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Abstract

Dharwad Pedha, a traditional sweet from
Karnataka, is not only a cultural delicacy but also a vital
contributor to the rural economy. With a legacy of over
175 years, the sweet was introduced by the Thakur
family from Unnao and has become synonymous with
Dharwad's identity. Recognized with a Geographical
Indication (Gl) tag in 2008, its production relies heavily
on local agricultural and dairy resources—especially
milk sourced from small and marginal farmers in the
region.These dairy farmers supply fresh milk daily,
ensuring a dependable market and stable income. This
consistent demand supports rural livelihoods,
particularly in Dharwad and surrounding districts,
where mixed farming systems are common. Women
play a key role in livestock care and milk production,
thus contributing to household income and nutrition.
The Pedha industry also stimulates associated sectors
such as fodder cultivation, veterinary services,
transport, and packaging. By linking agriculture with
traditional food processing, Dharwad Pedha
exemplifies how indigenous food enterprises can uplift
farming communities and promote sustainable rural
development. This article highlights the
interconnectedness between a regionally significant
sweet and the economic welfare of its agricultural base.
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Introduction

Dharwad Pedha, a beloved sweet delicacy from
the North Karnataka region of India, is more than just a
culinary delight—it is a symbol of regional pride,
traditional craftsmanship, and economic sustenance.
For decades, this iconic sweet has played a pivotal role
notonlyin representing the cultural heritage of Dharwad
but also in supporting the livelihoods of countless
individuals, particularly those in the farming and dairy
sectors. This chapter explores the socio-economic
importance of Dharwad Pedha, tracing its origins, its
unique production process, and most importantly, its

interconnectedness with the welfare of the farming
community in and around Dharwad.
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Origin and Legacy: A Sweet Born from the Soil

The legacy of Dharwad Pedha is deeply rooted
not just in the culture of North Karnataka but also in the
sweat and toil of its farming communities. Introduced
over 175 years ago by the Thakur family, who migrated
from Unnao (Uttar Pradesh) and settled in Dharwad, this
humble sweet has grown into a powerful symbol of rural
enterprise and agricultural integration. What began as a
modest, handmade sweet crafted from locally sourced
milk soon captured the hearts of locals, and over time,
evolved into a thriving regional industry. Its unmatched
taste, grainy texture, and earthy flavour are owed not
only to the traditional method of slow boiling milk but
also to the fresh, high-quality milk supplied by local
dairy farmers—many of whom are small and marginal
farmers depending on agriculture and livestock for their
livelihoods.

The success of Dharwad Pedha is inseparable
from the contribution of farming families who rear cows
as part of mixed farming systems. Their daily milk supply
is the backbone of Pedha production. In this way, the
sweet has forged a symbiotic link between traditional
food artisans and the rural agrarian economy—ensuring
a regular income for milk producers while sustaining
generations of local sweet makers (halwais).

This unique collaboration between agriculture
and small-scale food enterprise was formally
recognized in 2008, when Dharwad Pedha received the
Geographical Indication (Gl) tag. This not only honoured
its regional authenticity and artisanal knowledge but
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also spotlighted the role of rural livelihoods and local
resources in shaping this culinary gem.

Thus, Dharwad Pedha is more than a sweet it is
a celebration of the land, the livestock, and the labor of
North Karnataka’s farmers. Every bite carries the story
of milk drawn at dawn, firewood-fed boiling vats, and
the enduring legacy of rural craftsmanship nurtured by
generations of farming communities.

Dairy Farming and Rural Livelihoods: The Unsung
Backbone of Dharwad Pedha

At the heart of Dharwad Pedha's enduring
success is the robust dairy farming network that thrives
in the fertile landscapes of Dharwad and neighbouring
districts such as Belagavi, Haveri, and Gadag. This
region, blessed with moderate climate and rich natural
fodder availability, provides an ideal environment for
dairy farming. Here, hundreds of small and marginal
farmers—many of whom rely on agriculture as their
primary occupation—supplement their incomes
through cattle rearing.

These rural families, often owning two to five
cows each, raise indigenous and cross-bred dairy cattle
to supply fresh milk daily. This milk, rich in fat and
nutrients due to traditional feeding methods using crop
residues and green fodder, forms the primary raw
material for Dharwad Pedha. The daily and consistent
demand for fresh milk by Pedha manufacturers has
created a reliable and local market, insulating dairy
farmers from market price fluctuations and giving them
an assured income stream.

Beyond income, dairy farming has become a
livelihood stabilizer, especially during periods of crop
failure due to erratic rainfall. It offers daily cash flow,
unlike seasonal agricultural produce, making it an
essential financial pillar for many farming households.
Women, too, play a central role in this system—feeding
cattle, milking, and managing local milk societies—thus
contributing to women’s economic empowerment in
rural areas.

Moreover, the success of dairy-linked industries
like Dharwad Pedha has led to the growth of ancillary
services:

e Fodder cultivation and silage making, often
done by local farmers on leased land.

e \Veterinary services and animal husbandry
extension centres that offer vaccinations,
breeding advice, and disease management.

e Milk collection and chilling centres, often
operated through cooperatives, which ensure
fair pricing and transparency.

e Transportation and logistics for moving milk
from villages to production units in Dharwad.

This interconnected ecosystem not only
strengthens the rural economy but also supports a
sustainable circular system. Cow dung from dairy farms
is often used as organic manure, enriching the soil,
reducing dependence on chemical fertilizers, and
lowering input costs for farmers.

Importantly, the rise of Dharwad Pedha as a
brand has encouraged some progressive farmers to
improve cattle breeds, maintain better hygiene, and
explore value-added dairy products, knowing that
quality milk fetches better rates. The model thus
promotes both quality production and economic
resilience at the grassroots.

In essence, every piece of Dharwad Pedha is a
product of shared effort and mutual support between
farmers, artisans, and rural entrepreneurs. Its success
story is a prime example of how a traditional food
product, rooted in local resources, can uplift entire
communities, provide sustainable income, and
reinforce rural identity.

A Localized Value Chain

The production of Dharwad Pedha represents a
local value chain—from farm to table. Milk producers,
sweet artisans (locally known as halwais), sugar
suppliers, packaging units, and retailers all form an
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interlinked ecosystem. Many families are engaged
across generations in Pedha production, working in
micro-enterprises or cottage industries.

This decentralized production model reduces
migration to cities and sustains employmentinruraland
semi-urban areas. Women are often employed in milk
collection centers and in wrapping and packaging
Pedha, further enhancing gender-inclusive economic
participation.

Agro-based Sustainability and Organic Potential

Dharwad Pedha also opens up potential
avenues for organic and sustainable agriculture. With
growing consumer demand for chemical-free milk and
natural products, farmers are encouraged to adopt
better cattle-rearing practices, avoiding synthetic feeds
or hormone injections. Moreover, cow dung and urine
from dairy farms are utilized in organic farming and
vermicomposting, creating a circular agricultural
economy.

In this way, the continued production of
Dharwad Pedha indirectly supports environmentally
sustainable farming practices and soil health
management, especially important in rainfed and
dryland areas of Dharwad district.

Challenges and Way Forward

Despite its success, the Dharwad Pedha
industry faces challenges. The fluctuation in milk
prices, lack of cold-chain infrastructure, and rising input
costs can impact both sweet makers and dairy farmers.
Furthermore, the market is vulnerable to adulteration
and duplication of Pedha in other cities, diluting the
authenticity of the brand.

To address this, stakeholders need to focus on:

e Strengthening Farmer Producer Organizations
(FPOs) in the dairy sector.

e Encouraging branding and quality certification
of milk used in Pedha.

e Training artisans
processing  while
methods.

in hygiene and modern
preserving  traditional

e Promoting agro-tourism and culinary heritage
tours, with Dharwad Pedha as a central theme,
to boost rural income.

Conclusion: Dharwad Pedha stands as a sweet
testament to how traditional food products can foster

economic resilience, cultural continuity, and
community welfare. For the farming community of
Dharwad, especially small dairy farmers, it represents
more than income—itis pride, identity, and opportunity.
By investing in this local treasure, we not only preserve
culinary heritage but also empower grassroots
economies to thrive in harmony with tradition and
sustainability.
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