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Editorial
Agroecology and small scale farming as a new development 
paradigm 

After a period of about three decades, in which 
agriculture and rural development in many coun-
tries of the Global South were neglected by de-
velopment politics, a notable change is taking 
place during the last ten years. With the dramatic 
increase in food prices as a result of the food short-
age in 2007/2008 and the protests in a number of 
countries, agriculture and nutrition have gained 
enormous interest in national and international 
politics as well as in private businesses. As a re-
sult the G8 Governments in 2009 created the so 
called “L’Aquila-Initiative” and agreed to provide 
20 billion US$ for a worldwide food security pro-
gramme. The "New Alliance for Food Security and 
Nutrition" was founded in 2012 and should mobi-
lise additional investments from the private sector. 
However, in which direction would these activities 
develop and what has become of them by now? 

In 2008 the "Global Report: Agriculture at a Cross-
roads" was presented as a result of several years 
of research and discussions of more than 400 ex-
perts from 110 countries. The report suggested a 
bottom-up approach for the development of an 
economically and ecologically sustainable and 
socially just agriculture. It stated agroecological 
methods should be supported to further devel-
op such agricultural practices. The report pointed 
out that agricultural research and the  dissemi-
nation of know-how and technologies should be 
related to indigenous knowledge of smallhold-
er farmers and the local realities. This would not 
only enhance soil fertility and soil protection, but 
would also offer greater potential for increased 
soil productivity. Methods like the "System of 
Rice Intensification" have demonstrated this at 
the level of practical agricultural production.

Professor Dr. Hartmut Vogtmann is Professor for 
Organic Agriculture at the University of Kassel, and 
President of the German League for Nature and 
Environment (DNR), the umbrella organisation for 
nature conservation, animal welfare and environ-
ment protection in Germany. He is member of the 
Editorial Board of Future of Food: Journal on Food, 
Agriculture and Society
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The report clearly stresses that agricultural policy 
should be initiated and being carried out by small 
scale farmers, or even landless farmers, who are 
despite their marginalisation the biggest investors 
in food production in the Global South. Instead of 
"business as usual" a new approach to develop-
ment is urgently needed, which no longer serves 
the interests of multinational corporations and 
industries, but is orientated on the needs of small 
scale farmers production and marketing realities. 
Not only the total amount of food produced is im-
portant but also who produces it, in which man-
ner and for whom. The key element is the explic-
it  acknowledgement of a "human right for food".

Governments of 58 States have signed the "Glob-
al Report" and therefore support the suggested 
change of the present agricultural policy. Unfortu-
nately, a number of important countries have not 
signed the report and this is reflected in the ac-
tivities of the "New Alliance for Food Security and 
Nutrition", which was presented by Barack Obama 
at the G8 summit in 2012, which is dominated 
politically by the rich countries and economically 
by North American and European multinational 
companies in the agricultural and food business. 
Among those are Cargill, the world’s biggest grain 
trader from the USA, Monsanto, which dominates 
the market for genetically modified crops/seeds, 
and also some European companies like Yara, Bay-
er Crop Science, Syngenta and AGCO. These activ-
ities are derived from the L'Aquila-Initiative of the 
G8 Governments in 2009, which was aiming for a 
significant improvement of food security in Africa 
south of the Sahara through a substantial increase 
in government funding. Signatories of the “Global 
Report”  have become rather silent about this initia-
tive, whereas the New Alliance is very actively aim-
ing for direct and close cooperation between Gov-
ernments in Africa and the private economic sector.

Pivotal for the New Alliance are co-operative agree-
ments, in which, until now, ten African states have 
obliged themselves to alter the conditions for  in-
vestments in favour of private commercial invest-
ments in agriculture in their countries. Part of those 
government measures are linked to the access to 
land: investors gain ownership over hundreds of 
thousands hectares of land in Tanzania,  Mozam-

bique, Nigeria and Malawi. In these countries the 
regulations in the seed sector are strengthened 
in such a way, that farmers will have difficulties to 
continue their traditional practice of exchange or 
sell seeds they have produced themselves. Condi-
tions for investments are being improved through 
tax reliefs or simplification of licensing procedures 
for new companies. It is frequently claimed that 
this will lead to an "African Initiative", because a vast 
number of companies involved are registered in Af-
rican countries, however these are all internation-
ally operating bodies of the private sector or they 
are financed with foreign money. Combined with 
the removal of trade barriers all of this is favouring 
export orientated businesses in agriculture and 
the food industry. As an incentive for African gov-
ernments to join the New Alliance the donor states 
offer development aid in form of direct funds or 
aid through governmental developing agencies.

Common to all of these initiatives is the closer 
growing link between development policy and 
industry. Pivotal to all of this is the industrial ag-
ricultural model: global, export orientated added 
value chains, business models aiming for the mar-
ket orientated farmers (so called "farmers with po-
tential") and the opening for new markets for ma-
chinery, fertilisers, pesticides and seeds, including 
genetically modified plants. This is clearly stated in 
the U.S. Government's Global Hunger and Food Se-
curity Initiative "Feed the Future": seven of the ten   
fastest growing economies worldwide are based 
in Africa and the profit margins of foreign invest-
ments are greater here than in any other develop-
ing region. Businesses in Africa are profitable. Here 
exists a growing potential for trade and agricul-
ture. Not very much different is the initiative of the 
"German Food Partnership" (GFP), if one reads the 
statement of Bayer Crop Science, founder member 
of the GFP: “New products increase the visibility of 
Bayer Crop Science in Africa.” We are making ap-
proximately 20% of our yearly total turnover with 
new products, which we have brought onto the 
market in 2013, in Africa and we are aiming to in-
crease this to 90% by 2020." GFP as the "Initiative 
of the Commerce" claims to be more than just a 
common task by the companies to open new mar-
ket opportunities and to increase the economic 
success through increased efficiency and eco-
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nomic development implementing innovative 
business models. "Secure Nutrition" is the pro-
grammatic title of this partnership of companies, 
business associations and organisations for the 
German development cooperation. According to 
them the aim is the establishment of a sustainable 
agriculture (whatever  they understand by this!) in 
developing countries and emerging economies. 
If one looks at the actors involved one can hardly 
believe that GFP is aiming for the benefit of small 
scale farmers and a decentralised food supply and 
food security system in Africa. These actors are:
 
• Bayer Crop Science, BASF, the Europlant 

Group and Syngenta as part of the global 
market leaders for seeds and agrochemicals.

• K+S Kali and the  Norwegian company Yara 
are among the worldwide leading suppliers of 
fertilizers.

• VDMA (Association of the German industry for 
machinery and plant engeneering), LEMKEN 
and the German branch of the worldwide 
operating concern AGCO are providing agri-
cultural equipment.

• Amatheon Agri has just obtained 34.000 hec-
tares  in  Zambia and represents a company 
for large scale monoculture cropping systems.

• Global food trade companies like Metro and 
Mars are also involved.

Partners in the foundation of GFP were also the 
German state development organisations GIZ 
(association for development - co-operation) and 
DEG (German investment and development as-
sociation), which since some time already are op-
erating as business companies in the area of con-
sulting and development. The German Ministry for 
Development Co-operation functions as patron of 
GFP and also finances a significant part of GFP's 
projects and pays for the GFP secretariat, which 
is based within GIZ. It becomes obvious that the 
German companies are interested in this initiative 
because it offers access to new markets for seeds, 
fertilisers, pesticides and machinery and in addi-
tion also allows  access  to agricultural products 

as well as on processing and marketing process-
es. The Ministry argues that all of this is based on 
an “analysis for the need of development policy", 
however the results of this analysis has never been 
published. It is also impossible to obtain finan-
cial figures about the commitment of the com-
panies in the form of money,  non-cash benefits 
or advisory activities in the various projects. The 
Ministry argues that business secrets must be re-
spected and they claim that the sum for the  com-
pany’s involvement would be twice or three times 
higher than that of the Ministry. So much of this 
is not  convincing information from the Ministry. 

However, where is the added value for develop-
ment policies in all of these activities? Who is ac-
tually concerned with the cultural dimension of 
all of these new mainly economically orientated 
projects? From the  point of real development it 
is not acceptable to measure success in terms of 
an increase in agricultural production and a nar-
rowly  defined economic benefit only. In contrast, 
the improvement of the local food security, pover-
ty reduction in rural areas, an increase in income 
on a broad level and an ecological sustainability 
are the parameters to measure real success in de-
velopment. It is also important to include cultural 
aspects of agricultural production, food prepa-
ration and nutrition. Therefore, a set of criteria is 
needed to justify the spending of public money 
for development projects and to  differentiate 
those clearly from the purely economic support 
activities. The former UN-rapporteur for the right 
for food, Olivier De Schutter, has pointed out re-
peatedly, that increased production and market 
orientation alone are not sufficient to secure the 
right for food. Furthermore he sees great dangers 
with capital intensive and low labour requiring 
production models in countries with high unem-
ployment, as he points out in his report about Ma-
lawi. This demonstrates how problematic the close 
co-operation with businesses and the suggest-
ed additional value for development policies is.

This leads to the request that appropriate instru-
ments for monitoring, evaluation and judgement 
are necessary and need to be developed to meas-
ure the success of the new partnerships. Unfor-
tunately, judgement and valuation are difficult, 
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because of a general  lack of transparency in all 
of these projects and processes. Media, parlia-
ments and civil society involved in development 
policies are therefore not in a position to act as 
partners in furthering development policies, be-
cause it is impossible for them to demand, to 
control and to judge the fulfillment of the politi-
cal promises and goals. Since governments are 
increasingly relying on national and globally act-
ing companies, they are losing to a large extent 
the power of agenda setting and also giving up 
the responsibility in many areas of concern. Thus, 
the freedom of governments in decision making 
in development politics is limited to the support 
of marginalised rural groups, because an increas-
ing portion of the public funds go into the sup-
port of so called "inclusive business models" for 
the "farming with potential". Furthermore, the 
politically supported growing influence of the ag-
ricultural industry and their hunger for resources 
endanger the chances for development for a vast 
group of farmers and rural populations, who are 
not fitting these business models, and therefore, 

will be increasing poverty and marginalisation, 
combined with devastating cultural loss. However, 
these are the groups without a strong lobby, they 
have no voice, hardly any economic resources and 
play no role in agenda setting or decision making.  
These are the people in need of support from de-
velopment programmes and policies, which are 
independent from vested interests of companies. 

We are glad to publish our Volume 2 Issue 2  of 
the “Future of Food: Journal on Food, Agriculture  
and Society”, on the theme of  “Agroecology, Small 
Scale Farmers and Regional Development”. The  
selected research papers presented in this volume 
will provide further critical insight of the thematic 
area in regional and global perspectives. Further-
more,  this edition is enriched with book and film 
reviews that bring a critical outlook of the themat-
ic issues and a report and analysis section with 
senior scientists’ and practitioners’ views.  
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Abstract 

The Khaling Rai live in a remote area of the mountain region of Nepal. Subsistence farming 
is central to their livelihood strategy, the sustainability of which was examined in this study. 
The sustainable livelihood approach was identified as a suitable theoretical framework to 
analyse the assets of the Khaling Rai. A baseline study was conducted using indicators to 
assess the outcome of the livelihood strategies under the three pillars of sustainability – 
economic, social and environmental. Relationships between key factors were analysed. The 
outcome showed that farming fulfils their basic need of food security, with self-sufficiency 
in terms of seeds, organic fertilisers and tools. Agriculture is almost totally non-monitized: 
crops are grown mainly for household consumption. However, the crux faced by the Khaling 
Rai community is the need to develop high value cash crops in order to improve their liveli-
hoods while at the same time maintaining food security. Institutional support in this regard 
was found to be lacking. At the same time there is declining soil fertility and an expanding 
population, which results in smaller land holdings. The capacity to absorb risk is inhibited by 
the small size of the resource base and access only to small local markets. A two-pronged ap-
proach is recommended. Firstly, the formation of agricultural cooperative associations in the 
area. Secondly, through them the selection of key personnel to be put forward for training in 
the adoption of improved low-cost technologies for staple crops and in the introduction of 
appropriate new cash crops.

Citation (APA):
Burris, V. (2015). Sustainability of Small Scale Farming in a Mountain Region: Case Study of the Khaling Rai Population of the Solukhumbu, 
Nepal, Future of Food: Journal on Food, Agriculture and Society, 2(2), 9-21
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Introduction

A study was undertaken to investigate the rela-
tionships between the human, natural, physical, fi-
nancial and social assets of the Khaling Rai popula-
tion of the Solukhumbu district of Nepal and their 
livelihood strategies. The Khaling Rai are a small 
tribal group with a unique culture and language 
who depend on subsistence farming and cope 
with the constraints of remoteness, marginality 
and fragility so characteristic of mountain commu-
nities in the global south. They practice cropping, 

animal husbandry, horticulture and forestry. This is 
the principal occupation and source of sustenance 
for the majority of such mountain dwellers (Jodha, 
1997). Thus the characteristics of the Khaling Rai 
render them an appropriate subject for sustainable 
livelihood research with a mountain perspective.   

The objective of the study was to determine the key 
factors that enhance household capabilities and as-
sets towards livelihood sustainability. Small-scale

9



farming, as their main livelihood strategy, was 
central. The study examined how livelihood sus-
tainability is modified by the accelerating process 
of change manifested by population growth, de-
teriorating natural environment, migration and 
the development of external linkages. While tem-
porary migration (transhumance and seasonal 
porter work) has always been a livelihood strategy 
for mountain people, permanent migration has 
become a growing phenomenon of mountain re-
gions (Ives, 2004).

The significance of the study is highlighted by the 
following: no research was ever carried out to in-
vestigate the livelihoods of the Khaling Rai; the 
study contributes to the body of livelihood analysis 
and in particular to the body of research on moun-
tain livelihoods dependant primarily on small-
scale farming. Given the active involvement of 
members of the Khaling community, it represents 
a bottom-up as opposed to a top-down approach, 
and as such the issues and problems identified 
are those raised by the Khaling community them-
selves, which allows for more effective, targeted de-
velopment interventions. While the overall study 
was wide-ranging, including considerations of cul-
ture, education, health and migration, the present 
paper focuses on a key central aspect – the small 
scale farming practices of the Khaling Rai. These 
are presented, analysed and discussed and con-
clusions are drawn – but first an outline is given of 
the theoretical framework and the methods used.

Theoretical Framework

The impact of development interventions in 
mountain areas, the complexity of rural and moun-
tain poverty, the emergence of a multifaceted 
development response at macro and household 
level, and the use of the sustainable livelihood 
approach were all key considerations. For sustain-
able mountain development Rieder and Wyder 
(1997) elaborated on each of the three compo-
nents – ecology, economy and social – in the Rio 
declaration of 1992. Links between poverty, en-
vironment and agricultural growth are governed 
by complex interactions involving politics, institu-
tions and technologies. Innovative approaches are 
necessary from local and global sources to assist 
rural economies while at the same time protect-

ing the environment (Ellis-Jones, 1999).  However, 
mountains still remain marginalised in the devel-
opment agenda despite being home to 12% of 
the world’s population (Schild and Sharma, 2011).  
At the heart of the debate on environment and 
poverty is the issue of how rural households and 
communities utilise resources. They are the main 
stakeholders and it is their decisions in pursuit of 
survival, food and livelihood security that form a 
key determinant of the links between poverty, sus-
tainability and growth (Reardon and Vosti, 1995).  
As Jodha (1992, 2000) points out, excessive de-
pendence on external resources (fertilisers, pes-
ticides, subsidies) can happen while at the same 
time traditional adaptation techniques are ig-
nored. Agricultural measures that are short-term, 
product-centred as opposed to resource-centred, 
often focus on food self-sufficiency while ignoring 
the carrying capacity of the environment. Popula-
tion pressure on existing land and the incorpora-
tion of more marginal land including steep slopes 
are major factors causing severe environmental 
pressure according to Upadhaya (2000). A differ-
ent viewpoint is maintained by Ives (2004) who 
states that mass wasting is a natural consequence 
of a landscape that has been shaped by fluvial ero-
sion and landslides over time and that the exten-
sive terracing by farmers has slowed rather than 
augmented the rate of erosion and denudation.

A perspective embodied by the sustainable live-
lihood approach gained increased currency in re-
cent years in organisations such as DFID, the World 
Bank, FAO, Oxfam and CARE (Hussein, 2002). The 
concepts of the sustainable livelihood approach 
are based on insights drawn by Chambers and 
Conway (1992) from previous research on rural 
livelihoods, household vulnerability, food inse-
curity and agro-ecological sustainability. They ar-
gued for the need to create livelihood strategies 
that maintained the natural resource base while 
being resistant to external shocks and stresses.  
According to Carney (2003), the underlying ethos 
of the approach is characterised as a set of prin-
ciples for action: people-centred, participatory 
and responsive, multi-level, partnership-based, 
sustainable and dynamic. Scoones (1998) identi-
fies four different types of ‘capital’ – natural, eco-
nomic or financial, human and social. Ellis (2000) 
emphasises the importance of social relations 
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and kinship networks (as well as the mediating 
role of institutions) in facilitating access to assets. 
Farrington (2001) notes considerable overlap and 
some differences between the sustainable live-
lihood approach and the rights based approach. 
According to Carney (2003), the sustainable liveli-
hood approach is a more practical approach being 
concerned with what people themselves aspire to. 
Some perceived shortcomings in the sustainable 
livelihood approach and framework have led de-
velopment professionals and agencies to adapt 
the framework to address these issues (Hussein, 
2002). These shortcomings are issues of power, 
politics and empowerment, which are not directly 
addressed by the framework (Carney, 2003). This 
may reflect the non-ideological stance of the live-
lihood approach (De Haan and Zoomers, 2005).

Drawing on the work of Chambers and Conway 
(1992), Jodha (1992, 1997, 2000), Scoones (1998) 
and Ellis (2000), a modified framework for sus-
tainable mountain livelihoods was developed 
for this study and used as a research tool to fa-
cilitate data collection and analysis. The frame-
work is governed by Jodha’s concept of mountain 
specificities because the mountain perspective 
influences all aspects of mountain livelihoods. 
The asset categories that form the basis of the 
households’ livelihood strategies in the model are 
those identified by Scoones (1998) and further 
elaborated on by Ellis (2000). These are human 
capital, natural capital, physical assets, financial 
capital and social capital. Social capital incorpo-
rates Bebbington’s (1999) concept of access: that 
is the ability of mountain people to access the 
spheres of market, government and civil society.    
The sustainable livelihood approach examines the 
assets and livelihood strategies of the communi-
ty at household level – the world of lived experi-
ence – and overcomes the limitations of measure-
ments such as scaler or multidimensional-indexed 
basic needs measurements (Lindenberg, 2002). 
In this study the variables used to analyse the 
households’ endowment of assets are as follows:

• Human assets: household labour, literacy and 
education, child mortality, household health 
and nutrition.

• Physical assets: housing, tools, water and sani-
tation, and access to basic infrastructure.

• Financial assets: income flows and stocks in-
cluding savings, borrowings and livestock.

• Natural assets: land, forest and water.

• Social assets: kinship and beliefs, claims and 
reciprocity, membership of organisations and 
perception of access to government, market 
and civil society.

Materials and Methods

A survey was used as the main method to gather 
the above mentioned quantitative data about the 
assets that govern the livelihoods of the Khaling 
Rai. Using local enumerators, primary data was 
collected from a simple random cluster sample 
of 201 households from ten villages in the Khali 
valley in the Solukhumbu district of Nepal. Face 
to face interviews were conducted with all re-
spondents and the response rate was 100%. The 
format of the questionnaire was designed using 
the above indicators based on the sustainable 
livelihood framework, and in order to have com-
parisons with a wider population, some questions 
followed the format of the Nepal Living Standards 
Survey, the methodology of which was developed 
by the World Bank. The structured questionnaire 
also allowed for analysis using SPSS and Excel. Pri-
or to the interviews, which took place between De-
cember 2003 and January 2004, pilot testing was 
undertaken and the enumerators were trained.
The qualitative aspect of the research was un-
dertaken through discussions with key inform-
ants in Kathmandu and in the survey area and 
submissions from members of the Kirant Khaling 
Rai Upliftment Association in Kathmandu.  Inter-
views were also held with government agencies, 
multilateral institutions and NGOs.  Interviews 
included the Head of Mountain Farming Sys-
tems Division at ICIMOD and relevant officials at 
World Bank, UNDP, Ministry of Agriculture and 
Cooperatives, National Planning Commission, 
Centre for Environment and Agricultural Policy 
Research and Asia Network for Sustainable Ag-
riculture and Bio-resources as shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Interview partners between 2003 and 2004.

             Type of actor              Interviewees (interviewed once or several times)

 National level 1 representative from the Ministry of Agriculture and Coopera-
tives, 1 from the National Planning Commission, 

 Regional intergovernmental level 2 representatives from the International Centre for Integrated 
Mountain Development (ICIMOD).

 NGOs

1 representative from the Centre for Environmental and Agricul-
tural Policy Research, Extension and Development (CEAPRED), 
1 from the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), 1 from the Asia Network 
for Sustainable Agriculture and Bio resources (ANSAB).  1 from 
Swabalamban (Rural self-reliance development centre), 3 from 
United Missions Nepal.

 Association 8 representatives from the Kirant Khaling Rai Upliftment Associ-
ation

 Survey area
2 Representatives from the District Development Committee 
(DDC), 2 from the Village Development Committee (VDC), 11 
community leaders, 201 household heads.

 Foreign cooperation Agencies 2 representatives from the World Bank, 1 representative from the 
United Nations Development Programme.

As the objectives of the study included investigat-
ing the relationships between the human, natural, 
physical, financial and social assets of the Khaling 
Rai, these relationships were tested using bivari-
ate and multivariate analysis to ascertain the key 
factors that determine household security or vul-
nerability. Cross tabulations were performed to ex-
amine relationships between binary variables and 
Chi-square was used to test how significant were 
differences in education, gender and landhold-
ing in terms of household assets and livelihood 
outcomes. Finally, multiple linear regression was 
conducted to test conceptual models that predict 
household total income, household cash income 
and crop output.

The ten villages surveyed in the Khali valley (860 
40'E, 270 35' N) lie along the west side of the 
Dudh Koshi Nadi, i.e., in the heartland of Khal-
ing Rai culture and habitation, and concentrat-

ed on the districts of Kaku, Basa and Takasindu. 
The area is a day’s walk from the nearest airfield 
at Paphlu and a similar distance from the recent-
ly completed road head at Salleri – capital of the 
district of Solukhumbu in the eastern mountain 
region of Nepal. The area lies 52 km SSW ap-
proximately from the Summit of Mount Everest.  

Elevation and orientation are important factors 
in determining local climate; the range in altitude 
is from 1000 m to 3000 m. Altitudes from 1000 m 
to 2000 m are classified as warm temperate and 
humid with mean annual air temperatures of 150 
C – 200 C. The higher slopes are classified as cool 
temperate and perhumid (climate with humidity 
index of +100 and above). Annual rainfall is esti-
mated at 2300 mm based on measures for the 
nearest district weather station at Jiri with 78% of 
precipitation falling during the monsoon – June to 
September (Government of Nepal: Central Bureau 
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Figure 1. Land classification of the survey area 

Note:   Class III Bh=Slopes 50-300, warm temperature, humid.
             Class III Cp=Slopes 50-300, cool temperate, perhumid.
              Class IV Cp=Steep slopes, cool temperate, perhumid.
                Class IV Dp=Steep slopes alpine, perhumid.

Source: Land Resource Mapping Project (1986). Land Utilisation Report.  Kathmandu:  HMG/Ne-
pal, Topographical Survey Department.

of Statistics, 2012). The climate in the region is suit-
able for growing winter and summer crops.  Land
is left fallow during the colder months of Decem-
ber and January. 

Under most conventional classifications, the land 
farmed by the respondent households would not 
be classified as arable but because of the manage-
ment input in the form of terracing, the Land Re-
source Mapping Project (1986) defined this land 
type as arable. The respondent households farm on 
small scattered terraced plots the height and depth 

of which are governed by the steepness of the slope. 
Depth of terraces ranged between 3 and 20m and 
their height fluctuated from 1 to 3m. Landslides in 
the area are small and local but frequent.

Results and Discussion

Land Holdings  
All of the 201 respondent households own their 
land. This is the norm for the mountain ecological 
region of Nepal where 98% of agricultural house-
holds own land. The average number of plots per 
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Picture 1. Village of Phuleli in survey area. 
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household is 12 but the range varies from four to 
26 plots per household. However, only 41% of re-
spondents were ableto give details of their land 
holdings in ropani (system of land measurement 
in Nepal – one ha = 19.7 ropani). For these, the 
average holding per respondent was 50.5 ropani 
or 2.6 ha, twice that for the mountain ecological 
region of Nepal, and the average number of plots 
per ha was five, which is more typical of the re-
gion. An estimated Gini coefficient of 0.33 for re-
spondent households, compared with that for Ne-
pal overall of 0.54, reflects a relatively more equal 
distribution of land. However the plots are frag-
mented and discontinuous. The location of the 
furthest plots is often quite far from the dwelling 
house, an average of up to two hours walk away. 

The majority of respondent households, when 
asked about soil loss, soil fertility and produc-
tivity, reported negative changes compared to 
five years ago. The overwhelming majority of re-
spondent households –93%- used organic fer-
tilizer only: dung collected from their animals. 
Chemical fertilizers as well as dung were used 
by the remaining 7%. With one exception, all the 
terraced plots of the respondent households are 
rain-fed. Irrigation is regarded as not appropriate 
because of the vulnerability of the land to land-
slips during the monsoon season. The tools of 
the respondent households are simple and fash-

ioned locally by Kami (blacksmiths) who are Dal-
its. Ploughs are wooden with a steel tip and usu-
ally drawn by two oxen. While tool technology is 
simple, tools are easily and locally replaceable.

Livestock
All respondent households possessed some live-
stock, the average value of which was US$521 – 
compared with an estimated average of US$756 
for households in the mountain ecological zone 
of Nepal as shown in Table 2. The value of live-
stock was based on local prices in the research 
area and an equal unit price was applied to stock 
numbers in the mountain ecological zone. These 
lower values reflect lower livestock numbers. Ex-
cepting cattle, livestock holdings are lower than 
those of the overall mountain ecological zone. The 
pressure on the physical environment means that 
increasing livestock numbers above what is neces-
sary for subsistence farming is not an option. The 
numbers of larger livestock (cattle, buffalo) per 
household in the mountain ecological zone were 
checked against those listed in the first survey by 
the Nepal Living Standards Survey conducted in 
1996. Average numbers per household remained 
generally stable for the mountain ecological zone. 

Large ruminants (cattle, buffalo) play a vital role in 
the agricultural system of Nepal. They are the main 
sources of organic fertilizers, draught power and 
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          Livestock      Respondent Households N=169              Mountain Ecological Zone

Livestock Numbers Livestock Value 
in US$ Livestock Numbers Est. livestock 

Value in US$

 Buffalo         0.9 115         2.1 266
 Cattle         4.5 239         3.9 205
 Goats         2.5 44         5.6 98
 Pigs         0.9 102         1.4 157
 Poultry         5.5 21         7.7 30

 Total Value of Livestock in US$ 521 756

Table 2. Average number and value of livestock per respondent household compared with the 
mountain ecological zone of Nepal.

Source: HMG/Nepal (2004), Nepal Living Standards Survey 2003/04: volume 2, Central Bureau of Statistics, HMG 

Table 3. Per capita output levels for milk and meat for respondent households com-
pared with per capita consumption levels in Nepal and targets for basic needs.

Respondent households Nepal Consumption 
Level  1990 Basic Needs Level

N=136
Milk (kg per head) 49.0 46.4 57.8
Meat (kg per head)   4.1   9.4 14.4

Source: DFAMS (1990) cited by Joshi, 1992, ‘The Role of Large Ruminants in ‘Sustainable livestock produc-
tion in the mountain agro-system of Nepal’ FAO Animal Production and Health Paper 105. Rome, FAO
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animal proteins. Beef is not consumed because of 
religious taboos: Nepal is a Hindu state, and the 
sale and consumption of beef is forbidden. Main-
taining large ruminants is labour intensive: two 
thirds of respondent households spent three hours 
or more each day collecting fodder for livestock.  

Transhumance is practiced and large ruminants 
go to higher pastures during the monsoon season 
supervised by a herd. Two-thirds of respondent 
households stated that they had access to com-
mon grazing lands; 18% stated that the grazing 
lands were too distant and access was limited, 
and 14% indicated no access. Access to grazing 
lands was reported by over 80% of respondents 
to be in decline. This is due to traditional Rai graz-
ing lands increasingly being utilised by another 
ethnic group and the traditional practice of di-

viding land holdings equally between male in-
heritors thus increasing pressure on land usage. 
Milk and meat were produced at a level that falls 
short of basic needs level (Table 3). The produc-
tion of meat per capita was less than half of that of 
1990 consumption levels for Nepal. There was very 
little trade in livestock with just 6% of respondent 
households regularly selling livestock and poultry.

Crops
Because of the diversity of agro-ecological con-
ditions, the respondent households grew a wide 
variety of crops. All grew the most important 
summer crops: millet, maize and potatoes, on 
dry outward sloping bari terraces. Winter crops 
were wheat and barley. Because of altitude most 
of the land was not suitable for the cultivation of 
rice, and just 40% of households cultivated rice at 
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Table 4.  Total and average output of crops grown by respondent households in 
kg and pathi (n=196). 

Crops
Total output Conversion rate 

to kg
Total output in 

kg

Average house-
hold output  in 

kg

Household 
output range 

in kg
Pathi

 Rice 2449    2.44 5977 30   11 -   537

 Maize 15164    3.14 47615 243   17 -   942

 Millet 15462    3.29 50868 260   18 - 1053

 Winter wheat 7620    3.40 25908 132   14 -   816

 Barley 3565    2.62 9339 48   13 -   157

 Total grain 44260 139707 712   85 – 3099

 Potatoes 21076    3.40(est.) 71658 366   27 – 2176

 Vegetables    12852 (dharni)    2.40 30845 157     5 – 1440

 Lentils 885    3.63 3213 16     1 – 1815

 Soybeans 413    3.18 1313 7     6 -   191
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Source: based on the research study

lower altitudes on inward sloping khet terraces de-
signed to retain water. Buckwheat was regarded as 
an inferior crop. Vegetables were grown in the gar-
dens of the dwelling houses and generally were 
for household consumption only. A minority of 
households cultivated pulses: soybeans and lentils.    

To maximise output from the sparse agricultural 
holdings, a wide variety of cropping practices was 
followed. One strategy involved double cropping. 
An example is maize followed by winter wheat or 
barley. Another involved intricate intercropping: 
the growing of two or more crops on a single plot:  
potatoes with maize with secondary crops such 
as runner beans inter-planted amongst the maize 
and soybeans planted around the perimeters of 
the plots. Crop output per household varied signif-
icantly given the variation in holding size, orienta-
tion and location.  Table 4 gives the output of crops 
for 196 respondent households and the range of 
output between different households. The varia-
tion in household output is illustrated by the range 
of output in rice, which varies from 11 kg for the 
lowest household output to 537 kg for the highest. 

Given that the staple diet of the respondents con-
sists of cereals and potatoes, it appears that on 
average enough of these crops is produced to 
fulfil the dietary needs of the average respondent 
household (5.5 persons). The average household 
production of cereals and potatoes amounted to 
1078 kg or 196 kg per person, which is in excess of 
the absolute minimum requirement of 180 kg of 
grain per person per year. This parameter was used 
in a study by Bohle and Adhikari (1998) cited by Ives 
(2004). This is the WHO-Standard, corresponding to 
1650 calories per day. But clearly there were signifi-
cant variations in output: for the lowest-producing 
20% of households, output was less than half the 
average; for the highest-producing 14% of house-
holds output was more than 150% of the average.   

The most valuable cereal crop was rice, command-
ing more than twice the price of millet and maize.  
The least valuable cereal crop was barley. Lentils 
are a valuable crop, but they cannot grow at high 
altitudes and are subject to depredations by mon-
keys and as such are grown by a limited number of 
households. Soybeans also command a relatively 
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high price. Prices vary according to season, rising in 
the spring. Potatoes are a cheap and plentiful crop.  

It is recognised that the diversity of altitude, tem-
perature and soil in hill and mountain regions may 
be conducive to the development of niche prod-
ucts (Jodha, 1992). Potential high-value crops for 
the mountains are apples, vegetables and potato 
seeds but require the expansion of agricultural in-
frastructure (roads, electricity and irrigation) and 
the development and dissemination of appropri-
ate technical support and research. However ca-
pacity for change is conditioned by policies that 
grant farmers a certain degree of flexibility as 
opposed to fixed prescriptions (Aase et al., 2013).   

One eighth of respondent households were en-
gaged in what are niche activities for this area: 
principally small scale bee-keeping. Just three 
households undertook the related activity of fruit 
growing, three undertook to grow cardamom, one 
started growing ginger as a cash crop and one was 
considering growing tea. In discussions, the re-
spondents recognised the need to introduce new 
cash crops but emphasised also the importance of 
enhancing output from existing staple crops: millet 
and maize. Policies prescribing changes in agricul-
tural practices need to allow farmers some flexibil-
ity. 94% of respondent households used their own 
saved seeds for their main crops. Seed potatoes 
are bartered for. The area is considered too humid 
for the cultivation of seed potatoes. A very small 
minority used new improved seeds and pesticides. 

Forest Resources
The availability of forest resources for fuel and fod-
der is a critical element of the respondent house-
holds’ natural resource base. Perceived declines in 
this resource were reported in terms of forest re-
sources, forest cover, and more time spent gath-
ering firewood by 94 – 95% of households. Two 
thirds of households were involved in the man-
agement of forests through forest user groups. 

Labour, Trade and Supports
Both husbands and wives worked ten hours 
per day in summer, seven in winter, with some 
work also undertaken by children in a majori-
ty of households. 89% of households also uti-

lised outside labour. This came in two forms: the 
exchange of reciprocal labour between neigh-
bouring households known as parma, and la-
bour hired by the day with payment in kind: 
half a pathi (1.6 kg) of grain for five hours’ work.   

The respondent households traded locally at the 
haat bazaar (local market) in Sombare, the dorphu 
bazaar (weekly market) at Salleri or with neigh-
bours. Some – just 20 households - made the long 
journey to sell produce at the weekly market in 
Namche Bazaar in Khumbu, where prices are high-
er. Bartering was the preferred option. Almost all of 
the barter trade was for seed potatoes.  It is estimat-
ed that respondents sold less than 10% of their to-
tal grain crops for cash. There was no indication that 
there were sales in a high value crop such as lentils. 
The main marketing difficulties faced by the farm-
ers were the distance from markets and low prices.

The negative mountain specificities of isolation 
and inaccessibility had hindered the spread of in-
formation about new farming technologies and 
lack of income prevented the farmers from avail-
ing of these new technologies. Yet technological 
improvements - adapted to mountain constraints 
and targeted to the needs of small scale farmers 
with limited financial means - can help to improve 
yields and contribute to poverty reduction (Wy-
mann von Dach et al., 2006). Also rural institutions 
such as farmers’ cooperatives have the capacity 
to improve mountain livelihoods through income 
generating activities despite infrastructural con-
straints (Burli et al., 2008). However, while such 
institutions are key actors in identifying income 
generating and niche opportunities, their sustain-
ability is dependent on capacity strengthening 
by service providers such as extension workers.  
Capacity strengthening must address the multi-
ple needs of such institutions ranging from col-
lective decision making to finance management 
and market negotiations (Kotru et al., 2014), The 
lack of farm extension services in the research 
area contributed to the lack of knowledge of 
new technologies by the respondents. While Ne-
pal’s history of extension services goes back more 
than forty years, less than 4% of respondents ever 
had a visit from a  junior technical assistant (JTA).
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Table 5. Multiple linear regression: variables determining output of crops 
(n=195)

Variable R2 cumulative R2 Change
Coefficient Standardised 

coefficients Significance
B Beta

 Value of livestock .227 .227 .008 .305 <.01

 Farm size in ropani .277 .050 6.19 .245 <.05

 Highest education     
 level in household .321 0.44 43.97 .224 <.05

Source: based on the research study

Relationships Determining Livelihood Outcomes
When households were divided into three in-
come categories, in a similar approach to Ellis 
(2000), those in the lowest income category had 
the lowest land holdings, their crop output was 
approximately half of the middle income catego-
ry and one third of the upper income category. 

There was strong positive correlation (p<01) be-
tween total household income and the output 
of staple crops, underlining the importance of 
subsistence agriculture to total income.  Bivariate 
analysis showed that the relationship between 
farm size and variables such as crop output and 
value of livestock holdings was significant at the 
1% level. Chi square analysis of relationships be-
tween a number of variables showed inter alia 
that household educational level is strongly relat-
ed to agricultural assets such as output of staple 
crops (p<01) and livestock holdings (p<001) and 
to a lesser extent to land holdings in plots (p<05). 
Multiple linear regression analysis confirmed the 
dependence on subsistence agricultural output, 
but also the importance of external remittanc-
es from migrants to the respondent households.

Because of the importance of agriculture as a 
livelihood strategy, the relationships between 
output of staple crops and key independent var-
iables were examined using regression analysis 
(Table 5). The key independent variables were 
found to be as follows: farm size; value of live-

stock; highest level of education in the house-
hold. Other variables representing physical and 
human capital were tested and not found to be 
significant in determining output of staple crops.

Bivariate analysis showed that that total income is 
strongly correlated not only with crop output but 
also with household education levels and liveli-
hood strategies that result in households being in 
receipt of income from migration both past (army 
pensions) and present (emigrants’ remittances).  
Linear regression indicated non-farm occupa-
tions as a further factor, but to a lesser degree.

There is a complementary relationship between 
crops and livestock holdings in the farming sys-
tems in hills and mountains (Yadov, 1992). Crops 
provide feed and bedding to the livestock and in 
return receive draught power and manure from 
livestock. Households strong in subsistence assets 
may be better able to educate household mem-
bers thus enhancing household capabilities, which 
may feed back into agricultural practices. Accord-
ing to the World Bank (2001) there are powerful 
complementarities across assets and documented 
studies show linkages between household educa-
tion levels and improved agricultural practices. The 
Chi-square analysis also indicated that household 
education levels had a more significant relation-
ship with livelihood outcomes than either gen-
der of household head or farm size. The research 
shows that respondent households strong in hu-
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man capital – literacy and education – are positive-
ly and significantly correlated with endowment of 
other assets such as livestock holdings and farm 
output (Table 5). This indicates that access to one 
type of capital usually gives access to others - what 
Scoones (1998) describes as ‘clustering’ of assets.

Conclusion

Supplemented with qualitative information from 
interviews and discussion groups, the sustainable 
livelihood approach, examining the assets and 
livelihood strategies at household level, proved ef-
fective as the main method for gathering quantita-
tive data about the livelihoods of an isolated pop-
ulation, providing inter alia a valuable baseline.
 
Small-scale farming fulfils a basic need of most 
of the respondent households, which is food se-
curity: three-quarters of them had enough food 
– essential given lack of food from outside owing 
to inaccessibility and lack of purchasing power. 
They are self-sufficient in terms of seeds, organ-
ic fertilizers and tools. They are caught, howev-
er, within a tightening vice grip of a growing 
population, smaller holdings and declining soil 
fertility and productivity. Their capacity to ab-
sorb risk is inhibited by the small size of their re-
source base and inaccessibility to markets. To 
meet the needs of a growing population, culti-
vation is extended onto ever-steeper slopes and 
forested lands resulting in environmental prob-
lems – reductions in forest cover and soil fertility.   

There is a need to harness the niche opportunities 
afforded by the mountain environment. Some of 
the respondents recognise the need for farming 
innovation. In an increasingly monetized world, 
they need some more cash income from agricul-
ture, their main activity. This cannot happen with-
out institutional support from government and/
or NGOs, the building of local capabilities, formal 
credit facilities, focused research, development 
and dissemination of appropriate technological 
packages – on post-harvest handling, processing, 
packaging and marketing – and the provision of 
infrastructure including roads, electricity and ir-
rigation where appropriate as recommended by 
the 20 year Agricultural Perspective Plan (1995). 

The completion of the road to Salleri in recent 
years has opened access to the area and will al-
low enhanced market opportunities. Since the 
survey was conducted, a number of households 
in the Kaku area have successfully cultivated or-
ganic vegetables for sale at the market in Salleri.

Extension workers are the crucial links that facil-
itate the adoption of new technologies, wheth-
er based on existing production systems and/
or new introduced crops. These should be com-
patible with the specificities of the mountain 
environment and the limited resources of the 
respondents and not lead to over-dependence 
on outside inputs (seeds, fertilizers, pesticides).  
Policies need to grant farmers a certain degree 
of flexibility to enhance their capacity to change.

A two-pronged approach is recommended. First-
ly, the formation of agricultural cooperative as-
sociations in the area.  Secondly, through them 
the selection of key personnel to be put forward 
for training in the adoption of improved low-
cost technologies for staple crops and new cash 
crops (which could include extending the existing 
small-scale cultivation of cardamom and ginger 
as appropriate). A template for the formation of 
an agricultural co-operative for the respondent 
households is the Small Farmer Cooperative Ltd 
(SFCL). SFCLs are civil society organisations, which 
pool their joint resources to meet basic needs and 
defend their members’ interests.  They are member 
owned and controlled with an open membership 
towards poor farmers, for whom they are suitable 
because of the low transaction costs. The bene-
fits would be considerable: access to seed capi-
tal, loan and savings products; also cooperation 
in the provision of veterinary and other services.
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Abstract 

This paper examines the strategies and techniques researched and implemented by the In-
ternational Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) in villages in the vicinity of Doi Mae 
Salong in Chiang Rai Province, Thailand. The strategies revolve around the paradigm linking 
poverty alleviation, conservation and landscape restoration. IUCN and its partners specif-
ically researched and implemented schemes directed toward diversification of the house-
hold economy through alternative and sustainable intensified agriculture techniques based 
on balancing conservation and livelihood objectives. The projects aimed to reduce poverty 
and build the resilience of smallholders through decentralised governance arrangements in-
cluding land use planning schemes and stakeholder negotiation. Considering the agro-eco-
logical system on a catchment-wide scale enhances the conceptual understanding of each 
component, collectively forming a landscape matrix with requisite benefits for biodiversity, 
smallholder livelihoods and ecosystem services. In particular, the role of enhancing ecosys-
tem services and functions in building socio-ecological resilience to vulnerabilities such as 
climate and economic variability is paramount in the process.
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Introduction

Smallholder farming forms the backbone of the 
rural economy in the area of Doi Mae Salong, locat-
ed in northern Thailand’s Chiang Rai Province. This 
area has undergone vast landscape and population 
change over the past 50 years due to the combined 
forces of migration and the population-resource 
squeeze (IUCN, 2012). Unsustainable agricultural 
practices including over-reliance on monocultures 
have resulted in increased pressures on ecological 
health, food security and income stability. Rural 
economic development in the Doi Mae Salong 
area is driven primarily by agricultural productivi-
ty (ICEM, 2013), hence these socio-ecological pres-
sures are expected to be exacerbated in the future. 

Economically, several factors pose a risk to the 
welfare of the rural poor including the availability 
of alternative livelihoods, land tenure and market 
variability (Pingali, 1995). The variability of markets 
is further amplified by reliance on monocultures, 
increasing the vulnerability of smallholders to 
shocks in economic systems and climate threats. 

Environmental degradation of the agro-ecolog-
ical system on which smallholders depend for 
their sustenance and income exacerbates the 
long-term viability of monoculture agricultur-
al practices. Catchment-wide land use change 
has resulted in impacts such as erosion, soil in-
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fertility, landslides and water cycle imbalances, 
which affect communities at the household level.
The spectre of changing climate regimes is also of 
critical importance to the socio-ecological system 
within which the smallholder farmer exists. Thus, 
the historical context of socio-economic change 
in Doi Mae Salong and resultant environmental 
degradation conceptualises the role of landscape 
restoration to simultaneously reduce poverty and 
improve environmental health. Implementation of 
approaches to address these issues is critical to the 
stabilisation of rural livelihoods and to increase re-
silience. This paper explores the strategies and tech-
niques researched and implemented by the Inter-
national Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
to integrate agricultural diversification and land-
scape restoration to address environmental deg-
radation and poverty in the Doi Mae Salong land-
scape. The methods for the study were researched, 
developed and implemented based upon prior 
experience of IUCN in the northern watershed 
areas of Thailand. Participatory rural appraisals 
conducted collaboratively with government de-
partments to research and assess the most appro-
priate strategies for achieving the mutually ben-
eficial development and conservation outcomes 
was undertaken. The paper firstly reviews current 
literature on the conceptual framework of achiev-
ing development outcomes via integrated agricul-
ture and conservation techniques. The application 
of this strategy in Doi Mae Salong as a case study 
is explored in detail, followed by presentation 
of the results and a discussion of the outcomes. 

Literature Review: The Importance of Diverse 
Landscapes

Tropical agro-ecology refers to the landscape mo-
saic incorporating remnant forest ecosystems in-
terspersed with agricultural systems collectively 
forming a diverse polyculture landscape. This ag-
ricultural system is also known as ‘natural systems’ 
agriculture (Perfecto, Vandermeer & Wright, 2009). 
Diversified agro-ecosystems have developed in 
past centuries from the interaction of farmers and 
the environment in the absence of external inputs, 
capital, or scientific knowledge (Wilson, 1999). The 
performance of such traditional systems stems 
from the richness of agro-biodiversity, which en-

hances the function of the agro-ecosystem, upon 
which smallholders rely for their income streams 
and sustenance (Vandermeer, 2003). Complex 
evolutionary processes between natural and so-
cial systems form the historical driver for this di-
versity, and farmers’ adoption of these systems 
for multiple uses enabled self-sufficiency in food 
and resources (Altieri, 2004). A high degree of tol-
erance to changing conditions is implicit in such 
agricultural systems, which can act as a buffer 
against variations in the environment, including 
climate change, hence being vitally important to 
smallholders (Thrupp, 1998; Altieri, 2002; Verchot 
et al., 2007). Such systems embody a high degree 
of adaptive capacity to system shocks, in the con-
text of degraded landscapes and future climate 
challenges (Berkes, Colding & Folke, 2000). Ver-
chot et al., (2004) state that agriculture is highly 
susceptible to climate variability, which amplifies 
stress on adjacent forests and ecosystem services 
such as water supply and sources of food to sup-
plement income and nutrition. Forests also act as 
reservoirs of biodiversity, the forest fragments in 
the landscape mosaic containing clusters of sub-
populations collectively comprising a ‘metapopu-
lation’ (Hanski, 1999). Research indicates that local-
ised extinction rates of subpopulations are greater 
where poor quality, petrochemical-reliant agri-
cultural systems exist amongst those forest frag-
ments (Swift, Izac & van Noordwijk, 2004). Main-
taining viable linkages between forest fragments 
is critical to ensuring species’ migration pathways 
traversing the landscape mosaic remain intact and 
the extinction risk of the larger metapopulation 
is reduced (Adger et al., 2005). Preserving and en-
hancing the agro-ecosystem is therefore critical to 
realising the mutually beneficial aims of improv-
ing smallholder livelihoods and conservation (Per-
fecto, Vandermeer & Wright, 2009). This approach 
has been utilised across the tropics where small-
holder agriculture is predominant in a landscape 
mosaic containing high levels of biodiversity. 

The review of literature provides the context for 
understanding the theoretical framework utilised 
in the project undertaken at Doi Mae Salong. This 
framework conceptualises the landscape as a 
complex matrix of interlinked components func-
tioning dependent upon another. 
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Figure 1. Location of study area in Chiang Rai area, Northern Thailand 
Source: IUCN, 2010b

This framework lies in opposition to the paradigm 
perceiving agricultural systems as independent 
of nature. Healthy agro-ecological matrices func-
tion to improve biodiversity conservation and 
provision of services for ecosystem function and 
products for rural livelihoods. Enhancement of the 
landscape matrix in Doi Mae Salong embodies the 
practical application of this conceptual framework.

Materials and Methods

Doi Mae Salong (Figure 1) is located in the moun-
tainous part of Northern Thailand within the Mae 
Chan watershed, a tributary of the Mekong River 
classified as a Class I watershed. The Mae Chan wa-
tershed encompasses an area of 335 km2, within 
which the study area covers an area of 90 km2, 
containing a population of 15,000 inhabitants. The 
population consists of approximately 50% ethnic 
Chinese, the remainder consisting of ethnic groups 
including Akha, Mian, Lisu, Lahu, Shan, Thai and Yao 
(IUCN, 2010a). The main sources of income com-
prise agriculture, daily wage labour, tourism and 

minor trade flows (Colonel, 2007), supplemented 
by collection of non-timber forest products (NTFPs) 
for food, medicine and building materials (ICEM, 
2013). Reliance on the health and productivity of 
the landscape is paramount for smallholder liveli-
hoods in the study area, their susceptibility to bio-
physical and economic variation of a high degree. 

The landscape surrounding Doi Mae Salong is 
highly fragmented consisting of remnant forest, 
grasslands, upland rice and corn fields, terraced 
paddy fields, tea and coffee plantations, orchards, 
flower gardens and vegetable plots (IUCN, 2012). 
Deforestation and degradation of land within the 
study area is a corollary of the increasing popula-
tion-resource squeeze observed in the area since 
the influx of migrants in the 1960s. Expansion 
of agriculture onto steep slopes and cultivation 
of monoculture crops such as upland rice and 
maize reduces the stability of soil strata leading 
to erosion and landslides. Previous land practic-
es included extensive shifting cultivation which-
was replaced by opium production in the 1960s. 
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These different land uses resulted in the loss of 
biodiversity in the landscape matrix and stabilisa-
tion of agricultural yields in the study area (IUCN, 
2012). The co-benefits of biodiversity migration, 
maintenance of ecosystem services and agricul-
tural diversification are observed to be dimin-
ished with the increasing conversion of cropping 
areas to monocultures. Additionally, reductions 
in crop yields are common in degraded agro-eco-
logical landscapes whereby yield loss can be seen 
as a loss in resilience, often masked by the usage 
of fossil-fuel based fertilisers and pesticides to 
maintain yields (Berkes, Colding & Folke, 2000). 
This information provides the background for 
understanding the strategies designed and con-

ducted by IUCN in the study area (IUCN, 2012).

A series of techniques designed to address the ob-
served social and environmental issues in villag-
es surrounding Doi Mae Salong were researched 
and implemented by IUCN from 2007 to present. 
These projects were developed and implement-
ed in association with Royal Thai Armed Forces 
(RTAF), a military body typically dissociated from 
conservation efforts. The strategies fostered an 
inclusive community-led approach that viewed 
the development of smallholder livelihoods in 
unison with achieving conservation aims. The 
strategies and techniques employed by IUCN 
in Doi Mae Salong are summarised in Table 1.

Table 1. Strategies and techniques implemented in Doi Mae Salong

1. An imitation of a natural forest environment which divides the forest into distinct levels using intercropping which forms the 
area into an edible polyculture landscape.

Approach Strategy / Technique Goals / Outcomes

  Landscape Approach

Collaboration with local groups to reforest 
600 hectares of degraded forest lands

Analysing carbon sequestration and im-
provement of biodiversity and watershed 
function

Intercropping of indigenous forest species 
with carefully chosen perennial fruit trees 
and cash crops, essentially forming a ‘food 
forest’

Replicating structure and function of the 
original forest while providing food and 
income sources

Implementation of bio-engineering pro-
jects such as excavation of contour lines on 
steep maize and rice fields where fruit trees 
and native species are planted (Figure 2)

Increasing infiltration rates, reducing erosion 
and preserving soil fertility, forming a syn-
thesis of traditional knowledge and modern 
technology

  Governance

Establishment of a multi-stakeholder 
platform to approach land-use planning 
involving villagers, sub-district leaders and 
officials from various government agencies

Bottom-up governance approach aimed at 
regaining sustainability of the environment 
(IUCN, 2012)

Trial of a new policy on communal land 
use rights, Chanot Chum Chon (Commu-
nity Land Title) in collaboration with the 
Hill Area Development Foundation (IUCN, 
2010b)

Demonstrating communal land manage-
ment and sovereignty

  Poverty Reduction

Intensification of multi-cropping and 
agro-forestry systems

Introducing alternative income generating 
activities and reducing household expend-
iture

Introducing income diversification schemes 
such as nature and community-based 
tourism

Increasing the economic situation at the 
household and village level and developing 
women’s livelihoods (IUCN, 2013)
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Figure 2. Terraced paddy fields and integrated agriculture plots with 
contour lines 

The approach utilised in the study area comprised 
a multifaceted, holistic view of integrating conser-
vation and livelihoods aims on a landscape scale. 
Inherent in this approach is the need to balance 
multiple land-use types to meet conservation and 
social development objectives. Restoration and 
diversification of the agro-ecological landscape 
is the key driver in all projects implemented by 
IUCN in this landscape. Demonstration of commu-

nal land management and sovereignty within the 
complexity of governmental land tenure was ad-
dressed through a programme of land use planning. 
Utilising land allocated for intensified multi-cropping 
and simultaneously supporting greater income gen-
eration allows a larger amount of land for forest resto-
ration whilst meeting development outcomes (Fisher 
& Rattanasorn, 2010). The aims of the project includ-
ed a parallel improvement in watershed functions; as 

Future of Food: Journal on Food, Agriculture 
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Figure 3. Ethnic Akha farmer amongst the varied agricultural land-
scape of Doi Mae Salong 
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such poverty alleviation is thus linked with improved 
natural resources management (Fisher, 2013).

Results and Discussion

Stakeholder Participation
The Livelihoods and Landscape Strategy (LLS) 
project has strengthened environmental plan-
ning by supporting stakeholder participation, 
while building local capacity to make informed 
choices about restoration and protection. The 
project has also implemented agricultural practic-
es that allocate more land for reforestation while 
sustaining local livelihoods and restoring the 
watershed’s ecological functions in the Doi Mae 
Salong landscape. Successful governance strate-
gies incorporating land use planning and conflict 
resolution between various stakeholders sup-
ported and enabled LLS project implementation.

Poverty Reduction
A review of the Poverty Reduction in the Doi Mae 
Salong Landscape project (Fisher, 2013) indicates 
that the project generated valuable deliverable 
outcomes including annual incomes from coffee 
of 45,000 THB per household; establishment of 
a coffee production and marketing cooperative 
for Doi Mae Salong; an increase in rice yields by 
15% in 2012 compared to 2009 yields; income 
generation from livestock diversification; devel-
opment of a women’s handicraft cooperative and 
craft centre; and establishment of a communi-
ty tourism group (IUCN, 2013). Indicative figures 
for the additional income generated through 
measures instituted during the scheme demon-
strate that significant amounts of cash income 
were raised through intensification of cropping 
areas (Fisher, 2013). Importantly, significant fu-
ture income increases are expected as devel-
opment of diversified income streams occurs.

Linking Conservation with Livelihood Develop-
ment
The case study highlights the importance of exe-
cuting a participatory style of rural development 
balancing the interrelated aspects of poverty alle-
viation, conservation and livelihood improvements 
on a landscape scale. The results of the activities un-
dertaken by IUCN concur with the literature, empha-

sizing the vital role of livelihoods development in 
achieving conservation objectives, representing an 
essential function of ecosystems. Participatory gov-
ernance practices enable the sustainability of such 
interventions on a long term basis. A careful choice 
of cash crops ensures that the agroforestry plots 
yield profit for local villages so that reforestation 
is not associated with land loss, but rather with in-
come generation. Biodiversity conservation across 
the tropics depends on maintaining the health 
of the landscape matrix (Perfecto, Vandermeer & 
Wright, 2009), and implementation of activities in 
Doi Mae Salong work toward this goal of sustain-
able land management.  Principles underlying the 
long-term sustainability of the system include spe-
cies diversity, nutrient recycling, closing the loop 
on resource usage, and water conservation (Alt-
ieri, 2002). The agronomists’ raison d’être of yield 
maximisation gives way to the smallholders holis-
tic management of the agro-ecosystem, a neat fit 
with the aspects of sufficiency economy common 
within the rural Thai social framework. This model 
of rural development in tropical areas spearheads 
the paradigm in landscape management benefit-
ting smallholder farmers and conservationists, a 
model advocated for tropical regions of the world.

Conclusion

Conservation, development and landscape resto-
ration approaches can be mutually beneficial in 
the context of agricultural systems in rural Thai-
land and in tropical regions around the world. The 
impetus for combining the approaches into a ho-
listic model for sustainable rural development is 
clear when the techniques are applied at the land-
scape scale. The benefits for smallholders manifest 
through increased food security and livelihoods 
gained through income diversification. Biodiver-
sity and ecosystem services similarly benefit from 
this integrated approach to landscape manage-
ment, which enhances the productivity of ecosys-
tems for human use and increases the resilience 
of communities and ecosystems to future threats 
such as climate change. The case study demon-
strates the positive outcomes gained from the 
multiple socio-ecological and conservation chal-
lenges facing tropical agro-ecosystems at pres-
ent.  The imperative for transmitting the practices 
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to smallholders is evident considering population 
growth and pressure on land availability in such 
landscapes. Importantly, achieving a common 
goal for the competing interests of smallholders, 
conservationists and land managers is a realistic 
outcome of these strategies. The strategies have 
great potential for up-scaling and applying at a re-
gional scale, particularly in those areas reliant on 
the agro-ecological system for livelihoods. 

Limitations to achieving success in areas could in-
clude the absence of existing networks and insti-
tutions such as those present in Doi Mae Salong. 
Also the willingness and cooperation of govern-
ment departments and the communities is vital to 
advancement of the project, notwithstanding, the 
unrestricted legal and political atmosphere of the 
project area. Consideration of recommendations 
following analysis of the case study indicates that 
local networks and institutions should be promi-
nently involved in the design and implementation 
of project activities to ensure efficiency in achiev-
ing milestones and overall project success. 

Working within areas containing different ethnic 
groups should be taken into account to build on 
their traditions and harness the wealth of indig-
enous knowledge inherent within each commu-
nity. Further, maintaining the multi-stakeholder 
platform post-project cessation, should be a key 
function of local governance arrangements even 
with changes of legislation, particularly in relation 
to land tenure. 
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Abstract 

Comparing the experiences of selected Latin America and the Caribbean countries and their 
trajectories over the past 15 years offers rich insights into the dynamics and causes for not 
meeting the 2015 MDGs. They also offer clues for post-MDG strategies. Central to achieving 
sustainable growth are government policies able to support small and medium-sized farms 
and peasants, as they are crucial for the achievement of several goals, centrally: to achieve 
food security; to provide a sound and stable rural environment able to resist external (finan-
cial) shocks; to secure healthy food; to secure local food; and to protect vibrant and culturally 
rich local communities. This paper analyses and compares the most successful government 
policies to the least successful policies carried out over the last 15 years in selected Latin 
American and Caribbean countries and based on this analysis, offers strategies for more 
promising post-MDG politics, able to reduce poverty, reduce inequality, fight back informal-
ity and achieve more decent work in poor countries.

Introduction

Global inequality dominates the discussion of the 
current state of global development. A recent Ox-
fam report stated that:

“Seven out of ten people on the planet now live in coun-
tries where economic inequality is worse than it was 30 
years ago (Oxfam 2014,34).The number of dollar million-
aires rose from 10 million in 2009 to 13.7 million in 2013. 
Since the financial crisis, the ranks of the world’s billion-
aires has more than doubled, swelling to 1,645 people. 
Oxfam’s research in early 2014 found that the 85 rich-
est individuals in the world have as much wealth as the 
poorest half of the global population”(Oxfam 2014, 36). 
 

Today, 850 million people in the world are under-
nourished (FAO Data 2014). Ninety eight percent of 

the world’s hungry population lives in the developing 
world and three quarters of the world’s hungry popu-
lation live in rural areas (World Food Programme 2014). 

The UN and parts of the international community 
have been working on eradicating global hunger and 
extreme poverty. The FAO report on the global hun-
ger situation comments that: 

“Between 1990–92 and 2012–14, the prevalence of under-
nourishment has fallen from 18.7 percent to 11.3 percent 
at the global level, and from 23.4 percent to 13.5 percent in 
developing countries” (FAO State of Food Insecurity [SOFI] 
2014, 9).
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These numbers have led the FAO to conclude 
that halving global hunger by 2015 (MDG Goal 
1) is “within reach” (FAO SOFI 2014, 9). The region 
where proof of this attainability is found has been 
Latin America. From the period of 1990-1992 to 
2012-2014, Latin America shrunk the share of the 
world’s hungry population that lived within its 
borders, reducing its share of the world’s hungry 
from 6.8 to 4.6 (FAO SOFI 2014, 11). Between 1990 
and 1992, 14.4 percent of Latin Americans were 
malnourished. In the years 2012-2014, that num-
ber had been reduced to 5.1 (FAO SOFI 2014, 11). 
Latin America’s hunger has been reduced due to 
higher economic growth and state policies to cur-
tail hunger. The FAO states that “Latin America has 
established itself as a major agricultural exporter, 
with the agricultural sector becoming an engine 
of domestic economic and employment growth 
for countries in the region” (FAO SOFI 2014, 52).  
Reducing the proportion of the global population 
that is hungry is certainly a noteworthy achieve-
ment. However, what is behind this reduction in 
hunger? While there exist different developmental 
models for how to eliminate hunger and poverty, 
what theoretical lessons can be taken from Latin 
America’s completion of MDG 1?  While many would 
argue that Latin America’s integration into global 
commodity chains has generated new wealth and 
falling hunger, does the region’s openness to the 
global economy explain its progress on MDG 1? 

Latin American Agricultural Development

In the 2000s, Latin America went through a boom 
in its production of agricultural exports (Graziano 
da Silva et. al eds. 2009). This “boom” in produc-
tion, however, did not lead to a significant con-
traction in rural hunger (Graziano da Silva et. al 
eds. 2009, 17). Rural populations make up 70% 
of the world’s extremely poor population, that 
live on less than $1.25 a day (IFAD 2011, 18), 
while only being just under half of the world’s 
population. In Latin America, regional data col-
lected by IFAD shows that in 2008, 19.9% of the 
rural population lived in poverty (lives on under 
$2 a day), extreme poverty for the same popula-
tion is 8.8 (lives on $1.25 a day) (IFAD 2011, 234).
  
Behind the agricultural “boom” and perhaps lost 

in the production data is the fact that in order to 
facilitate the increase in export production to earn 
sufficient currency reserves to survive financial 
markets (Rosnick and Weisbrot 2013), peasants 
had to be expelled in large numbers from their 
smaller plots to make room for the large planta-
tion-style farms. In Latin America and the world, 
peasantries are increasingly confronting what is 
called the “global land grab” (Borras Jr. et al. 2012).   
Borras Jr. et al. (2012) note that in Latin America, 
land grabs are occurring as the result of financial 
crisis that have sent finance capital into the regions 
looking for safe investments (852). These grabs 
result in the production of “flex-crops,” crops that 
have multiple uses such as “soya (feed, food, bio-
diesel), sugarcane (food, ethanol), oil palm (food, 
biodiesel, commercial/industrial uses), corn (food, 
feed, ethanol)” (Borras Jr. et al., 2012:851). A few 
examples of country experiences in Latin America 
were written in GRAIN’s report, Hungry for Land:
• “Argentina lost more than one-third of its 

farms in the two decades from 1988 to 2008; 
between 2002 and 2008 alone, the decline 
was 18%.

• In the decade from 1997 to 2007, Chile lost 
15% of its farms. The biggest farms, those 
holding more than 2,000 ha, shrank 30% in 
number but doubled their average size, from 
7,000 to 14,000 ha per farm.

• In Colombia, small farmers have lost around 
half of their land since 1980.

• In Uruguay, just since 2000, the number of 
farms has dropped 20% and this especially 
affects small farms: there are 30% fewer small 
farms, and they have 20% less land” (GRAIN 
2013, 8). 

The decline in the share of land is not only a Latin 
American issue and is affecting small-farmers glob-
ally. Small-farmers occupy 24.7% of the planet’s 
available farmland, while being 92.3% of the farms 
(GRAIN 2013, 3). While small farmers only occupy 
around ¼ of the world’s farmland, they produce 
about 80% of the food in non-industrialized coun-
tries and the vast majority of food eaten in most 
countries (GRAIN 2013, 10-2).
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The above story is contradictory from the perspec-
tive of Latin America’s attainment of MDG 1.  First, 
the UN-led development community is praising 
Latin America for their exemplary progress in at-
taining MDG 1 to halve hunger, which was attained 
as the result of an export boom in the agricultural 
sector and conditional transfer policies through-
out the region (Graziano da Silva et. al eds. 2009). 
Meanwhile, peasants worldwide and within Lat-
in America are increasingly losing access to their 
land due to the global land-grab’s industrialization 
of agricultural production. So if Latin America was 
able to reduce its hunger and fulfill the MDG for 
2015 to halve hunger and to lead the world in hun-
ger eradication, yet its rural sector (that remains ru-
ral) is losing land and remains the large part of the 
malnourished population in Latin America, what 
production patterns should be pursued in order 
to eradicate hunger? Should the industrialization 
of agriculture continue (supported of course by 
the “internationalization” of economic activity)? Or 
should alternative practices be pursued to reverse 
the industrialization of agriculture and base it on 
localized markets (Hines 2013)?  

Methodology

To answer this question we employ a comparative 
analysis of two different models of agricultural 
production implemented by two Latin American 
governments in the 2000s. The cases, Cuba and 
Colombia, are chosen based on their conformity to 
competing models of agricultural development.  
Cuba’s agricultural policy has been characterized 
by decentralized production patterns, support for 
small-scale producers, and attention to the food 
sovereignty of the farmers.  Colombia’s agricultural 
policy has been based on increasing integration of 
its rural space into global commodity chains. The 
granting of licenses for mining companies and the 
influx of investment for producers of palm-oil each 
represent actions taken by the Colombian state to 
connect their rural economy to the international 
economy. The comparison will be utilized to see 
how these countries have performed on indicators 
related to MDG 1, namely hunger and the ability of 
the policies to improve human development. We 
provide data on the economic policies followed in 
each country, demonstrating the model of agricul-

tural pursued in each country. Next, what follows 
is we compare each country’s performance on in-
dicators such as hunger, child mortality, and food 
supplies in order to determine which agricultural 
development policy is most useful for advancing 
the world toward MDG 1. We have collected our 
data from UN sources widely used for interna-
tional comparisons. This ensures to the greatest 
degree possible, that the data represent the same 
phenomena and that comparing the countries on 
the basis of this data is useful.  

Two Perspectives on Development
In our exploration of the different models of ag-
ricultural production and their effect on national 
development writ-large, we must first explore the 
iterations of the epistemic communities which 
inform and are articulated by proponents of the 
distinct models. The first group of scholars is the 
liberal “developmentalists” that occupy most of 
the positions in the international development 
field. Two respected voices that are representative 
of this school are Paul Collier and Amartya Sen 
(1999). For Collier and Sen, development is an at-
tainable goal for the world’s poor population and 
is attainable under the right conditions. According 
to Sen, development is prevented from benefit-
ting many populations and groups of people be-
cause they suffer from “unfreedoms” that prevent 
them taking advantage of opportunities and uti-
lizing their own agency to resolve their personal 
‘development crisis’. Among Sen’s listed “unfree-
doms”, he includes the freedom from hunger, the 
freedom from early death (missing women), the 
lack of access to markets, and the lack of access to 
basic health and social services. All of these condi-
tions represent ways that world’s poor are restrict-
ed in their freedom. For Sen, thinking in the liberal 
tradition, it is through a more rigorous protection 
of freedoms that will lead the world’s poor to be-
come “capable” of lifting themselves out of poverty.    

Paul Collier’s Bottom Billion (2007) follows a sim-
ilar ideological perspective while emphasizing 
more practical and less philosophical solutions to 
the resolution of the world’s development crises. 
Collier, unlike Sen, does not offer a “universal” solu-
tion to development in the form of a philosoph-
ical resolution, but instead targets his develop-
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ment solutions exactly to where he thinks they are 
needed the most, the poorest billion. For Collier, 
this poorest billion is largely located in countries 
that are either failing or on the verge of collapse.  
He considers countries such as Haiti, Ethiopia, 
Somalia, and others to be the primary laggards 
in global development. For Collier, development 
is analogous to “chutes and ladders” where there 
are some “fabulous ladders” which “most societies” 
are using.  However, there are “some chutes” which 
“some societies have hit”. It is the “bottom billion” 
which constitutes the “unlucky minority” who are 
“stuck” in their poverty (Collier 2007, 5).  Since 
they are holding us all back, the development of 
the ‘bottom billion’ is a “global public-good” (Col-
lier 2007, 184). Collier argues that it is the lack 
of economic growth which is creating “traps” in 
which countries fall and are unable to get out of 
it.  The traps include “the conflict trap, the natural 
resources trap, the trap of being landlocked with 
bad neighbors, and the trap of bad governance in 
a small country” (Collier 2007, 5). For Collier, once 
the traps are understood, explained, and then ad-
dressed systematically, then self-reinforcing devel-
opment becomes possible that will let the bottom 
billion “catch-up”.  

Sen (1999) and Collier’s (2007) work demonstrates 
a common theme in the development community 
to think of development in the same light as mod-
ernization theory (Rostow 1968). It is for the de-
veloping countries of the world to link themselves 
into the technology, practices, and markets of the 
developed world in order to catch-up to the pro-
gress achieved in those places. For Sen and Col-
lier, the integration of the world’s poorest into the 
global marketplace and their unequal footing in 
global market competitions are what blocks them 
from achieving the material quality of life found in 
Western countries. It is from these assumptions that 
many scholars of development prescribe solutions 
to economic underdevelopment, among them in-
cluding the promotion of export-enclaves and 
other strategic economic measures to serve an 
economic niche in the global marketplace.  

Integrationist Skepticism
For the above authors, the traditional path to de-
velopment is through greater incorporation and 

adoption of the most productive forms of econom-
ic production possible in a specific country con-
text. However, for scholars more versed in struc-
tural explanations, underdevelopment has a much 
different source and resolution. The “dependency” 
school of development studies emerged from 
the Economic Commission on Latin America and 
the Caribbean (ECLAC) in the late 1950s, most 
famously by Raul Prebisch. Prebisch’s initial argu-
ment was that economic growth was impossible 
in developing regions of the world such as Latin 
America because of the unequal terms of trade 
which existed at that time. Latin America, being 
comprised of developing nations, was only be-
ing compensated for raw materials. However, in 
the developed world, the raw materials were be-
ing made and manufactured into finished goods 
with high rates of value-addition which made the 
finished good sales received in the developed 
world much more valuable than the export reve-
nues received in developing countries for prima-
ry goods. Further developing the dependency 
school though was Immanuel Wallerstein and his 
“world-systems theory”. For Wallerstein, the entire 
global economy was an integrated market econo-
my in which different geographical locations oc-
cupied distinct positions within the global flow 
of goods and capital and due to this location, 
were locked into either a ‘center’, ‘peripheral’, or 
‘semi-peripheral’ position. Centers were made up 
of the countries that benefitted from “primitive ac-
cumulation” and from where the peripheral coun-
tries receive significant amounts of foreign invest-
ment.  Peripheries, located away from the centers 
of financing, are largely relegated to providing 
the raw materials and cheap labor for production.  

In this conception of development and political 
economy, the underdeveloped nations, or the “de-
veloping” nations are developed precisely due to 
their relations with the “core”. In fact, the reverse 
is also very tellingly true, as the core countries be-
come and remain core countries due to their ex-
ploitative and advantageous relationships with 
the peripheral nations, what Andre Gunder Frank 
referred to as the “development of underdevelop-
ment” where one countries development is a di-
rect result of another’s “failure” to develop (Frank).  
The unequal dynamics and exploitative econom-
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ic relations between peripheral and center states 
within the global capitalist economy explains un-
derdevelopment.  Within this paradigm, it is im-
portant to emphasize the structural features and 
geographies of production in order to understand 
the problems of underdevelopment. The most re-
cent literature that tracks these issues come from 
the field of globalization studies, namely Joseph 
Stiglitz’s Globalization and Its Discontents and 
most recently James Petras and Henry Veltmeyer’s 
(2011) Beyond Neoliberalism. These works come 
from the liberal and Marxist perspective, while 
representing a critique of the integrationist devel-
opment models mentioned above.  

For Stiglitz, globalization has left many citizens in 
the developing world unhappy and worse off.  The 
reasons for this, according to Stiglitz, are that the 
implementation of ‘development’ policies and the 
management of globalization has been uniform 
and carried out by institutions such as the World 
Bank (where he was chief economist) and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund, which are embedded in a 
culture of elite influence and a drive for immediate 
results. The implementation of the IMF’s reforms 
did not consider the internal development needs 
of the developing world or the ways in which sud-
den entry into global markets would leave devel-
oping countries behind and under-performing in 
the global economy. 

James Petras and Henry Veltmeyer (2011) argue 
that the current development landscape is charac-
terized by uneven development and exploitative 
economic relations that take on the character of 
labor-capital, core-periphery, and core-core.  Per-
haps writing with the clarity provided from the 
recent financial crisis, Petras and Veltmeyer ad-
vance the argument that instead of development 
representing the expansion of markets into unde-
veloped areas, it is actually the advance of mar-
kets that leads to underdevelopment. He points 
to the existing inequalities found in the world. 
He summarizes the 2010 UNDP report on Latin 
America for support on the relationship between 
unequal economic relations between countries, 
by writing that “there exists a direct correspond-
ence between the advance of globalization, neo-
liberalism and the advance of poverty, social ine-

quality, and social inequity” (Petras and Veltmeyer 
2011). For Petras and Veltmeyer, neoliberalism is 
not something that poor populations need help 
adopting and global markets are not harming 
peasants because they lack the “freedom” to take 
advantage of them or because they are locked 
in a “trap”, rather it is due to the logic of capitalist 
production. Instead, it is capitalist production that 
since the very beginning has been built on the 
back of “accumulation by dispossession” to bor-
row the familiar phrase from David Harvey (2007).  

From a rough synthesis between these different 
viewpoints and increasing global attention on 
global inequality and financial instability (Piketty 
2013; Time for Equality 2010; Bellamy-Foster 2008), 
there has emerged a belief that states should play 
a greater role in mitigating inequality and alleviat-
ing the worst symptoms of “dispossession” within 
the capitalist economy in order to protect social 
harmony and environmental sustainability. The 
2010 ECLAC report on the difficulties of develop-
ment, A Time for Equality (2010), argues that Latin 
American and Caribbean states are essential for 
fulfilling the report’s mandate, directly advanced 
in the title. The report argues that states have 
three main functions in order to best serve their 
populations in an increasingly competitive global 
economy. The first is to ensure that “public goods” 
are available that can be used for all citizens. These 
include grain storage, parks, state-backed capital 
supplies, or even the environment itself. The next 
is to mobilize these public goods with “strategic 
management” and “long-term vision” echoing 
earlier statist streams that called for the state to 
be the centralizing force that unifies society’s in-
terest. In today’s world, states must insert them-
selves between their population and the global 
market’s vicissitudes to ensure necessary resourc-
es will remain available and to promote produc-
tion strategies that will increase material securi-
ty. The third function is to foster a “civic will” that 
opens the state to others outside of elite circles.  
It is the final function, which states must fulfill to 
be able to fulfill the others. In essence, the state’s 
capacity to know and create strategic initiatives 
to serve its population requires that it interfaces 
with those same citizens without discrimination or 
exclusions on the basis of race, class, and gender.
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Rural Development-Strategies and Theoretical 
Approaches
The above mentioned models of integrationist de-
velopmental scholars and autonomous and statist 
scholars each have different perspectives on the 
role of agriculture in the development process and 
disagree on how rural space should be marshaled 
toward national developmental goals. Agricultur-
al development policies, from the standpoint of 
developmentalist scholars, should focus on the 
incorporation of small-farmers into global value 
chains.To do this requires on the ground adop-
tion of agricultural practices that will best increase 
production for the global commodity chain. This 
echoes the implementation of the Green Revolu-
tion throughout the developing world that em-
phasized the principles of chemical inputs, new 
seed varieties, and monocrop planting whereby 
one plant predominates and is planted year after 
year (Shiva 1991). Miguel Altieri explains that the 
Green Revolution was a Malthusian model of ag-
riculture which thought of the problem of hunger 
in society as one where the population had out-
grown the productive capacity of the agricultural 
methods available during a given historical epoch 
(Burch 2013 Interview with Miguel Altieri, 2013, 
386-7). Since the Green Revolution the industrial-
ization of agriculture has continued afoot and has 
transformed into the neoliberal food regime (Wolf 
and Bonnano 2013), even leading some today to 
call for a new green revolution as a solution to the 
2008 food crisis (Conway 2011). Those who push 
for a ‘new’ Green Revolution can best be explained 
to come from the idea that “dead” capital, unused 
by populations unaware and unconnected to in-
ternational market structures.  Hernando de Soto 
(2003) has most thoroughly expressed this no-
tion of “dead” capital. He writes that “in the midst 
of their own poorest neighborhoods and shan-
tytowns, there are - if not acres of diamonds- tril-
lions of dollars, all ready to be put to use if only the 
mystery of how assets are transformed into live 
capital can be unraveled” (De Soto 2003, 37). This 
is echoes roughly the official view of the World 
Bank who, in 2008, drafted a World Development 
Report issued a report on the role of agriculture 
and development. In it, the World Bank says ru-
ral poverty and issues related to food security 
can be improved through “new agriculture”, that 

should be “led by private entrepreneurs in exten-
sive value chains linking producers to consumers 
and including many entrepreneurial smallholders 
supported by their organizations” (WDR 2008,8).
  
There exists another model of agricultural devel-
opment in Latin America and the world today. 
It is the agricultural model of La Via Campesina 
and other peasant groups that seek to keep small 
farmers on their plots. This form of production is 
known as agroecology. Agroecology is defined as 
the “application of ecological science to the study, 
design and management of sustainable agroeco-
systems” (Altieri 1995,16). Practically, agroecology 
promotes recycling nutrients conserving ener-
gy through the integration of crop and livestock 
production and the maintenance of biodiversity 
through the avoidance of chemical inputs over 
time (Altieri 1995). Recycling nutrients through the 
use of natural on-farm inputs, or “self-provisioning” 
(Van der Ploeg 2010), allows peasants to purchase 
fewer inputs and maintain long-term productivi-
ty of the soil. Agroecology is inherently reliant on 
the knowledge of peasant farmers about their 
particular and local growing conditions (ecology 
and economy) to generate optimal production 
methods. The increased integration of production 
methods (livestock and grains) on the same small-
scale plot of land leads to a production system that 
is complex and requires the peasant’s knowledge 
and labor of local idiosyncratic growing conditions.   

Situating the Cases
Since the UN launched the pursuit of the Millen-
nium Development Goals states have pursued 
different development strategies which were pur-
portedly directed at achieving or moving their na-
tions toward the achievement of these goals.  Latin 
America is no different. Some states actively pro-
mote the World Development report’s integration-
ist strategies for their rural areas; countries such as 
Brazil, Argentina, Colombia, Honduras, and Mexico 
have all emphasized the production of grain crops 
for export (Agricultural Boom in Latin America 
2008). Two countries in Latin America represent 
two extremes in the conflict over appropriate ag-
ricultural practices currently taking place between 
those who are angered by persistent numbers of 
“starved” and “stuffed” consumers of food suffer-
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ing from high rates of obesity  (Patel 2008). Cuba 
represents an extreme case of the socialization 
of agricultural production and obedience to the 
above-mentioned principles of agroecology. In 
Cuba, the government has allowed cooperatives 
to be formed on the old industrial farms that flour-
ished when most agricultural production was 
geared toward the export economy (this period 
lasted from the time of Castro until the collapse 
of the Soviet Union in 1991) (Altieri and Monzote, 
2012). Small-scale farming is promoted and scien-
tists travel throughout the countryside instruct-
ing peasants in agroecological growing methods 
in order to maximize production on small-scales 
(Altieri 2009). In Colombia, a more traditional in-
tegrationist strategy was followed. Investments in 
extractive industries such as mining and megapro-
jects were promoted, a free trade agreement with 
the U.S. was signed, as well as a trade agreement 
with the E.U., and lastly biofuel productions have 
increased.  

With these two cases and divergent development 
styles, a comparison can be made regarding the 
potential impact for agricultural policies on the at-
tainable of human development goals. It is from 
here it must be asked, what have the results been 
toward attaining the Millennium Development 
Goals? Which model can provide a way forward?  
Why? To provide background for the comparison, 
first data on the relationship between market free-
dom and human development will be presented 
to establish the macro-validity of our study.  From 
there, we will then examine data on Colombian 
and Cuban food production and consumption to 
demonstrate how at the micro and sectoral level, 
the success of “socialized” land policies that keep 
small farmers producing and limit the expansion 
of agri-business. The argument here will be to 
show that because Cuba has increased its’ “food 
sovereignty” and is practically food self-sufficient, 
that its model of agriculture is demonstrably bet-
ter and more sustainable. Though imperfect and 
not easily implementable world-wide, it still rep-
resents a distinct form of exit from capitalist pro-
duction methods and allows for the creation of 
dependent communal networks based around 
increasing productivity of rural areas, increas-
ing food supplies, and ecological sustainability.  

Human Development and Economic Liberaliza-
tion
In our selection of cases, there is an essential com-
parison between two models of state-policy, one 
that is a liberalizing country that is opening itself 
to the world economy and one that is promoting 
internal development based on the needs of the 
population instead of promoting exports in inter-
national markets. We understand the degree of lib-
eralization of economy to be commensurate with 
its obedience to the principles of neoclassical eco-
nomics and the internationalization of the econo-
my. We first provide a macro dataset to problem-
atize the relationship that exists between market 
openness and human development. To examine 
the relationship between these two variables we 
retrieved data from the Heritage Foundation’s Eco-
nomic Freedom Index and the UNDP Human De-
velopment Index (HDI). To test on a macro-scale, 
it seems appropriate to take the measure of eco-
nomic freedom (economic-freedom index) provid-
ed by the Heritage Foundation and correlate these 
scores to human development. This data will tell 
us directly to what extent economic freedom and 
openness are associated with human development.

A correlation analysis was run to determine the de-
gree to which South American states with higher 
economic freedom measures also improve higher 
scores on the HDI. In this correlation, the Human 
Development Index is the dependent variable, 
which is compared with the Economic Freedom 
Index as the independent variable, in order to de-
termine their relation between the two variables. 

The correlation analysis equation is the following:

The null hypothesis for this hypothesis is:
H0: Economic liberalization does not improve the 
Human Development index in South
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From Table 1, it is clear that these two measures 
are not correlated and that the predicted relation-
ship between economic freedom and human de-
velopment is not there. State HDI values are not 
much affected and do not correspond to econom-
ic openness. From this beginning, we take a criti-
cal stance on the value of “integrationist” develop-
ment thought and are from here going to advance 
our case by utilizing a sectorial comparison directly 
linked to the pursuit of ending poverty and hunger 
in two Latin American countries in the period im-
mediately following the international community’s 
adoption of the MDGs.  We will start with Colombia.  

Colombian Policies Toward Rural Areas
In Colombia, the 1990s and 2000s saw a deepening 
of the neoliberal model advanced in the 1980s un-
der the banner of the Washington consensus. This 
policy had a particularly strong impact on the 32 

percent of the Colombian population living in rural 
areas (World Bank Data 2013). Colombia has sought 
to advance economic growth via an increase in 
productivity and linkages to international markets 
via the “grander and better positioning for Colom-
bia in international markets, international relations, 
and in the multilateral development agenda” (Ley 
1450, 2011,1). Colombia’s international ties show 
the state’s commitment to participating in the glob-
al economy, most specifically the free trade agree-
ment with the U.S in 2007, which went into effect 
in May of 2012 and the recently implemented FTA 
with the E.U (El Espectador 2012; Portafolio 2013). 

In the rural sector, President Uribe’s government 
promoted investment and agribusiness as part of 
his “democratic security” policies.  Ley 1133, or “Agro, 
Ingreso Seguro-AIS” (2007) sought to “protect the 
incomes of those agricultural producers that are af-
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Years 
Investments in Ex-
ploration (Colombian 
pesos)

Applications for 
Titles

Titles Awarded 
for Mining

Area Contracted 
For Mining

2005 11,544,724.209. 3,854 3,33 1,456,149.8

2006 23,535,797.000 4722 4406 1,931,448.40

2007 24,781,760.000 6221 6043 3,018,214.50

2008 23,211,000.000 8783 7343 4,485,909.80

2009 19,985,660.74 4252 8418 4,291,700.70

2010 31,853,660.74 6263 8832 5,428,119

Table 2. Expansion of Extractive Industries in Rural Areas-Colombia

Source: Anuario Estadística Minera Colombiana (2012, 69-77)

HDI EFI

        HDI

 Pearson Correlation 1 0,178

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.623

 N 10 10

          EFI

 Pearson Correlation 0.178 1

 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.623

 N 10 10

 
Table 1. Correlations
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          Figure 1. Expansion of Extractive Industries in Colombia: Production Data 2006-10
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                        Source: Anuario Estadistica Colombiana (2012, 69-77)

fected by external markets” by “improving the com-
petitiveness of the national agricultural sector” (Ley 
1133, 2007). It would do this by providing “incen-
tives for productivity” such as programs that facili-
tate “development and the transfer of technology” 
(Ley 1133 2007, 2). Lines of credit were also to be ex-
panded that could “promote agricultural moderni-
zation” in Colombia. Colombia, at around the same 
time, finally fought back the guerrillas and reigned 
in, with more or less success, its different paramilitary 
armed groups. Under then-president Alvaro Uribe, 
who come to the presidency in 2002, the country 
became the number two recipient of US AID and 
military support and signed “Plan Colombia,” which 

sets it on a path of open markets, free competition, 
and deregulation, while at the same time focusing 
on developing those industries of interest to the US 
and its own, homegrown, pro-US elite.   These laws, 
USAID assistance, and Plan Colombia translated 
into a productive push to exploit Colombia’s natu-
ral resources for sale in the global market. This push 
toward extractive and export-oriented production 
is described as a constitutive part of Plan Colombia::

An era of megaprojects, massive U.S. and international in-

vestment in capital-intensive infrastructure such as pipe-
lines, highways, and dams to exploit the country’s natural 
resources, including oil and coal(Villar and Cottle, 2012,109).

Given the uncertainties of securing US energy sup-
ply, it is also not surprising that coal represents the 
largest mining industry in Colombia. Given all the 
controversy around coal caused by its highly pol-
luting extraction and considering the difficulties, 
and costs, of mining it in the US caused by environ-
mental restrictions and controls, it of course makes 
much more sense to let Colombia produce it for us. 
That way the pollution stays in Colombia, where 
production, given low wages and lax environmental 

protections, is also much cheaper. Figure 1 demon-
strates the expansion of extractive industries in Co-
lombia between 2006 and 2010:

One of the regions deeply affected by this ex-
pansion of extractivist industries, particularly for 
biofuel, has been the Colombian Pacific, a region 
traditionally inhabited by black and indigenous 
communities. There, the industrial production of 
palm oil has pushed small-scale farmers off their 
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Year Mega Tons % Change

1999 492 0.00

2000 520 5.69

2001 544 4.62

2002 525 -3.49

2003 525 0.00

2004 630 20.00

2005 660 4.76

2006 714 8.18

2007 733 2.66

2008 778 6.14

2009 805 3.47

2010 753 -6.46

2011 945 25.5

2012 974 3.07

2013 1035 6.26

Table 3. Palm-Oil Production in Colombia

Source: United States Department of Agriculture (2014)
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land, causing one of the most severe human rights 
and refugee crises in decades (Oslender 2007; Es-
cobar 2008).

The neoliberal turn in Colombia is far from com-
plete, as two newly-signed free-trade agreements 
(one with the U.S. and the other with the E.U) are 
currently being implemented. As was explained 
earlier, industrialized production leads to displace-
ment and more hunger in the rural sector. The pro-
ducers most affected are small farmers for whom 
“scaling-up” entails a prohibitive cost or requires 
indebtedness. Salamanca et. al (2009) define the 
small farm sector as those households where one 
member is either an independent agricultural 
worker or self-employed in the agricultural sec-
tor. In addition, he excludes those who have more 
than 50 head of cattle, 100 pigs, 100 birds, or over 
150 head of small animals such as sheep, goats, 
rabbits, and guinea pig (76-7). Salamanca et. al 
calculate that there are 1,991,885 agricultural pro-
ducers in Colombia, and of those 89% are a part 
of the small-farm economy (Salamanca et. al 2009, 
78). The author predicts that the FTA with the U.S. 
will produce a 10% drop in the relative income 
of small farming sectors overall. More specifical-
ly, small-farming sectors engaged in the produc-

tion of rice, barley, beans, maize (corn), sorghum, 
wheat, chicken and pork will experience their “net 
income or profit” from agricultural production “de-
crease to zero.”  Ultimately, that would mean that 
the prices for these commodities would “not pro-
vide profit or remunerate the farmer’s own labor,” 
and could force small-scale producers to “abandon 
the above activities” or end up displaced (Sala-
manca et. al 2009, 99). The exclusion of sugar from 
the agreement has meant that one area where 
the FTA could have aided Colombian producers 
(though not small producers) will not balance out 
the FTA’s impact toward the Colombian agricultur-
al sector. Salamanca et. al’s (2009) study provides 
us with a clear argument regarding the future im-
pact of Colombia’s free-trade agreement which is 
echoed by studies that have assessed the impact 
of NAFTA on the Mexican agricultural sector.1

Cuba
In 1991, food security and production in Cuba was 
1 For an explanation of free-trade and the Mexcian agricultural 
sector see Timothy Wise’s interview on the Real News Network.  
NAFTA and U.S. Farm Subsidies Devastates Mexican Agriculture:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N4KRd7Qjyys.Also his arti-
cle Wise, Timothy A. (2007). Policy Space for Mexican Maize: Pro-
tecting Agro-biodiversity by Promoting Rural Livelihoods. MA, 
USA: Tufts University. Wise, Timothy A. (2005).  Identifying the 
real winners from US agricultural policies. Tufts University, 2005.
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the worst in Latin America.  This was due to a pre-
vious strategy of agricultural development that had 
been based on the Soviet-Leninist style of production 
where large farms were used to produce, as efficient-
ly as possible, export crops for earnings (sugar in the 
case of Cuba). This style of farming, like all forms of 
industrial farming, was dependent on manufactured 
and imported chemicals, fertilizers, and seeds that 
during the Cold War were sent to Cuba as a form of 
aid within the socialist bloc countries.  With the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union and the loss of these inputs, 
new strategies to feeding the population had to be 
pursued as export earnings were likely to drop from 
falling production in the sugar sector. In response to 
this, Cuban agricultural policies moved away from 
the promotion of industrial agriculture for export 
markets and toward economic production that was
 focused on meeting local needs (Marquetti, 2014; Al-
tieri and Funes-Monzote, 2009).  From the early 1990s 
(Cuba’s special period) until today, Cuban agricultur-
al policies have created the most plentiful supply of 
food in all of Latin America.  Instead of focusing on 
ramping up production on the large sugar estates, 
Cuban policy from the 1990s on was oriented to-
ward the “rediscovery” of the local as a solution to the 
development crisis (Marquetti, 2014; Altieri, 2012). 

In agriculture, this rediscovery was rooted in the pro-
motion of agroecological principles in agricultural 
production. While traditional, large-scale export farm-
ing was based on the assumptions of the Green Rev-
olution, the use of technology to overcome natural 
barriers to production, agroecology is based on the 
principle that simple, small-scale production meth-
ods produce more and do less damage to the envi-
ronment, increasing sustainability and creating the 
potential for food sovereignty (Altier 2008; 2009).  

Marquetti (2014) explains that the crisis of the 1990s 
forced the sugar sector to confront consistent de-
clines in investment to its productive base, such as 
machinery, storage, and chemicals to kill pests due 
to the decline in the access to credit (11). In the ear-
ly 2000s, a policy of decentralized production was 
passed that resulted in the closing of sugar refining 
plants.  Ultimately, in 2008, the number of sugar re-
fining plants had declined to 32 – down from 56, in 
2002, representing a 21% decline in the number of 
sugar processing sites (Mariquetti, 2014,13-14). At the 

same time industrial agriculture was slowed, Cuba 
was providing support to small-farmers through the 
creation of cooperatives, such as the Basic Units of 
Cooperative Production (UBPC) and the Service Co-
operatives (CCS). State-owned lands, totaling around 
3 million hectares were distributed for small-scale 
production (Altieri and Monzote, 2012). Altieri and 
Monzote (2012) report that from the mid-1990s un-
til the early 2000s some 78,000 farms were given to 
individuals and communities. By 2012, more than 
100,000 farms had been redistributed, totaling over 
1 million hectares. In addition, scientists and agron-
omists were sent around the countryside to assist 
local communities in methods of farming consistent 
with agroecological principles and consistent their 
survival needs.  Altieri and Monzote (2012) report that 
the small farmer sector in Cuba, in 2006, controlled 
only 25 percent of the agricultural land, and still pro-
duced over 65 percent of the country’s food.  In fact, 
food production and resource distribution is work-
ing well enough in Cuba that UNICEF declared the 
elimination of child malnutrition (Ravsberg, 2010).   

In addition, since inputs from the Soviet Union were 
no longer available, Cuba’s new wave of agronomists 
needed to find ways of increasing production with 
natural methods implemented on small scales. This 
ultimately has meant a precipitous decline in chem-
icals in Cuban agriculture, which has been accompa-
nied by increased productivity.

As Table 5 shows, even though Cuba is still struggling 
to adapt to the crisis caused by no longer receiving fi-
nancial support from the USSR, the crisis has triggered 
a reply that bears great potential. The continued US 
embargo has made the option of nutritional self-reli-
ance a mandate so that Cuba has made food sovereign-
ty a number one strategic goal (Mesa-Largos, 2012). 
Cuban agricultural policy is informed by the assump-
tions of agroecology. The basic assumption of agroe-
cology is that its “productivity in terms of harvestable 
products per unit area of polycultures developed by 
smallholders is higher than under a single crop with 
the same level of management” (Altieri, 2009, 105).  

Country Performances-Colombia and Cuba
Now that we have seen the policies followed by each 
country in the 2000s, we should investigate the out-
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 Crop Percent Production 
Change

Percent Change in 
Agrochemicals

1988 to 1994 1988 to 2007

1988-94 1988-2007 1988 to 2007

 General vegetables -65 145 -72

 Beans -77 351 -55

 Roots and tubers -42 145 -85

Table 4. Cuban Agricultural Inputs

Source: Rosset et al. (2011)

Year Colombia Cuba

1999-01 13.1 <5
2000-02 13.2 <5
2001-03 13.1 <5
2002-04 13.3 <5
2003-05 13.4 <5
2004-06 13.8 <5
2005-07 14 <5
2006-08 13.5 <5
2007-09 13 <5
2008-10 12.5 <5
2009-11 12.4 <5
2010-2 11.7 <5

2011-13 10.6 <5

Table 5.Prevalence of Undernourishment*

Source: FAO Food Insecurity Data (2013)

Note: 
*The Prevalence of Undernourishment expresses the probability that a randomly selected indivi-
ual from the population consumes an amount of calories that is insufficient to cover her/his energy  
requirement for an active and healthy life” (FAO Food Insecurity 2013).
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Country Food Supply-kcal/
capita/day

Cuba 3258

Brazil 3173

Mexico 3146

Netherlands 
Antilles 3102

Venezuela 3014

Argentina 2918

Chile 2908

Costa Rica 2886

Uruguay 2808

Colombia 2717

Honduras 2694

Panama 2606

El Salvador 2574

Peru 2563

Paraguay 2518

Nicaragua 2517

Dominican 
Republic 2491

Ecuador 2267

Guatemala 2244

Bolivia 2172

                 Table 6. Food Supply 

Source: FAOSTAT Food Supply Data (2013)

Years Colombia Cuba

2001 108.69 114.33
2002 118.41 108.38
2003 127.2 110.28
2004 134.61 107.01
2005 143.14 110.3
2006 150.53 117.85
2007 162.5 124.7
2008 182.56 126.38
2009 189.61

2010 191.69

2011 200.98

2012 209.94

Future of Food: Journal on Food, Agriculture 
and Society, 2(2),30-47

Table 7. Food Prices Index

Source: FAOSTAT Food Price Indices Data 
(2013)
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Table 8.Mortality Rate of Children under Age 5

Colombia Cuba
2000 25.2 8.4

2001 24.4 8

2002 23.7 7.7

2003 23 7.4

2004 22.3 7.1

2005 21.7 6.8

2006 21.1 6.5

2007 20.5 6.4

2008 19.9 6.3

2009 19.3 6.2

2010 18.7 6

2011 18.1 5.7

2012 17.6 5.5

Source: GapMinder Under 5 Mortality (2013)
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comes for these countries in areas concerning food 
sovereignty and human-development.  For clarifica-
tion, food sovereignty is the right of an area, region
or nation to be allowed to produce their own food 
and regulate their agricultural production to al-
low for the long-term and sustainable manage-
ment of agricultural resources in order to ensure 
long-term productive capacity (Altieri 2008). We 
can thus look back at over 10 years of consistently 
applying two development strategies. One favors 
open markets, foreign direct investment, classic 
modernization, and industrialization coupled with 
a pro-business and pro-entrepreneur political ap-
proach. The other is characterized by a favoring of 
small-scale, ecological production, that preserves 
small-holder rights to land in favor of international 
investors. Which one was more successful?

While Colombia has lowered undernourishment, 
mostly through such conditional cash transfer 
programs as Familias en Acción, its overall perfor-
mance lags far behind Cuba’s, where undernour-
ishment has been successfully eradicated. This 
is reflected by data on food supply, where Cuba 
ranks  No. 1 among comparable Latin American 
and Caribbean countries and Colombia ranks 10. 
The mortality of children under 5 is another widely 
used way to assess the wellbeing of a population. 
According to Table 8, Cuba outperforms Colom-
bia in this as well. This indicates that small-children 
in Cuban are in less dire circumstances materially 
than those in Colombia. While agricultural policies 
are certainly not the only reason for this discrep-
ancy, it is also true that well-fed populations avoid 
many medical problems and find it easier to care 
for the most vulnerable within their society. 

Finally, while life expectancy at birth has steadily 
climbed in Colombia to now 74.6 years, in Cuba, 
life expectancy at birth is 79.4 years – among the 
highest in the world and comparable, in the region, 
only to Chile and Costa Rica. Overall, Cuba’s life 
expectancy at birth ranks 38, while Colombia’s is 
ranked 83 (World Health Organization, 2013). How-
ever, life expectancy in Colombia varies strongly 
depending on income, rural / urban residence and 
race. In 2005, in the predominantly rural poor, and 
black Chocó, life expectancy stood at 67 years - five 
years below the average. (Departamento Nacion al 

de Planificacion, 2007). In 2005, 12 percent of chil-
dren under 5 suffered from chronic malnutrition in 
Colombia – but 17 percent in rural areas. This num-
ber climbs to 9.7% for children age 5 to in in urban 
areas – and 18.5 percent in rural areas (Departa-
mento Nacional de Planificacion, 2007). In 2008, 
74.6% of Colombians living in rural areas are poor 
and infant mortality of children under 5 in rural ar-
eas was 39.09 of 1000 babies born (PNUD, 2011).

Conclusion

From the above data, it seems clear that of the 
two distinct styles of agricultural development 
followed in Colombia and Cuba, the Cuban mod-
el has out-performed the Colombian.  Fewer chil-
dren in Cuba die prematurely, more calories are 
available to the entire population and food prices 
are not as high. Clearly, food sovereignty is more 
of a reality for the Cuban population than the Co-
lombian. While Colombia’s countryside has been 
turned into an engine of production and econom-
ic growth, it is also a zone of intense conflict, dis-
placement and a center of the global “land-grab”.  
While economic growth may have reduced hun-
ger in some parts of Colombia, it did not eradicate 
it. It seems plausible that the further integrated 
the Colombian countryside becomes into glob-
al markets the number of small farmers will be 
much smaller and the level of food sovereignty 
will go down. In this interpretation, it is imperative 
that the agricultural sector be evaluated from the 
perspective of small-farmer health. As was men-
tioned earlier, small-farmers are most responsi-
ble for feeding the world population. Following 
this, it seems that the Colombian data illustrates 
the damages and dangers of relying on econom-
ic growth to feed and ‘develop’ to meet the needs 
of an increasingly displaced rural population. 

The consensus on the importance of smaller-scale 
production has spread to the highest levels of UN 
administration. In 2009, then United Nations Spe-
cial Rapporteur on the Right to Food, Olivier de 
Schutter, stated that for the earth to feed itself “the 
most efficient farming techniques available” must 
be adopted. He specified that today the scientific 
community has determined that “agroecological 
methods outperform the use of chemical fertilizers 
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in boosting food production in regions where the 
hungry live” (de Schutter, 2009). Three years later, 
Olivier was seconded by the new head of the UN 
Food and Agriculture Organization, José Graziano 
da Silva, who argued that peasants and the world 
population as a whole “need sustainable agricul-
ture tailored to regional conditions” (Der Spiegel, 
2012). In other words, production methods must 
be determined first by how well the production 
serves the producers and how it agrees with the 
environmental conditions.   

The primary lesson from this paper has been to 
demonstrate the lagging performance of mar-
ket integration and pro-growth policies for rural 
populations. The data provided demonstrates 
the lower success of Colombia on the measure of 
food sovereignty. This is an important lesson giv-
en the praise Latin America has received for com-
pleting MDG 1 and halving hunger in the region.  
While this has occurred, the micro-comparison 
of rural policies reveals that integrating into the 
global economy is not the only way to reduce ex-
treme poverty and hunger, and that in fact more 
localized production models can better serve the 
basic interests of more. Cuba’s promotion of its 
small-farm sector has helped it to have a more 
robust food supply, lower prices, better access 
to food, and low occurrences of infant mortality 
which is usually high in societies with poor nu-
trition. It is with the above comparison in mind, 
that we call for state efforts to protect small farm-
ers and small-scale producers from the advance 
of industrial farming and the global land grab. 
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Abstract 

In a context of urgent global socio-ecological challenges, the aim of this paper has been to ex-
plore the potential of localised and socially connected food systems. More specifically, through 
a multi-case study of two alternative food networks in the city of Cluj-Napoca, Romania, their 
contribution to a sustainable food paradigm has been explored. An important synergy within 
the networks is how good food is equated with peasant produce, but issues regarding quan-
tity, delivery arrangement, power relations and inclusiveness constitute potential conflicts. 
Although challenged by unfavourable trends on national and EU levels, the networks are be-
coming more embedded horizontally, through an intrinsic focus on community in one case 
and through quality food stimulating good relations in the other case. The networks contrib-
ute to a sustainable food paradigm by promoting agroecology, by reclaiming socio-cultural 
factors of food provisioning and by being part of a (re)-peasantisation process. Exploring how 
these kinds of initiatives can emerge, be sustained and be developed is of relevance, especially 
considering their potential for improving the prospects of environmentally sustainable and 
socially just futures in Romania and beyond. 
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Introduction

In different places in the world, a diverse range of 
local solutions for providing food are sprouting, 
such as in the form of community supported ag-
riculture (CSA) schemes, community gardens, and 
agroecology movements (Goodman & Goodman, 
2009; Ploeg, 2008; Wezel et al. 2009). These strate-
gies often focus intrinsically on sustainability and 
health and can be seen as a response to the con-
ventional food system (CFS) which many scholars 
recognise as unable to effectively deal with con-
verging global challenges (Marsden & Morley, 
2014; Ploeg, 2008). The CFS is the supply chain 

which is characterised by large-scale, productiv-
ist agriculture, global trade and a concentration 
of corporate influence (Morgan, Marsden, & Mur-
doch, 2006). This process towards increased or-
dering and control often happens at the expense 
of the autonomy of small-scale producers (Ploeg, 
2008). The CFS is also argued to be increasing the 
geographic as well as social distance between pro-
ducers and consumers of food, which is said to be 
related to many of the socio-ecological challeng-
es the world is currently facing (Plumwood, 2002; 
Polanyi, 1944). Indeed, industrial agriculture is a 
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major cause of global trends such as biodiversity 
loss and climate change (Rockström et al., 2009). 

The growth of the CFS, as well as alternative solu-
tions, can be seen in Romania, where half the land 
is owned by small-scale farmers, often referred to 
as peasants, using traditional practices with a high 
level of diversity (Hartel & Fisher, 2013; Voicules-
cu, 2008). Such alternative solutions are, for ex-
ample, in the form of CSA, where producers and 
consumers share the risks of the production, and 
direct selling vegetable box schemes, where pro-
ducers sell their produce through subscriptions 
directly to consumers. This paper explores two 
such strategies in the city of Cluj-Napoca, namely 
Asociația pentru Susținerea Agriculturii Țărăneș-
ti (ASAT) and Cutia Ţăranului (CT), in order to un-
derstand how they can contribute to a sustaina-
ble paradigm for food and agriculture. Although 
the limitations of the CFS are subject to debate, 
exploring potential alternative solutions is never-
theless relevant, as is also argued by the United 
Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food 
who stresses that a “new paradigm focused on 
well-being, resilience and sustainability must be 
designed to replace the productivist paradigm 
and thus better support the full realization of the 
right to adequate food” (De Schutter, 2014, p. 13). 

The alternative initiatives included in this paper 
involve close ties between vegetable produc-
ers and urban consumers and weekly deliveries 
of fresh, local, and largely organic food. Such in-
itiatives are generally referred to as alternative 
food networks (AFNs). Based on insights from 
a multi-case study involving farmers, consum-
ers and project initiators in the two AFNs, spe-
cific attention is given to the implications of the 
close relationships under construction between 
the involved actors. The outline of the paper is 
as follows: after providing a theoretical back-
ground to the CFS and a sustainable food para-
digm, the methodology of the study is presented. 

The next section with the findings and discus-
sion gives an overview of the Romanian con-
text and the AFNs after which focus is on syner-
gies, conflicts, and the level of embeddedness 
in the local and broader context. A concluding 
section summarises the main points and pro-

vides some food for thought for further research. 

Challenges and Opportunities for Food and 
Agriculture

The Social and Ecological Limitations of the Conven-
tional Food System
Starting in the 1960s, the Green Revolution has re-
sulted in benefits for global food security through 
the industrialisation of agriculture and the use of 
inputs such as chemical fertilizers, pesticides and 
improved seeds. However, the yield gains have 
been coupled with side-effects such as soil deg-
radation, pollution, losses of biodiversity and a fa-
vouring of wealthy farmers (Griffin, 1979; Pingali, 
Hossain, & Gerpacio, 1997; Rosset, 2006), show-
ing that this agricultural model is not sustainable 
(Holt-Giménez & Altieri, 2013; Horlings & Marsden, 
2011). Further, the global food crisis in 2007-8 
served as a major shock to the CFS, eroding the 
notion of an abundance of cheap food (Marsden 
& Morley, 2014; Rosin, Stock, & Campbell, 2012). 

Although Bailey (2011) and Brown (2011) argue 
that the global food crisis in 2007-8 was caused by 
price inflation rather than limited food supplies, 
the crisis has sparked a renewed interest around 
“food security”. The aim is to increase production 
through the use of the Green Revolution model, 
albeit with a greener touch and with trade liberal-
isation and proprietary technologies (Holt-Gimén-
ez & Altieri, 2013). Besides limiting small farmers' 
autonomy, this is problematic in relation to the 
rapidly changing global ecological circumstanc-
es. Three of nine planetary boundaries which set 
the limits for safe long-term human development 
have been passed, namely carbon dioxide emis-
sions, biodiversity, and phosphorus and nitrogen 
cycles (Rockström et al. 2009). These are all as-
sociated with industrial agriculture and need to 
be halted in order to avoid “disastrous long-term 
social and environmental disruption” (p. 22f.). 

In recent years, the agricultural sector has become 
subject to trade liberalisation and deregulation, 
resulting in a few large global agribusinesses con-
trolling for example seeds, fertilizers and markets. 
Sometimes the whole supply chain is controlled by 
one company and supermarkets have become ma-
jor institutions for food supply, influencing global 
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production and consumption patterns (Lawrence 
& Burch, 2007; McMichael & Friedmann, 2007). Su-
permarkets can improve food access for consumers 
and provide opportunities for some farmers, but 
challenge many small farmers who are less able to 
compete (Reardon & Gulati, 2008). In essence, the 
implementation of neoliberal policies in the food 
sector has led to a concentration of power and 
wealth in the hands of a few (Peck & Tickell, 2002).
 
A major implication of these developments is 
“the creation of disconnections” (Ploeg 2008, p.4), 
which can be seen as central to the functioning 
of the CFS. Indeed, the globalised nature of food 
provisioning means that food is increasingly com-
modified and disconnected from socio-ecological 
relations (McMichael, 2009). This is referred to as 
dis-embeddedness, the “'lifting out' of social rela-
tions from local contexts of interaction and their 
restructuring across indefinite spans of time-
space” (Giddens 1990, p. 21). Dis-embeddedness is 
further driven by commodification processes and 
the environmental consequences of the CFS can 
be associated with how it disconnects people from 
understanding how production is constrained 
by ecological limits (Plumwood, 2002). Indeed, 
consumers in the CFS are more or less socially 
disconnected from the people engaged in and 
affected by the food production (Bauman, 2004). 

Another implication of the CFS is the disposses-
sion of peasants. Peasants are often considered 
in derogative terms, but here Ploeg's (2008) more 
progressive way of defining the peasant condition 
is used. Being a peasant is related to continuously 
adding value to a limited resource base, providing 
for a range of needs and striving for autonomy “in a 
context of dependency relations, marginalisation 
and deprivation” (p. 23). Although the importance 
of peasants is increasingly recognised, especially in 
relation to contributing to poverty reduction and 
food security (World Bank, 2007; IFAD, 2010), many 
of the trends mentioned previously are leading to 
a phenomena called depeasantisation. This refers 
to a “weakening, erosion or even disappearance 
of peasant practices and associated rationality” 
(Ploeg, 2008, p. 35).  This is problematic in relation to 
sustainability, since many principles from peasant 
farming are seen as important for building resilient 

food systems (IAASTD, 2009; United Nations, 2013).

Agroecology and (Re)peasantisation as Features 
of a Sustainable Food Paradigm 
There is a wide range of alternative strategies 
emerging, largely provoked by the limitations of 
the CFS. These strategies are not simply a resist-
ance, but also an active attempt to create practi-
cal solutions that are substantially different (Ploeg, 
2008, p. 269). In addition, whereas the CFS is 
largely characterised by increased centralisation, 
control and homogeneity, the alternatives are, 
and should be, diverse, multi-faceted, and highly 
context-specific (McMichael, 2010). Therefore, a 
sustainable food paradigm is not defined in strict 
terms here, but instead two strands of thought 
are highlighted which can be seen as part of the 
same process of organising food and agriculture in 
systematically different ways (Rosin et al. 2012, p. 
225), namely agroecology and (re)peasantisation. 

Agroecology can refer to a science, a practice and 
a movement (Wezel et al. 2009). The movement fo-
cuses on promoting local and autonomous small-
scale food systems in contrast to the increasingly 
global and dominant CFS (Altieri & Toledo, 2011).
Agroecological practices try to minimise the use 
of external inputs, establishing diversified farm-
ing systems with a functional interconnected-
ness between farm components and adapted to 
local realities (Rosset & Martinez-Torres, 2012). 
Agroecology can be seen as a resistance to the 
CFS, both discursively and in practice (Rosset & 
Martinez-Torres, 2012). As farmers become less 
dependent on external inputs and turn to agro-
ecology, they become “more peasant” (Rosset & 
Martinez-Torres, 2012, p. 5). Ploeg (2008) empha-
sises the role of peasants in handling the current 
crises, by grounding farming in ecological, social 
and cultural capital. This refers to seeing healthy 
ecosystems as essential for farming, increased lo-
cal and regional self-regulation as an alternative to 
the control exercised by the CFS, and closer pro-
ducer-consumer connections. Ploeg (2010) stress-
es that peasants build resilience through these 
strategies, making their farms “more resistant and 
better equipped to survive the externally induced 
crises that are likely to de-activate (if not de-
stroy) capitalist and entrepreneurial farms” (p. 25).    
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Ploeg (2008) uses the term “(re)peasantisation” 
(p. 7) to refer to the strive for autonomy by peas-
ants, which both entails an increase in quantity, 
the number of peasants, and in quality, meaning 
greater autonomy and distance from conventional 
markets. McMichael (2010) identifies (re)peasan-
tisation as a key contributor to sustainable food 
systems. This process is sparked by the CFS, as 
well as by the reduction in urban opportunities, 
making people turn to the countryside. Peasants 
are resisting the CFS through “heterogeneous and 
increasingly interlinked practices through which 
the peasantry constitutes itself as distinctively dif-
ferent” (Ploeg, 2008, p. 265). Although some argue 
that these approaches are labour-intensive and ro-
manticises peasants (Collier, 2009), Ploeg stresses 
that peasant farming involves a sense of pride and 
identity which often is more valuable than mate-
rial benefits. Further, labour-intensity need not 
be an issue as unemployment is growing globally 
(Ploeg, 2008; Badgley et al. 2007). 

One manifestation of peasant resistance to the 
CFS is the engagement in alternative markets, 
and Marsden & Morley (2014) argue that looking 
into alternative food practices can be “a critical 

innovative vehicle for showing us ways of cre-
ating a real sustainable food paradigm” (p. 21). 
AFNs generally refer to an increased connection 
between consumers and producers through a 
focus on food with certain requirements, such 
as local, organic, and Fair Trade, often distribut-
ed through alternative channels such as farmer's 
markets and food cooperatives. The rise of AFNs 
is related to a discontent with the CFS, mainly re-
garding aspects such as quality and sustainabili-
ty (Goodman & Goodman, 2009). AFNs are often 
re-localising food production and consumption 
which can be seen as a response to the de-local-
isation caused by the CFS (Watts, Ilbery, & Maye, 
2005). CSA is one kind of AFN, referring to “local 
markets with special arrangements between con-
sumers and producers” (O'Hara & Stagl, 2001, p. 
145), involving them co-planning the production 
and supply of food. Many scholars see potential 
in CSA since it often blurs consumer and pro-
ducer roles, has an intrinsic focus on community 
and works towards a de-commodification of food 
(Higgins, Dibden, & Cocklin, 2008; Wilson, 2013). 

In summary, agroecology and (re)peasantisation 
are two strands of thought aiming to bring about 

Figure 1 Study Areas in Cluj County 
Source: Map is adapted from Cluj County Council (2014)
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more sustainable alternatives to the CFS. A sus-
tainable food paradigm involves a range of hetero-
geneous practices, often characterised by autono-
my, self-regulation, and a re-grounding of farming 
in ecological, social and cultural capital. Spatially 
and socially connected food systems have the po-
tential to be part of this process. Later, the AFNs 
included in this study are discussed in relation to 
these strands of thought. 

Materials and Method 

The research method for this study has been a 
multiple case study of AFNs in Cluj County, Ro-
mania, carried out in October to December 
2013, especially in and around the county capital 
Cluj-Napoca, see the map in Figure 1. Cluj-Napoca 
(46°46'N 23°35'E) is the second largest city in Ro-
mania with a temperate climate and a population 
of 411,379 in the metropolitan area according to 
the 2011 census (National Institute of Statistics, 
2011). Two AFNs were included in order to show 

some of the diversity within alternative food prac-
tices in and around Cluj-Napoca. Although they 
are compared to some extent, the point is not to 
evaluate them against each other but rather to 
gain a broad range of insights on their potential. 
All types of actors involved in the networks were 
included, namely producers, consumers and initi-

ators, their location can be seen in Figure 1.

The main methods used to understand the AFNs 
have been in-depth interviews and participant 
and non-participant observations, complement-
ed with a digital survey. Given their limited num-
ber, all producers and initiators in the AFNs were 
included in the study. For the consumers, all of 
them were invited to participate in the survey, and 
to select some of them for in-depth interviews a 
convenient sampling strategy was used. Consum-
ers were able to submit their contact information 
in the survey if they wanted to be interviewed. 

In-depth interviews with initiators, producers and 
consumers were carried out with the aim of un-
derstanding the involved actors’ perceptions and 
experience of the AFN and the context in which 
they take place, with a specific focus on motiva-
tions and relationships between actors, see Table 
1 for a list of interviewees. 
Observations were made on farms so as to under-

stand the site of food production, the methods 
used and also to some extent the livelihoods of 
the producers. Further, observations were made 
at the various meeting places between produc-
ers and consumers in order to get insights into 
the relationships between the actors, and how 
they relate to each other and the food itself. For 
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Table 1. List of stakeholer interviews

Category of Stakeholder Institution

Consumers

 5 consumers from ASAT

 15 consumers from CT

Producers

 1 ASAT producer (joined in 2012)

 2 ASAT producers (joined in 2013) 

 2 CT producers (joined in 2012)

 2 CT producers (joined in 2013)

Project initiators

 Main administrator of ASAT

 Social networking volunteer at ASAT

 2 founders and administrators of CT
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CT all farms except two were visited and obser-
vations were done during one delivery. Visits 
were made to all ASAT farms and pick-up points 
as well as two evaluation meetings and one farm 
visit for consumers. To complement the inter-
views, a digital survey (N=141) was conducted so 
as to further understand the demographics of the 
consumers, their general experience of the AFN, 
their motivations for participating, and their val-
ues when it comes to food and their attitudes to-
wards the CFS. The total response rate for the sur-
vey was 53.2% (47.3% for CT and 82.2% for ASAT). 

The main materials used in this research consists 
of transcription notes from in total 31 interviews 
(20 consumers, 7 producers and 4 initiators), 
notes and photographs from the observations 
mentioned above as well as statistical data from 
the digital survey. Insights from these sources 
have been merged and contrasted with previ-
ous research and theory to form the discussion 
of results in the next section. Only active mem-
bers in the networks have been interviewed 
which is a main limitation for the research. It 
would have been relevant to also include partic-
ipants who cancelled their membership in order 
to get a deeper understanding of the networks 
but this was not feasible due to inaccessibility. 

Results and Discussion

Analysing the Challenges and Opportunities of 
the Romanian Context
Following a history of collectivisation during com-
munism, where peasants were forced to work on 
large industrial farms, Romanian agriculture now 
has a dual structure (Kligman & Verdery, 2011). 
This means that about half the land consists of a 
large number of very small-scale farm units, and 
the other half of a few large-scale commercial 
enterprises (Möllers, Buchenrieder, & Csaki, 2011; 
Voiculescu, 2008). 90% of Romanian land holdings 
are less than 5 hectares (Möllers et al. 2011). Peas-
ants in Romania grow mainly for self-consump-
tion, using traditional practices with a low level of 
mechanisation and a high level of diversity, both 
in terms of livestock and plants (Hartel & Fischer, 
2011; Möllers et al. 2011). Despite its many ben-
efits, such as for farmland biodiversity and resil-

ience, peasant agriculture is generally considered 
a relic from the past, and Dale-Harris (2014) ar-
gues that “the movement of peasants off the land 
has been billed by the government as inevitable, 
a hitch on the road to becoming a prosperous, 
western economy”. Indeed, peasants in Romania 
are facing many challenges, which in recent years 
can be seen with the growth of supermarkets and 
commercial retailers in the farmers’ markets (Prada, 
2008). This is related to Romania entering the EU 
in 2007, which made the Romanian markets more 
accessible for foreign actors. Such actors are also 
attracted by the liberalised seed and land markets, 
and some estimate that around 8 % of Romania’s 
farmland is now owned by foreign companies 
(Bouniol, 2013). Since 2001, the agricultural em-
ployment has been declining in Romania, show-
ing a trend of depeasantisation (Voiculescu, 2008).
 
However, due to these challenges, some peasants 
are turning to alternative solutions in order to sus-
tain their livelihoods. Some consumers are also 
interested in alternatives to the conventional mar-
kets due to disappointment with the decreased 
food quality in recent years (Vețan & Florean, 
2013). Such solutions can be in the form of di-
rect producer-consumer arrangements, which in 
Cluj-Napoca happens through CSA initiatives and 
subscription schemes for vegetable boxes. There 
are at least three such AFNs in the city which have 
emerged in the last few years, all having in com-
mon the fact that boxes with local produce are de-
livered weekly from rural producers to urban con-
sumers (Hirsch, 2013; Meaker & McFarlane, 2013; 
Vețan & Florean, 2013). However, these kinds of 
arrangements between rural producers and urban 
consumers are not new to Cluj-Napoca, having a 
history of hostezeni. This refers to peasants living 
near the city responsible for providing citizens with 
fresh and organic fruits and vegetables, a tradition 
which largely disappeared in the 1980s (Deac, Iri-
mus, & Pacurar, 2013). The next section provides 
an overview of the AFNs included in this paper. 

Community Supported Agriculture in Asociația 
pentru Susținerea Agriculturii Țărănești 
ASAT is based on a CSA model from France and 
started their first partnerships in Cluj-Napoca in 
2012. As of 2013, three small-scale producers are 
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supplying fresh vegetables to a total of 45 con-
sumers in Cluj-Napoca. Based on findings from 
the digital survey, most of these consumers are 
highly educated young families with household 
incomes well above the Romanian average. Grow-
ing organically is a precondition for ASAT, and this 
is also a main reason why consumers are part of 
the network. Consumers sign a contract for a year, 
a budget is made to cover all the production costs, 
and a part is paid in advance, as a form of risk-shar-
ing. The freshly harvested vegetables are then sup-
plied weekly through deliveries to a pick-up point, 
near the home or office of a consumer. ASAT is 
marketed mainly by word-of-mouth, and the net-
work involves direct forms of consumer-producer 
and consumer-consumer interaction in several 
ways: through planning meetings, farm visits, so-
cial events and online social networks. However, 
the study shows that many consumers seem to not 
fully understand the idea of community, although 
some state that they do want to build closer rela-
tionships with the producer and other consumers. 
The motivations for being involved in ASAT can 
be said to be “nested within each other” (Cox et 
al. 2008, p. 212), with more personal reasons such 
as accessing fresh, tasty, and organic produce of-
ten being expressed together with broader aims 
such as knowing where the food comes from and 
supporting small-scale producers. For produc-
ers, it is a matter of gaining a more secure source 
of income, but also to access a more reward-
ing system, since the prices are directly linked 
with the production costs and the efforts are ac-
knowledged by a group of engaged consumers.

Direct Selling Vegetables and Growing Relation-
ships in Cutia Ţăranului 
CT is a direct selling box scheme, initiated in 2011 
by a couple who wanted to provide a link be-
tween rural peasants and urban consumers. In 
Cluj-Napoca, there are four small-scale vegetable 
producers providing vegetables for in total about 
220 consumers. From the digital survey it can be 
concluded that most of the consumers are fairly 
affluent, well-educated young families. To some 
extent, the producers adapt the methods to the 
interests of the consumers, for example by grow-
ing a greater diversity of crops, or by transitioning 
completely to organic farming. All producers are 

successors to previous farmers; one of them used 
to be hostezeni and expresses pride in continuing 
the heritage of peasants feeding urban dwellers. 
Consumer sign up for a producer online, discuss 
the practicalities with them, and fresh vegetables 
are then delivered to the home of the consumer 
weekly. Advertising is mainly done through word-
of-mouth. The consumer-producer interaction is 
limited to brief talks during deliveries, and some 
consumers are satisfied with this, but others val-
ue this relationship highly and want to get closer 
with the producer. Whereas the consumer motiva-
tions initially was a range of personal reasons such 
as convenient access to tasty, fresh, and healthy 
food, consumers indicate that being part of the 
network can foster motivations related to wider 
benefits, such as the well-being of the producer 
and an active support of peasant agriculture. The 
producers take part in CT since it is more secure 
and fulfilling than standing in the farmers’ mar-
ket. Another reason is to continue a heritage, and 
many producers express a sense of pride in being 
a peasant, knowing that the work is worthwhile. 

Synergies and Conflicts in the Functioning of the 
Networks
There are a few synergies and conflicts within 
the networks which are important to consider in 
relation to their functioning and future develop-
ment. A main synergy is the perceived quality of 
the food (especially in CT), which according to 
one consumer in the study is of “superior quali-
ty” compared to what she had eaten before. In-
deed, some consumers state explicitly that they 
are looking for food produced by peasants, and 
others do so implicitly by talking about the impor-
tance of natural food “that has seen the ground” 
and about “quality as in the real product, the 
real deal, not the supermarket deal”. This can in 
practice be seen as a promotion of agroecolo-
gy, since traditional peasant farming systems are 
largely agro-ecological (Rosset & Martinez-Torres 
2012). Most of the consumers are connected to 
rural areas in various ways; they prefer Romani-
an and seasonal vegetables, and claim to know 
the difference between local and imported foods.  

Although the networks generally function well for 
both consumers and producers, there are a few 
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areas of conflict which can create friction. One is 
related to the box deliveries. Consumers in ASAT 
emphasise that going to a pick-up point is incon-
venient and that they would prefer home deliv-
ery, like in CT. However, from the point of view of 
producers, a pick-up point is more useful and also 
entails an opportunity to build relationships. This 
clash of interests between consumers and produc-
ers could be solved if the ASAT pick-up points were 
more inviting meeting places (they are now car 
parks), or if there would be a more expensive box 
which gets home delivered. Another issue is the 
quantity of food, with many consumers (especially 
in CT), emphasising that the amount of vegetables 
is excessive. In ASAT, the quantity is co-decided, 
but the actual quantity differs from year to year 
due to weather differences. It is thus difficult to sat-
isfy the needs of all consumers due to variability. 
However, large quantities can be a way to build re-
lationships, since consumers often solve the issue 
by sharing food with colleagues, family or friends.

There are some unequal power dynamics to con-
sider, especially within ASAT. The co-planning of 
the production is largely a result of mutual dis-
cussions between the actors, but the consumers 
have some leverage on the producer in those in-
teractions. Consumers want the producer to “be 
more open and flexible to our suggestions” and 
make requests on what crops to grow and how to 
do it. In CT, there are also unequal power relations 
to some extent, with consumers requesting small-
er boxes and more or less of certain vegetables. 
The producers accommodate to these requests 
since they are afraid to lose customers, but this 
entails a risk of “self-exploitation” (Jarosz, 2008, p. 
241) as they put in more time and effort. The con-
sumers in both networks are affluent and highly 
educated, which raises the issue of inclusiveness. 
These particular networks should not be seen as 
universal solutions, but it is problematic that it 
might be more difficult for low-income groups 
to access good quality food in Cluj-Napoca. 

Thus, CT and ASAT constitute fairly strong forms 
of AFNs since they are organising food provision-
ing differently through short and connected sup-
ply chains, as well as providing food with certain 
characteristics (Watts et al. 2005). ASAT has the 

potential to be a more transformational mode of 
food provisioning, due to the intrinsic focus on 
community (Hinrichs, 2000; Kloppenburg, Hen-
drickson, & Stevenson, 1996). However, CT con-
sumers are more satisfied with most aspects of 
their network, indicating that the CT model is 
better suited to the interests of the consumers.

Elements of Horizontal and Vertical Embedded-
ness in the Networks

In contrast to how social relations largely are lifted 
out of transactions within the CFS, embeddedness 
is about bringing them back, which according to 
Granovetter (1985, p. 490), can change the nature 
of exchange between actors, for example by gen-
erating trust. It also involves a concern for wider 
common goods over or in addition to personal in-
terests; “the willingness of actors to offset purely 
personal financial incentives against social criteria 
involving collective, community or environmental 
benefits” (Sage, 2003, p. 48). ASAT and CT both rep-
resent embedded forms of food provisioning, with 
the food representing something more than just a 
product – it matters where and how it was made. 
ASAT is explicitly focusing on creating relation-
ships between producers and consumers; there 
is a notion of community and solidarity. CT is also 
building relationships between actors, through a 
process where the perceived quality of the food 
is important. The quality of the produce seems to 
accords with local notions of good taste (Morgan 
et al. 2006). Although the consumers in many cas-
es joined the networks in pursuit of easy access 
to good food, many of them they express interest 
in creating more embedded food systems, by vis-
iting the farm and connecting with the producer.

Similarly, the producers are satisfied with having 
more embedded relations than in the farmers’ 
markets: “when you know that the customers are 
happy you are also happy”. They emphasise the 
sense of pride in providing good food for people 
in the city. Creating an identity in this way can 
be related to Ploeg (2008)’s notion of a peasant 
strive for autonomy. According to Ploeg, peas-
ants engage in self-organised and embedded 
food systems as a way to position themselves 
as distinctively different from the CFS and to in-
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crease their autonomy and legitimacy. In this 
way, ASAT and CT can be seen as part of a (re)
peasantisation process. Seeds of this process are 
found among the consumers as well since some 
of them are interested in moving to the country-
side to engage in peasant farming themselves.
Besides exploring relationships on a local, hori-
zontal level, Sonnino and Marsden (2006) stress 
the importance of looking into broader political 
and institutional dimensions of embeddedness, 
the vertical level. Trends on these levels can facil-
itate for or hinder the development of AFNs. On 
a national level, the Romanian National Rural De-
velopment Plan for 2007-2013 focused largely on 
increasing the competitiveness of the agricultural 
sector in order to participate in global markets, and 
facilitating the movement of labour out of agricul-
ture (Government of Romania, 2010). The plan for 
2014 onwards is under development and accord-
ing to Szocs (2013) it has similar aims and is likely 
to involve “the end of peasant farming in Romania”. 

As mentioned previously, land and seed markets 
are becoming more liberalised in Romania. 94 for-
eign companies had registered seeds on the Ro-
manian market in 2012 (Ministry of Agriculture & 
Rural Development, 2012). Producers in CT also 
mention how seed companies are promoting the 
use of hybrid and other commercial seeds to peas-
ants. Replacing traditional seeds with hybrids can 
reduce resilience and autonomy, since these seeds 
are often infertile, meaning that their usage repli-
cates a model of industrial agriculture, with a con-
stant need for external inputs (De Schutter, 2010). 
Further, from 2014, land in Romania is available 
to buy also for companies in the EU. The result is 
that Romanian farmland is increasingly controlled 
by large-scale agribusinesses wanting to produce 
mainly for export (Bouniol, 2013). Land prices have 
increased during the last decade and are like-
ly to continue doing so as competition increases 
(Voiculescu, 2008). This can be a major obstacle for 
those who want to move to the countryside and 
constitute a pressure on peasants to sell their land.

The development of the EU Common Agricultur-
al Policy (CAP) may have implications for AFNs in 
Romania. This policy has largely been unfavoura-
ble for peasants, due to an unbalanced focus on 

productivist agriculture rather than rural devel-
opment (Gorton, Hubbard, & Hubbard, 2009). 
Subsidies are only eligible for farms over 1 hec-
tare, and have mainly been used by large-scale 
commercial enterprises (Möllers et al. 2011). Al-
though the CAP has increased its focus on rural 
development and sustainability in recent years, 
many argue that it still mainly gives incentives 
for “agricultural intensification, despite its like-
ly ecological costs” (Hartel & Fischer, 2013, p. 7).

As has been argued above, engaging in AFNs and 
turning to agroecology are important strategies in 
peasants’ strive for autonomy (Ploeg, 2008). How-
ever, agroecology is not an explicit aim within these 
AFNs and not seen as a political strategy. Gonzalez 
de Molina (2013) emphasises that for agroecology 
to be able to effectively challenge the CFS, politics 
has to be at the centre which involves seeing how 
food production is closely “linked to the technolog-
ical, political, economic, social, and cultural aspects 
of the broader food system” (Tomich et al. 2011, p. 
213), in other words the vertical embeddedness. 
The actors involved in CT and ASAT are largely not 
aware of broader trends influencing food and ag-
riculture in Romania, which indeed is a limitation. 
However, this could be dealt with by strengthen-
ing producer-consumer relationships since “[n]o 
agroecological transition will be fully successful 
without a major alliance between producers and 
consumers” (Gonzalez de Molina, 2013, p. 56).

Conclusions

What can be concluded from the preceding anal-
ysis is that ASAT and CT both accommodate to 
consumers’ need for tasty, good quality, and local 
produce and producers’ need for a more secure 
and rewarding market. CT consumers are more 
satisfied with their network, but ASAT might be 
a more transformational mode of food provision-
ing, through the focus on community and solidar-
ity. Potential conflicts lie in issues regarding food 
quantity, the delivery system, unequal power re-
lations, and inclusiveness. A major synergy is the 
idea of quality produce being closely tied to peas-
ant production, which constitutes a main embed-
ding factor, especially within CT, where it assists in 
strengthening producer-consumer relations. Thus, 
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although the vertical embeddedness is limited 
considering disadvantageous trends on nation-
al and EU levels, the networks are in the process 
of becoming more embedded in a horizontally 
which improves the prospects of contributing to 
a sustainable food paradigm. Furthermore, the 
equating of quality food with peasant produce 
can be seen as a promotion of agroecology, which 
contributes to a sustainable food paradigm. Fur-
ther, AFNs such as CT and ASAT could play an im-
portant role in creating strong alliances between 
producers and consumers. By strengthening 
these relationships, broader benefits, for exam-
ple related to peasant livelihoods and environ-
mental sustainability, could become central aims.
 
The AFNs also contribute to a sustainable food 
paradigm by highlighting socio-cultural aspects 
of agri-food, which can serve to position the AFNs 
as qualitatively different from the CFS. In CT and 
ASAT, this happens through producers expressing 
pride in providing urban citizens with food, con-
sumers seeing peasants as an important part of 
the Romanian identity and through the focus on 
community and solidarity. Similarly, these AFNs 
can be seen as part of (re)peasantisation process, 
whereby the autonomy of peasants is increased. 
However, in order to effectively establish a new 
paradigm, it is important to consider how alter-
native practices can build connections between 
each other so as to constitute a more significant 
counter-force to the CFS and the trend of de-
peasantisation. This includes further stressing the 
socio-cultural aspects of food and recognising 
the political significance of participating in AFNs. 

ASAT and CT provide benefits for both consumers 
and producers and can also have broader socio-eco-
logical benefits considering the intrinsic focus on 
sustainability and health. The direct connections 
between the involved actors are interesting since 
they seem to be deepening a sense of co-depend-
ence, solidarity, and community. This could serve 
as an important way to strengthen the networks, 
but broader political and institutional frameworks 
are largely favouring a more productivist kind of 
development for food and agriculture in Romania. 

Local responses to the limitations of the CFS are 

developing in various places around the world 
and studying how these innovative practices can 
emerge, be sustained and developed, can provide 
important insights on sustainable solutions for food 
and agriculture. Thus, considering their potential 
socio-ecological benefits, it is important to explore 
how to better facilitate for the development of 
AFNs, rather than hinder them. More generally, in-
stead of aiming to find a one-size-fits-all agri-food 
solution, recognising the importance of autono-
my and facilitating for people and communities to 
devise meaningful solutions for themselves, could 
improve the prospects of ensuring widespread 
environmental sustainability and social justice. 

For future research it is relevant to look into to 
what extent initiatives like ASAT and CT can or 
should explicitly challenge the CFS, considering 
that alternative solutions may have limited pros-
pects if the CFS increases its dominance. Building 
alliances has been mentioned as an important 
strategy for AFNs and a potential research agen-
da can be on examining how alliances can be built 
between different actors and initiatives. Further-
more, whereas most research on AFNs focus on 
producers and consumers, it is of high relevance 
to also explore the role of initiators in starting 
up, sustaining, and influencing the development 
of AFNs. These kinds of alternative initiatives are 
flourishing in many places around the globe 
and should be explored further in order to more 
thoroughly understand their functioning and 
potential broader implications for sustainability. 
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Abstract 

This paper is an attempt to map the global land acquisitions with a focus on Indian MNCs 
in acquiring overseas land for agricultural purposes. It tries to outline the contemporary 
political economy of capital accumulation at the global level, especially, in the emerging 
developing economies like India and China, where the emergence of a new capitalist class 
has engaged itself into acquisition of land and control of other natural resources in Africa, 
Latin America, Eastern Europe and South East Asia. For example, water and other minerals 
to secure itself from the eventual losses of ongoing economic crisis and to earn profit from 
the volatile agricultural commodity markets. This sway of control of resources by the MNCs 
has got paramount state support under the helm of neoliberal policies. The paper provides 
a scale of overseas land acquisitions at the current juncture and tries to highlight its causes 
and the major implications associated with it. 
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Introduction

Land has become a vital question throughout the 
globe at the current juncture, although, it never 
lost its relevance historically. In recent periods, the 
quest for land has resulted in violent movements 
and protests around the developing world. As the 
process of economic development came at the 
forefront of human civilization, the availability of 
land became scarce and its use intensive. Further, 
on a wider note, the pursuit of land continues as 
the transition from pre-capitalism to capitalism 
and to the evolution of uneven capitalist trajec-
tories on a global scale. The current sway of land 
acquisition is in part also to control natural re-
sources like minerals, forest and water. Historically, 

it showed a tendency of primitive accumulation 
as a significant feature not only during its black 
history of colonialism but all through this journey.

This paper accounts for a mapping of global land 
acquisition for agricultural purposes, at the cur-
rent juncture, with a special reference to India and 
also tries to dig around the macro and political 
economic reasons of the high tide of land acqui-
sitions. As is well known during the last one and 
half decades, global land acquisition has been a 
major issue of debate among several of its agents 
like governments, academia, and other actors in-
volved in it. It has produced numerous questions 
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and has brought people’s movements in the devel-
oping south. Today’s investors in land are econom-
ically powerful international and national actors 
which include; first, the multinational corporations 
(MNCs) working in agribusiness and as well as in 
other sectors, second, the national governments, 
equity fund holders and banks, third, a relatively 
less powerful entities, for example, the association 
of farmers, with active support from their domes-
tic governments. They have purchased or leased 
in land for a variety of purposes including cultiva-
tion of food crops and a range of non-food crops.

The Political Economy of Land Acquisition

As mentioned above, land acquisitions are not a 
new phenomenon. It has been observed that in 
the 19th and 20th century several American and 
European companies and enterprises controlled 
large plantations in Asia, Africa and Latin Amer-
ica, but the decolonization of these countries 
changed this trend converting it into contractual 
relationships with local suppliers (UNTACD 2009a). 
In the last couple of decades, a new drift has tak-
en place with  economic liberalization being at 
the forefront of policy making, a wave of foreign 
investment in agriculture has emerged. These in-
vestments came initially in the areas of contract 
farming, agricultural processing and marketing. It 
further augmented into direct ownership of land 
for the farming activities and creating value chains 
for production and marketing by the MNCs and 
other equity holders. For example, there has been 
massive foreign direct investment (FDI) in mergers 
and acquisitions in agriculture in the last couple 
of decades. UNCTAD (2009b) reports that  in are-
as such as agriculture, forestry and fishing, the FDI 
inflow was $ 559 million in 1990; it reached to $ 
1194 million in 1994, $ 1601 million in 2000, $ 2471 
million in 2004 and $ 5450 million in 2007. The re-
port claims that  FDI in agriculture, forestry and 
fishing has increased almost 875 percent in only 
17 years worldwide. This report further claims that 
the FDI inflow in agriculture, forestry and fishing 
had witnessed an almost 2000 percent increase 
in the developing countries in the same period. 

The question arises about the significant political 
economic drivers of these overseas land acqui-

sitions and resulting political, economic and so-
cial changes taking place, mostly in developing 
countries. The World Bank report (2010) claims 
that large scale farming systems would promote 
sustainable agriculture and would also benefit for 
the rural transformation as it would help the small 
farmers through outgrower programmes. It fur-
ther suggests that foreign investment in farming 
can provide opportunities to poor countries with 
a large agricultural sector and ample endowments 
of land that lack long standing under investment 
and access to better technology via creating ef-
ficiency and economies of scale in production. 
It again emphasizes that corporate farming and 
investments in other natural resources at a large 
scale would promote better infrastructure, estab-
lish an efficient supply chain and also would fetch 
more taxable income to the governments which 
under smallholder production are less possible. 

It suggests that the World Bank has promoted the 
market based approach to land management in 
developing countries under the famous condition-
al lending schemes and policy advocacy which 
means conversion of customary land rights of the 
people into marketable titles as well as disengage-
ment of the state, and legal reforms necessary for 
western style industrialized land markets to func-
tion (GRAIN, 2010). This pro-market rush for land 
acquisition also must be looked into the ongoing 
crisis of capitalism. The transformation of capital-
ism, from a pre World War II phase to its golden 
age and now to its current stage, has given birth 
to a serious crisis of accumulation and is character-
ized by highly mobile global finance capital which 
has a destabilizing impact throughout the globe 
(Patnaik, 2004). The global finance capital which 
accentuates into primitive accumulation of capital 
has caused periodic fluctuations and has created 
intense phases of creative destruction, leading to 
the current economic crisis, first, in the developed 
world and then  spread into developing countries. 
The rise of finance capital has hugely benefited the 
upper classes and has restored power to the ruling 
elites in Europe and the USA. It has also crafted sit-
uations for capitalist class formation and immense 
shuffling of class structures in the developing coun-
tries like China, India, and Russia. (Harvey, 2006). 
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So, due to the ongoing economic crisis, its as-
sociated risks and losses in the financial sectors 
(shares, equities, and debentures’ markets) at the 
one hand, and on the other, the rise of a new cap-
italist class in the developing countries led to turn 
the interests of stake holders in the land markets 
of African, Asian, and Latin American, Eastern Eu-
ropean and Oceanian countries to produce ex-
portable crops to earn profits. This act of taking 
the people’s land for large scale industrialized 
production results in the concentration of land 
into fewer hands. It creates the dangers of prim-
itive accumulation of capital and is characterized 
as theft and appropriation of the common prop-
erty of petty producers, peasants and the people, 
through encroaching upon or buying the state 
property at throw away prices (Patnaik, 2011). This 
process of primitive accumulation is called the mo-
nopolization of resources (Lenin, 1917; Baran and 
Sweezy, 1966) where commoditization and privat-
ization of land and other resources take place via 
the vigorous eviction of peasant society. Common 
and collective rights become private property. 
Suppression of indigenous forms of production 
and consumption take place; and monetization 
of exchange becomes a common phenomenon. 

The commodity speculation and the added profits 
with it in the global agricultural markets, which was 
a derived notion to avoid losses in the securities 
and real estate markets, caused a sharp increase 
in the food commodity prices globally with no or 
little increase in agricultural production in the pe-
riod from 2005-09. It caused  global food prices to 
rise by 71 percent in the period of just 15 months 
from the end of 2006 to May 2008 (FAO, 2009). The 

rising prices of the food commodities resulted in 
the mounting cost of the annual food basket of 
the least developed countries to three times high-
er in 2008 what it was in 2000, basically, not due 
to an increase in the volume of trade but the rise 
in prices of these commodities due to speculation 
(UN, 2009). The rise in prices of these food com-
modities resulted in the absolute rise in the num-
ber of hungry and poor in the world to 1.25 billion 
in 2009 which declined to 805 million in 2012-14 of 
which a majority of the people live in developing 
countries according to the FAO (2014). So, with the 
rising prices of food commodities, the traders and 
MNCs invested in land in the developing coun-
tries to accumulate profits as investment in land 
and commodity speculation became the most 
profitable avenue in the ongoing economic crisis.

A Profile of Global Land Acquisition

The availability of data regarding culminated land 
deals is one of the difficult tasks and reliability on 
this data is also ambiguous. Land acquired data in 
developing countries are highly underestimated 
as the investor or targeted country governments 
do not provide an actual scale of land acquisition 
due to ambiguity in land deals. The World Bank 
report (2010) on land acquisition claims that the 
global investors in land have shown their interests 
in 56 million hectares (almost 1 percent of the total 
agricultural land of the world) in various parts of 
the world which include Africa, Asia, Latin America, 
Eastern Europe and Oceania. Another prominent 
organisation, Land Matrix, provides data regarding 
land acquisitions for agricultural purposes globally. 

      ISSN-Internet 2197-411x  OLCL 862804632

Crops/Continent Africa America Asia Europe Oceania Total 
Food Crops 2.12 0.72 0.24 0.15 0.06 3.28

Non-Food Crops 7.17 0.84 2.06 1 0.16 11.24

Flex Crops 1.83 1.05 3.26 0 0.21 6.35

Multiple Crops in Different Categories 4.88 0.85 0.94 1.7 1.83 10.21

Total 16 3.47 6.5 2.85 2.26 31.07

Table 1. Scale of Global Land Acquisition (2003-13, in million hectares)

Source: Land Matrix, Available on http://www.landmatrix.org/en/get-the-idea/agricultural-drivers/. 
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Notes: Red Dots showing Targeted Low and Middle income Developing Countries for Land Deals

Figure 1. Global Map of Targeted Low and Middle Income Countries for Land Acquisition
Source: Land Matrix. Available on http://www.landmatrix.org/en/get-the-idea/global-map-invest-
ments/.

Biggest 10 Investor 
Countries

Land Grabbed (in 000 
hectares)

Biggest 10 Targeted 
Countries 

Land Grabbed (in 
000 hectares)

USA 7093.6 Papua New Guinea 3799.2

Malaysia 3589.9 Indonesia 3636.4

Singapore 2938.4 South Sudan 3491.5

United Arab Emirates 2837.4 DRC 2765.2

UK 2332.4 Mozambique 2205.8

India 2080.6 Congo 2132

Canada 2072.5 Brazil 1811.2

Netherlands 1695.3 Russian Federation 1731.9

Russian Federation 1583.9 Ukraine 1600.2

Saudi Arabia 1587.2 Liberia 1340.8

Table 2. Biggest 10 Investor and Targeted Countries for Land Acquisition

Source: Land Matrix. Available on http://www.landmatrix.org/en/get-the-idea/agricultural-driv-
ers/
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Figure 1 shows a world map having concluded 
land deals in the low and middle income develop-
ing countries. The red dots in the picture show the 

particular countries where land is acquired by the 
MNCs and other actors for the production of food 
and non-food commodities. According to Land 
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Matrix, these confirmed land deals account for 
around 31.07 million hectares of land in the peri-
od ranging from 2003-13 (Table 1). Initially, it was 
said by the MNCs that the land being purchased 
would be used for the food production to solve 
the problems of food insecurity in the targeted 
and the domestic countries. But, of all the 31.07 
million hectares which is purchased only 3.28 mil-
lion hectares are devoted for the food crops while 
for the non-food crops, this amounts 11.24 million 
hectares. For flex and multiple crops in different 
categories, the lands devoted are 6.35 and 10.21 
million hectares respectively.

Under the region-wise land acquisition, Africa has 
been the biggest target for land acquisition where 
16 million hectares have been purchased by the 
MNCs and other investors. In Latin America, the to-
tal land acquired is 3.47 million hectares, for Asian 
countries, it was estimated around 6.5 million hec-
tares while for Europe (mostly Eastern Europe), 
the land acquired is 2.85 million hectares and in 
Oceania countries, this estimate amounts 2.26 mil-
lion hectares. A handful of countries have become 
the biggest international farmland grabbers and 
are re-sketching the global land ownership map 
(Table 2). The data available with the Land Matrix 
suggests that countries like USA, Malaysia, Singa-
pore, UAE, UK, India, Canada, Netherlands, China, 
Russian Federation and Saudi Arabia are the big-
gest investors in land while Papua New Guinea, In-
donesia, South Sudan, DRC, Mozambique, Congo, 
Brazil, Russian Federation, Ukraine, Ethiopia and Li-
beria are the few biggest targeted countries where 
land has been acquired, although, there are a large 
number of state and non-state actors involved 
in land purchase throughout the global map.  

India’s Role in Global Land Acquisition

India is among the top overseas land grabbers  
on the world stage. But, the relevant fact, here, is 
that it is facing various violent conflicts and move-
ments against  land acquisition in  its own territory 
for private purposes, residential apartments, and 
for the land being acquired to establish SEZs by 
the MNCs. It is also relevant to mention that Indian 
laws do not permit the MNCs to acquire land in In-
dia for agricultural purposes except the vertical in-

tegration with the farmers for the purchase of the 
produce to establish agribusiness. So, under such 
a characteristic of land relations in India, MNCs 
and other investors from India are making invest-
ments in overseas land markets. The scale of India’s 
land acquisition has been almost 2080.6 thou-
sand hectares around the globe, mainly, in South 
America, Africa, and in South East Asian countries 
(Table 3). The countries where Indian MNCs and 
association of farmers have invested in land are 
Brazil, Guyana, Sudan, Zambia, Uganda, Tanzania, 
Rwanda, Mozambique, Madagascar, Kenya, Ethio-
pia, Sierra Leone, Ghana, Malaysia, Laos, Indonesia 
and Cambodia. More than 80 Indian Companies 
are involved in purchasing land and establishing 
agribusiness in these countries (Rowden, 2011) to 
cultivate food as well as non-food and flex crops. 

Several governments of the African countries are 
directly inviting the MNCs from India and other de-
veloping countries to purchase and cultivate land. 
For example, the Ethiopian Government had invit-
ed Indian companies to invest in agricultural land 
as the Ethiopian Minister of Agriculture, Mr. Tefera 
Derbew, said “How much land will actually go to 
Indian investors depends entirely on the interests 
of the investors. If they come and take all the land, 
they are welcome”(The Economic Times, 2011).

Estimates claim that average land holding size in 
Ethiopia, where India based MNCs are major play-
ers in land, is about 2 hectares and more than 600 
thousand hectares of land have been purchased 
by the investors. It means that over 300 thousand 
families have been potentially displaced, but only 
20,000 people are expected to get jobs on highly 
mechanized farms. This is just an example to show 
how foreign MNCs in collaboration with the African 
countries’ governments are directly playing with the 
livelihoods of African natives, particularly, with the 
livelihoods of the small farmers. These land acqui-
sitions would displace thousands of such farmers 
without proper compensation. These farmers and 
the population in general would be left with less-
er availability and accessibility of locally produced 
food for them as the MNCs involved in agri-pro-
duction would be guided by the motive of profit-
ability. It will  result in forceful migration in search 
of alternate means of livelihoods which would 
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Regions Land Acquired (in 000 
hectares) Countries

South America 815.8 Brazil, Guyana

Western Africa 485.3
Sudan, Zambia, Uganda, Tan-
zania, Rwanda, Mozambique, 
Madagascar, Kenya, Ethiopia, 
Sierra Leone, GhanaEastern Africa 370.9

Northern Africa 0

South East Asia 407.6 Malaysia, Laos, Indonesia, Cam-
bodia

Total 2080.6

Table 3.Scale of India’s Global Land Acquisition

Source: Land Matrix, Available on http://www.landmatrix.org/en/get-the-idea/
web-transnational-deals/

Conclusion 

Land acquisition is an old phenomenon resulting 
in a new framework throughout human history, 
since its inception, to feudalism, pre-capitalism to 
its current capitalist oligarchy where neo-liberal 
market based systems and financialization of the 
economies have been at the helm of state affairs. 
The land acquisition, at the current juncture, is a 
brain child of the ongoing economic recession, 
devastated securities markets and muddled inves-
tors’ faith in hedge funds. To avoid these involved 
risks via speculation in the agricultural commodity 
markets through controlling agricultural activities 
directly and creating its own value chains for trade 
in agribusiness and to accumulate capital, the 
MNCs from the developed and developing coun-
tries have invested in land. The current sway of 
land acquisition in developing countries can also 
be attributed to the crisis of capitalism in itself and 
its inherent tendency to monopolize all the natu-
ral and other resources. By doing this, it destroys 
the existing agricultural structure: the small and 
medium scale farming, its biodiversity, land rela-
tions and its ownership structures. It converts the 
self-sustenance based agriculture to the depend-

ence on the market for food and export based large 
scale production chain for profit resulting in the 
loss of employment, livelihood and sovereignty of 
the natives. These unabated threats to livelihoods 
and sovereignty to the indigenous communities in 
Africa, Asia and Latin America has produced sev-
eral violent movements to save farming as a right 
of the locals and have forced their governments to 
cancel a few land agreements with the MNCs. Still, 
the rush to the land under current circumstances 
gives several reasons to conclude it as a process 
of neo-colonialism where several ex-colonies like 
India and China are at the forefront of land acqui-
sition to make new colonies for their own bene-
fit at the cost of the lives of the native people. 
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News in Short

By FOFJ STAFF

4th International Degrowth Conference

The 4th International Degrowth Conference took 
place in Leipzig September 2 to September 6, 
2014. More than 2,500 people came to the East-
ern German metropolis in order to discuss the 
potential of life beyond a growth-based econom-
ic system. In the spotlight of the conference was 
the necessity to develop alternative pathways to 
an ever-accelerating, destructive consumerism. 

Among the issues debated were the psychology 
of growth, the impacts of resource extractivism, 
and the need for more sustainable food systems. 
Leipzig University was an able host to the diverse 
community of scholars and activists that made up 
the bulk of conference attendees. Contributors 
were Nnimmo Bassey (Friends of the Earth), Alber-
to Acosta (economist and former Minister of Min-
ing in Ecuador, co-creator of the Yasuní Initative), 

Harald Welzer (social psychologist), Naomi Klein 
(journalist), Hartmut Rosa (sociologist), and many 
more. The conference was lined with art projects, 
manifold podiums and presentations, and a peo-
ple’s kitchen (Volksküche) with affordable, fresh ve-
gan food. The closing day saw a demonstration for 
a more sustainable alternative to the dominant, 
growth-based capitalist system.

Interestingly, one of the major lines of debates was 
between advocacy groups of the Global South 
and the Degrowth “core” movement made up by 
environmentalists from the Global North. People 
from Southern countries repeatedly insisted that 
their countries needed growth in order to tackle 
poverty and strengthen development, while ac-
knowledging the severe shortcomings of the cur-
rent development models. The Degrowth Move-
ment will have to show whether the conference 
was an all-time “peak” or if the idea of Degrowth 
will continue to open up intellectual spaces for a 
better world. 

Web resource
http:// www.degrowth.de

Ebola and food security

In 2014, the Ebola fever epidemic in Western Af-
rican states (mainly Guinea, Liberia, Sierra Leone) 
made international headlines. Fear of an interna-
tional pandemic impossible to control dominat-
ed the headlines. Attention of Western audienc-
es peaked when the first case of Ebola infection 
was diagnosed within the US. At the beginning of 
March, around 23,900 people have been infected 
by the current epidemic, of whom about 10,000 
have died, according to the WHO. 

Largely underreported was the impact of the Ebo-
la outbreak on the regional status of food security. 
Ebola has resulted in a serious shock to food sys-
tems, as the epidemic has impaired food markets 
and agricultural productivity. Collective farming 
was abandoned because farmers were afraid of in-
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fection; borders were closed, hindering food trade. 
The international community is currently accessing 
the situation as the epidemic seems to have come 
under control. Now, the affected countries need to 
be rebuilt, including health systems and agriculture.

Source 
Deutsche Welle, Is increased media attention on 
Ebola translating into more donations? (2015 
March 09) Retrieved from http://www.dw.de/is-in-
creased-media-attention-on-ebola-translating-in-
to-more-donations/a-17995803  

WHO, Ebola Situation Report - 4 March 2015 
(2015 March 09), Retrieved from http://apps.who.
int/ebola/current-situation/ebola-situation-re-
port-4-march-2015

SciDev.Net, Ebola worsens food crisis in West 
Africa, (2015 March 09), Retrieved from http://
www.scidev.net/global/food-security/news/ebo-
la-food-crisis-west-africa.html

Mali: ‘’Agroecology is in our hands! 
We are building it further together!” - 
Opening of the International Agroecol-
ogy Forum

Sélingué, 24 February 2015 – In Mali, more than 
250 delegates came together for the first Inter-
national Forum on Agroecology hosted by Con-
federation of Peasants Organizations of Mali 
(CNOP) and La Via Campesina, at the Nyéléni 
Center in Sélingué, south Mali. They were wom-
en and men, from diverse constituencies, among 

them farmers, fisherfolks, indigenous people, 
pastoralists and urban consumers from all cor-
ners of the world, arrived to the centre in bus-
es from Bamako and other regions of Mali.

“I decided to come here because we are building 
a necessary movement, that will claim back what 
was always ours: our peasant knowledge of doing 
agriculture“, said a woman farmer from Mali, as she 
was running to attend the women caucus.

The Forum opened with a warm welcome to the 
participants by Ibrahima Coulibaly, the president 
of the CNOP, who explained the reason why such 
a forum was taking place now. According to Couli-
baly, in spite of agroecology now being mentioned 
everywhere, it is necessary to question who really 
are at the center of agroecology. “We are talking 
about small scale food producers, peasants, fisher-
folk, pastoralists, we are who feed the world popu-
lation. It is we who are the real heroes of the agro-
ecology. It is we that should have a voice”, he said.

Participants of the first Agroecology forum have a 
common understanding that the only way to save 
the planet for future generations is to practice a 
virtuous agriculture. Thus, people must stand to-
gether as one, and this is possible because “we are 
the majority. If we say no to industrial agriculture, 
it will be no!”, stressed Coulibaly.

Andrea Ferrante from the Italian Association of 
Biological Farmers (AIAB) and La Via Campesina 
reiterated: “We are the answer. The answer to feed 
the world lies with agroecology. We want a model 
that is based on our knowledge, our way of living, 
not on petrol and fake answers from the industrial 

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
its

: ©
EC

/E
CH

O
/C

yp
rie

n 
Fa

br
e 

(B
Y-

N
D

) 

Sierra Leone: into the Ebola epicentre

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
its

: L
a 

Vi
a 

Ca
m

pe
si

na
  

      ISSN-Internet 2197-411x  OLCL 862804632

70



world. We look at the future of our children”. 
The link between rural and urban actors has also be-
ing highlighted through a need to connect respon-
sible consumption and production, in strong local 
and regional food systems based on agroecology.
“It is not possible to have food sovereignty, the re-
spect of peoples right to culturally appropriate and 
healthy food, without agroecology,‘’ said Ferrante.

Source
Communication team of the International Forum 
On Agroecology

La Via Campesina International Movement at
www.viacampesina.org/en/images/mali-agroecol-
ogy.jpg
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The 3rd African Organic Conference will be held 
from 5-9 October 2015 in Ibadan, Nigeria. The 
theme is “Achieving Social and Economic Develop-
ment through Ecological and Organic Agriculture 
Alternatives“.

Following the great success of the 2nd African Or-
ganic Conference held in Lusaka, Zambia, in May 
2012, the Third African Organic Conference (3rd 
AOC) will take place in Nigeria, from October 5 - 9, 
2015. The conference aims to showcase the poten-
tial of organic agriculture in the context of poverty 
alleviation, climate change adaptation, food secu-
rity and trade; facilitate the sharing of knowledge, 
information, experiences and skills among key 
stakeholders in the organic sector; explore part-
nerships and cooperation opportunities for the 
implementation of the African Ecological Organic 
Agriculture Action Plan, which aims to mainstream 
“Ecological Organic Agriculture” into national and 
continental agricultural production systems in 
Africa by 2020, and to encourage the uptake of 
organic alternatives through south–south collab
oration, especially in the sharing of experiences.

 A first call for papers is out, the submission dead-
line is March 31, 2015, by submission to http://
www.orgprints.org.

Source
The Alliance of Ecological Organic Agriculture 
(EOA) at www.africanorganicnetwork.net

3rd African Organic Conference

Photo credit:  The Ecological Organic Agriculture Initiative for Africa at www.eoa-africa.org
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World Water Development Report 2015 
Water and Sustainability 
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By FOFJ STAFF

Water is a fundamental element concerning the 
nurture of ecosystem. The functionalities of eco-
systems derives from the water. The stress of water 
quantity and water quality will diminish or abolish 
the functions of ecosystems (WWAP, 2012). How-
ever, humans are the main users of water. water is 
utilized for daily consumption, agricultural pur-
poses and industrial process as a basic and a key 
source. The existence of human life depends on 
the status of water quantity and water quality.

Rapid growth of human populations, urbanization, 
intensifiy demand for water resources and in con-
trast, anthropogenic water pollution and climate 
change are originating a stress on fresh water avail-
ability.  According to the World Water Development 
Report 2012 the amount of fresh and clean water 
is drastically threatened by climate change . Unit-
ed Nation Water Policy brief about water quality 
in 2011 says that human-induced water pollution 
is one of the major source of water contamination. 
Water quality and water quantity are affected by 
discharging anthropogenic contaminates directly 
or indirectly into lakes, rivers, aquifers, estuaries and 
oceans. Contamination in water ecosystem directly 
affects ecosystems, human health, food production 
and bio diversity (UNEP, 2010). According to United 
Nation Water Policy brief about water quality in 2011, 
human-induced water pollution is the major source 
of water contamination. Untreated waste water 
discharging, unhygienic disposal, like sewage and 
solid wastes, livestock wastes, untreated industrial 
sediments and agricultural runoff are ways of mix-
ing anthropogenic contaminates into water bodies. 
Furthermore, the report reveals that 80% untreat-

ed sewage is directly discharged to water bod-
ies in the developing countries (UN Water, 2011).
Without sustainable resource management prac-
tices and consuming behaviours, and ecological 
sound economic development of water sources 
and water supplies in terms of quality and quantity 
could be destructed (WWDR,2014). Thus, imme-
diate action to protect water resources for future 
generation are needed. To address existing water 
shortages and future vulnerabilities the whole 
world need to shift towards a sustainable lifestyle, 
economic models and governance mechanisms.

The 2015 edition of the United Nations World Water 
Development Report (WWDR 2015), titled Water for 
a Sustainable World, will be launched at the official 
celebration of the World Water Day, on March 20 in 
New Delhi in India. The World Water Day program 
will be a venue to gather high level policy-makers, 
scientists, entrepreneurs, local level stakeholders, 
social activists and media. In this program, the 
United Nations World Water Development Report 
(WWDR) in 2015 will be launched. The report will 
focus on socioeconomic complexities, ecological 
and climate challenges. By giving water and sus-
tainability an inclusive definition, the forthcoming 
report will consider economic growth, social equi-
ty and environmental sustainability. The report will 
enrich with global as well as regional perspectives.

For further information about the program, please 
follow the official program web site at
http://www.unwater.org/worldwaterday/home/
en/

Sources  
The United Nations World Water Development 
Report 4 (2012) and 5 (2014) 

United Nation Water Policy brief about water 
quality in 2011- UNEP 

News - Special Report 
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Water is for all living and non-living environments in 
the globe, is just not only for humans. United Nations 
World Water Development Report (WWDR 2015), will 
be launched on March 20, 2015 based on “Water for a 
Sustainable World”
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Introduction

Rooted in cultural principles and based on tradi-
tional know-how of peasant communities around 
the world, agroecology contributes to a diversi-
fied food and agricultural system which is based 
on the sustainable use of soil, water, on animal 
welfare and plant biodiversity. As an opposition 
to the transnational agribusinesses characterised 
by mechanization, centralisation, privatization, 
technological development, simplification and 
standardization of production, based on neolib-
eral economy and policies, peasant farming has 
been built upon short and direct linkages be-
tween nature, farmer and consumer respecting 
the local natural-, ecologic- and social conditions.

Today, in the beginning of the 21st century, we 
are witnessing the increasing adaptation of agro-
ecological farming practices by rural social move-
ments: Agroecological methods and practices 
have gained increasing interest among farmers 
and social movement in recent years, e.g. practices 
in Venezuela, southern India, Zimbabwe or Cuba. 
(Rosset and Martinez-Torres, 2012; McCune et al., 

2014; Rosset et al, 2011). La Vía Campesina (LVC) 
, the international organisation of peasants, small 
and medium-scale farmers, rural women, farm 
workers and indigenous agrarian communities in 
Asia, the Americas, Europe and Africa, engaged 
to redefine the picture and understanding of the 
contemporary peasantries and to promote the 
concept of agroecology. At its 6th International 
Conference, held in Jakarta in April 2013, LVC de-
clared agroecology as one of most promising ways 
to achieve food sovereignty, as the main objective 
of the global struggle to reset the way our society 
is organized around food and agriculture.
 
Representing the values of peasantries in Eu-
rope, the European Coordination Via Campesina 
(ECVC)  strived to define and concretize agroeco-
logy in its context. In their Declaration published 
in Evenstad, Norway, March 2014, the organization 
presented six essential principles of agroecology, 
as a tool for ‘Transforming society through food 
production and peasant struggle’ (ECVC, 2014).
In this article, we seek to provide detailed de-
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Ferrante, A., Korzenszky, A., Lange, J., Maaß., H. (2015). The Meaning of Agroecology from a European Peasant Perspective, Future of Food: Jour-
nal on Food, Agriculture and Society, 2(2),74-79
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scription of the six principles of agroecology, 
ECVC presented in the beginning of this year, in 
order to gain a better understanding of its rel-
evance and concept in the European context.

Feelings

“Peasant sentiment is an essential part of agroe-
cology. It is based on awareness, and love and re-
spect for the Earth, the commons, nature and all 
life forms.“

Agroecology is based and built upon the strong 
and inseparable relationship between peasants 
and nature. Living in harmony with animals and all 
form of living nature, peasant farmers contribute 
to a sustainable way of food production. Among 
the diversity of farming practices and elements 
defining peasant identity, the respect to nature 
is, and will always be, the bond and unifying force 
between peasant farmers. Within a continuous in-
teraction, farming is considered as co-production 
between farmers and nature, and as an ongoing 
and dynamic relation to its resources (Van der 

Ploeg, 2013). 

Diversity and biodiversity

“Agroecology favors biodiversity as harmony and 
synergy among various systems: natural, social 
and cultural. Agroecology fosters and safeguards 
agricultural ecosystems in viewing them above all 
in terms of local diversity and interacting systems.”

Working with agricultural systems that rely on agro-
ecological principles, instead of external inputs, 
one gets a feeling for living entities, relations with-
in their communities, and those to their environ-
ment. All animals, plants, soil-microbes and so on 
may be in harmony with one another, mutually 
benefit each other, or one can keep the other un-
der control. Agroecology raises awareness for agri-
cultural ecosystems and the multifaceted linkages 
and dynamics between them and other systems.
Biodiversity, and its meaning for working with na-
ture and all life, is experienced directly by those 
working in these systems. By studying grazing 
they observe that overuse does not only lead to re-
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duced biodiversity, but also to reduced health and 
wellbeing of the grazers. By studying natural plant 
communities they reveal that each plant within 
the community has its own function, e.g. certain 
plants are specialized on aerating compacted soil, 
or on preventing nitrate from leaching and by that 
keeping the groundwater clean, or on feeding 
predators needed for biological pest control.
  
These experiences result in a strong appreciation 
of all forms of life, especially its diversity, and a 
high degree of tolerance concerning the unin-
tended and different forms. Not production effi-
ciency, e.g. of a crop, is most important, rather its 
contribution to the whole system. Harmony within 
and between systems, if achieved, leads to satis-
faction from agricultural work. This paradigm per-
meates all aspects of life, shapes social and cultural 
systems by striving for harmonic arrangement of 
diversity, making use of synergies, and tolerating 
deviants there as well. 

In agricultural systems biodiversity was used 
all the while to make the system more resilient 
against climatic events, diseases, or shortages of 
water or nutrients. Crop rotation represents di-
versity in time, intercropping, where two or more 
crops are grown together in the same field repre-
sent a form of spatial diversity. Food security for 
the peasant’s families through healthy and resil-
ient agricultural systems and independence from 
external inputs, such as pesticides, both being 
based on biodiversity, will stay the primary drivers 
of peasant’s decisions, way ahead of maximizing 
the yield of a specialized crop in the short run.    

Peasant knowledge

“Agroecology protects shares and pools tradi-
tional peasant knowledge in its various con-
texts and realities. It enhances intergeneration-
al transmission and exchanges from farmer to 
farmer. It fosters innovation through observa-
tion, creativity and continuous learning and pro-
vides means for overcoming new challenges.”

 
Traditional values, emotions, cultural customs, so-
cial principles and standards integrated into the 
technical knowledge of food production represent 

one unit of peasant farming. Based on centuries of 
cultural and biological evolution, precise accumu-
lations, observations and experiential learning, tra-
ditional food production has been adjusted to lo-
cal conditions within a strong interaction between 
the peasant and its environment. The detailed 
knowledge about (e.g.) soil types, the decree of its 
fertility, vegetation, animals and the local ecosys-
tem along with the maintenance of local myth and 
folklore, have been preserved from generation to 
generation through oral or experimental means. 
It strongly and greatly contributes to the mainte-
nance of the high degree of diversity of plants and 
animal breeds (Alteri, 2001), and - due its ability of 
continuous adaptation and innovation- it devel-
ops a resilient system for food production, distri-
bution and consumption.
 
It is important to recognise that these information 
hold vital elements and practices for the future of 
world agriculture, therefore the intergenerational 
succession of these tangible and intangible ‘capi-
tals’ of farming (in which both young and old gen-
erations have their own role and responsibility) is 
of vital importance.
 
The knowledge and practice of peasant and family 
farmers has been widely accepted at different plat-
forms by academics and scientist: In recent years, by 
the recovering and revalorizing of peasant knowl-
edge academics and researchers declare that peas-
ant know-how is ‘complementary to the knowl-
edge available from Western scientific sources’ (Via 
Campesina, 2010). The wide range of international 
and national publications, meetings, conferences 
and events show that agroecology and the know-
how of peasant farmers is increasingly becom-
ing part of not only scientific investigations but 
also of the debates of intergovernmental bodies . 

Community

“Agroecology fuels trust and cooperation be-
tween communities, large and small, rural and 
urban. Agroecology entails a change in values, 
from individualism to cooperation, it height-
ens egalitarian social relations and communi-
ty spirit. We assert the need for mutual recog-
nition between peasants and society, and for 
respect for our dignity as workers of the land.”

      ISSN-Internet 2197-411x  OLCL 862804632
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Agroecology illustrates the context of peasant’s ac-
tivities. This context can be experienced by those 
which work in and with nature day by day, especial-
ly when working in assessable and closed cycles. 
To experience the own position within the whole 
system, cause and effect of own activities, as well 
as irreversibility of natural laws, results in a strong 
appreciation for moral values. In agriculture the 
irrelevance of the individual compared to the rel-
evance of cooperation is tangible in daily work. Be 
it the cow that will only be able to defend its calf 
against predators with support of the herd, or the 
closed sward giving weeds no room to become 
troublesome, or be it the single pathogen not be-
ing able to germinate in the healthy milieu. All that 
contributes to a strong feeling for the community, 

that it depends on everyone and everyone has his 
equal meaning for the functioning of community.
These values, originating from working with nature, 
in agriculture, fertilize societies since ancient times. 
Today, while a growing part of society lives and 
works more or less isolated from nature, the diffusion 
of them into society is more important than ever.
Coincidentally peasants realize their position in 
the social system. Responsibility towards consum-

ers is experienced stronger the shorter the supply 
chain is. Mutual care for the peasant’s and the con-
sumer’s needs and achievements is also only tak-
en if they are both embedded in social structures, 
and don’t become standardized, nor anonymized.
Not alone for their relevance as producer of food, 
for their impact on resources human live depends 
on, namely clear water, clean air, fertile soil, but 
also because of the positive stimulus on the value 
system of society and on the structure of the social 
system, peasants have to become placed onto the 
appropriate position within the society.  From the 
margin of society into the heart of society, better 
in the circulatory system that perfuses the whole 
society, respectively. As much as peasants esteem 
the ecological and social foundations of society 

they deserve respect and dignity themselves.

Peasants’ rights

“Our rights as peasants such as the right to seeds, 
to land, to water and to the commons are among 
the prerequisites of agroecology. Agroecology is a 
means to decentralize power and to restore peas-
ant independence. The agroecological model re-
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spects local agriculture everywhere in all commu-
nities as it is based on solidarity and cooperation 
between all regions and all peasants. Agroecolo-
gy cools the planet and contributes to the fight 
against climate change.”

Indeed the loss of fundamental rights of the peas-

antry is at the base of an unsustainable model of 
production. In this sense agroecology can't be 
separated from the respect of peasant right. Ac-
cordingly, peasants, men and women, are equal to 
all other people and, in the exercise of their rights, 
and they should be free from any form of discrim-
ination, including discrimination based on race, 
color, sex, language, religion, political or other 
opinion, national (Via Campesina, 2009).

It is not possible to realize agroecology without 
getting back the control of seeds or without se-
cure access to water or land. In the same sense, it is 
impossible to fight climate change, or manage wa-
ter scarcity and soil erosion without peasants who 
can exercise their rights. Without regaining  con-
trol on seed, water, land and respect of our own 
knowledge will be impossible.
Struggles and social transformation

“We need peasant farming to strengthen our grass-
roots and to further our political agenda. Agroecolo-
gy, along with the peasant struggle is legitimate day 
to day resistance in our fight for Food Sovereignty.”

Although agroecology offers a sustainable al-

ternative to the corporate-driven industrialised 
agriculture, the question remains open: why is 
it still not the dominant model of food produc-
tion? In order to ‘bring agroecology in a larger 
scale’ (Rosset, 2014), peasant and social move-
ments need to actively defend their space in 
the food and agricultural system by creating 
stronger and wider alliances all over the planet. 

Integrated in the transnational social movements, 
at European level, ECVC and its supportive allies, 
gathered all under the umbrella of the Nyéléni Eu-
rope Movement for Food Sovereignty  understand 
and believe, that agroecology is complementary 
and inseparable from food sovereignty, as it is de-
fined in the Declaration of Nyéléni (2007): ‘Food sov-
ereignty is the right of peoples to healthy food, in 
respect of crops produced using sustainable meth-
ods and environmentally friendly, and their right 
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to define their own food and agriculture systems.’
 
Conclusion 

Agroecology is the way to put into practice the 
principles of food sovereignty. The methods con-
sidered to belong to the concept lead to a high 
contribution to food security and social justice, 
affecting and transforming all aspects of life.

Acknowledging the development of the concept 
of agroecology has always been an important part 
of the discussions among Via Campesina mem-
bers. In the first place peasants play a crucial role to 
put agroecology into practice within strong con-
nection to the rest of the society. Moreover, scien-
tific discussions related to agroecology need to be 
based on the knowledge and experiences of peas-
ants. As a contribution and summary of the ECVC 
peasants view the six principles presented here aim 
to inspire further steps to exchange experiences.

The authors practice and support agroecology in 
their daily life on their farms as well as in policy di-
alogues and discussion with decision makers and 
other stakeholders.
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Analysis 

Peasant Resistance Against Expropriations for 
Nicaragua´s Great Interoceanic Canal 
By FLORIAN DOERR

So far, small vessels instead of super carriers transit 
Lake Nicaragua.
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Since December 2014, thousands of peasants protested 
in Nicaragua against the start of the biggest engineer-
ing project in Latin American history: an interoceanic 
canal that will link the Pacific and Atlantic Ocean to rival 
the Panama Canal. Whereas government officials and 
Chinese businessmen promise to convert Nicaragua from 
the second poorest country in the hemisphere to a hub 
of global trade and business, many doubt that the $50 
billion mega project will get funded or completed at all. 
Peasants and indigenous populations along the route 
fear for their existence.

Will the great canal, if completed, bring employment and 
prosperity or environmental destruction and expropria-
tion to Nicaragua?

Three months ago, several thousand farmers 
travelled in caravans of cattle trucks from the 
countryside to Managua to protest the expro-
priation of their land for the canal construction 
shouting “Our land is not for sale!” and “Chi-
nese, go home!”. On their 20 hour journey, they 
were stopped up to eight times by Police road-
blocks, preventing more people joining the 
protest march in the capital (Rogers 2014b).
In clashes with the police, at least 21 people were 
reported injured and 33 arrested.  According to Po-
lice Chief Aminta Granera, protesters had put a po-
lice station on fire and attacked security forces with 
guns and machetes (Der Spiegel 2014) whereas the 
majority of the other 30 marches against the mega 
project on a national level remained peaceful. As 
new form of protest, farmers from El Tule und Nue-
va Guinea, a region that will be divided by the canal 
and accounts for 40% of the national production, 
threatened the government by stopping to sell 
their products like rice, beans and meat to the cap-
ital (Bello 2015). Why are protestors so outraged?

The Chinese canal and the 100 year lease

In the summer of 2013, the Nicaraguan FSLN 
government granted a no-bid concession to 
build the interoceanic canal to a private Chinese 
enterprise, the Hong Kong Nicaragua Canal De-
velopment (HKND) Group headed by Chinese 
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telecommunications billionaire Wang Jing. HKND 
signed a 50 year lease that can be expanded for 
another 50 years to build and operate the inter-
oceanic canal and auxiliary projects such as an 
international airport, two deep water harbors, a 
railway system, a manufacturing and commer-

cial zone and tourist resorts (Sefton 2014). 278 
km long, 230 meters wide and up to 30 meters 
deep – The Nicaragua Canal is planned to outper-
form the Panama Canal in all these dimensions 
in order to accommodate mega ships that can 
transport up to 18,000 standard containers called 
Post-Panamax class (Glüsing 2014). The construc-
tion is supposed to take just 5 years and cost 50 
billion US-$. The financial sources are unknown, 
as well as who is behind the in 2012 newly creat

ed HKND group registered in the Cayman Islands. 
The company doesn´t have any records in infra-
structure construction and denies any influence 
by the Chinese government (Der Spiegel 2014). 
The concession also includes the right to expro-
priate any land deemed necessary for the canal 
and grants the right to use natural resources along 
the canal route (Meyer and Huete-Pérez 2014). 

The final route of the canal was announced in 
summer 2014: from Río Brito on the Pacific via 
Lake Nicaragua to Punta Gorda on the Carib-
bean Coast.  So far, only few Chinese have start-
ed to take samples from soil and water and to 
conduct a census on communities living on the 
canal route. Chinese surveyors willing to meas-
ure properties deemed for expropriation were 
received with resistance in many rural commu-
nities. As a consequence, the Nicaraguan gov-
ernment has put its Police and Army Force at the 
service of HKND to protect its personnel, which 
indicates that the canal development is a nation-
al priority. 30,000 peasants and indigenous might 
be scheduled for reallocation (Glüsing 2014). 
Long before the USA enabled the separation of 
Panama from Colombia in order to build, operate 
and militarily control the Panama Canal a century 
ago, its rulers and US-occupiers envisioned Nica-
ragua as the geographically ideal place for an in-
teroceanic canal since the lake could be used as 
natural waterway. By now, the canal project has 

The final Canal Route and natural reserves.  
Courtesy of Guardian News & Media (with permis-
sion), Source: Watts 2015.
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Campesinos protesting on a cattle truck against the expropriation of their lands
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for the presidential office, Ortega was reelected 
in 2011 for a third term with an overwhelming 
60 % of votes (Sefton 2014). Since the Nicara-
guan Constitution only allowed running for two 
terms, Ortega successfully pushed to change the 
constitution last year and is now allowed to run 
for the 2016 elections again. With the FSLN con-
trolling judicature, the parliament and the exec-
utive, El Comandante has increasingly lowered 
barriers to remain in power which make oppo-
sition politicians fear the long term installment 
of Ortega in the fashion of dictator Somoza (BBC 
2014). Parliamentary resistance is minimal; the 
mostly neoliberal right wing opposition is frag-
mented while any substantial alternatives left to 
the FSLN find their party status revoked (Löding 
2011: 4). By now, Ortega’s family controls large 
parts of the country:  his children own multiple TV 
channels and his wife Rosario Murillo is govern-
ment spokeswoman among other government 
functions (Glüsing 2014). To many, Rosario is the 
shadow president who managed to transform 
the red and black FSLN and its Marxist rhetoric 
into a “Christian, Socialist and Solidary” national 
project of “people´s power”, national “reconcilia-
tion” and “love” in her favorite color pink, allying 
with business and parts of the Catholic Church. 
As a result of these new alliances, therapeutic 
abortion has become illegal in Nicaragua, even 
if the mother’s life is at risk (Löding 2011: 3). This 
transformation can also be understood by the 
fact that after losing the 1990 elections, many 
Sandinista revolutionaries enriched themselves 

by privatizing state assets known as “La Piñata” 
that converted many to millionaire entrepreneurs 
(Löding 2011: 2). Despite, or maybe because of 
these developments, Ortegas popularity within 
the population remains fairly high (Sefton 2014) 
which might also root in the deliberate use of 
state resources for FSLN campaigning and the 
use of clientelism in the allocation of resources 
of its poverty reduction program “Hambre Zero” 
(Löding 2011: 2). In order to find alliances for the 
construction of the canal, Ortega´s son Laureano 
was sent with a small delegation to China, where 
he met and became friends with Wang Jing who 
was soon invited to Managua (Glüsing 2014). 
 The ambivalent role of FSLN can also be seen in the 
fact that Nicaragua has managed - as only country 
in the Americas - to be member of the neoliberal 
Central American Free Trade Agreement (DR-CAF-
TA) that pushes the Bush Doctrine while also partici-
pating in the anti-imperialist Bolivarian Alliance for 
the Peoples of Our America (ALBA) (Löding 2011: 2). 

Geopolitical Repercussions

The influence of the Chinese government is un-
clear, but very likely. Latin America is strategically 
important for the supply of food and raw materi-
als, such as oil from Venezuela. Whereas the U.S. 
government used the Panama Canal a century ago 
to foster its role in global trade and military pow-
er, the Chinese government might use the Nica-
raguan Canal to promote trade with its strategic 
allies in Brazil, Russia, India and South Africa (the 
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literarily divided the country into proponents 
that hope to benefit from the Chinese investment 
and opponents that fear negative consequences.
 
Proponents: Doubling the economy, creating 
jobs and protecting the environment

The economic promises of the interoceanic ca-
nal include the duplication of Nicaragua´s gross 
domestic product and double digit growth rates 
within the next decade and 200,000 new jobs that 
would allow the government to alleviate extreme 
poverty. Domestically, it is also envisioned to fur-
ther integrate Nicaragua´s autonomous regions 
on the Caribbean coast into its economic and 
political centers in the Pacific region. Resources 
from the canal shall also help to reduce deforest-
ation as well as the chronic sedimentation and 
contamination of Lake Nicaragua. The second in-
teroceanic canal through Central America would 
furthermore facilitate global trade by accom-
modating carriers and supertankers that exceed 
the capacity of the Panama Canal (Sefton 2014). 

Critiques: Destroying the environment, dis-
placing rural and peasant populations

Critiques on the canal project question the eco-
nomic and environmental benefits and point at 
irreversible environmental destruction, frequent 
seismic activity and the unfair displacement of 
rural and indigenous communities whose ances-
tral land is already under pressure by the inva-
sion of cattle herders and illegal deforestation.  
No economic or environmental feasibility studies 
are made available to the public. The 278 kilome-
ter waterway will cross protected areas and Lake 
Nicaragua, Central Americas biggest fresh water 
reservoir that is used for fisheries, irrigation and 
drinking water. This fragile ecosystem could be 
threatened by a single oil tanker accident, suffer 
from salt infiltration in the lock zones and invasive 
species that can have catastrophic consequences 
on endemic fish species. Furthermore, the excava-
tion of the canal might destroy 400,000 hectares 
of rainforests and wetlands and would require 
the  grudging of millions of tonnes of sludge 
out of Lake Nicaragua that only has an average 
depth of 15 meters (Meyer and Huete-Pérez 2014).

Legislation linked to the canal is seen as a violation 
of Nicaragua´s constitution. The Canal Concession 
Law 840 was written in English, passed within a 
week by majority votes along the party line and 
without public consultation while being rejected 
by all opposition parties (Rogers 2014a). The Ca-
nal Commission alone can determine which lands 
are required and how much they are willing to pay 
for it. Any constitutional challenges by the oppo-
sition, civil society and indigenous groups were 
dismissed by the Sandinista controlled Supreme 
Court. The loss of national sovereignty to foreign 
interests and the lack of transparency in granting 
the concession to an unknown Chinese enterprise 
are also criticized. No one outside the Sandinis-
ta-HKND negotiation circle seems to know about 
the financial sources, reallocation plans, Chinese 
government influence and environmental im-
pacts of the canal project (Rogers et. al 2014).  

Pink Nepotism and “Christian Socialism”

President Daniel Ortega, one of the commandan-
tes of the Sandinista revolution against dictator 
Somoza in 1979, doesn’t seem to be swayed by 
such critiques. After losing the 1990 elections, he 
was democratically reelected in 2006 with 38% of 
votes thanks to “El Pacto” between Sandinistas and 
Liberals that lowered the percentage necessary to 
win the presidential elections from 45% to 35%. 
Daniel Ortega could turn to power, whereas liberal 
ex-president Arnoldo Alemán avoided imprison-
ment for massive corruption charges of over 100 
Million US-$ during his term (Estepa 2011; Löding 
2011). Not allowing any intra-party competitors 

President Daniel Ortega and HKND CEO Wang Jing 
signed the treaty 
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BRICS). In his recent visit to Nicaragua, Russian For-
eign Minister Sergei Lavrov envisaged a tripartite 
agreement between Nicaragua, Russia and China 
and expressed Russia´s political and military sup-
port for the construction of the canal. In order to 
“guard the construction site against possible acts 
of provocation” (Paniyev 2014), the Nicaraguan 
government allowed Russian warships and air-
craft to patrol its territorial waters until June, 2015. 
With the U.S. controlling the major sea routes with 
Panama and Suez as well as major trade routes 
via Singapore and other places, an alternative wa-
terway could be seen as direct challenge to U.S . 
supremacy (Paniyev 2014). However, the canal is 
likely to operate on an commercial “open door” 
policy that could also benefit transatlantic elites 
in North America and Europe and their envisioned 
corporate welfare schemes such as the “Trans Pa-
cific Partnership (TPP)” and the “Transatlantic Trade 
and Investment Partnership (TTIP)” (Sefton 2014). 
For labor, the repercussions of the canal construc-
tion might unfold along national lines. A decade 
ago, U.S. policy was actively designed to minimize 
spillover effects of the canal construction to Pan-
ama´s economy by deliberately avoiding the em-
ployment of Panamanian labor and prohibiting 
service provisions by local businesses to the Canal 
Zone (Maurer and Yu 2006: 2). The U.S., due to its ge-
ographical position and military might, captured 
most of its benefits until its return to Panama in 
the 1970s. Similarly, the vast majority of the 50,000 
workers required to construct the Nicaragua Canal 
shall supposedly come from China (Glüsing 2014). 
China itself benefits from such overseas infrastruc-
ture investments that promote its engineering and 
transport industries, provide employment for Chi-
nese labor and remittances for their families while 
surplus dollar recycling allows smooth activities 
of its banks and financial markets (Sefton 2014).
 
Outlook

All in all, many questions remain around the start 
of constructing Nicaragua´s “Great Canal” as one of 
the biggest engineering projects in human history. 
Many critics question the social, economic and en-
vironmental viability of the 73rd attempt to build 
the Nicaragua Canal and focus on the negative lo-

cal consequences and inexperienced HKND (Rog-
ers 2014a). Proponents justify the canal by empha-
sizing geopolitical and trade impacts on the global 
political economy, national development oppor-
tunities and point at Chinese knowhow and cap-
ital abundance for mega projects (Sefton 2014). 
Whether the canal will be a dream or a nightmare 
might depend on whether one belongs to the 
minority that will enjoy its benefits such as luxu-
ry volcano-view golf courses, or to the majority of 
peasants, fisher folk and indigenous communities 
whose livelihoods depend on functioning ecosys-
tems and their ancestral land in an already chron-
ically deteriorating environmental situation. Even 
through the government has promised fair com-
pensation and better living conditions after the 
Canal construction, history has proven that being 
a landless rural poor in Nicaragua often results 
in exploitation by agribusiness that leave its vic-
tims with Chronic Kidney Disease (Lakhani 2015) 
or poisoned with pesticides (Doerr 2013) behind. 
For Nicaragua as a whole, Maurer and Yu´s ad-
vice might hold true:  “Panama’s experience 
with the Canal […] holds warnings for modern 
underdeveloped countries that seek to rapid-
ly develop through the construction of large 
infrastructure projects, be they pipelines (as 
in Central Asia and Africa) or “land bridges” (as 
in Central America).  The spillovers from such 
projects may prove disappointing.”  (2006: 25).
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Alternative Views 

Why Care about Small-Scale Farming? 
Because of  Soil, Sex, Success and Happiness
By SIBYLLE BAHRMANN 

Above all there is one thing we need to consider: 
food is essential for us. It is the base and condition 
of our physical existence as well as our civilisation. 
If there is no food, our health, our happiness, our 
values, politics, society, every building, every road, 
every business, even countries have no meaning 
any more.  Because without food we simply die. 
So whatever we do and 
wherever we go for, we ab-
solutely need to make sure 
first, that food is available 
and that food production 
is never put at risk. But are 
we really taking care of the 
food we rely on?

Decisions that have an im-
pact on our food system 
are made and influenced 
by different groups with 
different priorities. Scien-
tists, politicians, consum-
ers, big business, farmers, 
NGO's, they all have a spe-
cific point of view, specific interests and goals con-
cerning the future of food. And not all of them act 
in a way that ensures food security. 

Writing this article, my perspective is that of a tra-
ditional farmer. “Live as if you would die tomorrow 
but farm as if you would live forever.” this quota-
tion probably puts in a nutshell, what family farm-
ing is all about.

Traditional small-scale farming is a circular econo-

my, it depends on diversity. Family farming is not a 
static, but a dynamic system, permanently chang-
ing and adapting to different conditions. Like evo-

Is traditional small-scale farming still relevant today? Is it not just an old-fashioned sys-
tem, no longer able to meet today's demands of food production? Can factory farming 
and industrial agriculture perhaps deliver better results at lower costs? Or will food pro-
duction in the future be done in laboratories, as some researchers suggest?

What is important and what needs to be taken into account concerning the future of 
food?
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lution it differentiated more and more over time, 
thus becoming more and more efficient. We take 
care of our resources, nourish the soil. Our goal is 
to pass on the farm to the next generation – our 
children – in the best shape possible. That's why 
we make decisions not only to our own advantage 
but to the advantage of future generations as well. 
That is why farmers are used to taking the bigger 
picture into account, the past, the future, nature 
and the diversity of living creatures.

And looking at the future of food from the “bigger 
picture” perspective, small-scale farming delivers 
strong arguments and evidence for being able to 
produce the food we need to feed the world in 
the future: soil, sex, success and happiness.  Be-
cause soil, sex, success and happiness have prov-
en to be indispensable for the future of food.  

SOIL

Food, for us, consists just out of a few special 
plants and animals. But all the plants we eat need 
soil to grow and nearly all the animals we eat, need 
plants to feed them. That's why soil is the base and 
condition of our food production. Soil is the most 
precious foundation of our life.

Only the importance of soil is not recognized in 
our society, nor do we understand soil. Soil is not 
just the brown stuff to walk on. Soil is alive. And 
its ability to grow food is dependent on soil being 
a living system. Soil that is the mineral part that 
gives the soil structure. Hollow spaces filled with 
air or water. And that is humus: the dead parts of 
plants or animals, permanently processed by the 
living creatures within the soil. All parts of the soil 
are connected, depend on each other and live in 
symbiotic relationships, including the roots of the 
plants. 

Soil being a living system depends on the living 
creatures of the soil. Amazingly there are more 
living creatures in just a handful of soil than hu-
mans on earth. And most of them (90-99%) we 
do not even know. So without living creatures in 
the soil, without the permanent delivery of fresh 
organic material, there is no humus and with-
out humus, plants will not grow. It is the humus 

that is responsible for the fertility of the soil.

Like everything that is alive, soil is in a permanent 
process of change. This happens automatically in 
grasslands and woods. Not so with arable land. 
We harvest potatoes, corn, beets - the organ-
ic material – and we do not leave it on the field 
so that it can be changed into humus. On arable 
land, we need to add organic material in return 
to keep it fertile. Traditional agriculture does that, 
mostly in form of manure or by leaving organ-
ic material on the fields. It nourishes the land.

Today it is not part of our mindset that a resource 
needs to be nourished. Dealing with resources, we 
think about it in terms of “using” or “exploiting”. But 
farmland cannot be fertile without human input 
and care, it is not just nature, it is culture, “agri-cul-
ture”. And nourishing our most precious resource 
takes time.

Soil is a long-term investment. That´s why the fer-
tility of today's soil is a heritage. Something our 
ancestors invested in, not only for their own, but 
for our sake as well. And the way we take care of 
our soil today will be the heritage of our children 
and grandchildren. So soil has a long memory. 
Soil once spoiled is not easily restored.  It can take 
up to 1000 years to form one centimeter of soil.

But today we lose ground at an ever-accelerating 
pace. We degrade, we erode, we poison, we over-
build, we compact the soil thus destroying its ca-
pacity to grow the food on which we depend. If 
current rates of degradation continue, all of the 
world's top soils could be gone within 60 years, a 
senior UN official said on the World Soil Day 2014.

52% of the land used for agriculture is moderate-
ly or severely affected by soil degradation. Due to 
drought and desertification, 12 million hectares 
are lost each year: 23 ha per minute. Meaning 
every single year we lose more fertile soil than the 
territories of Belgium, Holland and Switzerland 
together. And the farmland available per capita 
declined from 0.33 ha in 1986 to 0.23 ha in 2000. 

How are we to feed the world in future with an 
economic and agricultural system that like an ill 
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bird fouls in its own nest? At the moment our ag-
ricultural and economic system is on the point of 
dissipating our most precious heritage, the soil, in-
stead of nourishing it.

SEX    

Probably you never thought about sex and agri-
culture being related but they definitely are.  Ag-
riculture is mostly about sex, it is based on sex, 
that's what farmers deal with all the time. Not 
just casual sex. In agriculture sex must be fertile. 
Plants and animals have to have sex in order to 
produce offspring that are meant to be our food. 

Fertile sex generates a “MORE”. More plants, more 
animals and thus more food. In agriculture 1+1=2 is 
not true. 1+1= much more than 2. And that´s because 
of sex. 1 and 1 and sex can result in 3, 12, 20 or 1000. 
The job of a farmer is to connect plants or animals in 
a way they can have sex – the rest is done by nature. 
And the output is more, a lot more than the input. 
We harvest more than we have sown. That is why 
agriculture, together with forestry, is the only busi-
ness able to deliver growth. All other businesses 
are changing or trading: they change materials to 
another state, or trade whatever was produced. At 
best, input is equal output but you can never pro-
duce more output than input (even if the output 
is more useful to us than the input, it is not more).

But the ability of small-scale farming to create 
“more”, to create “growth”, depends not only on 
sex alone. It is sex and the connection and co-
operation with nature in traditional farming that 
is responsible for growth – and for efficiency. 
Family farming is so efficient in delivering growth 
because it leaves part of the job to produce our 
food to nature. It establishes a circle that is run 
by both, farmers and nature, which permanent-
ly generates resources for the various living 
creatures taking part in it. Thus minimizing hu-
man input, while generating optimum output. 

Industrial agriculture does not cooperate with na-
ture. So despite the fact that industrial agriculture 
uses sex as well, the energy input is greater than the 
output. Family farming being so efficient, results in 
a positive energy budget, meaning the energy in-

put is lower than the output.  But efficiency is not the 
only reason why small-scale farming is so successful.

SUCCESS

What is success? According to the Oxford Diction-
ary it is the “accomplishment of an aim or purpose”. 
So in food production, success would be a system 
that is efficient in delivering permanent reliable re-
sults, not only now, but in the future as well. Even 
under changing conditions. 

The problem is that today, the measuring stick for 
success in the business world, as well as for coun-
tries, is money. Money is measuring in corporate 
monetary profits or the national annual GDP. But 
can this be the measuring stick for the success we 
need in food production? Remember, we need 
food to stay alive. We simply cannot risk failure, we 
need a system that works for sure and not just for 
a short time.

Food security is complex. Quantity without quality, 
feeding just a part of the world’s population at the 
cost of the other part, producing food just for today 
while diminishing the ability to feed future genera-
tions: that's not success. And measuring exclusive-
ly performance, while ignoring and externalizing 
costs and damage, that's not success either. How can 
this be measured by corporate profits or the GDP? 

Success in our food production system means tak-
ing the bigger picture into account. And if we take 
the bigger picture into account, we first need an 
answer to the question: What is the food we need? 
The history of humankind is the history of our 
adaption to our food. Our digestion system was 
designed to process just the food we were adapt-
ed to during the evolution. Only the plants and an-
imals we have been eating for thousands of years 
form the food that makes us grow and keeps us 
healthy. The quality is marked by freshness, diver-
sity and natural pureness, thus delivering all nec-
essary ingredients. 

So the food we need is not just defined by a cer-
tain quantity, the quality is important as well. 
Mostly we are not aware of that, thinking all 
that matters is the taste and the quantity.  
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Today, we do not have a quantity problem in the 
industrialized world, like we used to have during 
the history of humankind. But most of the food 
we consume today does not meet the quality 
demands we developed during our evolution.

“La via campesina”, the organization of small farm-
ers, was the first to raise an awareness by promoting 
the idea of “Food Sovereignty”, the right to choose 
a certain quality of food. So starting from the point 
that food security – quality and quantity –  is con-
nected to food sovereignty, what else do we need 
to consider from the bigger picture perspective?

To ensure long-term success, the food system 
needs to make sure that whatever we do today, 
the effects on future generations are taken into 
account. Above all, that everything which is es-
sential for food production in future will not be 
damaged but taken care of. Owning the farm 
gives farmers more independence in the face 
of changing political demands, increasing their 
power and willingness to act in a responsible 
way. Only when owning the farm, it is within their 
power to pass it on to their children. The success 
in future food production depends on the will-
ingness of farmers to nourish the soil for the sake 
of future generations - at their own costs. This is 
so important, because keeping the soil fertile for 
future generations is the core of sustainability.

The need for reliability and efficiency requires 
to not just concentrate on performance or 
achievements. Seen from the “bigger picture” 
perspective, long-term success is not just per-
formance, it is the result of performance minus 
costs and damage. We need to make a full cost 
accounting over long time periods to give us a 
clue what system is not only successful but the 
most efficient in delivering long-term success. 

And there is something else that is utterly impor-
tant. Times change, natural and human-made con-
ditions change. But whatever change may come – 
we always need food.  So food production must 
be resilient, able to deal with changing conditions, 
adapt to change. It must be successful even un-
der unfavourable conditions, today and in future.
More than 10 000 years ago, farmers established 

a sustainable system to feed the worlds’ popula-
tion. It is the base and condition of our civilization. 
The system was never basically changed, but it 
differentiated along time, thus becoming more 
and more efficient. And although agriculture is 
different in every country, every region, it works 
upon the same principles worldwide, even under 
changing and suboptimal circumstances. Tradi-
tional small-scale farming is the most successful 
business model in the world, the only one that 
delivered proof by feeding the world over time. 

But the history of agriculture shows, that tra-
ditional farming was sometimes more, some-
times less successful in feeding the popula-
tion. The interesting question is now: why did 
traditional farmers most of the time nour-
ish the soil and why did they sometimes ex-
ploit it, leaving regions devastated in the end?

It is often claimed that farmers did not realize what 
they were doing, they failed to see the consequenc-
es, the “bigger picture”. And although that might 
have been the case now and then (and some-
times it might have been changing natural condi-
tions) I guess the main reason is a different one. 

Farmers overused and exploited the land because 
of the demands and the pressure put on them by 
religious and political leaders. You too would opt 
for exploiting the land when your only alternative 
would be giving up farming or death from starva-
tion. If those in power create conditions and use their 
power in a way that farmers do not have enough 
to feed themselves, they simply have no choice.

And at this very moment, it is happening again. 
Farmgate prices all over the world are low, of-
ten below the costs of production, three quar-
ter of the world’s hungry live in rural areas. 
Public money and the political system sup-
port industrial agriculture, giving sustaina-
ble agriculture systems not enough to live. 

So who do you think will survive? 

There is one thing about the future of food that 
is essential, but rarely discussed: if we do not pay 
farmers that nourish the soil, but instead reward 
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those who destroy it, we destroy our future as well.
Discussions dealing with the future of food are 
often done in a way that suggest it is something 
natural or God-given, if family farmers do not earn 
money with what they do. But the decision where 
the money goes is made by people, not by a mys-
terious supernatural law. Agriculture as well as 
agriculture politics is a system that was invented, 
established and modified by humans. And this sys-

tem can be altered by humans – in fact only by hu-
mans. If we pay sustainable farmers properly they 
will produce enough to feed us.  

The measuring stick for food production is the re-
liability and efficiency to deliver the quality and 
quantity of food we need, now and in future and 
even under unfavourable conditions.The IAAS-
TD Report “Agriculture at a crossroads” shows 
that small-scale farming is able to deliver food 
security. But taking the bigger picture into ac-
count, there is still one argument missing. Some-
thing that is the main reason for the success and 
sustainability of small scale farming: happiness.

HAPPINESS 

Do you know why so many farmers keep on farm-
ing, although it does not pay? Most people do not 
understand this, thinking someone who does not 
get properly paid must be silly not to leave the job.

Sure, in the Global South farmers often do not have 
alternatives, but in the North? “Farming is a pas-

sion, an incurable addiction. That's why I carry on, 
even if I do not get paid, even if I need to subsidize 
the farm with off-farm income” that's what one 
of my friends answered to this question. It seems 
farming can make you happy – even if you are not 
properly paid. When in October 2013 the French 
journal “Le nouvel observateur” titled: “professions 
that will make you happy”, the research showed 
that number 2 from the charts were – farmers. 
It's the happiness, the passion of farmers for what 
they do that still keeps our agricultural system go-
ing. It makes farmers care for the farm, the soil, na-
ture. There is a deep connection between farmers 
and their farm. It gives meaning, creates a feeling 
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of responsibility. And that's why they do not give 
up farming easily when the going gets rough. The 
sustainability of family farming depends mainly 
on this fact.

If farming makes you happy, if it is your passion, 
you will not stop because you can earn more mon-
ey elsewhere. You will carry on even if it's hard. You 
will do everything to make the farm succeed. And 
you will do your best to pass it on to your children.
This makes small-scale farming resilient, makes it 
succeed even under extremely unfavourable cir-
cumstances.

So let’s bother about small scale farming: 

Because food is essential
Because food needs soil
Because soil needs to be nourished
Because nourishing the soil needs caring about 
the future
Because caring about the future needs passion 
and happiness

And that's why I would like to ask you as a researcher: 
Take the bigger picture into account, the long-term 
perspective. The bigger picture is not an accumula-
tion of details. And even when working on details, 
check whether the detail fits into the bigger picture. 

Be aware of the importance and the risks of 
food production. Go for solutions that do not 
include a major risk of failure. Humankind can-
not afford to make mistakes here. So look for 
proof not for promise, although promises and 
speculation are often more exciting. Raise 
your awareness of reality, of what happens out 
there in real life. Look behind trends, behind 
what's obvious, behind common knowledge.  

Traditional family farming is looked upon as be-
ing backward, inefficient, and unable to feed the 
world in future. And farmers are considered to 
be dumb, dull and incompetent. If you look for 
proof, not for prejudices, you will probably dis-
cover that just the contrary is true. So take farm-
ers competence into account. If it looks as if they 
are not, take a close look at the circumstances, 
the framework, at the “why” the “what for” the 

“who gets paid for what?” Be aware of preju-
dices. Arrogance is not a useful tool, it blinds us. 

Food, farming and everything it depends on is es-
sential for the future of humankind. If we begin to 
change our attitude, if we change our perception 
of reality, it probably will change our future.
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Hungry City: How Food Shapes 
Our Lives 

A book review by CYNTHIA ESCOBEDO

Author: Carolyn Steel
Book title: Hungry city: How Food Shapes Our Lives (383 pages; £ 9.99)
Published in 2008 in London by Vintage
ISBN: 978-0-099-53168-5

Hungry City: How Food Shapes Our Lives is a 
book that attempts to make readers wonder and 
reflect on the perpetual question “Where does 
our food come from?”. This question is being in-
terpreted through different lenses: awareness 
of food mileage, workers’ input and wages, in-
gredients and processes involved, real prices, 
cultures and lifestyles, and one of the most im-
portant questions “How are big cities (metropo-
lis) in non-auto-sufficient countries being fed?”. 

Carolyn Steel, as an architect and writer, has been 
interested not only in how cities live day to day, 
but also on how buildings are designed and con-
structed. This focus on everyday life considers 
the “mundane” things such as lifestyles and eat-
ing habits as the essential factors of how a city is 
built. The author suggests throughout the book 
to use food, rather than infrastructure, as a way 
to compare and see how cities are built and fed.      

Steel takes the readers throughout history to show 
the evolution of food distribution among different 
locations in the world. This evolution starts with an-
cient cities supplying food to feed themselves with-
out any railway system, and ends with the actual 
systems and routes that allow cities and countryside 
to work better together, even between different 
countries and continents. Although this city-coun-
tryside bond would allow communities to be some-
how independent, nowadays we find countries and 

companies deciding and supplying the food most 
of us consume. These modern food systems, for the 
first time in history, no longer take into account prod-
uct demand, but the profit resulting from the prod-
ucts. While these systems allow our cities to be fed, 
they also contribute to some of the world’s biggest 
issues: malnutrition, food security and loss of ge-
netic variety as well as loss of our own food culture.   

Between the history of how ancient cities were 
built and examples of changes in the food system 
through several years, the author might some-
how lose the reader’s attention. When reading 
the book’s content one might get the impres-
sion that the author has contradicted herself, 
since as opposite to its title, it is not food per se 
which shapes our cities but the way it is distribut-
ed and by whom. Afterwards the author redeems 
herself, emphasizing that food has not changed 
but people’s attitude towards it has; thus cre-
ating not only environmental but also social is-
sues which are then addressed as “urban issues”.    

The book should certainly be read by everyone 
since it illuminates an issue that concerns all 
people. It is especially interesting for those who 
wonder what is behind their food (through all 
above-mentioned lenses) and are willing to stop 
and think twice when it comes to their food-re-
lated decisions. As the author mentions in one 
of her chapters, it is only us, consumers, who can 
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make a difference on how the actual food sys-
tems affect and shape our cities. It is through our 
conscious decisions about the food we choose 
(either to grow, buy, cook, eat, throw away, etc.) 
that the whole system can be greatly influenced. 
The questions “What if WE were to use food dif-

ferently?” and “What if we could return to ancient 
customs and choose sites for our cities?” give the 
readers an opportunity to reflect on their actions 
and hopefully lead to a change of attitude towards 
their own food culture. This book can be seen as a 
guide to see where we come from and correct some 
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Living with Water Scarcity

Author: David Zetland
Book title: Living with Water Scarcity (116 pages, 10.00 USD)
Year of publication: 2014
Publisher: Aguanomics Press
ISBN: 978-0615932187

A book review by LJUBOV LAPATINA

David Zetland is an experienced resource econ-
omist with a PhD in Agricultural and Resource 
Economics from University of California, Davis. 
He has engaged himself with political economy 
of water policies for ten years working as a con-
sultant, speaker, teacher and blogger. He has pub-
lished this book with a hope that people would 
implement the ideas presented  and  aims at 
getting readers to “think differently about prob-
lems, causes and responses“ (Zetland 2014: 6).

As the title implies the emphasis of the book is 
centred around the problem of water scarcity – 

its origins, costs and ways to tackle it. It draws on 
economic perspectives on the topic, backed up by 
environmental and political dimensions. The book 
is divided into two parts with the first one dedi-
cated to economics and the second one dealing 
with politics. Further, each of two parts consists of 
5 chapters focusing on private and social topics, 
respectively. The author starts by discussing water 
for private use first because, as he explained, these 
uses “are simpler to understand“ (Zetland 2014: 
109). David Zetland tried to keep his book short 
and simple so as to be understandable for a reader 
without the corresponding scientific background, 
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but for those interested in references and case 
studies the author recommended visiting www.
livingwithwaterscarcity.com  website to learn more.
The book addresses important areas in under-
standing the topic of water scarcity issues such as 
rights to water, water regulations and water man-
agement, insurance for companies against danger-
ous spills and environmental-performance bonds, 
bottled water, recycled water, dams and many 
more. The author stressed that in order to ration 
our water demand we should not rely on prices and 
markets solely, but also integrate values that water 
supports in our lives, namely cultural, social and 
environmental. The origins of scarcity discussed in 
the book  cover issues such as high demand driv-
en by taste and price and often far exceeding sup-
ply, subsidies, inappropriate water management 
and regulation and corruption, just to name a few. 
Several times throughout the book the author 
emphasised inappropriate water pricing that does 
not include the scarcity cost of water and hence 
results in extremely cheap water that is afforda-
ble, highly demanded and as a result, overused. 
Furthermore, another crucial origin of scarcity is 
addressed – rights that have been issued by politi-
cians without acknowledging physical limits which 
has led/ is leading to catastrophic consequences.

Through examples of both positive and negative 
managerial practices and regulations worldwide 
the author draws a clear line between what is 
right and what is wrong in the times when water 
becomes a scarce resource in many places around 
the globe. Besides, the examples of good practic-
es prove that it is possible to regulate and allocate 
properly – all it takes is honest bureaucracy and 
management, correct allocations and fair pricing for 
water. David Zetland emphasises that regulations 

and management systems that were established 
and used to work for centuries in the era of abun-
dance are inappropriate for the time of scarcity.
David Zetland has managed to write about a 
complex topic in an easy and accessible way, ap-
plying common sense economics and providing 
understandable comparisons. The author stressed 
that water scarcity is inevitable, be it a quantity 
or a quality scarcity, however what is important 
is learning the ways to live with it, finding ap-
propriate solutions and adopting best practices.

At some point the reader might think that the book 
is addressed rather to politicians, bureaucrats and 
water managers than to a common citizen, how-
ever a careful reader will notice important mes-
sages left by the author several times throughout 
the book – calls for actions on an individual lev-
el and active participation instead of indifferent 
silence and ignorance, because the problem is 
dramatic and affects everyone at all levels in one 
way or another – today or tomorrow. After read-
ing this book David Zetland wants his readers to 
become aware of the problem, prioritise the di-
mensions relevant in a particular community and 
start discussing options. And here the author’s 
key message to his readers is: “Don’t wait for oth-
ers to do it. You have the right and an obligation 
to determine your future“ (Zetland 2014: 109).

Undoubtedly the book should be a “must-read“ for 
politicians and water managers to assist them in set-
ting appropriate regulations, finding solutions and 
strategies, but the target audience is not limited to 
those  in the decision-making process – everyone 
can benefit from reading it because a change can 
come only when everybody takes an action on his/
her level, getting engaged and acting responsively.
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Altering Attitudes - From a 
Culture of Consumerism to a Cul-
ture of Prosperity

Authors: Meinhard Miegel, Stefanie Wahl, Martin Schulte with the collaboration of Elias Butzmann
Report title: Altering Attitudes -From a Culture of Consumerism to a Culture of Prosperity (72pages) 
Year of publication: 2011
Publisher: Denkwerk Zukunft -Stiftung Kulturelle Erneuerung
Place of Publication: Bonn, Germany
ISBN: 978-0615932187

A report review by CRISTINA P. RODRÍGUEZ TORRES

Many people are convinced that happiness, life 
satisfaction and wellbeing can be reached through 
material wealth. This is a consequence of the tra-
ditional production and consumer patterns from 
early industrialised countries and lately from de-
veloping countries. Additionally, the focuses on fi-
nancial success, economic growth, social status etc. 
are other drivers to a materialistic lifestyle. How-
ever, have you ever wondered what involve the 
production and usage of products and services in 
terms of sustainability? And not only that, but also 
how consumers are making use of them as well.

Hence, this culture of consumerism has been causing 
negative impacts on the environment such as, glob-
al warming, increase of CO2 emissions, exploitation 
of natural resources, contamination of rivers, forests 
etc. (Miegel et al. 2011, p.15). In response to this con-
cern, in 2011 a report  was published by Denkwerk 
Zukunft, in which it  recommended a cultural trans-
formation. It emphasised the need for an urgent shift 
of society from a culture of consumerism towards a 
culture of prosperity. Furthermore, a change in at-
titudes, consumer patterns and behaviours are re-
quired to reach a non materialistic lifestyle. There-
fore the term “non material wealth”, in this context, 
means the internal enrichment of people with values 
for living and enjoying life on a sustainable way with 
more awareness and consciousness about nature.

Nonetheless, the authors identified small groups 
of people who support at different degrees, the 
adoption of sustainable economic practices and the 

recognition of the necessity to change attitudes. 
In contrast, there are few ones who have a lack of 
interest or do not have enough knowledge about 
sustainability. This is associated, on the one hand, 
to the difficulty to change behaviours and the chal-
lenge of leaving material comforts aside. On the 
other hand, there is misinformation, lack of gov-
ernmental action, greenwashing, few role models, 
among other reasons (Miegel et al. 2011, p.16ff).

What is also pointed out is the force of the mobili-
sation of individuals and groups and how can it be 
stimulated through adequate information and ed-
ucation. Especially, more support from the media, 
advertisers and celebrities is necessary to commu-
nicate and motivate people, for example through 
sustainable campaigns.In regard to  the educa-
tional sector, schools programmes and projects 
are a key to develop social skills  from childhood. 

In addition, further education for teachers and par-
ents by means of sustainability promotion is funda-
mental (Miegel et al. 2011, p.25ff). The state has to 
be more active in implementing environmentally 
friendly policies and reducing environmentally harm-
ful subsidies. Moreover, the international coopera-
tion among countries can be decisive for the place-
ment of broad standards (Miegel et al. 2011, p.45ff).
Lastly, the coordination of efforts between so-
cieties, public and private institutions can fa-
cilitate the development of more sustainable 
practices with the management of resources 
and less intense production and consumption.
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 “We are ourselves very much a part of nature,  
 not just separate from her which is what 
  people brought up to believe”
    -His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales

The Farmer and his Prince
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A film review by AZADEH FARAJPOUR-JAVAZMI
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Director and Producer : Bertram Verhaag
Production year: 2013
Length: 84 Minutes
Production company: Denkmal Film Verhaag, Germany 
Distributors:  Barnsteiner-Film (Germany),  Denkmal Film Verhaag (World-wide) (DVD)

Industrial agriculture is the main driver of climate 
change, loss of biodiversity, soil degradation and wa-
ter pollution. Organic agriculture takes a long-term 
approach towards sustainability, food security and 

human health. Organic agriculture recognizes the 
multi functionality of agriculture, like maintaining 
a prosperous environment, fertile soil and pure wa-
ter while producing healthy food to feed the world.
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“Der Bauer und sein Prinz - The Farmer and His 
Prince”, a 84 minutes colorful and harmonious 
movie, has been produced in 2013 by Bertram 
Verhaag . His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales 
and his farm manager David Wilson are the most 
prominent actors in this documentary. Bertram 
Verhaag, born 1944 in Poland, has been filming 
documentaries for over 30 years and he is one of 
the few filmmakers, who are consequently, per-
sisting and sustainably engaged exclusively in 

scientific, environmental and social subjects. His 
Royal Highness the Prince of Wales born 1948 in 
England, is the eldest child and heir apparent of 
Her Majesty the Queen. His Royal Highness the 
Prince of Wales has sought to raise world aware-
ness of the dangers facing the natural environ-
ment, such as climate change. As an environ-
mentalist, he was awarded numerous awards and 
recognition from environmental groups around 
the world. He is the owner of Duchy Home Farm.

His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales has a vision: 
he wants the world to be fed by organic agricul-
ture. To make his vision come true, he and his char-
ismatic farm manager David Wilson have been 
pursuing this goal for the last 30 years. Betram Ver-
haag followed them for more than five years and 
portrays this unique collaboration with impres-
sive images. “Der Bauer und sein Prinz- The Farmer 
and His Prince” illustrates interesting insights of 
the cooperation between His Royal Highness the 
Prince of Wales and his farm manager. Well-bal-
anced and peaceful nature impressions and land-
scapes give an additional detailed insight in the 
principles  and operation of organic agriculture.

A long time before the word “sustainability” was 
used , His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales re-
alised the importance of organic agricultural prac-
tices, but he was still uncertain about the right 
way. After seeing the ‘best practices’ that Prof. Dr. 
Vogtmann from Kassel University showed him, 
His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales decided to 
adopt these approaches in his own farm. “Duchy 
Home Farm” was converted to organic agriculture 
to encourage farmers to give up using poisons and 

to cultivate their land in harmony with nature. This 
example was and is a story of success, and farm-
ers from all over the country travel to the Duchy 
Home Farm to see and learn the principles of or-
ganic farming and how to convert their own farms. 

As well, this documentary demands viewers to 
rethink our way of treating nature and animals. 
His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales and Wil-
son demonstrate the importance of healing the 
environment and ecosystem of regional farms. 
His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales tries to 
elaborate the crucial role of natural resources 
on people’s life. “His nails will always have a little 
dirt underneath” commented Dr. Vandana Shiva 
towards His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales. 
Dr. Shiva believes that he is a prince who has the 
soil integrated in his physical being as well as his 
soul. Human beings are part of the nature which 
they exploit to increase yield for human con-
sumption. However, spectators cannot only take 
from nature without an appropriate service in 
return. Almost extinct animals have to be recov-
ered in the regional fields to increase biodiversity. 

“I call him `my friend 
who is the peasant 
Prince‘, because I 
think he thrives most 
on the land. His heart 
and soul is totally 
with the Earth.”

Dr. Vandana Shiva 
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Another important function of this movie is to 
raise social awareness of the importance of small 
scale farmers, who are driven away from their land. 
His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales illustrates 
the urgent need to incline the development and 
the protection of small scale farms. Small scale 
farmers live in rural areas and are more vulner-
able due tofluctuating local market prices. Due 
to a low quality of infrastructures in rural areas, 
the local agricultural prices would be affected. 
The consequences are  poverty among farmers.
In conclusion, “Der Bauer und sein Prinz- The 

Farmer and His Prince” gives interesting insights 
in the cooperation between His Royal Highness 
the Prince of Wales and his farm manager David 
Wilson. Peaceful and harmonic nature impres-
sions support the central message, to reform 
agricultural practices and to maintain an intact 
environment in order to cope with big challeng-
es like climatic change and feeding a growing 
global population. His Royal Highness the Prince 
of Wales is presented in an entirely new light, 
which forces the viewers to throw all prejudices 
towards him and organic agriculture overboard.
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This special issue will be based on the selected research 

papers and reports from the the 6th AESOP (Associ-

ation of European Schools of Planning) International 

Sustainable Food Planning Conference  which took 

place on 6 and 7 November in 2014 in Arnhem, the 

Netherlands.

Photo credit:

Photo in right side: April Sorrow (Sky Scrpaers. Urban Ag Tour in Atlanta. Oct. 2011)
Photo in left side: International Sustainable Food Planning Conference (Conference Photo 
Dr. Rob Roggema)

Next Issue in Summer 2015

On the theme 

Sustainable Urban Food Planning
Guest Editor 

Dr. Rob Roggema
Professor of Design for Urban Agriculture
Van Hall Larenstein University of Applied Sciences
Netherlands
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Calling for your votes for selecting a theme for  
Vol. 3 Nr. 2 in Winter 2015  
You can vote or nominate a suitable theme at 

http://svy.mk/1MqP1qu

Empowering small farmers in Kenya

Source : CAFOD
Photo credit:  Annie Bungeroth/ CAFOD, 
May 2012
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