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78   Weathering the ‘perfect storm’: addressing the agriculture, energy, water, climate change nexus

Q&A
Chair: Lucy Broad

Panel: Ajay Mathur, Jim Woodhill, Oudom Phonekhampheng 

Chair: Lucy Broad
Jim, to start with you talked about the importance of institutional innovation 
and combining that with political, technical in terms of change at scale. I just 
wondered about the role of women in some of those changes?

A: Jim Woodhill
I think we know in agriculture that economic involvement is empowering a 
new generation of women, so I think it’s just something you can’t ignore in 
the way we think about these very challenging issues. The gender dimension 
is completely embedded across the whole SDIP program. For all of the SDIP 
partners it’s fundamental. I think you need to understand what’s happening in 
decision-making at household level, at village level, and then go beyond that so 
that whenever you’re engaging, you make sure that you have the strengthening 
of women’s contribution to decision-making fully in mind. 

Chair: Lucy Broad
Ajay, with solar pumps, have women played a role in those decisions on farms?

A: Ajay Mathur
Absolutely. One of the things that we have noticed is that women play an 
extremely important role in water management in farms. Sometimes, electricity 
coming from the grid for the pumps is supplied at night, while a solar pump 
ensures that it’s during the day. Therefore the ability of a woman to plan her 
time between various activities becomes important. We think that this will make 
a change in the way in which women allocate time to productive uses. 

Q: Bianca Das, the University of Queensland, CSIRO, RAID network
Thanks – those were really interesting stories. I’m just trying to make 
connections in terms of economies of scale. Is there a role Australia can play in 
getting more solar panels to smallholder farmers through recycling our panels? 

A: Ajay Mathur
The key challenge today is in terms of the supply chain. The second is in terms of 
the business model. The two issues that I think are most important are demand 
creation and the availability of local people who can develop and operate the 
solar pump and the panel. I think there has been a very strong program between 
Australia and India on skilling of such people. Most of these solar panels are 
going to be used by farmers, and they’re going to be funded by banks, and all of 
them will want them to be as cost-effective as possible. Consequently it is the 
efficiency of the panels which matters. With the amount of solar panels that 
have been used in India we’ll be looking very soon at a disaster in terms of the 
management of waste from PV panels. I think that’s an area in which a lot of 
collaboration is needed now, because you need those institutional mechanisms 
in place now for the waste that will be produced tomorrow.
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A: Jim Woodhill
We found that with a relatively small investment from the Australian side, we’ve 
actually been able to help mobilise a much larger investment that then goes into 
overcoming some of these sorts of barriers.

Q: Lucy Broad
Is there any question about the investment from the Indian Government – 
$20 billion or so – continuing? How dependent is the update and the transition 
to solar on that investment from the government?

A: Ajay Mathur
Most of the money is for the initial demand creation, and the hope is that by 
the time this money is spent the technology and the price will be such that 
they will be affordable on their own. So first of all procurement is done on the 
viability gap between what I’m willing to pay and what cost is met through this 
Government subsidy. And the working hypothesis is that by the time we run 
through the program and we run through the money, the prices would be such 
that people would be willing to buy it on its own.

Q: 
Thank you for the awesome presentation. Is it economically difficult and costly 
to provide after-sales services for the solar panels in rural settings?

A: Ajay Mathur
Absolutely.

Q: 
And could this be promoting more waste? How do you think farmers perceive 
after-sales services for their solar panels?

A: Ajay Mathur
The solar pumps are seen as more expensive and therefore the only way that 
farmers will buy them is if they are provided as an economic package, which 
they can afford. And that is why the package is designed so that in a sense it 
becomes free. And once it’s paid off then the electricity sales become revenue 
to them. What is happening is that initially in the first tenders, I think it’s a two-
year maintenance is built in, into the initial procurement. And the hope is that 
by that time there’ll be numbers, there will be adequate amount of demand for 
those services to be offered on their own and in a competitive market. 

A: Jim Woodhill 
Just a side point to that one. Several of us have spoken this morning about 
small-scale farmers. I think that in all these issues we have been talking about, in 
the next decade there will need to be a tremendous transformation of small-
scale agriculture to tackle environmental and social issues. We cannot go on 
talking about a small-scale farmer, meaning all smallholder farmers. There are 
different scales of small-scale farming. We need to start disaggregating who we 
are talking about, to try to understand the kinds of incentives that are going to 
drive farmers to change at the various scales. I think we need to know who are 
we actually talking about when we talk about small-scale agriculture, and how 
we might work with the very different groups in different ways to tackle the 
challenges emerging.
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