigated area, while Marathwada and Vidarbha
remain largely dependent on rainfall. This
imbalance has reinforced regional disparities in
agricultural  development (Government of
Maharashtra, 2022).

Expansion of Horticulture:

Horticulture has emerged as a dynamic
component of Maharashtra’s agriculture. The
state is a leading producer of grapes,
pomegranate, banana, mango, and citrus fruits.
Government support, export opportunities, and
higher profitability have encouraged farmers to
adopt fruit cultivation.

While horticulture has improved income
levels, it is also associated with high water
requirements and input costs. Sustainable
expansion of horticulture therefore requires
efficient irrigation practices and improved market

infrastructure.

Key Challenges:
1. Climate Variability:

Erratic rainfall patterns, prolonged
droughts, and rising temperatures pose serious
challenges to agricultural stability, particularly in
rain-fed regions (Sharma, 2011).

2. Water Stress:

Over-extraction of groundwater and
cultivation of water-intensive crops have
exacerbated water scarcity. Sustainable water
management remains a major policy concern.

3. Land Fragmentation and Market Risks:

Fragmentation of landholdings limits
mechanization and economies of scale. Market
volatility and price fluctuations further influence

cropping decisions and farmer incomes.

Policy Implications and Sustainability:

To ensure sustainable agricultural
development, region-specific strategies are
required. Promotion of drought-tolerant crops,
micro-irrigation, soil health management, and
crop diversification can enhance resilience.
Integrated ~ watershed ~ development and
strengthening of agricultural value chains are

essential for reducing regional disparities.

Conclusion:

Agricultural patterns in Maharashtra
reflect the combined influence of physical
environment, irrigation development, market
forces, and policy interventions. While irrigated
regions have experienced diversification and
intensification, large rain-fed areas continue to
face structural constraints. A balanced, resource-
efficient, and climate-resilient approach is
necessary to ensure long-term sustainability and

livelihood security in the state.
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