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    Funding Food Systems Transformation: The Intersection of Gender Equity and Agroecology Movements

  

      
      
Nearly 70% of the world’s food is produced by small farmers, in some regions of Africa and India that number is even higher, and at least half of these farmers are women. Our industrial food system, structured around unsustainable extraction, entrenches patterns of patriarchy that are harmful to women. A food system transformation is urgent as we face a polycrises of hunger, climate crisis, and biodiversity loss—and along with it gender inequity. An agroecological transition can address these issues, while simultaneously producing healthy, abundant, culturally appropriate foods by and for local communities around the world. 




The Agroecology Fund operates with the support of many global advisors who hold diverse roles and perspectives on the agroecology movement. They each have their own areas of expertise ranging from women’s and Indigenous leadership to technical knowledge on agroecological practices.




 This year to celebrate International Women’s Day, we share the perspectives and experiences of Global Advisor Tabara Ndiaye, who has more than 15 years of experience in international philanthropy supporting rural women and their organizations in French-speaking Africa in the promotion of agroecology and the transition to agroecology. She is active in various platforms at local, sub regional and regional levels of the African continent on rural women’s seeds and knowledge, land rights, climate justice, feminist agroecology and healthy food systems. She also has close links with the culture and environment of rural women, and understands the challenges they face as well as their prospects for the future.We spoke with Tabara about the connections she sees between agroecology and gender equity, and how inspiring funders interested in gender equity to invest in the Agroecology Fund is a smart and necessary action. Here is what she had to say:




What are the connections you see between agroecology and gender equity?




In the African context, agroecology enables women to exercise their rights and leadership within their communities. For example, in many African communities, women are responsible for feeding their families, yet local cultures often do not give them ownership of the land they cultivate. Given agroecology’s holistic approach and practices, women are able to gain support to advocate for access to and control over production factors and resources such as water and land. 




Can you share a story from your own work that you feel illustrates how agroecology can support gender equity?




In Casamance, Senegal, funding enabled us to make the case to the traditional chiefs of a community for land to be granted to the women who cultivate it. Traditionally in this community women and girls do not own the land, as it is understood that they will marry and leave their birthplace. Once married, women become a member of her husband’s family, and he controls the land rights of her new home. The landscape in Southern Senegal is filled with lush, irrigated valleys which are ideal for growing rice. Here women are responsible for producing the rice that feeds their families throughout the year and for use in important community-building events such as baptisms, funerals, initiation ceremonies and sacrifices to the village ancestors. However, the cultivation of rice was historically not an opportunity for rural women to be involved in decision-making, land ownership, or economic advancements from their hard work.




Women Rice Farmers in Senegal. Photo: NSS



With the founding and funding of Nous Sommes la Solution (NSS), meaning ‘We Are the Solution,’ rural women in West Africa are restoring the knowledge of ancestral food production and land stewardship, including advocating for land plot redistribution to the women who cultivate. 




Learn more about NSS, Agroecology Fund grantee partner and the work they do to strengthen rural women’s movements for food sovereignty. 




We Are the Solution. Photo: NSS



What would you share with funders who are interested in investing in gender equity to help illustrate agroecology’s potential to meet their goals?




If you’re a funder who cares about gender equity, agroecology is an excellent entry point. In fact, in agroecology, women already have a culturally-recognized leadership role with great potential for strengthening it. Financing agroecology enables women to be at the heart of community decision-making and to exercise their leadership for the well-being of their communities. Financial and technical support for agroecology can be used by women and their organizations to achieve gender equity through creating sustainable, climate friendly food systems. 




Can you speak to the value of The Agroecology Fund as a vehicle for food systems change that centers gender equity?




Gender equity is a priority area for the Agroecology Fund’s Grantmaking program. By supporting collaboratives that complement each other to achieve specific objectives, the Agroecology Fund provides women and their organizations with the financial and technical resources they need to work towards sustainable food systems. Exchanges of experience between all global partners enable capacity growth and amplify their potential for success in achieving gender equity and so much more. 




Learn more about other Agroecology Fund grantee partners whose work is focused on Gender Equity:




The Convergence of Rural Women for Food Sovereignty




Alianza Mesoamericana Para Los Pueblos del Bosque 




La Via Campesina




Kenyan Peasants League




Korean Women Peasants’ Association




African Women’s Collaborative for Healthy Food Systems




Society for Rural Education and Development 




If you are a funder interested in gender equity and sustainable development and want to learn more about how agroecological food systems transformation can support your work, get in touch to begin a conversation today. 

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Chief Gutu’s community and biocultural diversity management

  

      
      
This story has been shared with permission from the Seed and Knowledge Initiative (SKI), one of the Agroecology Fund’s grantee partners based in southern Africa, and has been lightly edited for clarity.




Increasingly, Indigenous knowledge and cultural diversity are being put under pressure as the process of modernization is reaching every corner of Zimbabwe. Rapid changes are taking place in land use practices, farming methods, healthcare, and the cultural ethos and rituals of Indigenous Peoples. Fortunately, in recent years much work has been done by grassroots movements such as members of the ZIMSOFF Central Cluster in Gutu district, to come to a better understanding of Indigenous knowledge and its relevance to sustainable biocultural diversity management. Today, the products of Indigenous knowledge are better understood. Through farmer-to-farmer learning and exchanges, training along these concepts is ongoing.




Through the Nyamandi Agroecology Landscape restoration project, we [SKI] noted that local people often have rich and detailed knowledge of local plants, animals and ecological relations and have derived resources management systems appropriate to their local ecological and social situations. Biocultural diversity conservation or nurturing of resources is management of biological diversity; that is all flora and fauna being very much a part of Indigenous cultures and beliefs. Biodiversity management includes local strategies, institutions, and technologies of farming, herding, hunting, fishing and gathering.




 Seed Diversity wheel in vernacular by Nesongano community in Gutu. © Nelson Mudzingwa/SKI



The philosophical understanding of biocultural diversity and ecological land use management




Indigenous knowledge systems




Within farming families and traditional institutions in Gutu district, the Earth is understood to be the source of all that is good. The belief is that local folklore warns of the misfortunes that befall those who fail to respect the Earth, water, wildlife and trees. These values and beliefs are learned from relatives and neighbors as part of childhood experience. They are embedded in the local language, including songs and stories, and reflected in art. The value given to nature is evident in decision-making in all spheres of life. ‘Making a living’ and ‘taking care of things’ are not separated from ‘conservation’, as is the case in the conventional mindsets.




The Indigenous Knowledge System (IKS) is the local community-based knowledge system that is considered unique to the local cultures of smallholder farming families. It is not just a set of information that is in people’s minds, that can simply be recorded and applied. Indigenous knowledge covers a wide range of subjects such as agriculture, livestock rearing, food processing, institutional management, natural resources management, healthcare and others.




IKS is not often documented, but is stored in people’s memories and activities, and expressed in stories, songs, proverbs, dances, myths, beliefs, cultural values, rituals, community laws, local languages, agriculture and technology development.




Culture




Culture is the integrated pattern of knowledge within the farming families, their beliefs and behaviors that consist of language, ideas, beliefs, customs, taboos, codes, institutions, tools, techniques, artifacts, rituals and ceremonies. The development of cultures within these communities depends on the individual family unit’s capacity to learn and to transmit knowledge and practices to succeeding generations.




For the Shona people, the successful evolution and functioning of cultural values and beliefs on biocultural diversity management are anchored by the farming families’ shared values, social rules and systems of conflict management which have local legitimacy.




Cosmovision




The cosmovision of the Gutu district farming families and their traditional institutions includes the perceived relationships between the natural world, the social world and the spiritual world. They refer to cosmovision as the way the local population perceives the world or their cosmos. It describes the roles of the supernatural powers, the way natural processes are taking place, the relationship between human and nature, and it makes explicit the philosophical and scientific premises on the basis of which interventions in nature are made. The words of Headman Mupata below illustrate the Gutu district farming families’ cosmovision:





“Our relationship with the soil is something incredible. The houses that we live in are built from bricks made from the soil. We farm in the soil and the fruits that we eat are from the soil. If we work and get tired, we will rest by sitting or sleeping on the soil. When we die we shall be buried in the soil. We know that soil is something that we should respect, preserve and protect.”

-Headman Mupata




During the dialogues we held with four communities (Mupata, Nesongano, Maungwa and Magombedze) we noted that ceremonies and rituals based on Indigenous spirituality and cosmovision were/are key to the nurturing of natural resources for time immemorial. The art of doing was based on the dynamics of the local people’s wisdom and inspiration. According to the beliefs of the Shona people, the diagram below summarizes how human beings are connected to the spiritual and natural worlds, and how communication is facilitated between the living and the spiritual worlds.






The natural world contains the flora and fauna, the spiritual world contains all levels of the spirits and the social world contains the people, their spiritual and administrative leaders.



Biocultural diversity conservation




Within the four communities, the values of water, soil, seed and culture are enshrined in biocultural diversity conservation. This is the management of biological diversity that is all flora and fauna being very much a conscious part of Indigenous cultures and beliefs. The belief is that the spiritual world owns both human society and nature because this is where the spirits have their habitat. In order to implement successful biocultural diversity conservation, traditional institutions such as spirit mediums, chiefs, headmen and village heads are supposed to be respected and allowed to play their roles because they are believed to work with the spiritual world.




Key messages on cultural values and beliefs on ecological agriculture




	The land and waters of a group (or coexisting groups) form the meso agro-ecosystem within which their ecological agriculture is practiced. In the agro-ecosystem, we are connected to the soil and water in many ways.
	Kids role-play using soil to build houses and dolls. It is not uncommon to see pregnant women eating anthill soil. We know they say it is a craving caused by iron deficiency, but we think it also shows the value of soil – every living organism is dependent on it.
	This is why the Gutu community says this relationship is just like the one between God and us, because without either, we could not survive. In the Bible, it says that God used the soil to create man – we are, therefore, the soil.
	Water is the blood of the soil that must flow within it, not above it. A living soil should be moist, allowing for the germination of plants, and their growth. Water is also important in our bodies, as well as all other living things that respire or transpire. It is the most unique resource, created with characteristics that are difficult to understand. If boiled, water can change to vapor and disappear as it becomes air. But when cooled in the atmosphere, water can condense to form heavy clouds that can cause heavy rains, with thunder and lightning. These are powerful processes which can result in unpredictable damage and even possible loss of life.





Over 2,000 farming families within the four communities have embraced these values of soil and water to anchor decisions that encompass water harvesting, organic soil fertility management, maintaining wild species and their habitats in some parts of their territory, while altering habitats in other areas to favor the growth of local crops and livestock.




In weighing factors as they make farming decisions, family farmers take into account the nurturing of the soil and water (including the benefits of maintaining the habitats of useful insects). Agroforestry systems (the inclusion of trees in agricultural systems) are common, complex methods that are practiced. Such systems maintain trees among crops, creating successional situations where trees follow crops in a given field, or maintain forest patches separately from fields (where watershed management is a concern).  For example, wild species such as edible fruits, herbs and shades are often managed, insofar as their food plants and/or other habitat requirements are maintained within the agro ecosystem.




Practitioners within the four participating communities have developed a communication methodology for local laws and feedback that is leading to the recognition of resource over-exploitation. This methodology was designed in order to organize responses to afforestation or reforestation, water harvesting and soil fertility management. In other cases, the feedback is leading to taboos on the use of species or their exploitation.




Water harvesting pits in Gutu landscape © Nelson Mudzingwa/SKI



Agroforestry in Gutu © Nelson Mudzingwa/SKI



While the techniques and tools of biocultural diversity management are easily seen, and some aspects of traditional knowledge are not easily documented, the direct discussion of ‘resource management’ is not usually a productive way to understand local biocultural diversity management. Local people often do not view nature as a bundle of resources; in some cases there may be no translation of the term ‘resources’ in their language. Biocultural diversity management is visible and labeled in local languages. Cultural values that support it are being shared and passed on to younger people through songs, stories, ritual texts and other verbal communications in the local language. When other exotic languages were introduced into local cultures, new values emerged. These new values often do not support the old ways, but focus on increasing the market economy that has a profound indirect influence on local knowledge of conservation of resources through the transformation of non-monetary values into monetary values. This introduced the idea that land, labor and nature are commodities, instead of sacred heritage that binds the members of a community to one another.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    124 Food and Agriculture Organizations to Watch in 2024!

  

      
      
The following was published on Food Tank in December of 2023. You can read the original here. Contributing authors: Liza Greene, Elena Seeley, and Alessandra Uriarte




The food and agriculture movement made incredible strides over the last year—but our work isn’t done yet!




The ambition to transform food systems is demonstrated every day by networks building capacity for farmers and ranchers, organizations forming unusual partnerships to achieve shared goals, programs giving voice to youth, and initiatives investing in community-led innovations and solutions. These groups are continuing to push for food and agriculture systems that are economically, socially, and environmentally just and equitable. Food production and consumption that ensures everyone has access to healthy, affordable, culturally relevant, and delicious food. And they are calling on everyone to take part in their work!




As we head into the new year, here are 124 organizations to follow, engage with, and support in 2024.




1. Act4Food, International




A youth-led organization bringing youth from across the globe, Act4Food, Act4Change utilizes the power of youth to advocate for a sustainable food system. With a focus on personal actions and a set of prioritized Actions 4 Change, the campaign aims to influence governments and businesses to address food accessibility, climate change, and human rights.




2. Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa (AFSA), Africa




AFSA is an alliance uniting civil societies dedicated to promoting agroecology and food sovereignty across Africa. The Alliance is rooted in values for fair and inclusive development, harmonious coexistence with nature, and the empowerment of local communities. “[Social] cohesiveness is very critical when you’re attacked by a climate crisis,” says Million Belay, General Coordinator for AFSA. “You can mobilize together. You can help each other.”




3. Arrell Food Institute, Canada




The Arrell Food Institute focuses on addressing global food security challenges through research, innovation, and policy development. The Institute aims to advance sustainable and nutritious food production systems, improve food distribution and access, and contributes to policy discussions.




4. Asian Farmers Association for Sustainable Rural Development (AFA), Asia




AFA works to empower and strengthen the capacities of leaders and technical staff to increase resilience and combat hunger. They engage in policy advocacy, capacity building, knowledge management, and sustainability initiatives. And the organization recently partnered with organizations to host the Global Conference of Family Farmers for Climate Action in Italy.




5. Audubon Society, United States




Recognizing the link between food systems and wildlife conservation, the Audubon Society launched the Conservation Ranching Initiative. Ranchers that adhere to the program’s standards earn use of the Audubon Certified bird-friendly seal, a product label connecting consumers to conservation by confirming beef and/or bison products come from lands managed for birds and biodiversity.




6. Ayudando Latinos A Soñar, United States




Ayudando Latinos A Soñar is Latino-centered nonprofit in California that helps children and families feel pride in their identity. When record levels of precipitation triggered extreme floods that devastated agricultural communities, ALAS was among the first organizations to respond and help the region’s farm workers and their families.




7. Beans is How, International




Mobilized by the SDG2 Advocacy Hub, Beans is How is a campaign to highlight the importance of beans as an affordable and simple solution to health, environment, and financial challenges across the globe. Their goal is to double the global consumption of beans, peas, lentils, and other pulses by 2028.




8. Better Soil, Better Lives, Africa




Founded by Roland Bunch, Better Soils, Better Lives, has a goal to triple the productivity and mitigate droughts for at least 70 percent of the small-scale farmers in sub-Saharan Africa over the next 20 years. The organization introduces beneficial plants called green manure/cover crops which fertilize the soil, control weeds, and respond to periods of drought.




9. Black Urban Growers, United States




Black Urban Growers (BUGs) is dedicated to fostering a robust community that supports cultivators in urban and rural environments, while nurturing Black leadership. The organization’s 2023 Annual National Conference was held in Philadelphia, to connect, collaborate, and delve into the world of Black agriculture and food systems.




10. Black Dirt Farm Collective, United States




The Black Dirt Farm Collective is dedicated to mobilizing personal, cultural, and technical capacities of Black agrarian communities. The Collective works to bridge gaps among generations, advocate for socio-cultural education grounded in wisdom and nature, and empower historically marginalized individuals. They are a recipient of the 2023 Food Sovereignty Prize.




11. Blackwood Educational Land Institute, United States




This nonprofit teaching farm aims to inspire the next generation of farmers and ecologists. By promoting restorative agricultural practices and instilling a strong work ethic in youth, the Institute fosters awareness of the critical role regenerative food systems play in addressing environmental challenges.




12. Blue Food Assessment, International




The Blue Food Assessment is a joint initiative that brings together scientists from across the globe to support decision-makers to build equitable and sustainable blue food systems. They work to address gaps in understanding the roles of aquatic foods in the global food system, with a mission to educate and drive change in the policies and practices.




13. Bread for the World, United States




Bread for the World, a faith-based advocacy nonprofit, engages in partnership building and policy advocacy to try to address hunger in the U.S. and worldwide. The organization provides people with educational resources to help them advocate for policies and programs that will make it easier for those in need to access food. “I believe that no one wants children to go hungry. Nobody wants families to go hungry. Nobody wants farmers in urban and rural contexts to go hungry,” Reverend Eugene Cho, CEO and President of Bread for the World tells Food Tank.




14. CARE, International




CARE seeks to create an equitable world with hope, inclusivity, and social justice by working to improve basic education, increase access to quality healthcare and expand economic opportunity for women and girls across the globe. This year alone, the organization worked in 109 countries and reached 167 million women and girls from over 1,600 projects.




15. Centre d’Etude Régional pour l’Amélioration de l’Adaptation à la Sécheresse (CERAAS), Senegal




CERAAS works to improve quality of life in West and Central Africa and alleviate the negative impacts of drought and agricultural production to minimize food shortages. The organization’s goal is to increase farming productivity and economic growth by finding technologies and innovations suited to the climate and agricultural conditions of arid and semi-arid regions.




16. CGIAR, International




As the largest global agricultural innovation network, CGIAR is working to the transform food, land, and water systems. Operating as One CGIAR to take a cohesive, coordinated approach across all organizations in their network, they utilize research to drive science and innovation and tackle pressing global and regional challenges. Organizations under CGIAR include CIMMYT, which is focused on improved quantity, quality, and dependability of production systems and basic cereals. And The Alliance of Bioversity International and CIAT researches climate change, biodiversity loss, environmental degradation, and malnutrition.




17. Chef Ann Foundation, United States




The Chef Ann Foundation offers professional development and district support to assist school districts establish, execute, and maintain self-operated, cook-from-scratch programs. Their Get Schools Cooking offers grants to districts that want to transition to scratch cooked meals. To date, the Foundation has reached 3.4 million children and 14,000 schools.




18. Community Food Navigator, United States




The Community Food Navigator fosters collaboration and strengthens connections between food growers, producers, educators, and consumers through trust and wisdom. To achieve their goal and achieve food sovereignty for the local community, they leverage digital tools that connect food systems stakeholders.




19. Community Servings, United States




Community Servings is providing scratch-made medically tailored meals to support individuals and their families who experience critical or chronic illness and nutrition insecurity. They also work closely with clients to provide nutrition education, counseling, food service job training through local foods initiatives. David Waters, CEO of Community Servings recently joined Food Tank at the Advancing Food is Medicine Approaches Summit—watch here.




20. CORAF, Africa




CORAF (the West and Central African Council for Agricultural Research and Development) is Africa’s largest sub-regional research organization to address pressing food and nutrition needs in West and Central Africa. Their work focuses on enhancing capacity, scaling technologies, facilitating access to technology, and supporting knowledge sharing to design solutions for producers. They also promote gender equity, youth empowerment, and market access.




21. Crop Trust, International




Crop Trust is dedicated to conserving plant genetic resources to promote sustainable agriculture and support global food security. The organization promotes an economically efficient global system of gene banks to ensure and advocates for an efficient global gene bank system.




22. Culinary Institute of America (CIA), United States




As a premier culinary college, the CIA seeks to encourage the next generation of leaders in the hospitality industry. “Essentially what we do is we lead the restaurant industry in terms of sustainability, nutrition, and public health and big ideas and food all through a lens of empathy, humanity and flavor,” Rupa Bhattacharya, Executive Director of Strategic Initiatives and Industry Leadership at the CIA, tells Food Tank. The school seeks to understand and promote its relationship to health, the environment, and a vibrant, and an equitable economy.




23. DC Central Kitchen (DCCK), United States




DCCK works to combat hunger and poverty by providing culinary job training and creating living wage jobs for those facing employment barriers. The nonprofit operates social ventures, including serving scratch-cooked meals and increasing access to affordable produce — all rooted in values to build an equitable food system.




24. Decent Work for Equitable Food Systems Coalition, International




The International Labour Organization (ILO), the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), and CARE International launched the Coalition to tackle poverty and inequality for food systems workers. Their work is focused on five priority areas: labor and human rights, employment creation, living wages, social protection, and social dialogue.




25. Demanda Colectiva, Mexico




The Demanda Colectiva has fought to protect Mexico’s native maize varieties, which are threatened by uncontrolled cross-pollination from genetically modified corn. This year, they were the recipient of the Pax Natura Foundation’s annual environmental prize.




26. EAT, International




EAT is a science-based organization focused on creating fair and sustainable food systems to keep the plant and everyone healthy. In collaboration with the Stockholm Resilience Centre, the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research, Harvard University, and OneCGIAR, they launched the EAT-Lancet 2.0 on healthy diets and sustainable food systems. EAT-Lancet 2.0 will be launched in 2024.




27. Edible Schoolyard Project, United States




The Edible Schoolyard Project offers experiential learning, connecting students to one another, nature, and food while addressing the climate crisis and health inequities. Founded by Chef Alice Waters, the organization has helped establish thousands of gardens across the U.S. “The foods that the kids cook really empowers them,” Waters tells Food Tank. “And they are changed by it.” Waters is also a strong proponent of leveraging the power of institutional procurement to support sustainable agriculture practices and strengthen local communities.




28. Environmental Defense Fund, United States




The Environmental Defense Fund is guided by science, economics, and a commitment to climate justice, to make the largest impact. The organization strives to tackle the climate crisis through innovative solutions to stabilize the climate, strengthen people and nature’s ability to thrive, and support people’s health. Their food systems work includes efforts to support sustainable fisheries, promote climate-friendly agriculture practices, and advance research on soil health.




29. Fairtrade International, International




Co-owned by more than 1.8 million farmers and workers, Fairtrade is a global organization working to ensure fairer prices for producers and support environmental sustainability. The Fairtrade system is made up of three regional producer networks that represent farmers and workers along with more than 25 national Fairtrade and marketing organizations and an independent certifier.




30. FAIRR Initiative, International




The FAIRR Initiative is a global network of investors that raises awareness of the environmental challenges and opportunities in the food sector. They focus on providing research and coordinator policy action for their members so that investors can make informed decisions and unlock the resources needed for food systems transformation.




31. Farm Labor Organizing Committee (FLOC), United States




FLOC empowers farm workers to have a voice in decisions that impact them. What began as a small group of farm workers in northwest Ohio has since grown to include thousands of workers around the country. The union educates farm workers on their labor rights, resolves grievances on farms, and creates community organizing committees.




32. Fed By Blue, United States




As a science-based communications initiative, Fed By Blue aims to transform blue food systems through empowerment, education, and policy and practice. In 2024, PBS will air Hope in the Water, a three part documentary series that is part of a larger impact campaign led by the organization. The series uncovers creative solutions that can protect threatened seas and fresh waterways while feeding future generations.




33. First Nations Development Institute, United States




The First Nations Development Institute works to empower Native economies and promotes economic development for individuals and communities. With diverse support, the institute focuses on financial empowerment, investment in youth, stewarding native lands, and fostering sustainable growth for Native Americans.




34. Food and Land Use Coalition (FOLU), International




FOLU’s global community of change-makers strive to revolutionize the system by promoting equitable access to food, fostering social justice, and strive for a net-zero, nature-positive world. The organization relies on evidence and science-based solutions to empower farmers, policymakers, businesses, investors, and civil society in driving widespread change.




35. Food Chain Workers Alliance, United States & Canada




The Food Chain Workers Alliance is a coalition of labor-focused organizations working to improve working conditions and wages for those employed in the food chain. The Alliance advocates for fair compensation and recognition for all food workers, to ensure livable wages, promote cooperative ownership, and healthy and affordable food production.




36. Food Is Medicine Institute, United States




This year, the Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy at Tufts University launched its Food is Medicine Institute. With a focus on Food is Medicine interventions, the Institute will serve as a catalyst to drive change, improve health, reduce health disparities, and establish a more equitable health system that prioritizes the power of food.




37. Food Recovery Network, United States




This collective of youth-led chapters engage college students in food recovery efforts. By redirecting surplus food to those in need, the organization strives to fight hunger, reduce food waste, and promote equity in food and agriculture systems. They operate on 179 campuses in 44 states and Washington D.C.




38. Food Systems for the Future, International




Food Systems for the Future envisions a world free of malnutrition where environmentally and economically sustainable food systems provide equitable access to affordable, nutritious food for all. Their work focuses on business acceleration, public policy and education, partnerships and community engagement, and investment capital. “It is essential to unlock the capital that is necessary for food systems transformation as well as the capital for a humanitarian response,” says Ertharin Cousin, President and CEO of Food Systems for the Future.




39. Forum For Farmers and Food Security (3FS), International




3FS is a global coalition dedicated to driving tangible action to transform food and agriculture systems. Together, we seek to improve global food and nutrition security while illuminating the inextricable link between food systems, both on land and sea, and climate resilience. “Let’s make sure the farmer is making money and living well,” Craig Cogut Founder, Chair, and CEO of Pegasus Capital—a partner of 3FS—tells Food Tank, “and then we can have nutritious, reliable food for all.”




40. Foundation for Food and Agriculture Research (FFAR), United States




FFAR supports collaboration to advance scientific research that provides every person with access to affordable, nutritious food produced on thriving farms. The Foundation funds research on topics including soil health, urban food systems, and sustainable water management in agriculture. They also offer fellowship, grant, and award programs to invest in developing the future scientific workforce.




41. Future Economy Forum, International




Launched by NOW Partners, the Future Economy Forum is a global platform working to raise awareness and scale solutions to create a new economic mainstream. Working together with partners, they develop Solutions Initiatives, which model and scale solutions to address critical challenges. Some of these Initiatives help to scale regenerative agriculture and B Corp Certification.




42. Future Food Institute, International




The Future Food Institute sees food as the primary form of cultural expression and a catalyst for change. The Institute has identified themes that must be to create prosperous food systems. These include circular systems, water safety and security, climate, nutrition security, and sustainable cities. At COP28, Sara Roversi, Director of the Future Food Institute joined Food Tank for a conversation on healthy and sustainable diets. Watch here.




43. Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN), International




GAIN works to advance nutrition outcomes by improving the consumption of nutritious and safe food for all. They are one of the organizations behind the Initiative on Nutrition and Climate Change (I-CAN), which aims to accelerate transformative action at the intersection of climate and nutrition. During COP28, I-CAN released a baseline report to track solutions that integrate climate and nutrition.




44. Global Alliance for the Future of Food, International




By uniting philanthropic foundations, the Global Alliance for the Future of Food looks to build food systems that are renewable, resilient, equitable, healthy, and diverse. During COP28, the Global Alliance and their partners launched a toolkit to help countries translate global commitments into ambitious local action. “We’ve turned a page on climate denial. Now we must be careful not to submit to climate doomism and climate dithering,” says Anna Lappé, the organization’s Executive Director.




45. Global FoodBanking Network (GFN), International




Active in more than 50 countries, GFN uses food banking to nourish eaters and contribute to a world free of hunger. By supporting the capacity of food banks, they also work to reduce food loss and waste and strengthen the resilience of communities.




46. Global Seafood Alliance, United States




The Global Seafood Alliance is the nonprofit behind two certifications helping consumers choose more sustainable seafood: Best Aquaculture Practices (BAP) and Best Seafood Practices (BSP). They also engage in advocacy and education to advance better seafood production practices and host the annual Responsible Seafood Summit.




47. GRACE Communications Foundation, United States




GRACE Communications Foundation aims to advance solutions to the greatest challenges in the food, environment, and public health sectors. GRACE is behind FoodPrint, a project that raises awareness of food systems issues through reports and other resources. One of FoodPrint’s latest publications looks at the impact of forever chemicals on food systems.




48. GRAIN, International




Working across Asia, Africa, and Latin America, GRAIN supports small farmers and social movements trying to achieve community-controlled food systems that prioritize biodiversity. Their programs aim to deepen public understanding of the forces shaping food systems by focusing on corporate control, land grabs, people’s control of seeds, and food sovereignty as a solution to the climate crisis.




49. Green Bronx Machine, United States




Green Bronx Machine offers health, cooking, culinary, and gardening programs to foster students’ interest in STEM, address food insecurity, support workforce development, and inspire healthy living. The nonprofit has partnered with EXPLR to support the 2024 National STEM Challenge, which will celebrate student-developed innovations that bring positive change to communities.




50. GrowNYC, United States




Through farmers markets, waste collection sites, educational programs, and more, GrowNYC aims to help New Yorkers lead healthier lives. They operate more than 50 farmers markets and 16 farm stands across New York City’s five boroughs. Earlier this year, GrowNYC workers successfully formed a union with the Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union.




51. Gwassi Integrated Farmers Advocacy, Kenya




Working in Homa Bay County in Kenya, the Gwassi Integrated Farmers Advocacy works to improve agricultural practices for improved food security and nutrition. The organization focuses on community organizing and grassroots advocacy, with an emphasis on youth involvement to support the next generation of farmers.




52. Harlem Grown, United States




Harlem Grown brings hands-on education in urban farming, sustainability, and nutrition to youth. The nonprofit is working to inspire the next generation to lead healthy lives. They currently have 13 urban agricultural facilities, school gardens, hydroponic greenhouses, and soil-based farms.




53. HEAL Food Alliance, United States




HEAL Food Alliance is a coalition of 55 multi-sector organizations working to build a more sustainable and equitable food system. They strive to build collective power that supports food producers while protecting the air, water, and land that everyone depends on. The organization recently released a report to advocate for value-based food purchasing to challenge corporate control in institutional procurement.




54. Healthy Schools Campaign, United States




The Healthy Schools Campaign develops program and policy recommendations that support healthy schools at the local, state, and national level. They also offer support to parents, students, and school staff and administrators to develop their leadership skills and help them advocate for health and wellness in the education sector.




55. Heifer International, International




By supporting and investing alongside local farmers and their communities, Heifer International is working to end hunger and poverty. Through the development of local partnerships, the organization supports farmer trainings that contribute to economic empowerment, particularly among women producers.




56. Heirloom Collard Project, United States




The Heirloom Collard Project is bringing attention to collards to ensure that they receive the recognition and respect as an important component of U.S. food culture. The researchers, farmers, chefs, artists, gardeners, and seed savers who contribute to the project work to preserve the seeds and stories of dozens of collard varieties.




57. IndigeHub, United States




Chef Bleu Adams founded IndigeHub to help Indigenous communities develop self-sufficiency and long-term success. “We thrive when we’re in balance, the Earth thrives when she’s in balance,” Adams tells Food Tank. “And that’s what we need to strive for.” To achieve this goal, the organization focuses on farmers and producers to address food insecurity and reintroduce Indigenous crops.




58. Inter-American Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture (IICA), Americas




IICA works to encourage, promote, and support their 34 Member States achieve agricultural development and rural wellbeing. During COP28, the agency facilitated the Sustainable Agriculture of the Americas Pavilion, which featured conversations with food systems leaders including U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack, Mexico’s Secretary of Agriculture and Rural Development Manuel Villalobos Arámbula, and Secretary of the California Department of Food and Agriculture Karen Ross.




59. International Centre of Insect Physiology and Ecology (ICIPE), Kenya




ICIPE conducts research on insects and other arthropods to develop and communicate affordable, accessible solutions to tackle crop pests and disease. At the start of 2024, Dr. Abdou Tenkouano, formerly the Executive Director of CORAF, will become the organization’s new Director General.




60. International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), International




The research center of CGIAR, IFPRI focuses on providing research-based policy solutions to address poverty, hunger, and malnutrition. Their work encompasses five research areas: a climate-resilient and sustainable food supply, healthy diets and nutrition for all, inclusive and efficient markets and trade systems, the transformation of agricultural and rural economies, and strengthening institutions and governance.




61. International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), International




To address the widening gap between the rich and the poor, the specialized U.N. agency IFAD supports rural communities’ efforts to increase their food and nutrition security and their incomes. The organization recently helped launch the Decent Work for Equitable Food Systems Coalition to tackle poverty and inequality for food systems workers.




62. International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems (IPES-Food), International




IPES-Food brings together an international group of researchers to inform the debate on global food systems reform. Recent reports from organization cover the relationship between the debt crisis and global food insecurity and the ways local governments are tackling the climate crisis through food. “Local governments…offer a blueprint for real people-centered climate action,” writes Nicole Pita, a Project Manager for IPES-Food.




63. James Beard Foundation (JBF), United States




JBF works to celebrate American food culture while pushing for new and better standards in the restaurant industry. They help chefs engage in policy advocacy around issues they are passionate about through opportunities including their Chef Bootcamp for Policy and Change and lobby days. JBF also celebrates achievements in the culinary arts, hospitality, media, and broader food system through their restaurant and chef, media, and leadership awards.




64. Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future, United States




Operating out of the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, the Center for a Livable Future is working to transform food systems and protect public health. Their work tackles a range of food systems issues including food equity, animal agriculture, urbanization, food waste, seafood, and healthy and sustainable diets. They also conduct research and outreach to reduce the negative impact of food systems on the environment and support climate resilience and adaptation strategies.




65. K’allam’p, Ecuador




By offering support to Indigenous communities, K’allam’p is working to inspire resilient food systems while strengthening the sovereignty of the Andean people of Ecuador. Their goal of K’allam’p is to spread its regenerative framework, and the sovereignty that follows, across the Andes region and beyond.




66. Kitchen Connection Alliance, International




The Kitchen Connection Alliance engages youth as protagonists of food systems change through advocacy, events, and educational resources. They aim to empower eaters and help them contribute to a better food empowerment. To educate young readers about the food system, they are planning the release of a new children’s book. The Alliance’s Director Earlene Cruz recently joined Food Tank at the Food and Agriculture as a Solution to the Climate Crisis Summit, held during NYC Climate Week—watch here.




67. La Via Campesina, International




Composed of more than 180 organizations across 80 countries, the international peasant movement La Via Campesina advocates for food sovereignty, environmental justice, and peasants’ rights. “If people don’t control the food, they don’t control the power,” Morgan Ody, the General Coordinator for La Via Campesina, tells Food Tank. This year, they officially expanded into the Arab and North Africa region, establishing the organization’s 10th region.




68. MAZON: A Jewish Response to Hunger, United States




MAZON is an anti-hunger organization guided by Jewish values and ideals. They tackle food insecurity through policy advocacy, community engagement, community response fund, and strategic partnerships. In 2023, they launched their virtual Hunger Museum, which explores the history of food insecurity in the U.S. to inspire hope for a hunger-free future.




69. Milken Institute’s Feeding Change Program, United States




Feeding Change brings together food systems experts within the Milken Institute to build more nutritious, sustainable, resilient, and equitable food systems. Their Food Is Medicine Task Force aims to integrate food is medicine interventions into policy and finance to support nutrition security.




70. Mouvman Peyizan Papay (MPP), Haiti




With approximately 60,000 members, MPP is the largest peasant movement in Haiti. The grassroots organization advocates for the rights and interests of the country’s peasant farmers and rural communities. They are a recipient of the 2023 Food Sovereignty Prize.




71. Movement for Community-led Development in Liberia, Liberia




The Liberia chapter of the Movement for Community-led Development (MCLD) launched in 2020 to develop home-grown solutions to the country’s most pressing challenges. Through land redistribution and training programs, they are working to strengthen community bonds and increase producers’ collective power.




72. Muloma Heritage Center, United States




The Muloma Heritage Center is being developed to honor the past, present, and future of African Atlantic culture, cuisine, and traditions on St. Helena Island in the South Carolina Lowcountry. The project was co-founded by a group of chefs, agriculture experts, and artists including Adrian Lipscombe, Michael Twitty, and Tonya and David Thomas. Through the Center, the founders hope to make St. Helena an eco-tourism destination that can promote African Atlantic culture worldwide.




73. National Black Food and Justice Alliance (NBFJA), United States




A coalition of Black-led organizations, NBFJA is dedicated to developing Black leadership, supporting Black communities, organizing for Black self-determination, and creating the infrastructure needed for Black food sovereignty and liberation. Their work focuses on self-determining food economies, land, and Black food sovereignty.




74. National Young Farmers Coalition, United States




The National Young Farmers Coalition is working to shift power and change policies to empower the next generation of farmers. Their work addresses issues including land access, mental health, student loan debt, immigration and labor, and the climate crisis. Through their One Million Acres for the Future Campaign, they are calling on Congress to make a historic investment in the equitable access of 1 million acres of land for the next generation of farmers.




75. Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), International




NRDC works to defend all life on Earth and the natural systems that support it. As part of their food systems work, they engage in advocacy to stop food loss and waste. They also launched the Chefs for Healthy Soils Program, an initiative that engages chefs to raise awareness of the link between soil health and resilient food systems. “Chefs are a compelling voice who can use their influence for good by advocating for policies that promote soil health,” Lara Bryant Deputy Director of Water and Agriculture for NRDC tells Food Tank.




76. Niman Ranch Next Generation Foundation, United States




Niman Ranch established the Niman Ranch Next Generation Foundation to help the children of farmers and ranchers continue their education. The Foundation has provided almost US$500,000 in grants to farmers like Aaron Williams, a sixth generation pig farmer.




77. North American Traditional Indigenous Food Systems (NATIFS), North America




Chef Sean Sherman, the 2023 recipient of the Julia Child Award, created NATIFS to re-establish Native foodways and address the economic and health crises affecting Native communities. The organization recently established the Indigenous Food Lab, a professional Indigenous kitchen and training center, which also runs the Indigenous Food Lab Market.




78. One Fair Wage, United States




One Fair Wage works to eliminate sub-minimum wages across the United States and improve the working conditions for workers in the private sector. With their 25 by 250 Campaign, the organization is advocating for legislation and ballot measures in 25 states that will raise wages for millions of workers by 2026, which marks the 250th anniversary for the U.S.




79. Participant Media, United States




Participant Media is behind Oscar-nominated and Emmy-award winning documentary Food, Inc. and its sequel Food, Inc. 2. The films underscore the influence of corporations on the U.S. food system and the innovative leaders pushing for a more sustainable, equitable, resilient food future. Participant also helps eaters inspired by the films get involved through calls to action.




80. Planet Forward, United States




Planet Forward is a project of the Center for Innovative Media at the George Washington University School of Media and Public Affairs. Because they believe that environmental and science communication is needed now more than ever, they teach and celebrate environmental storytelling by college students.




81. Practical Farmers of Iowa (PFI), United States




By cultivating a network of producers across the state of Iowa, PFI is working to build resilient farms and communities. They support farmer-led research and education, offer personalized assistance to help farmers reach their goals, and conduct outreach to raise awareness to diversify the state’s agriculture system.




82. Project Bread, United States




Project Bread is on a mission to end hunger in Massachusetts through a combination of advocacy and programmatic work. Thanks to the advocacy work of Project Bread and their partners, Massachusetts became the 8th state in the U.S. to implement permanent universal free school meals.




83. Project Drawdown, United States




Project Drawdown aims to help the world stop and reverse the effects of the climate crisis as quickly, safely, and equitably as possible. They do this using three key strategies: advancing effective and science-based climate solutions; fostering bold, new climate leadership; and promoting new narratives to promote stories of possibility and opportunity.




84. ProVeg International, International




By 2040, ProVeg International wants to reduce the consumption of animal products globally by 50 percent. They hope to do this through awareness campaigns that will help consumers understand the impact of their dietary choices on the environment and embrace plant-based protein alternatives to meat and dairy products.




85. ReFED, United States




ReFED uses data-driven solutions to help end food loss and waste in the U.S. In the last year, the organization updated their Insights Engine, a tool that provides insight into the latest data on food loss and waste in the country as well as a database of solutions.




86. Regen10, International




Guided by 10 core principles that aim to center farmers, equity, and inclusion, Regen10 was established to create regenerative global food systems. They believe the most effective way to scale regenerative food systems is to build evidence and create a shared understanding of how to deliver positive outcomes in different contexts.




87. Regenerate America, United States




Launched by Kiss the Ground, Regenerate America is a coalition of farmers, businesses, and nonprofits working to include more resources for regenerative agriculture in the next Farm Bill. Through the widespread adoption of these practices, they believe it’s possible to improve food and water security while strengthening climate resilience.




88. Teens for Food Justice (TFFJ), United States




For 10 years, TFFJ has used school-based hydroponic farming to reduce hunger, improve nutrition education, and engage youth in New York City. Working in 19 schools, they distribute more than 20,000 kilograms of student-grown produce and offer more than 97,000 servings of leafy green vegetables.




89. Rainforest Alliance, International




The Rainforest Alliance works at the intersection of business, agriculture, and forests to create a new standard for business operations. They work with companies along the agricultural, food, and forestry supply chains, helping them implement practices that are better for workers and the planet. Their Rainforest Alliance seal signifies that certified ingredients were produced in a way that supports social, economic, and environmental sustainability.




90. Rodale Institute, United States




Since 1947, the Rodale Institute has led research on regenerative organic agriculture. Together with Dr. Bronner’s and Patagonia, they launched the Regenerative Organic Certification, a new certification program that encompasses soil health, animal welfare, and workers’ wellbeing.




91. Rural Mental Health Outreach Program, United States




Created by Ted Matthews, the Rural Mental Health Outreach Program provides mental health services to farmers, ranchers, and farming families in Minnesota to help them grapple with the unique pressures and challenges of the agriculture sector. The services are offered at no cost to producers thanks to funding from the state.




92. Rythu Sadhikara Samstha (RySS), India




RySS is an organization developed to build farmers’ empowerment in India. They are implementing Andra Pradesh Community Managed Natural Farming (APCNF), a training program that helps producers farm in harmony with nature. Hear from Vijay Kumar, Executive Vice-Chairman of Ryss at COP28 here.




93. Senegalese Association for the Promotion of Development at the Base (ASPRODEB), Senegal




ASPRODEB is an association of farmers and fishers working to strengthen food systems across West and Central Africa. They help to facilitate farmer-to-farmer sharing and connect producers with agricultural innovations. “Farmers are knowledge producers,” Ousmane Ndiaye, Director of ASPRODEB tells Food Tank. “Not only doctors have knowledge.”




94. Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) Movement, International




Since 2010, the SUN movement has worked to end malnutrition in all its forms. They unite stakeholders from across the food system including civil society, U.N. entities, the donor and philanthropic communities, businesses, and researchers to achieve this goal by 2030.




95. Seed Savers Network, Kenya




Seed Savers Network Kenya is working to strengthen communities’ seed systems to conserve agrobiodiversity and improve food sovereignty. The organization operates their Farmer Training Centre and community seed banks. They also promote equity for women farmers through gender mainstreaming and advocate for farmers’ rights by amplifying their needs.




96. Self Employed Women’s Association (SEWA), India




Established in 1972, SEWA unites 2.5 million self-employed women workers in the informal economy. The Association recognizes the essential role its members play as food producers, distributors, vendors, cooks, and caregivers, and seeks to transform food and agriculture systems to increase their collective strength.




97. Sicangu Food Sovereignty Initiative (SFSI), United States




The Siċaŋġu Food Sovereignty Initiative is a community-based effort to indigenize the food system. Their core projects include a community garden, farmers market, and local food subscription program, which support food security; an internship program to introduce youth to local food production; and community events that center the preservation of traditional Lakota food knowledge and practices.




98. Slow Food International, International and Slow Food USA, United States




Slow Food is a global movement that is advocating for everyone to have access to high quality, sustainably produced food. Through their work, they try to defend biological and cultural diversity, educate and inspire eaters, influence policies and programs to support food systems transformation, and develop Slow Food’s network. Slow Food USA is the national movement in the U.S. working to advance the Slow Food mission.




99. SMART Training Platform, Canada




The SMART Training Platform emerged as a collaborative project that is engaging student researchers who want to build more resilient food systems. The Platform focuses on the implementation of the scientific method and allows students to create scalable solutions to real world challenges including food insecurity and food waste.




100. Sociedad de Historia Natural Niparajà, Mexico




Sociedad de Historia Natural Niparajà is a conservation organization that has worked for more than 30 years to preserve water resources. Their Marine Conservation Program works with a variety of stakeholders to manage and protect marine ecosystems. And their Sustainable Fishing program works closely to develop sustainable fisheries.




101. Solidaridad, International




Solidaridad is a civil society organization working to create fair and sustainable supply chains to make sustainability the norm, not the exception. Their Small Farmer Atlas is a new report informed by interviews with small-scale farmers in 18 countries, which looks at issues including prosperity and income, bargaining power, and land use.




102. Soul Fire Farm, United States




Soul Fire Farm is an Afro-Indigenous centered community farm that strives to uproot racism and establish sovereignty in the food system. They offer educational programs and distribute fresh produce to end food apartheid. This year, Soul Fire Farm’s Co-Founder Leah Penniman released her second book Black Earth Wisdom, a collection of essays and interviews that explores Black people’s spiritual and scientific connection to the land.




103. Sustainable Food Trust, United Kingdom




The Sustainable Food Trust aims to create the necessary policy, economic, and cultural environment to accelerate food systems transformation. Their key focus areas include True Cost Accounting, sustainable livestock, food security in Britain, antibiotic use in the animal agriculture sector, measuring sustainability, and local food systems.




104. Swette Center for Sustainable Food Systems at Arizona State University, United States




At Arizona State University, the Swette Center for Sustainable Food Systems is working to drive social progress, economic productivity, and ecosystem resilience through food systems transformation. They advance organic research and policy, enable True Cost Accounting, educate the next generation of food systems leaders, and engage the private sector.




105. The Nature Conservancy (TNC), International




TNC is an environmental organization working around the world to create a world where all life thrives. To help feed the world sustainably, their goal is to conserve 10 billion acres of ocean, 1.6 billion acres of land, and 620,000 miles of rivers. As part of their work on aquatic ecosystems, TNC partnered with shellfish farmers to create the Shellfish Growers Climate Coalition to help producers take climate action.




106. The Rockefeller Foundation, United States




The Rockefeller Foundation is working to advance more regenerative, nourishing, and equitable food and agriculture systems. The Foundation’s food systems work includes initiatives focused on school meals, food is medicine, procurement, and regenerative agriculture. And through their Periodic Table of Food Initiative, they are building a global ecosystem and providing tools, data, and training to catalog the biomolecular composition of the world’s food supply. In 2023, they co-hosted Pre-COP Food Day at the U.N. General Assembly to build momentum around food systems in the leadup to COP28.




107. Ujamaa Cooperative Farming Alliance (UCFA), United States




UCFA is a collective of new and established growers who cultivate and distribute heirloom seeds and grow culturally meaningful crops. Through this work, they hope to provide more opportunities and support for growers from historically oppressed and marginalized communities. To support their efforts, they also sell seeds through their business, Ujamaa Seeds. “Seeds are living things,” Ira Wallace, a seed saver and advisor to Ujamaa tells Food Tank. “You can’t just put them away.”




108. U.N. Development Programme (UNDP), International




UNDP works in 170 countries and territories to eradicate poverty and reduce inequality. They work with countries to develop policies, leadership skills, partnering abilities, and more. They operate 10 programs and initiatives dedicated to supporting the transformation of food and agricultural commodity systems, which they believe is essential to sustainable development.




109. U.N. Environment Programme (UNEP), International




UNEP aims to inspire, inform, and enable people to improve their quality of life and conserve natural resources for future generations. Their work encompasses a range of issues including oceans and seas, forests, youth and education, and gender. UNEP’s food systems work includes efforts to address food loss and waste and support for farmers through strategic partnerships.




110. U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), International




Working in more than 130 countries, FAO is the specialized agency of the U.N. that leads international efforts to end hunger and improve food and agriculture systems worldwide. During COP28, the FAO launched the first part of its Global Roadmap, which outlines a path for investors and policymakers to reduce the negative environmental impact of food and agriculture systems.




111. U.N. Global Compact, International and U.N. Global Compact Norway, Norway




The U.N. Global Compact is a voluntary initiative based on CEO commitments to implement universal sustainability principles. They work with the private sector to achieve the U.N. Sustainable Development Goals, including those to end hunger, promote sustainable consumption and production, and protect aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems. The U.N. Global Compact Norway is one of the country-level, local networks that has seen the greatest growth. This network is tackling solutions focused a range of issues including health and sustainable food systems.




112. U.N. World Food Programme, International




The U.N. World Food Programme (WFP) is the world’s largest humanitarian organization, has a presence in more than 120 countries and territories to bring food to those in need. Their work encompasses a range of focus areas from emergency relief and nutrition to climate action and resilience building.




113. Urban Growers Collective, United States




Urban Growers Collective works in Chicago, Illinois to build a more just and equitable local food system. Through urban agriculture, they aim to address the inequalities that persist in food and agriculture systems. “You can’t unpack food justice without addressing structural racism, historic inequities,” says Erika Allen, Urban Growers Collective’s Co-Founder & CEO – Strategic Development and Programs.




114. U.S. Hunger, United States




U.S. Hunger is a hunger relief organization that is leveraging the power of technology to connect people in need to healthy, nutritious food by delivering it to their front door. The organization’s CEO recently joined Food Tank at the “Advancing Food as Medicine Approaches” Summit to discuss the importance of both qualitative and quantitative data in solving the hunger crisis.




115. US Food Sovereignty Alliance, United States




The U.S. Food Sovereignty Alliance brings together organizations across the United States that are pushing for food sovereignty. Every year, they award the Food Sovereignty Prize, which recognizes two grassroots organizations dedicated to advancing food sovereignty and justice. The 2023 Prize went to Black Dirt Farm Collective and Mouvman Peyizan Papay (MPP).




116. Volgenau Climate Initiative (VCI), United States




VCI is a leadership program dedicated to accelerating nature-based climate action. They convene small groups for retreats designed to bring people together in natural settings, develop strong networks, and encourage new ways of thinking. Events topics have included diet and climate, land stewardship, and scaling diversified regenerative agriculture.




117. Wholesome Wave, United States




Wholesome Wave is an organization that strives to address diet-related diseases by helping low-income Americans buy and eat healthy fruits and vegetables. The organization recently launched the for-profit brand Wholesome Crave to provide plant-based meal solutions to large scale dining facilities and bring in revenue that can support Wholesome Wave’s work.




118. Women Advancing Nutrition Dietetics and Agriculture (WANDA), United States




Founded by Tambra Raye Stevenson, WANDA is working to achieve nutrition equity in the U.S.by uplifting the voices of Black women and girls in food. The organization recently conducted the Black Food Census to collect better data on Black foodways in the country. Stevenson hopes the data will inform positive changes in the U.S. food system.




119. Working Group on Indigenous Food Sovereignty, Canada




The Working Group on Indigenous Food Sovereignty (WGIFS) works to increase awareness and mobilize communities around Indigenous food sovereignty. The WFIGS organizes regular meetings and discussions and facilitates capacity building within communities. “To have sustainable food and sustainable water means having a sustainable world for all of us to coexist with each other,” says Lisa Kenoras, Communications Coordinator for the WGIFS.




120. World Central Kitchen (WCK), International




World Central Kitchen (WCK) provides chef-prepared fresh meals to people around the world affected by humanitarian, climate, and community crises. In recent months, WCK has worked in dozens of areas including in Mexico, the state of Tennessee, Gaza, Israel, Lebanon, and Ukraine. The recent film “We Feed People” documents the work of WCK’s Founder, Chef José Andrés.




121. World Farmers Market Coalition, International




Since launching in 2021, the World Farmers Market Coalition has grown to represent more than 20,000 markets and 60 associations from more than 50 countries to highlight the role of farmers markets in sustainable food systems. This past year, they held their first General Assembly of the World Farmers Market Coalition in Rome.




122. World Resources Institute, International




A global nonprofit, the World Resources Institute (WRI) uses research-based approaches and coalitions to protect and restore nature and stabilize the climate. Their food systems initiatives include projects on climate-friendly diets and food loss and waste. At COP28, WRI’s work was featured in several panels on food waste.




123. World Wildlife Fund (WWF), International




WWF works to conserve the Earth’s natural resources and help people around the world make more climate-friendly decisions. They advocate for eaters everywhere to reconsider food and agriculture systems to produce enough to feed the growing population in a sustainable way. WWF recently released a new framework to drive food systems transformation forward.




124. WorldFish, International




WorldFish is a research and innovation organization focusing on the role that aquatic foods play in supporting the livelihoods and wellbeing of millions of women, men, and children. They produce evidence-based solutions that target six intersecting themes: nutrition, gender, climate, sustainability, economy, and COVID-19.
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    Indigenous Peoples’ Food Systems and Agroecology: Synergies and Convergences

  

      
      
Cultural Survival recently published an artincle on a webinar organized by the Agroecology Fund (AEF). Read the original article here.




By Isapi Rúa (Guaraní) 




Indigenous food systems are systems of production, distribution, and consumption of foods based on Traditional Knowledge and practices of Indigenous Peoples. These systems are characterized by their diversity, sustainability, and resilience, which makes them preferable to conventional industrial food systems.




In a webinar organized by the Agroecology Fund (AEF) in November 2023, representatives of Indigenous Peoples and non-governmental organizations and governments from Asia, Africa, and Central America shared reflections on food systems, strengthened by projects that are developing with the support of AEF investment. Their experiences reaffirm that Indigenous food systems share a series of common principles with agroecology among which stand out: intimate relationship with the environment and community management of natural resources. 




The first principle that is essential for these systems is the close relationship of Indigenous Peoples with nature and the natural resources from the territories they have ancestrally inhabited. These relationships center respect and reciprocity. Their agricultural and hunting-gathering practices are not extractive and do not deplete ecosystems. This relationship is anchored in a spiritual connection, with water, forests, animals, and plants. 
















Spiritual Connections to the Land




Milka Chepkorir, of the Senwger Indigenous Peoples in the Kapolet Forest, describes how the spiritual connection of hunters with trees and natural resources transcends simple sustenance: “The respect we give is the same respect we give to a pregnant mother, because they give life, just like women.”

In the Ogiek Peoples of the Mau Forest, in the Rift Valley of Kenya, honey is not only their essential food but is also part of their rituals and medicinal practices, explained Daniel Kobei, Director of the Ogiek Peoples Development Program (OPDP), a non-governmental organization that works to guarantee the human and territorial rights of Indigenous Peoples in Kenya and Africa. In the agricultural activities of the Maya Peoples of Guatemala, rituals are part of the agricultural cycle and are expressed in the relationship with elements of nature and the cosmos.

“Women have a spiritual connection with Mother Earth, we observe the phases of the moon, to see the changes in the climate to define the planting times,” said María Pedro, leader of Maya Q’anjob’al of the Association of Eulalense women and member of the Coordinator of Territorial Women Leaders of Mesoamerica.




Community management of natural resources is a distinctive feature of Indigenous food systems. This model rooted in ancestral wisdom and sustainable practices is supported by specific methods.

Pedro, member of the women’s association, highlights techniques such as rotating planting areas to allow the land to rest, associated cultivation and the use of organic fertilizers instead of agrochemicals. These practices, promoted by the association, are fundamental for the preservation of these systems.

Both the Maya and the Karen Peoples in Burma have adopted rotational agricultural strategies in their forests to ensure food production. This practice does not imply converting their forests into exclusive cultivation areas; rather, it is based on cycles of natural rotation and restoration that span long periods.




Saw Paul Sein Twa, of the Karen Social and Environmental Action Network (KESAN), highlights the role of leaders in guiding the community to collectively care for lands and forests in a sustainable way. “Emphasis is placed on teaching how to take care of natural resources, facilitating their use through diverse agricultural systems, where the main premise is responsible care. The commitment to the protection of lands, forests, and waters encompasses present and future generations,” he shared.

In the specific case of the Koeveneg Peoples, as Chepkorir describes, the careful management of their territory involves dividing them into zones for different activities, such as extracting bee panels, collecting plants and herbs, and harvesting fruits. This approach respects the cyclical processes of food production dictated by nature, avoiding excessive exploitation of the same place or the entire area.




Furthermore, pastoral communities develop food systems that include careful grassland management. According to Chepkorir, they migrate from one place to another respecting the natural cycles of the soil and ensuring the restoration of essential resources such as water. This practice contributes to the sustainability of the production of foods such as milk and meat.




Challenges facing change and preservation




However, these systems face threats that impact Indigenous food systems. Climate change has generated a considerable impact on these systems worldwide. Extreme climate events, such as droughts, floods and heat waves, are affecting agricultural production, causing food shortages and biodiversity loss.  Saw Paul Sein Twa from the Karen Peoples in southeastern Burma said, “In the natural park where we have community rice crops, they have been negatively affected by natural disasters.” The armed conflict and the military junta in Burma is also another factor that hinders the development of practices that guarantee the sovereignty and food security of their communities. 

Kovei added that unpredictable changes in weather patterns and events such as prolonged droughts adversely affect bees, crucial in honey production.”Kovei also highlighted the violation of the right to land and territory, pointing out the influence of factors such as carbon offsets. He highlighted that “in Africa, Kenya generates the majority of compensations and intends to expand them, which affects land ownership and access of Indigenous Peoples to their ancestral territories.” He added that “carbon trading is endangering the survival of Indigenous Peoples in their territories due to government agreements with companies, without consulting the communities or granting them benefits as guardians of the forest.”

These factors influence forced evictions of communities, such as the Ogiek Peoples in Kenya, for conservation projects. This, according to Kovei, leads to the loss of their territorial landscapes, fundamental to their traditional food systems.
Sara Moncada, from the Indigenous organization Cultural Conservancy, in relation to the Yaqui Peoples in Northern California, mentioned that the pressures on the Yaqui Indigenous territories make the development of their agricultural practices difficult. They continue working for the recognition and vindication of the rights over their ancestral territories.

Pedro also highlighted that in Guatemala, there is a corrupt system that enacts regulations that disadvantage Indigenous Peoples, for example, the Monsanto law that favors the privatization of native seeds and others related to the privatization of water.




Logumek Women Group received Indigenous vegetable seeds as part of OPDP’s agroecology project. Photo by: VICTORIA UWEMEDIMO/AEF.



Resilient responses and community strengthening




Despite the challenges that hinder the development of food systems, organizations continue to make progress in strengthening them through specific projects. The Agroecology Fund has contributed to community participatory research and documentation projects on the food systems of the Ogiek Peoples. These efforts are channeled through the Ogiek Peoples Development Program, which seeks to preserve and transmit this knowledge to new generations. In addition, pilot projects have been supported in communities to improve their economic situation and support their claims to the land.

Among the actions led by the OPDP is the exchange of community knowledge, as mentioned by Kovei, who highlighted how “Hunter-gatherer communities in Kenya have managed to revive their traditional food systems.”
In Burma, Karen communities have restored an extensive network of fish conservation areas to protect rainforests. In addition, they are developing practices for seed preservation and exchange.




In Mesoamerica, the Coordinator of Territorial Women Leaders has been working hard to strengthen agroecological practices based on Indigenous ancestral knowledge. They have achieved local agroecological production ventures that benefit family economies, offering technical support and promoting the implementation of family gardens in their communities. Pedro highlights: “Family gardens not only help manage food but also guarantee a nutritious diet.”




In California, Cultural Conservancy is focused on access to land for its communities and restoring landscapes to grow traditional seeds. This approach not only supplies local communities but also urban centers. In addition, the knowledge of the elderly is being rescued to guide production towards conscious eating. Moncada, from the Cultural Conservancy, explains: “A small project can have a big impact. We have restored tribal ties that have little access to fresh food in North San Francisco. There are children who have never tried fresh fruits. We have introduced them to natural Indigenous foods and, for the first time, they have learned to plant and grow crops to take home.”




“Addressing climate change and other challenges that the world currently faces must also involve addressing food production in an agroecological manner based on the principles of Indigenous Peoples and the way in which the land is respected,” concluded Chepkorir.




–Isapi Rúa is a Guaraní communicator based in Camiri, Santa Cruz, Bolivia.




The full conversation can be accessed here. 
Original Content Author Isapi Rua, Available in Spanish 
The Indigenous Peoples’ Food Systems and Agroecology: Synergies and Convergences. Translated to English and edited for brevity by Agroecology Fund. 




Top photo: Daniel Kovei, planting trees. Photo by Ogiek Peoples Development Program.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Agroecology Movements Turn Digitization on its Head

  

      
      
The following article was published on Food Tank in November of 2023. You can read the original here.





Like a hoe or a tractor, digital tools in agriculture may offer farmers opportunities. But as any farmer knows, some tools are better than others.






Digital tools can help farmers monitor field conditions in real time, understand soil quality, plan their planting—and connect directly with consumers. Digital tools can also be costly and out of reach for smaller farmers. Data ownership and privacy are big concerns. Will the big data that underpins digitalization lead to even greater corporate control over agriculture?




From the perspective of Veronica Villas Arias of the ETC Group shared during an Agroecology Fund webinar, “when new technologies are introduced into societies who are already facing injustice and inequality, they’re just going to widen and increase those injustices and inequalities.”




Grassroots agroecology movements—recognizing that digitalization can facilitate learning and is here to stay —are asking, how can we use digitalization to strengthen farmers’ understanding of the ecosystems in which they work, their connections with other farmers, their relationships with consumers, and even their ability to access native seeds? Perhaps most fundamental to a truly sustainable food system grounded in agroecology, they’re asking, how do we use these tools to ensure equity and sustainability?




While many concerns with digitization persist, grassroots organizations are developing digital tools to help their members and scale agroecology worldwide. Ironically—and unfairly—because agroecology is proudly born from Indigenous Peoples food systems, it is sometimes painted as anachronistic and anti-technology. Agroecology, however, is rooted in adaptive learning and technologies. It is deeply scientific, and its efficacy has been proven by researchers in dozens of peer-reviewed studies.




One new technology, CropFit, developed by Thalavady Farmers Foundation in the southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu, India connects buyers and sellers in India, in eight different languages.




Thalavady Farmers Foundation Co-founder Kannaiyan Subranamian created the tool during the COVID-19 pandemic when lockdowns prevented people from moving freely between villages to sell their crops. Subranamian himself had three acres of cabbages to sell but was unable to travel to find a market.




A first step was to talk with other farmers to find out what features and functionality they might want in such an app.




“It was a very difficult job,” says Subranamian, speaking on a recent webinar organized by the Agroecology Fund. “I know how to do farming, organizing people and fighting in different places including in the World Trade Organization, but I did not know how to make a software that would work for the farmers.”




Subranamian sought support from other people outside of the farmer movements, found a tech provider he could trust, and produced a very useful tool.




CropFit “has brought a revolution among the farmers and buyers,” he says. It has helped farming communities learn who is growing what and where, enabling them to buy seeds from neighboring growers.




The farmers group plans to further develop its application, such as by adding livestock and chickens, a crop advisory function and market information in real time. It also plans to expand use of the tool, across Tamil Nadu and India, and eventually all over the world, Subranamian said.




Schola Campesina & Partners in Eastern Europe and Central Asia developed a mobile application called BILIM (which means knowledge in Central Asian languages) to facilitate learning exchange on agroecology across more than 10 different countries.




The region has a rich history of practicing agroecology, said Maria Anisimova, Co-Founder of Schola Campesina, which works to promote farmer to farmer knowledge sharing, especially among women and youth.




Developing the application was challenging because of the vast number of different languages in the region, which spans the Balkans, Central Asia, Syria, and Turkey.




The group conducted user centered design workshops, both remotely and live, to develop the tool.




BILIM allows users to choose and receive all content in their native language. Users can post a topic, create a discussion or group, or send a private chat.




Çiğdem Artık, chief of Çiftçi-Sen farmers union in Turkey says that Turkish farmers appreciate exchanges with farmers from countries like Pakistan, Tajikistan, or the Balkans. “Generally, we don’t hear their voices and it’s a good advantage for us to hear their experience and knowledge.”




And the Seed Savers Network, a grassroots network of community-based organizations and cooperatives representing 74,000 Kenyan farmers developed the Seed Exchangers app to help remote farmers access native fruit tree seedlings, like dragon fruit, passion fruit, or loquat.




Indigenous fruit trees are at risk of disappearing in Kenya because of a shift in market demand toward more exotic trees. Wambui Wakahiu, a program officer at the Seed Savers Network, warns that this threatens biodiversity, food security and farmers’ ability to adapt to climate change because indigenous varieties are more climate resilient.




Farmers want to incorporate Indigenous varieties on their farms, she said, but they face many challenges accessing the seedlings.




Nursery operators and farmers in the seedlings business have trouble accessing central marketplaces where they can reach buyers, so they set up nurseries along roadsides where passersby can find them. Kenyan authorities, however, won’t certify these roadside nurseries or recognize them as legal businesses.




The Seed Savers Network developed its mobile application to address these problems. The app provides buyers with information on how to care for the plants and access to extension services.




“We are empowering smallholder farmers and small nursery operators. We are enhancing agricultural diversity, contributing to tree cover, and helping in adapting to climate change,” said Wakahiu. The group is also working to make it easier for nursery operators growing native trees to become certified.




While these are inspiring initiatives, there are barriers too. Many farmers in remote areas have poor—if any—internet connection. Ironically, the webinar in which these organizations shared their experiences faced its own connectivity challenges!




Farmers often have older phones that are incompatible with the apps. Older farmers in particular struggle with digital literacy; the average age of farmers worldwide is 57 years. Agroecology groups address these challenges with training programs. Some, like AlterMundi in Argentina, are tackling the issue of connectivity with community-led internet development projects in remote areas.




Still, some groups are hesitant to embrace digital tools, stressing concerns about the technology’s reliance on conflict minerals, companies using farmers’ data to sell them ever more expensive and addictive inputs and a broad concern that technological fixes mask deeper inequalities.




“Hunger will not be resolved by data. Digitization will also not solve structural problems of poverty and injustice,” says Arias.




That is certainly true. But what if the new digital tools are designed with principles of agroecology built into their operating systems? Agroecology rests on practices of applied learning and collaborative co-creation. And as these groups demonstrate, when digital tools are controlled by farmers and consumers, they may be able to facilitate both and ensure that digitization benefits those who technology often leaves behind.




Photo courtesy of Diego Moreira, Wikimedia Commons

          

  
  
      
          

  
    In Kenya, Food Sovereignty Is Alive and Well

  

      
      
The Bittman Project featured an article about the Agroecology Fund in January of 2024. You can find the original article here.




Strengthening community-led agroecological practices and fighting the vested interests that undermine them are the keys




Careful readers of The Bittman Project will note that we are increasingly giving active support to some of our especially like-minded partners. Among these is Agroecology Fund, a participatory grantmaking fund that supports agroecology movements from Mexico to Mali to Malaysia.




This global network comprises a diverse, ground-up movement of allied organizations all geared to building sustainable and equitable food systems, while advocating for policies that enable agroecology and, of course, railing against the vested interests that undermine it.




Agroecology Fund applies its resources to the intersection of these movements, where farmers, eaters, scientists, journalists, policy-makers, activists, and environmentalists collaborate for grassroots-led change. Collaborations include strategies as diverse and complementary as researching soil health, creating agroecology schools and seed banks, offering new models of agricultural extension, passing local land and water use ordinances, and resisting barriers to agroecology, such as corporate control of seeds.




Agroecology Fund fortifies these multi-sectoral movements around the world to build power and transform the food system. This photo essay shares how grantee partners in Kenya are creating food sovereignty by strengthening community-led agroecological practices and solutions.




The above photo is of Samuel Maina, who uses Organic Agriculture Centre of Kenya (OACK)’s biofertilizer at his organic farm, which sits on a hill in Kiamakara Village, Muranga County. In the valley below, farmers produce Kenyan tea — one of the country’s main exports — with chemical fertilizers.




Local demand for Samuel’s organic produce is huge. Nonetheless, he spoke of the safety he feels in diversifying his income. He, too, has a lot in the valley where he grows non-organic tea, a product which he claims Kenya has strict regulations around. “It’s not organic, because we have that policy,” he explains. “You have to use the [chemical] fertilizers that they give you to control the taste of tea, so that it will not be different with every farmer.”








Duncan Ndirangu, of OACK, holds a bottle of organic “soil conditioner” manufactured by his organization. OACK sells this biofertilizer to local farmers at a lower price than the chemical fertilizers peddled by industrial giants. Many of these corporations are seeking to expand by influencing farmers in rural Kenya, where 70% of the population is engaged in agriculture. OACK is a member of PELUM Kenya.








Gladys sells OACK’s biofertilizer, as well as other organic products at her small shop at Kangari Market Centre in Muranga County. The grassroots group’s product is extremely popular with local farmers, and OACK’s already impressive operation can barely keep up with demand. Duncan Ndirangu emphasized the pressing need for more affordable credit options in order for OACK to grow and to coax local farmers away from the short-term — and ultimately counter-productive — ‘solutions’ offered by chemical fertilizer companies.








At his farm, which is spread out over several levels around his house, Samuel Maina practices mixed organic farming, producing dozens of varieties of fruits, vegetables, and herbs, including guava, chamomile, and oregano.




Samuel belongs to the Kangari Organic Marketing Group, a local network which grows, processes, packages and sells organic produce. He is supported by OACK and PELUM Kenya.








Beatrice Nyambura lives and farms on the hill opposite Samuel. She, too, is part of the Kangari Organic Marketing Group. Her farm in Gakuyu Village, Muranga County, includes a solar tunnel dryer which local farmers pay to use.








Beatrice’s farm is supported by OACK, who last year constructed a water tank for her to help during a period of intense drought.








Peninah Mckenzie (above, left) and Dorothy Nzisa (above, right) are members of the Mwende Women Collective. Their work is supported by the Kenyan Peasants’ League (KPL), a farmer movement whose primary goal is to “promote peasantry and agroecology as a means to ensure food sovereignty.” KPL’s members are organized in “clusters” or “collectives,” to ensure solidarity and joint production.








Peninah and Dorothy weave baskets and bags from natural fibers and leftover dried produce. Their products are now being sold internationally.








KPL also supports the Mwende Munyanyau Cluster, a group of local farmers who are practicing land restoration through terracing and water conservation.








Susan Owiti, Secretary of the KPL Women’s Collective, manages a program which offers free accommodation for vulnerable peasant women, including widows and domestic abuse survivors. The program also offers training in organic farming, providing the women with long-term, practical knowledge and skills.




Due to the nature of KPL’s work, those involved with the group face serious security risks, including online hacking and threats to their personal safety.








Here, Nteleyo Saikong, a Mayianat-Maasai community member, addresses her community in a discussion about land restoration and reseeding in Makurian. These Indigenous people are historically pastoralists — communities whose way of life revolves around breeding and herding livestock such as cows and goats, typically in extensive grazing systems.




But nearby conservation efforts — including exclusive, private resorts — have fenced off large areas of these communities’ pasture lands. This has, in turn, upset the natural cycle of grazing and restoration — a delicate balance which pastoralists have maintained for centuries.








Indigenous youth here face increasing pressure to migrate to urban areas, and to turn away from traditional practices which some consider “backward.”




Mali Ole Kaunga is the founder of the Indigenous Movement for Peace Advancement and Conflict Transformation (IMPACT) in Kenya, and works with these communities to secure their rights, support their land stewardship, and fortify their food security. Mali stresses the urgency of intergenerational knowledge transfer. “We are losing people to institutions which are designed to undermine them,” he explains.




Lekinyaga Maa (above, far right) is a young musician, who writes songs praising his ancestral land, and describing the unprecedented struggles now faced by his people.








Women in the group emphasized the need for female empowerment in their community and in farming efforts. Here, Joyce Morijoh, Chairlady of Rapunye Cultural Manyatta and a member of the Nyumba Kumi initiative, addresses her community.








Joyce Mamai is a beadworker and member of Twala Tenebo Cultural Manyatta, which encourages financial independence for Indigenous women through organic farming, traditional practices, and tourist activities such as baboon walks. The group was born out of a need to address female genital mutilation (FGM) and child marriage, which were considered core to the community’s cultural identity. Approximately 90% of the girls in this community once faced these harmful practices — today, they have been completely eradicated. Twala Tenebo Cultural Manyatta’s work is also supported by IMPACT Kenya.








Rosemary Nenini Putunoi, a survivor of FGM and child marriage herself, is the founder and manager of Twala Tenebo. She speaks of how difficult it was to change men’s minds about the deeply-embedded patriarchal traditions which were keeping women in her community oppressed. When trying to educate men away from child marriage she would ask them: “Why are you eating uncooked food where there is cooked food?”








The group’s organic aloe vera farm, one of several agroecological interventions in this community, provides local women with a reliable stream of income.




Having overcome the significant obstacle of community acceptance, they now face another challenge: elephant attacks. Neighboring conservation work has affected wildlife migration patterns and cut animals off from their typical food sources. This puts farmers and pastoralists at a higher risk of animal attacks.








Mworia Mwenda and his wife are beneficiaries of organic farming training conducted by Pastoralist Women for Health and Education (PWHE). They have found agroecological farming to be very fruitful and lucrative. They harvest 500 kilograms’ worth of crops weekly from their three acres of land.








Sadia Mohamed, a Matendo Women chairperson, has started practicing organic farming at her compound in Kambi Juu, with support from PWHE. She has planted an extensive kitchen garden, complete with zero-grazing goats.








PWHE also supports food producers who are at the very beginning stages of agroecological farming. This starts with education. Mumina Jillo Konso (above, right) is a former member of the County Assembly. While she is from a pastoralist community, she also owns a 32-acre farm. Shoba M. Liban (above, left), PWHE’s CEO, knows Mumina from political circles, and has been encouraging her to transition to agroecology.








Indigenous groups in Kenya such as the Ogiek (above, with Maines Chebet, leader of the Logumek Women Group, in the forefront) are often overlooked — and, at times, aggressively marginalized. Despite their historical role in maintaining the land, they are excluded from local and national decision-making and policy development surrounding agriculture.




This Ogiek community in Nessuit is supported by the Ogiek Peoples’ Development Program (OPDP), an organization which defends the rights of Indigenous Peoples. OPDP is currently finalizing legal proceedings against the Kenyan government, whom they are suing for reparations for the displacement of Indigenous groups in Kenya.








This community in Nessuit has a strong female farmer presence, named the Logumek Women Group (members pictured, above), who received indigenous vegetable seeds as part of OPDP’s agroecology project. However, due to an extended drought, they have struggled to produce crops. Their beehives, too, are empty.




Many of the men in this community are engaged in conventional agriculture, growing maize, potatoes and beans with chemical fertilizers.








The community’s soil is so degraded that the women feel they now have to follow suit and to resort to using chemical fertilizers in order to produce a yield significant enough to sell. They have decided to use manure only for the small kitchen gardens that feed their families.








Here, schoolchildren attend a farmers’ fair organized by Slow Food Kenya to learn more about agroecology. At this stand, Florida Muthoni (nicknamed “Sonia”) speaks to the children about her involvement with organic food production.




Slow Food Kenya is an affiliate of Slow Food International, a global, grassroots organization which promotes food biodiversity and advocates for traditional knowledge-supported food systems.








Sonia uses locally-produced, organic ingredients such as pearl millet, roasted groundnuts, and dried arrowroot, to make “porridge,” a hearty fermented drink that she serves in gourds out of her shop in Naukuru town.








At other stalls, food producers and farmers display organic products – from beans to natural remedies.








Many of the youth present at the fair explained that they were establishing agriculture cooperatives and producing crops to sell to nearby hotels. One young farmer speaks of his own positive experience of agroecology. While he is a tailor and makes clothes to supplement his income, he sees the long-term value in organic farming.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Donor support boosts agroecological fixes to climate, food crises

  

      
      
An opinion piece by Daniel Moss  published  on devex.com, 14 November 2023




Agroecology, recognized in most parts of the world as a climate and hunger solution, is gaining traction worldwide, as demonstrated by increased donor support. This support must keep flowing to grassroots movements.




A global grassroots agroecology movement is shifting policies, practices, and investments toward climate-friendly food systems. With industrial agriculture responsible for more than a third of greenhouse gas emissions, the need is urgent. Led by women, Indigenous people, youth, and smallholder farmers, powerful decentralized networks are giving rise to climate-resilient and equitable food systems. A wide range of donors, including governments, are now supporting agroecological solutions — and who gets these funds and how is key to consider.




Devex Invested




The insider brief on business, finance, and the SDGsSubscribe now




Agroecology, recognized in most parts of the world as a climate and hunger solution, is gaining traction worldwide. Perhaps a new term to some, it helps to encourage people to dissect it — agro (soil, crops) and ecology (natural systems). Farming with nature.




When you remind people that modern, or industrialized, farming is just a blip in the over 10,000-year history of agriculture, the inevitability of our fossil fuel-heavy food system becomes less certain. Questions follow: How did we box ourselves into a food system that is estimated to be responsible for more than a third of all global anthropogenic GHG emissions? And more urgently: How do we rebuild food systems that put people and the planet first?




Curiosity about agroecology solutions is palpable, but so is skepticism. A few points I often hear are: Agroecology may have sustained Indigenous peoples in the past, but can it really fill 8 billion bellies? Or: Agroecology is anachronistic, yields are insufficient, land is too scarce, and genetically modified seeds are needed for climate resilience and nutritional fortification.




Never mind that these arguments have been debunked in peer-reviewed literature and that low-input, smallholder farming accounts for 70% of the global food supply. The facts speak for themselves. Good nutrition depends on diversified, culturally appropriate local diets. Fossil fuels are not needed to manufacture fertilizers and pesticides; costs and resources can be saved using local biomass. Climate-smart agriculture doesn’t rest on proprietary patents but rather on scientifically validated natural techniques that regenerate rather than degrade ecosystems.




Greenwashing and regenerative agriculture vs. agroecology




That doesn’t stop the increasingly common practice of greenwashing — providing misleading information about the impacts of a company’s work on the environment. Meanwhile, the term “regenerative agriculture” has gained popularity in the United States over the past decade as a way to grow food while sequestering carbon. It appears in popular documentaries like “Kiss the Ground” and pilot programs of the U.S. Department of Agriculture.




Agricultural input companies like Bayer endorse a medley of regenerative agriculture practices, a cousin of agroecology, while also noting that “there is no commonly agreed definition of regenerative agriculture.” It is often conflated with agroecology, or leaves some wondering about how they are different. Yet, while regenerative agriculture features techniques such as no-till farming and cover crops to build healthier soil, the core difference is that a focus on these practices alone is “stripped of social justice dimensions.”




Agroecology is more than farming techniques; it seeks the transformation of entire food systems, embracing a holistic approach from land rights to inclusive governance to fair and dignified livelihoods. It is championed by farmer movements like La Via Campesina claiming: Small farmers cool the planet.




Photo by: La Via Campesina



Of course scale is critical for agroecology to help stabilize the climate. While industrial agriculture (misnamed the “Green Revolution”) spread quickly when global seed and chemical suppliers captured public agricultural programs, agroecology takes a different path.




Grassroots-led agroecology




Grassroots movements are the “secret sauce.” These networks can’t match big agriculture’s lobbying and marketing moves, but they can create powerful coalitions to manage farmer field schools, shift narratives, direct funding to emerging agroecological businesses, and influence governments to adopt agroecology-friendly legislation.




This growing movement can succeed in redirecting the roughly $635 billion in global agricultural subsidies from industrial to agroecological practices. This heavy subsidization pampers and sustains industrial agriculture. Philanthropic networks like the Agroecology Fund and the Global Greengrants Fund have a theory of change that channels resources to climate justice action grounded in the right to healthy food.




While compelling, this bottom-up, decentralized change requires significant time and resources. Given the urgency to identify impactful climate solutions, we need large-scale solutions now. Donors rightly ask whether grassroots-led agroecology is up to the job.




Growing donor support to scale agroecological solutions  




In a thought-provoking essay in the Stanford Social Innovation Review, Lior Ipp challenges the notion that big changes mean supporting big organizations (from the global north). A funder interested in systemic change should consider investing in local initiatives that interweave and aggregate efforts rooted in territories and cultures, Ipp suggests. The global agroecology movement provides a big tent for those territorial efforts.




Take the case of India. With 1.4 billion people, nearly 30% of land degraded, and water supplies shrinking alarmingly, innovations abound. The state of Andhra Pradesh, home to 50 million people, is investing $255 million in agroecological practices known as natural farming. The National Coalition for Natural Farming is pushing the agenda forward in other states.




Farm-grown nutrients eliminate costly and harmful chemical fertilizers and pesticides that have pushed farmers into debt and spurred a farmer suicide epidemic. Powered by local women’s self-help organizations, 630,000 farmers have become natural farmers, experiencing 11% increase in yields while maintaining higher crop diversity.




In West Africa’s Sahel desert, farmers are reeling from climate change. With bilateral, multilateral, and philanthropic donor support, grassroots farmers’ networks are working with community chiefs to strengthen a “Great Green Wall.” This is not a plantation-style monoculture forest but a proven technique for truly climate-smart agriculture called “farmer-managed natural regeneration,” where a diversity of tree species helps farmland to regenerate, improving soil quality, moisture retention, and carbon sequestration.




In Brazil, the government is leveraging its formidable purchasing power to bring agroecologically produced foods into schools, hospitals, and municipalities. These guaranteed markets provide a powerful incentive for farmers to transition away from unsustainable techniques. Cooperatives affiliated with the Landless Workers Movement have become the country’s largest producer of organic rice.




These on-the-ground successes are making their way into global conversations and commitments.




Who gets funding and how is key to agroecology and climate justice




Opinion: Why our UAE COP 28 presidency is hyperfocused on food systems




Efforts to make our food and agriculture systems more equitable, accessible and sustainable will receive unprecedented attention at COP 28 later this year, writes the UAE’s Mariam Almheiri.




This September, at Climate Week in New York City, the dots began to line up with multiple philanthropies, private investors, and public donor agencies committing to invest in climate-friendly food systems.




A new tool to track investments in agroecology was recently launched by the Agroecology Coalition during the Food and Agriculture Organization’s Committee on World Food Security meeting. A sneak peak at the upcoming U.N. climate summit, COP 28, agenda featured a draft declaration to put food systems transformation squarely on the table. A rising tide of investments is anticipated.




But it’s not simply about increasing funding flows. It matters a great deal how it flows and to whom it flows. For nearly a decade, at the Agroecology Fund, we’ve grounded our support to agroecology movements, often led by women, Indigenous people, youth, and smallholder farmers, through participatory, decentralized mechanisms that bring funding decisions closer to the ground. That is who these increased flows of funding need to focus on supporting.




As multiple crises deepen and technological fixes can’t deliver solutions, the need to lift up grassroots leadership for agroecology and climate justice becomes more obvious. It’s an urgent and unprecedented moment to invest in their blossoming and visionary movements.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Food reform can’t distract from fossil fuels at COP28

  

      
      
This article first appeared on Context in November 2023.




By Anna Lappé




What’s the context?




Food reform is finally on the table for the COP28 climate summit in Dubai, but it must go hand in hand with cuts in fossil fuels




Anna Lappé is a sustainable food advocate, author, and the Executive Director of the Global Alliance for the Future of Food.




The urgent need to tackle the climate crisis has become incontrovertible. Yet one of its key drivers, food systems—which globally are responsible for a staggering one third of greenhouse gas emissions—has so far been largely left out of climate change negotiations. This year, that looks set to change.




At COP28, the UN climate change meeting starting in Dubai on November 30, the leaders of more than 100 countries are expected to commit to making food and agricultural reform central to their climate action plans, alongside energy and transport.




This is welcome—and long overdue. And yet, many people – including myself – are deeply alarmed that COP28 is being hosted by the UAE, a petrostate arguing for the “phasing down” rather than “phasing out” of fossil fuels. Only last year the UAE announced a $150 billion investment to accelerate oil and gas production, despite the scientific consensus being that new exploration should have stopped two years ago.




And it’s not only scientists and environmentalists that are concerned about this dissonance. Last week 130 leading global businesses published an open letter urging governments attending COP28 to commit to a timeline to phase out fossil fuels completely. under fire




The truth is, you can’t have food systems transformation without fossil fuel phase out – and vice versa. While there are significant sources of emissions in food systems that aren’t directly related to fossil fuels, such as methane from livestock and deforestation, the reliance of the sector on fossil fuel input is a critical piece of the puzzle.




New research published today by the Global Alliance for the Future of Food – the organization I lead – finds that food systems account for at least 15% of global fossil fuels burned each year, equivalent to total emissions from the EU and Russia combined.




Fossil fuels are used across all stages of the food supply chain. Petroleum is used to make synthetic fertilizers, pesticides and plastic food packaging. And fossil fuels are also burnt to produce energy to manufacture ultra-processed foods and to transport food around the world.




Our report shows that decoupling food production from fossil fuels is vital to prevent catastrophic climate change. Even if all governments delivered on their 2030 climate pledges, fossil fuel use in our food system would still blow our 1.5C carbon budget by 2037.




The oil companies know this but, as fossil fuel use for power and transport is expected to decline with the uptake of renewable energy and electric vehicles, industry is looking for ways to maintain their growth and profits.




A primary focus is the petrochemicals and plastics used to make and package food. The International Energy Association (IEA) predicts that petrochemicals will drive nearly half of oil demand growth by 2050, outstripping sectors like aviation and shipping. And food-related plastics and fertilizers account for approximately 40% of all petrochemical products.




Companies are seizing the opportunity. In 2016, the American Chemistry Council projected that the fossil fuel industry would spend $164 billion from 2016 to 2023 in the United States alone to construct new, and expand existing, petrochemical projects.




It’s clear the fossil fuel industry—and countries that derive huge revenues from fossil fuel production like the UAE – have a vested interest in maintaining an industrialized, energy-intensive food system. And so where does that leave us, on the eve of COP28 with food systems on the official summit agenda?




First, it’s vital that policymakers, funders, researchers, campaigners, businesses and other experts work together across food and energy issues, rather than looking at them in silos. That means pushing for language on phasing out fossil fuels to be included in the declaration on food and farming that will be announced at COP28.




It also means going further and faster than the minimum bar set by the COP28 host. It’s promising that an alliance of countries who will commit to driving systemic change on food systems through taking a whole-of-government approach is expected to be announced at the summit.




In addition, individual governments will pledge to update their domestic climate plans – or Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) – to include further action on food and farming. This is something my organization has been calling for, especially considering food-focused strategies currently missing from over 70% of countries’ climate plans.




Countries that are serious about tackling the climate crisis should show they have ambitious plans to wean their food systems off fossil fuels. This should include phasing out fossil-fuel based fertilizers and pesticides; shifting to renewable energy for processing, cooling, and drying food; supporting minimally processed, less-energy intensive foods and plant-rich diets; and encouraging the uptake of locally-grown food.




Shifting away from industrial methods of food production towards more sustainable ways of farming – including agroecology and regenerative approaches – would not only protect the planet, but also would help address the roots of hunger, create jobs, improve health and protect biodiversity.




The upcoming summit is an opportunity, but one we must not squander. We want to be walking away from COP28 with concrete commitments to decouple food production from fossil fuel use as quickly as possible, as part of an overall climate change policy agenda that is ambitious, comprehensive, and backed by genuine political will.




The time for empty talk is long gone.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Agroecology beyond cultivated landscapes: Pastoralist experiences from Africa and Central Asia

  

      
      
From the steppes of Kyrgyzstan to the vast plains around Mount Kenya, the Agroecology Fund is proud to support pastoralist initiatives demonstrating that agroecology is an approach that can be applied to different food systems. 




An age-old, traditional way of life for Indigenous communities across the world, pastoralism upholds many of the core principles of agroecology: synergy, soil health and land governance, amongst others.




However, despite its immense value, pastoralism faces significant threats and challenges in the modern world, with the encroachment upon pastoral lands by competing land uses, and frequent marginalization in policy-making and land tenure systems.




In the face of widespread misunderstanding surrounding the pastoralist way of life – as well as campaigns of disinformation – the Agroecology Fund took the opportunity to host a webinar which we hoped would challenge stereotypes and myths, and provide a space for discussion and learning.




The virtual convening was attended by almost 150 participants, from international journalists, to pastoralist allies, to Agroecology Fund donors and grantee partners.




First, we heard from Indira Raimberdy, Executive Director of the Peace Building Center, and Kuluipa Akmatova, a researcher with the Rural Development Foundation, two inspiring women who are part of the Golden Hoof Collaborative (GHC). GHC is an alliance promoting the spiritual, environmental and material security of seven Indigenous groups in Kyrgyzstan through native livestock breeding. 




GHC seeks to revive the Kyrgyz horse and the Buryat cow, two indigenous breeds which have been adapting to local ecosystems for millennia and, as such, are particularly well-adapted to the harsh conditions of the region, including its long and cold winters. These conditions are far too extreme for most introduced livestock, meaning that if native breeds like the Kyrgyz horse and the Buryat cow become extinct – a real eventuality if not for GHC’s work – local pastoralists will lose the only way of life and livelihood they have ever known. Bringing these breeds back from the brink of extinction, through careful research and experimentation, is a way for these Indigenous communities to preserve their traditional knowledge, reclaim their cultural and spiritual identity, and ultimately achieve food sovereignty.






Indigenous cattle are adapted to the long winters of Buryatia, conditions which are far too harsh for most introduced breeds of livestock. © Alexandr Khamaganov






As well as the Buryat cow, GHC is also carrying out experimental breeding and genetic research on the Kyrgyz horse, a breed indigenous to Kyrgyzstan. © Aibek Baimbetov/GHC








“We belong to nomadic nations where aboriginal animals were a real part of people’s lives,”

– Indira Raimberdy, Executive Director of the Peace Building Center




“One of the reasons we chose to work with agroecology and indigenous livestock breeding is because this is the most tangible area where traditional knowledge can be applied.”




Equally importantly, the loss of indigenous livestock would threaten the delicate balance of these communities’ natural environments. This could have profound implications for the planet at large. A report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change highlights that improved landscape stewardship of the sort practiced by the nomadic pastoralists in Central Asia is fundamental to cooling the planet. 




Indira and Kuluipa explained some of the challenges faced by the nomadic peoples, including rapidly increasing air temperatures and unpredictable seasons due to climate change, as well as Kyrgyzstan’s recent political crises which have set back national strategic planning surrounding livestock management.




Another significant challenge is the isolation of these rural communities from international platforms, networking spaces and funding. They are deprived of serious financial and technical support to scale their work up and out.




Next, we heard from Mali Ole Kaunga, the director of the Indigenous Movement for Peace Advancement and Conflict Transformation in Kenya (IMPACT), an organization that works to secure pastoralist rights, support Indigenous Peoples’ land stewardship, and fortify community food security. Ole gave an overview of the pastoralist way of life, noting its richness, diversity, and emphasis on communal living.




“Pastoralism is not a homogenous practice or form of livelihood,” he explained.




“There are nomadic pastoralists, but some semi-nomadic, where a section of the family moves to another area where pastures and water [are] accessible during that part of the season.”




Keeping livestock plays an important role in pastoralists’ cultural and social lives, as they sometimes use the animals to resolve conflicts, or to cleanse themselves spiritually. Ole quoted a local saying: “The land is the heart and the cow is the soul of the family.”






Malih Ole Kaunga (IMPACT Kenya) during an Agroecology Fund visit to Mayianat community (Maasai), in Makurian, Kenya, March 27, 2023. © Victoria Uwemedimo/AEF






Beneficiaries and staff members of Pastoralist Women for Health and Education (PWHE) present traditional Borana gourds containing preserved milk, yogurt and meat, in Isiolo, Kenya, on March 28, 2023.







IMPACT was one of the founders of the Pastoralists Alliance for Resilience and Adaptation in Northern Rangelands. The pastoralist network’s acronym, PARAN, is the Masaai word for “sharing”.




Pastoralists share their landscape with wildlife, communities and developers. Unfortunately, the areas managed by pastoralists are often of growing interest to wildlife conservation projects, which has resulted in conflicts between pastoralist communities and conservation NGOs.




Ole explained the situation faced by the pastoralists IMPACT works with in Kenya, a country in which there are around 10 million Indigenous people, and “high competition for resources in already fragile ecosystems”. Large-scale investments in land ownership is becoming a growing challenge for pastoralists, with land changing hands quickly and with little or no consultation with local communities. The recent displacement of the Masaai in Tanzania is a troubling example. Moreover, agriculture policies generally tend to favor crop production, rather than traditional pastoralist food production which relies on shared resources. Meanwhile, clean energy projects such as wind farms which serve urban settlements take up vast swathes of Indigenous land. A positive climate solution thus diminishes local communities’ capacity to produce their own food. Prioritizing wildlife conservation, tourism and renewable energy development creates a “hierarchy of benefits” whereby traditional governance structures are undermined and community mobility is compromised.




Ole further spoke out against misinformation surrounding pastoralism, driven by researchers, policymakers and the media, which spreads the narrative that pastoralists degrade their own land, and must reduce their livestock in order to be environmentally sustainable.




Dr Ian Scoones spoke next to help dismantle this harmful narrative.




“The assumptions that rangelands are degraded through grazing and that they need tree planting to be restored need to be critiqued,” emphasized Dr Scoones.




“We know that rangelands are open areas with high levels of variability. They are maintained by pastoralists through grazing and sometimes fire.”




He also noted that negative assumptions surrounding pastoralism result in policies which constrain pastoralism to fixed, settled, intensive forms of livestock rearing.




“The policies focus on stability, on simplification, on management, on control; a very particular type of modernization,” he stated.




Part of this stereotyping is the assumption that all livestock rearing is inherently harmful to the environment due to methane emissions.




“It’s not the meat that is the issue – it’s the process by which these things are produced,” explained Dr Scoones.




“Different livestock systems have very different impacts and it is important to differentiate between industrial farming and pastoralism.”




He maintained that livestock rearing done in a sustainable fashion – as pastoralists practice it – can in fact have potential benefits for the environment, through carbon sequestration.








Dr Scoones closed by bringing the discussion back to the webinar’s principal topic: how pastoralism and agroecology can come together in an integrated food system.




“If we look beyond these myths and negative assumptions towards the actual practices and logics of pastoralists in relation to environment, breeding, livelihoods and marketing, we see that these Indigenous practices overlap with what we generally understand as agroecology – working with nature, generating sustainability, becoming rooted in local economies.”




We are grateful to those who attended the webinar, to the speakers for taking the time to share their experiences with us, and most importantly, to the pastoralists themselves who show us how to safeguard culture and rights while obtaining diverse foods from diverse landscapes.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    The Agroecology Fund Celebrates its 10-Year Anniversary

  

      
      
On February 1st, 2023, The Agroecology Fund brought together over 100 of its grantee partners, advisors, donors and staff, in a virtual celebration of the Fund’s 10-Year Anniversary. This event marked a decade of moving money to grassroots movements that lead the transformation towards healthy and sustainable food systems.








In a solemn opening moment, participants remembered and celebrated the life of Chris Honahnie, a young Indigenous leader who was part of the International Indian Treaty Council (IITC), one of the Fund’s long-term partners. Chris had served on the Agroecology Fund’s Executive Committee, a key component of the Fund’s inclusive governance model. Chris’s colleague, Janene Yazzie, spoke to the inspiration, hope, wisdom and leadership that Chris gave to the movement.




Seed sovereignty is core to the Agroecology Fund’s work. In remembrance of Chris – who had devoted himself to recirculating Indigenous seeds – participants from Mexico to Sri Lanka to Côte d’Ivoire engaged in a virtual seed exchange, lifting corn cobs and gourds of bean seeds to their cameras. It was a show of solidarity and commitment to moving Chris’s dream forward.




During the gathering, grantee partners spoke of the Fund’s critical and consistent support of grassroots work, especially in times of adversity.





“During Covid times, we saw that the Agroecology Fund is truly on the side of vulnerable people when they need you. I remember one [authority] of [a] district in Mali saying: ‘It is in hard times that you know your true friends.’ When [Covid-19] broke, many organizations left communal areas in Mali – this was the time when [the] Agroecology Fund allowed us to go and support people.”

– Tsuamba Bourgou (Grantee)




Meanwhile, the Agroecology Fund’s founders emphasized the leadership of grantee partners which lies at the core of the organization’s work. 





“Agroecology as a way of life needs deep and stable roots to flourish, and I really appreciate that the Agroecology Fund now holds front and center the importance of Indigenous Peoples’ rights, and the advancement of the right to land and territories.”

– Sarah Hobson (Founder)




Since its inception, the Agroecology Fund has striven to be inclusive, with a deep embrace of adaptive learning – a quality that makes agroecology a resilient food system. Agroecology Fund Co-Directors, Angela Cordeiro and Daniel Moss, expressed pride in the organization’s evolution over the years – in its thinking, especially, but also in its funding, in its capacity, and in its governance structure.




During the event, the Agroecology Fund highlighted key achievements throughout the years. These include the Fund’s first Strategic Plan, developed in early 2017; the 2016 Learning Exchange in Uganda; the 2020 Learning Exchange in India; the Covid-19 Emergency Response Grants (during which 59 grants were disbursed across 45 countries); and the 2021 launch of the Agroecology Fund for the Peninsula of Yucatán (FAPY). This is the first of many regional Agroecology Funds. Most striking in the presentation was a graph of the sharp growth in donors (from four to over 40), and a significant spike in grants to agroecology movements (which by the end of 2022 totaled over $15 million).




Number of grants, Total Dollar value since inception 2012: nearly US$ 10.5 million to 171 grants for implementation in 76 countries



New initiatives were briefly described – online learning and ‘Conversation Circles’; the Grassroots Evidence for Agroecology initiative; and contributions to the global discussions which culminated in the 13 principles of agroecology. Executive Committee Co-Chairs expressed gratitude for the active involvement of grantees, advisors and donors in crafting its new 2022-2026 strategy, which charts a clear path forward to strategically support community-led food system transformation.





2022-2026 Strategic plan






This virtual celebration was a reflection of the diverse Agroecology Fund community: grantee-driven, far-reaching, visionary and ambitious; an antidote to these troubling times.




The gathering closed with candles on a cupcake and rousing renditions of ‘Happy Birthday’ in multiple languages. Enthusiasm was palpable for the Agroecology Fund to continue to accompany a growing agroecology movement around the globe.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    A personal reflection on agroecology movements in Cuba

  

      
      
At dawn on November 13th, 2022, I left my home in Lima to head to La Havana, Cuba, where Agroecology Fund donors, advisors and staff were to take part in the 8th International Encounter on Agroecology, Food Sovereignty, Nutritional Education and Cooperative Movements. This encounter is held biennially, hosted by Cuba’s National Association of Small Farmers (ANAP). Upon arrival in La Havana, the Agroecology Fund delegation headed south, to the Niceto Pérez Farmer Training School in Güira de Melena, where we would be hosted over the next week. 




Entrance of the Niceto Pérez Farmer Training School. The sign reads “Revolution is a sense of the historic moment,” a quote by Fidel Castro.



The encounter kicked off on the morning of November 14th with a famous Cuban Décima*, recited by two ANAP farmers. This poem, filled with the revolutionary energy of the Cuban agroecological movement, set the tone for the days to come.




*The Décima is a popular form of improvised poetic expression, which has been used historically by peasant communities across Latin America as a means to express and spread ideological struggles. 




We then heard from several influential actors in the Cuban agricultural sector, including Idael Pérez Brito (Minister of Agriculture), Adilén Roque Jaime (researcher and member of ANAP) and Armando Hernandez Romero (member of ANAP’s Directive Board). These actors highlighted the key roles of ANAP and of the farmer-to-farmer movement in building a just food system in Cuba based on the dignity of all people – farmers and consumers alike. This movement is working to promote food sovereignty despite the challenges of an unfavorable and unstable political context.




We witnessed firsthand the achievements of this historic fight led by Cuban peasants when we took part in three full days of site visits across three provinces: La Havana, Mayabeque, and Artemisa.




In the province of La Havana, where peasants work to overcome the difficulties of farming on very small plots of land, we learned about the advantages of a cooperative model which allows small farmers to collectively process and commercialize their harvests. The Cuban government purchases a portion of the harvest as part of its public procurement program and the remainder can be sold on the open market, including to hotels and restaurants.






Agroecological farm ‘The Triumphant’
Entrance to an agroecological farm named ‘The Triumphant’, part of the Francisco de Albear cooperative situated in the province of La Havana.






Agroecological production of chard

Agroecological production of chard (La Havana).






The owner of The Triumphant explains an innovative technique
Klaiton González Rosales, owner of The Triumphant, explains an innovative technique to address water scarcity – transplanting lettuce seedlings directly into cut-down banana tree trunks, which retain more humidity than soil. (La Havana).







Next, we visited Mayabeque, a province known for pioneering innovative agrarian technology. We visited an investigation center affiliated with a local university, carrying out  research to improve technical aspects of agroecological production. The center’s researchers highlighted the importance of collaboration with farmers (those who ultimately should decide which technologies are best suited to their needs and to the realities of Cuban agriculture). This participative approach to research is rooted in the values of the farmer-to-farmer movement.




Greenhouses at a local university in the province of Mayabeque, where research on plant genetics and phytosanitary control is being carried out.



On the final day of field visits, we were warmly received at three farms in the Artemisa province. Here, farmers amazed us with their highly diversified farming systems which integrate many species of animals, trees, and vegetables. During our visit to ‘La Herminita’ farm – part of a cooperative that brings together more than 69 farming families – we learned more about the centrality of solidarity and cooperation among farmers. By being part of ANAP, farmers work collectively towards a common goal – to provide safe and healthy food to the Cuban people while ensuring the protection of their environment, the conservation of native and local varieties, and the dignity of Cuban farmers. ANAP has grown alongside a land reform program which lies at the heart of the Cuban revolution. 60 years later, Cuba, like so many countries, experiences high rates of rural to urban migration. To counteract this, ANAP provides support services to the country’s small producers and the land reform program remains open for families who seek land to cultivate.






Diversified agroforestry system at El Conuco farm, situated in the province of Artemisa.






Diversified agroforestry system at El Conuco farm, situated in the province of Artemisa.







My experience in Cuban lands, though short, convinced me that alternatives to industrial farming methods are possible: models that are based on cooperation and solidarity, rather than on competition and profit; models that are sustained in agroecology as a way not only to provide safe foods, but also to restore justice and equity in our food systems. In the face of deep ecological, economical, and political challenges, Cuba’s National Association of Small Farmers has built a system which is favorable to both farmers and consumers – giving us further evidence that agroecology and food sovereignty are truly viable.




Members of the Agroecology Fund delegation, including donors, advisors and staff together with Adilén Roque, our Cuban host.





          

  
  
      
          

  
    Exploring the connections between Agroecology and Regenerative Agriculture

  

      
      
Food security is one of a human being’s most basic needs, and the threat of food insecurity causes primal anxiety. Food insecurity is among the main causes of climate-related migration and, in turn, one of the main causes of the growing insecurity of nations.









With these vulnerabilities so raw, it’s no wonder people worldwide are questioning their food supply or that worldwide concern is surging about an industrial food system that feeds climate change and causes political instability – not to mention a system that weakens our immune systems and causes serious nutrition-related health conditions and diseases.




It should also be no surprise that there is rapidly scaling curiosity about alternative food systems that don’t ride roughshod over human rights; about systems that keep people and the planet safe and healthy. And yet it can be confusing to understand the similarities and differences between these alternative systems. Let’s take a look at two approaches: Agroecology and Regenerative Agriculture.




Agroecology




Agroecology builds on the ancestral practices, insights, and contributions of Indigenous food systems and studies whole agroecosystems – not only their biology and ecology but social, cultural, economic, and political dimensions as well.




Although agroecology can be traced back to agronomists and zoologists starting in the 1920s, it emerged strongly in Latin America in the 1970s, among both inter-disciplinary academics and NGOs concerned with the ecological and social impacts of industrialized agriculture.




UC Berkeley agroecologist, Miguel Altieri, wrote, 





“NGOs felt the urgent need to combat rural poverty and to conserve and regenerate the deteriorated resource base of small farms, and saw in agroecology a new approach to agricultural research and resource management strategies that lent itself to a more participatory approach for technology development and dissemination.”






The “Green Revolution,” characterized by high-input agriculture – commercial seeds, fertilizers, and fossil fuel-based pesticides deployed on monoculture plantations –  has led to massive small farm loss, farmer indebtedness, and shrinking biodiversity. Farmers have joined together to protect their rights, livelihoods, and natural resource base, leading many agroecologists to align themselves with social movements like the La Via Campesina that have adopted agroecology as their vision of a fair and sustainable food system.




Stephen Gliessman defines agroecology as “a way of redesigning food systems, from the farm to the table, with a goal of achieving ecological, economic, and social sustainability.” Achieving agroecology is necessarily developmental.




Gleissman defines five transitional steps of increasing complexity (condensed here):




	Among conventional farmers, increase the efficiency of industrial practices in order to reduce the use and consumption of costly, scarce, or environmentally damaging inputs.
	Replace these inputs and practices with those that are more renewable, based on natural products, and more environmentally sound (as in organic farming and biodynamic agriculture).
	Redesign the agroecosystem so that it functions on the basis of a new set of ecological processes.
	Re-establish a more direct connection between those who grow our food and those who consume it.
	Based on the foundation created by these, “build a new global food system based on equity, participation, democracy, and justice; one that is not only sustainable but helps restore and protect earth’s life support systems upon which we all depend.”









Sometimes derided by Green Revolution advocates and the economic interests behind it as anti-modern, agroecologists see the 20th-century agricultural technologies to enhance crop yield at the cost of eroded land and polluted water as a mistaken path. But in no way is agroecology anti-technology.




Peer-reviewed research by Jules Pretty and others demonstrates that innovative agroecological technologies produce competitive yields and incomes without negative externalities. Moreover, the philosophy of learning that underlies agroecology turns the “technology transfer” of Western patented products on its head. Dozens of agroecology schools around the world recognize farmers as scientists, encouraging them to conduct field experiments to improve soil structure and seeds.




In an era of increasing globalization, agroecology advocates also rally behind food sovereignty or local control of food policy and food systems. In the 21st century, agroecologists argue that farmers and consumers need a modern way to farm productively while ensuring that farmers can steward rather than degrade landscapes, resulting in public benefits such as clean water and high biodiversity.




Many agroecological farmers participate in a “participatory guarantee system” for transparency with consumers about the integrity of the food they produce. Agroecological solutions have been recognized by many governments, the International Panel on Climate Change, and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN as helping to achieve climate resilience and the Sustainable Development Goals.












What is Regenerative Agriculture? | One Earth



Regenerative Agriculture




Although no fixed definitions exist, regenerative agriculture is defined by many in ways that closely resemble agroecology. Regenerative agriculture today describes farming, ranching, and pastoral practices that stabilize our planet’s climate and carbon cycles by rehabilitating organic matter and microbial activity in the soil, thereby increasing carbon storage, retaining moisture, and safeguarding biodiversity and living systems.




Many of its practitioners speak about its foundation in Indigenous knowledge and ancient practices while embracing new technology that serves to create food and fiber systems that are humane, just and accessible to all; that support biocultural diversity and smallholder farms.




Terra Genesis International suggests that regenerative agriculture ‘draws from decades of scientific and applied research by the global communities of organic farming, agroecology, Holistic Management, and agroforestry.” Permaculture ought to be included in that list of influential approaches as well.




It was in the early 1980s that the term ‘regenerative agriculture’ began to be used by the Rodale Institute and gained public visibility in Michael Pollan’s Omnivore’s Dilemma, published in 2006.




In 2014, Rodale published a paper titled “Regenerative Organic Agriculture and Climate Change,” which argued that we could sequester carbon emissions with a switch to common and inexpensive organic management practices, which the paper termed regenerative organic agriculture.




With the impacts of global climate change becoming increasingly evident, regenerative agriculture began to emerge as a potentially important solution because of its promise to draw carbon out of the air and return it to the soil. While building healthy soil is also central to agroecology, organic agriculture, and permaculture, it is the defining feature of regenerative agriculture.




Many early regenerative agriculture practitioners – but certainly not all – focused on its application in livestock rearing.  Nearly 70% of the world’s agricultural lands are used for grazing, and given limited tillage, thoughtfully managed pastures can build up soil carbon quickly.




At the same time, writes scientist Doug Gurian-Sherman, 





“Regenerative agriculture includes far more than just livestock. It’s a different ethos, one that seeks to respect and mimic natural cycles and processes.”






With numerous exceptions, regenerative agriculture advocates do not tend to focus on the social and political dimensions of the food system as much as the agroecology movement does, perhaps leading to its growing acceptance among policymakers, scientists, and corporations. Regenerative Agriculture is most commonly promoted in the US and Europe, while agroecology has been taken up by movements across the Global South.




Building on the success of the organic label, work is now underway to create a consumer-facing regenerative organic certification. To ensure integrity in a lucrative organic market whose regulations are eroding under corporate pressure, two consumer-facing certifications have been created in the US: Regenerative Organic Certification and Real Organic Project certification.








Conclusion




We hope that this quick examination of agroecology and regenerative agriculture clarifies their close inter-relationship while also diminishing the false competition between approaches that are finally gaining well-deserved traction.




At the same time, we also hope this serves to indicate the differences between the two: their different birth stories, the varying textures of their respective movements, and their differing political agendas.




Moving towards a climate-resilient food system is far too complex for any sort of commercial “silver bullet” to solve. Change will occur through messy social processes. To succeed, we will need brave supporters to shape those processes, to ensure they hew close to principles, and finally, to see that they are inserted into policy at the highest levels.
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    COVID-19 lessons for building more resilient food systems

  

      
      
As early as April 2020, the Agroecology Fund began to award the first of 59 grants to grassroots organizations addressing food insecurity threats on 5 continents during the COVID-19 pandemic.









Thanks to support from our network of dozens of donors, we were able to award a total of $938,500 to support community-based agroecological food systems, work-arounds to lockdowns, and advocacy efforts to increase access to healthy, nutritious foods.




The Agroecology Fund’s COVID-19 Emergency Response grants highlighted two essential conditions for successful responses to food crises around the world: 




	Organization, partnership, and collaboration are critical. 
	Approaches to disaster relief need to be community-led.





Food insecurity in the time of COVID-19




A highly concentrated global food system delinked from local smallholder farms has proved unable to solve our accelerating food crises. 




Agroecology is central to building the healthy and resilient local food systems we urgently need in the face of increasing global uncertainty.




The COVID-19 pandemic that paralyzed most of the world in 2020 was not the sole cause of food and income insecurities, but it exacerbated existing inequalities and vulnerabilities, especially among small-scale farmers in rural and Indigenous communities. 




For decades, the food security and inequality gaps have been growing due to too much reliance on industrialized food systems. Such unsustainable approaches to agriculture contribute to climate change, biodiversity loss, the depletion of natural resources, and increased poverty and malnourishment. Meanwhile government policies and international funds continue to be biased in favor of industrialized, input-intensive agricultural systems.





“The reality is it’s the inequality that is killing people, it’s not the virus, it’s the discrimination. The policies are not working because they still are marginalizing the poor people, the farmers, the migrants.”

– Glorene Amas Das – Tenaganita




Small-scale farmers among vulnerable populations have been battling to preserve their livelihoods and ways of life for decades. They became even more isolated during the pandemic. Lockdown measures made them unable to sell their produce, obtain seeds, and other products. The other side of the coin is that vulnerable populations had no access to healthy, nutritious food – especially in urban areas. Many of the grant-funded actions made a bridge, facilitating the sale of small farmers’ products at affordable prices or distributing food donations.








Tales of resistance




Local resilience and creative problem-solving were in full display among our grantees despite underfunded government aid.




It became rapidly clear that Indigenous and rural people themselves – women prominently – had to take charge of their own fates – and their own plates, literally.




With a largely paralyzed global economy, cash crop producers and mono-cultivators found they had to reassess their priorities. This was the case in Côte d’Ivoire where Jeunes Volontaires pour l’Environnement (JVE) helped commercial cacao growers to transition to more diverse agroecologically-produced crops to improve their food sovereignty.




Across the globe, farmers re-learned and applied agroecological skills, from producing their own inputs to growing traditional (sometimes forgotten) crops and establishing communal seed banks, or raising adapted livestock breeds.





“People came back to their roots with the pandemic, they came back to agriculture”

– Doaa Zayed – Union of Agricultural Work Committees




Among some communities with limited access to agricultural land, people established peri-urban food gardens, shared land, or reclaimed government-owned land. In Palestine where agricultural land is unavailable or occupied, grassroots initiatives established rooftop gardens.




In true entrepreneurial spirit, grassroots organizations in places like Ecuador, the Philippines, and Uganda took to the internet to work around lockdowns and market farmers’ produce. Through its direct online marketing platform, Kilusang Magbubukid ng Pilipinas – KMP (the Peasant Movement of the Philippines) even succeeded in eliminating some intermediation costs and keeping food affordable for consumers.




Grassroots initiatives also led to self-organization and the establishment of local communal communications and logistics systems to improve the supply and marketing of agroecological produce.




In Togo, Haiti and elsewhere, our partners teamed up with local radio stations to launch COVID-19 information and precaution campaigns. Through these networks, they were also able to raise awareness of the health benefits of agroecologically-produced food, the dangers of pesticide exposure, food safety and nutrition, etc. More critically, they also called attention to government accountability in upholding land rights and the rights of women and minorities, especially in allocating emergency aid.




We invite you to take a look at some of the milestones achieved under these grants:






			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





Learning from doing




When we launched our COVID-19 Emergency Response, we knew we could make mistakes. But quick action was essential and we were committed to learning.




During the pandemic, our grantee partners demonstrated that with just a little bit of help they can design and implement sustainable and equitable local solutions based on delocalized food systems. 




To contribute to re-imagining how local communities can lead responses to food crises and fortify agroecological solutions, we invited our grantee partners to recount the challenges they faced and the solutions they devised during and prior to the pandemic.




From November 2020 to May 2022, representatives from these grassroots organizations took part in a series of 23 “Conversation Circles.” Around 30 attendees, spanning different time zones from Malaysia to Zambia to Mexico, took part in each Conversation Circle to share inspirational stories of success, solidarity, and sustainability with their peers around the world.




The Conversation Circles were also an opportunity to celebrate different cultures. At the start of its intervention, for example, Monlar (Sri Lanka) introduced the attendees to a traditional dance asking the gods’ help in times of drought or sickness. Partners from the Potato Park (Peru) live streamed a ceremony of gratitude to Pachamama (Earth Mother) from the Andes mountains.




Across cultures and continents, we learned about remarkable innovations in overcoming obstacles and regenerating land, crops, livelihoods, and mentalities.





“For a long time we have been promoting agroecology as a public good, but now we can also promote it as an economic opportunity that gives returns to smallholder farmers to improve their livelihoods.”

–  Agnes Kirabo, Food Rights Association




When their stories are shared widely, they can inspire donors  to rethink their strategies.





“The Agroecology Fund’s special potential as a pooled fund was brought home to me early in the pandemic, with the launch of the COVID-19 emergency fund in response to food security needs. Witnessing the speedy growth of that emergency response fund and its reach worldwide was an inspiration during a dark time, as I am sure it was for many in the Agroecology Fund community.”






-Jessica Brown – New England Biolabs Foundation











          

  
  
      
          

  
    African voices tell the world about agroecology #AAEC2022

  

      
      
Speaking as one voice, Africa is telling the world: Agroecology is not a transition, it is a rebirth.




Agroecology was our past. Agroecology needs to be our future. The missing link is in the present, and it is our responsibility to fill it.




The first African Agroecological Entrepreneurship and Territorial Markets convening




Grain and fertilizer shortages have caused a panic among many world governments. The Russia-Ukraine conflict, emerging on the heels of a global pandemic, has exposed the weaknesses of global industrial food systems and markets. Food security concerns are now at the top of national agendas.




Meanwhile, in regions like Africa, smallholder farmers, agroecological enterprises, and local markets have stepped up to meet consumers’ food and nutrition needs. Territorial markets – agricultural retail outlets embedded into local, national and regional food systems – were vital to ensure continued livelihoods and food and nutrition security for populations.




Building on this successful response, our long-term partner, the Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa (AFSA), organized the first African Agroecological Entrepreneurship and Territorial Markets convening #AAEC2022. The event aimed to strengthen African-led food economies to support agricultural livelihoods, celebrate African culinary traditions, and nurture entrepreneurial and small business ecosystems.




The hybrid event took place in Munyonyo, Uganda, on May 24-26, 2022. Over 130 actors from more than 30 countries, as well as some 100 virtual participants, engaged in the convening.




The AAEC2022 occurred at a timely juncture when the global community is starting to reach an agreement on the need to make our food systems more sustainable. The current context provides an enormous opportunity to amplify the importance and resilience of shorter supply chains, agroecological enterprises, and territorial markets to withstand global crises. It is also a key moment to demonstrate how smallholder farmers using agroecological practices can meet populations’ food and nutrition needs.




#AAEC2022 panelists – Left to right: Ms. Sylvia Banda, Sylva Foods (Zambia), Ms. Bakirya Judith, Busaino Fruits & Herbs (Uganda), Sunday Bob George, Ministry of Agriculture Animal Industry and Fisheries (Uganda) – Photo credit: AFSA



Bottom-up solutions




AFSA general coordinator, Dr. Million Belay, set the tone of the convening: “It is time for African governments and the donor and investor communities to place more attention in developing territorial markets and supporting agroecological businesses to make sure that communities will construct a resilient future despite the many crises that they are experiencing.”




A radical shift is underway, indeed. For too long, donors have invested in industrial agriculture with poor results in terms of livelihoods, health, ecosystems and human rights.




The convening served as a “think-tank” where farmers, civil society activists, donors, and journalists actively engaged in person and virtually. Their discussions focused on the necessary shifts in investment, policymaking, and education activities to draw a roadmap that can enhance support systems for territorial markets and agroecological entrepreneurs. [Note: A full report of these discussions and activities will be shared by AFSA soon.]




On the first day, participants visited territorial markets around Kampala to meet local producers and organizers. At the sprawling Nakawa wholesale market, an association of vendors introduced ASFA visitors to the wide variety of foods they sell and expressed their enthusiasm to carry non-chemical products. Among other things, local markets like Nakawa need additional infrastructure investment, for example, “shelf space” and refrigeration for healthy agroecological produce. This would encourage more agroecological producers and consumers to participate in these vibrant, public markets.





















Nakawa Territorial Market #AAEC2022




Photo credit: AFSA








































Agroecological entrepreneurship also contributes innovative solutions to these issues and more. The AAEC2022 hosted a vibrant exhibition of African agroecological entrepreneurs and initiatives. These dynamic startups market and distribute a wide variety of agroecological products like coffee, cacao, chia seeds, cassava flour, honey, spices, and more.




Young entrepreneurs were prominently present at the exhibition through the Youth in Agroecology and business Learning Track Africa (YALTA) initiative. Across Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda, YALTA has supported over 97 widely diverse youth-led agroecological enterprises, specialized in plant and livestock production, beekeeping, agricultural supplements, foodstuffs, and more.




Other enterprises like Evergreen Organics (South Africa) and Busaino Fruits & Herbs (Uganda) produce agricultural inputs such as organic fertilizers, feeds, pest-management solutions, and seeds.
















African Entrepreneurship #AAEC2022




Photo credit: AFSA
















































Making headway toward the top




For many, the last day of the #AAEC2022 was a special occasion to rejoice.




Indeed, in his closing statement, Hon. Bwino Fred Kyakulaga, Uganda’s Minister of State for Agriculture, reaffirmed his belief in the cause of the convening. “I commit myself to be the champion in linking you to the government of Uganda. It is my sincere hope that the commitments read out here will translate into action,” he stated. 




He underlined the bottom-up and territorial approach of agroecology, which distinguishes it from other “prescriptionist” approaches to sustainable development. This, he appreciated, empowers producers and communities, especially women and youth, as key agents of change.




From farmers, entrepreneurs, and activists, all the way to government officials, Africa has spoken. The rebirth of agroecology is underway. The missing link – ensuring comprehensive implementation of a radically reformed food system – now hinges on a powerful social movement to articulate its bold vision and hold public officials accountable.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    African women speak out for agroecology

  

      
      
To mark International Women’s Day Celebration on March 8 with its theme “Gender Equality Today for a Sustainable Tomorrow,” the African Women’s Collaborative for Healthy Food Systems would like to share with you our article ‘African Women Speak Out for Agroecology’. This grew out of our storytelling project in five African countries and is a useful resource for celebrating the contribution of peasant and indigenous women to healthy food systems in Africa. 




The Collaborative is a Pan-African initiative led by peasant and indigenous women with a deep commitment to healthy food systems. We seek to inform key audiences of the importance of local, agroecological and equitable food systems. In the last year, the Collaborative has given voice to rural women, enabling them to share their stories through a range of media, local and national. The article draws attention to the perspectives and achievements of peasant and pastoralist women during the COVID-19 pandemic, while conveying the lack of rights and resources they face, and the urgent need for collaboration and strategic partnerships to increase their access to productive resources.




The full article is available in French and English on the links below:




English – African Women Speak Out For Agroecology




French – Les femmes africaines s’expriment en faveur de l’agroécologie




————————————————————




Excerpt:




African women speak out for agroecology




By Ofure Odibeli




A 2021 study by the UN’s FAO concludes that around a third of the world’s food is produced by smallholder farmers on less than two hectares of land. In Sub-Saharan Africa, the percentage is much larger, with some 60% of the population engaged as smallholder farmers in food production and processing. At least half of these farmers are women who play a crucial role in the food chain. African women specialize in seeding, weeding, transplanting, harvesting, post-harvest work, processing, marketing and, in some areas, land preparation. They also prepare forest fruits, freshwater fish, and livestock products for consumption by their families and communities.




Women have a special relationship with seeds as sorters, savers, and sharers. Healthy seeds are the source and strength of plants and animals that are central to community food systems. In rural Africa, for as long as women farmers can remember, they, their mothers, their grandmothers and their own daughters have watched their plants grow to then choose the healthiest, best tasting individual plant’s seeds to gather. These seeds will, in the coming years, reliably produce the vegetables, herbs, groundnuts, beans and grains that nurture the growth and health of their own families and communities. Through their various roles, they ensure that communities and regions are food secure, healthier, more dynamic, and able to contribute more to the country’s economy.




Yet the day-to-day realities of African peasant, pastoralist and indigenous women are harsh and have become even more constrained in the last two years with the COVID-19 pandemic. While their role as food producers and providers might be recognized at a high level by the African Union, the United Nations and some African governments, a large proportion of rural women experience extreme marginalization, exclusion from decision-making, denial of essential resources such as land, water, credit, information, and technologies, and disregard for their deep knowledge of local circumstances and feasible solutions.




Faced with these enormous challenges, rural women farmers continue to show admirable tenacity as they grow nutritious foods to feed their families and communities through the use of agroecological farming practices.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Youth are leading Togo’s transition to agroecology

  

      
      
The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic revealed major weaknesses in the food system, especially in developing countries. African countries like Togo, that depend heavily on imports for farm inputs and food products, were greatly affected due to the restrictions on transport and movement across borders.




In Togo, at least 30% of the population is employed in agriculture, which contributes approximately 22% to the country’s GDP (official figures such as these are typically an underrepresentation of actual numbers, as they fail to account for unpaid women and youth farmers, subsistence farming, or the non-commercial exchange of agricultural produce). Many lost their livelihoods due to the drastic market changes and have since had to invent new ways to meet their needs, as well as satisfy new demands for food across the country. As a consequence of this crisis, local foods, including traditional herbs and medicinal remedies, have garnered newfound attention; they have gained value in the market. 




The pandemic reiterated the importance of food sovereignty and agroecology. Given the turn of events, many organizations and community groups have recently joined the agroecology bandwagon, with increased understanding of the value of local production and consumption, and limiting the use of chemical inputs. This growing momentum can also be attributed to the ongoing Agroecology for Climate Action Campaign in Togo led by the NGO Jeunes Volontaires pour l’Environnement (Young Volunteers for the Environment; JVE). This Africa-wide Campaign was launched in March 2019 during the African Climate Week in Accra, Ghana – spearheaded by the Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa (AFSA) and its partners. 




In December 2019, glyphosate products were officially banned in Togo. Since that milestone was achieved, proponents of agroecology have mobilized to support the Ministry of Agriculture in implementing practical, local, and sustainable natural alternatives across the country. This brought more visibility to the Agroecology for Climate Action Campaign at the national level, with many more community groups joining to advance food sovereignty and sustainable practices across the supply chain. 




Organizations like JVE have embarked on a mission to mobilize diverse stakeholders to support the transition to agroecology using a bottom-up approach and engaging in community dialogues, with the financial support of the Agroecology Fund, to incite reflection around key issues in sustainable development. In October 2020 (the national month for local consumption in Togo), JVE organized a workshop titled, “Make agroecology a driving force for climate-resilient development and structural transformation of the agriculture economy in order to achieve the objectives of the National Development Plan,” inviting stakeholders from across the country to share their experiences and strategize on practical steps to ensure the transition to agroecology.








During the workshop, several priorities emerged. Support to the right to food sovereignty and the recognition of agroecology, conservation of local seed, valorization of agroecology products, and support to sustainable food systems in the face of pandemics and climate change were all highlighted as important aspects to  include in the country’s national development plans. Academia and the private sector were called upon to support the movement through: investing in research and studies to support evidence-based arguments for agroecology; supporting farmer-led innovation; and documenting local and traditional best practices.




In the months following the workshop, JVE continued to advocate for the adoption of agroecology in Togo. The youth-led organization has focused on building community resilience in the midst of COVID-19; emphasizing the importance of scaling up agroecology. The organization established three urban gardens so that people could produce their own food. They focus on capacity-building among women and youth, leading training workshops for communities to save seeds, produce their own natural pesticides and fertilizers, and process and market agroecologically-produced foods. 




Still, a lot remains to be done to ensure that agroecology is integrated as a climate solution in policy decisions. Only when all citizens understand the benefits of a transition to agroecology, will there be lasting and sustainable transformation. With policy support, Togo’s food system can be made more resilient, and producers and consumers alike will benefit from social and economic growth and development. 




For more information, follow Jeunes Volontaires pour l’Environnement on Twitter or Facebook. 









About the author: Aluora Annette Luttah is the Project Coordinator at JVE International headquarters in Lomé, Togo. Starting out as a volunteer at the UN Environment Programme, she has been actively involved in youth development projects across Africa working with various civil society organizations to build the capacity of youth as future leaders. Luttah currently coordinates the JVE National Representations set up in 25 African countries, actively engaging young people in social and developmental, environmental activities that contribute to employment and entrepreneurship opportunities.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Kelle Gregory: A Ghanaian Farmer’s View of Agroecology

  

      
      
For Kelle Gregory, a farmer in the Upper West region of Ghana, farming had become just plain hard. Kelle and his neighbors face parched and eroding soils, government policies inviting corporate GMO seeds, and low prices for their harvests.





“In the past decade, I have witnessed increasing trends of degradation in my community.”

– Kelle Gregory




Skidding towards hunger and poverty, they joined the farmers’ organization, CIKOD. They learned to mulch, intercrop legumes with grains, and apply agroforestry techniques. Now, Kelle and other farmers are restoring moisture to the Sahel soil and shifting away from chemically-intensive agriculture.




Funded in part by a grant from the AgroEcology Fund, CIKOD also allied with a coalition of Ghanaian NGOs to block pro-GMO legislation, enabling farmers to retain control over their seeds. By joining hands with the African Food Sovereignty Alliance, organized farmers seek to influence the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and spread agroecology across the continent.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Strengthening agroecology at the roots

  

      
      
Deepening agroecological practices and finding new ways of funding could both be vital to the planet’s future.




With hurricanes evermore ferocious and biodiversity vanishing at alarming rates, farming communities are re-embracing traditional agroecology practices to safeguard resilience and sustenance.




At the same time, philanthropic organisations are exploring how to put to rest paternalistic and colonialist giving practices and directly support community-led processes that are inclusive and participatory. An example of this is emerging in the Yucatán Peninsula among the Mayan Cooperative, T’uumben K’ooben, the Agroecology Fund and the W.K. Kellogg Foundation.








In 2020, Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula was devastated by an intense drought, followed by floods, hurricanes, and frequent outbreaks of pests – in addition to the Covid-19 crisis. These events have undermined food security and livelihoods, especially among small farmer families. Mayan communities are beginning to wonder whether the high input of chemical pesticides and fertilisers introduced since the Green Revolution of the 1950s helped or hurt.




At this moment of overlapping crises, the Agroecology Fund (AEF), a global initiative comprising over 30 donors, announced the launch of the Yucatán Peninsula Agroecological Fund (FAPY) to support Mexican community organisations leading recovery from the ravages of climate change and Covid. With funding from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, FAPY is managed by the local partner, T’uumben K’ooben. FAPY’s mission is to support grassroots projects that strengthen agroecological production, deepen locally-led research and learning, improve market access, and build a more just and climate-resilient food system. FAPY advisers guide the funding of projects led by legally constituted community organisations or by community groups affiliated with organisations eligible to receive financing.








As important as the support is the way it is provided. The T’uumben K’ooben organisers/agronomists, comprised principally of Mayan women, administer FAPY’s grantmaking and provide technical assistance and facilitated learning. Most are first-generation professionals; some are graduates of the Tropical Agricultural Research and Teaching Center (CATIE) and ECOSUR’s agroecology programme. Having worked alongside their grandparents in milpas and in animal husbandry, they know agroecology first-hand and have witnessed, with growing concern, dietary and cultural shifts (white bread instead of corn tortillas, high consumption of Coca-Cola) in their communities, alongside massive out-migration. They’ve seen communities hurt by hotel industry land grabs, agrochemical poisoning and development models that undermine local ways of life.




In the Mayan peasant lifestyle, food depends on the crops of the milpa and resources from the jungle. The losses due to the climate emergencies are discouraging; through agroecology, communities seek to reduce environmental impacts and vulnerabilities and better manage the natural resources essential to food sovereignty and rural life. So, it’s only right that they lead the transformation of food systems towards something much more culturally and ecologically appropriate.




Learning from cultural practices that safeguard healthy food systems lies at the heart of a global agroecology movement. By partnering with the Agroecology Fund, T’uumben K’ooben colleagues and FAPY grantees join Indigenous and peasant communities across the globe, exchanging knowledge and experiences with agroecology practitioners and fortifying powerful, grassroots networks and alliances to move policy in critical global institutions like the UN Food and Agriculture Organization.








Closer to home, Mayan Indigenous communities demonstrate to the Mexican government how to scale up agroecology, a policy commitment – not yet implemented – of the López Obrador administration. Scientists in recent Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change reports underscore that improved landscape stewardship of the sort practised by the Mayan beekeepers and agroforesters is fundamental to cooling the planet. Respecting these communities and their practices thus helps the entire global community. When donors genuinely decentralise philanthropic practices and Indigenous leaders have the resources they need to support their communities and collaborate with their allies, sustainable and equitable food systems will be the rule rather than the exception.




About the authors:




Dulce Magaña is president of the T’uumben K’ooben Cooperative.




Daniel Moss is co-director of the Agroecology Fund




This article was originally published in the Alliance in December 2021.




Photos courtesy of Paolo Xiu from Mayahorticultores SPR, Carla Avíles from the FAPY Coordination Team and Carlos Ucán Yan from Organización ka’a kuxtal-PROTEINNA.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Fish and food sovereignty in times of crisis

  

      
      
In the midst of Covid-19, fishing communities around the world have demonstrated solidarity and strengthened the resilience of coastal communities.




Agroecology — the practice of producing food in sync with nature — includes within its diverse global movement peasants, Indigenous peoples, agroforesters, foragers, pastoralists, and fishers. 




We cannot overlook any of these sectors’ contributions to global food security. Worldwide, around 60 million people are engaged in fishing activities; even with the rapid growth of industrialized fishing fleets in recent decades, 90% of them are employed by small-scale fisheries. Fishers provide a fifth of the animal protein consumed worldwide. (Of course, in many countries like Bangladesh, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Indonesia, Philippines, Senegal, and Sri Lanka, fish accounts for nearly half of the total animal protein consumed.)




Covid-19 has brought immense hardship to fishing communities worldwide. Just as lockdown measures and movement restrictions impeded farmers’ access to their farms and territorial markets; many fishers were unable to go to sea, or sell their catch. Hunger, poverty, and food insecurity have all increased among frontline food producers around the world who depend on their livelihoods every day to feed their families. 




In response to the pandemic, the Agroecology Fund supported 59 grassroots organizations across a wide range of geographies and social contexts with an emergency grant in 2020. As part of the Covid-19 Emergency Response Fund, AEF was honored to support two networks that are defending the rights of fishing communities while demonstrating the importance of artisanal fishing in building resilient and sustainable food systems.




The Fishnet Alliance




Based in Nigeria, the Fishnet Alliance advocates for the rights and recognition of fishing communities in several African countries, who in addition to the pandemic, are bearing the brunt of climate change and development impacts. In Nigeria, fishing communities face eviction threats from their traditional fishing grounds, as the commons they have long stewarded become contaminated by industrial pollutants. Their fish-stocks, a traditional source of nutrition, are fast being depleted by pollution and unsustainable over-exploitation.




The Alliance represents the interests of fisherpeople in policy spaces, emphasizing their contributions to the national economy, and also their role in the protection of marine ecosystems. As a network, the Fishnet Alliance stands in solidarity against extractive industries that are degrading the environment and depriving the artisanal fishers of their primary source of income. 




With the support of AEF, the Fishnet Alliance distributed emergency food aid and fishing gear to coastal communities to allow them to continue to feed their families and restart their livelihood activities during the pandemic. In Nigeria, artisanal fishers frequently need to rent their fishing equipment, which can rapidly propel them into a cycle of loan and debt. This assistance from the Fishnet Alliance alleviated the financial burden on artisanal fishers at a time when they were facing the brunt of multiple crises. 




Through sustained advocacy, the Fishnet Alliance demands that artisanal fishers be consulted on policies that impact the aquatic ecosystem and their livelihoods. Additionally, they argue that governance systems over commons should be respected and strengthened. By promoting sustainable fishing practices, the Alliance helps demonstrate how artisanal fishers contribute to strengthening food sovereignty and building a resilient food system. 








The National Federation of Fishing Cooperatives of Ecuador




On every coastline, small-scale fishers face similar challenges and threats. The National Federation of Fishing Cooperatives of Ecuador (FENACOPEC) is a network that represents more than 500 fishing cooperatives and associations across the country. Similarly to their Nigerian counterparts, coastal communities in Ecuador are confronted with unfavorable policies that disadvantage them and threaten their livelihoods. 








Although artisanal fishing is an important source of food for its people, significantly strengthening Ecuador’s food security, the contribution of artisanal and small-scale fisheries to the national economy is rarely recognized. And yet, industrial fisheries receive state support and subsidies, despite depleting the very resources they depend on. 




With almost no access to insurance, credits or loans, small-scale fishers are forced into economic precarity, and struggle to maintain their traditional fishing practices in the face of climate change, rampant crime at sea, and the Covid-19 pandemic.




During the lockdown, FENACOPEC created an alternative online marketing platform to connect small-scale fishers to consumers even though markets were closed. They collaborated with small farmers who had produce to share so that fishing communities could access a diverse and healthy diet throughout the crisis, and made sure to reach food supplies to fishers in remote island locations.   




FENACOPEC brings fishers’ concerns to the government, advocating for their rights, recognition, and for improved state support. Through their advocacy, FENACOPEC aims to demonstrate the importance of artisanal fishers, who ensure that the Ecuadorian population can access a healthy, diverse and affordable diet, while also protecting their environment at the same time. 








Beyond coastal communities, fish is also an important component of nutrition and income for farmers, especially women and youth. The Eastern and Southern Africa Smale Scale Farmers Forum (ESAFF) Zambia, another AEF grantee partner, restored three fish farming ponds in the Sefula community, Mongu district, that had fallen into disuse. Their efforts helped strengthen the resilience of local communities and ensure food security even in times of crisis. The restoration was led by unemployed youth and their families, and the income from the catch generated benefited 800 people. ESAFF Zambia also provided technical training on aquaculture management to ensure the long-term sustainability and community ownership of this initiative. 








Efforts like those led by ESAFF Zambia, FENACOPEC and Fishnet Alliance improve the lives of artisanal fishers and fish farmers who sustain their communities with healthy food, while preserving their coastal and inland ecosystems and revitalizing local economies. Increasing investment in agroecology will ensure that many such grassroots organizations — on land and on the coast — can scale up and out, making a more resilient and equitable food system a reality for millions more.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    The revolution we taste

  

      
      
We, the people, leave our footprint in history by means of our organizations and the popular power we build. The Union of Land Workers (Unión de Trabajadores de la Tierra, UTT) is one such organization, comprising 16,000 families producing food for local consumption in Argentina. 




In Argentina, family agriculture produces more than 70% of the nation’s yerba mate, more than half of the vegetables and citrus fruits, more than half of the poultry and pork, almost all the goat meat, more than a fifth of the beef, and about a third of the milk consumed by Argentineans, among other produce. 




Yet, more than half of the families working the land are forced to rent the land they labor on. We work daily, we train ourselves so that our practices are better, healthy and more diversified, and yet we live impoverished, without the right to decent housing because we cannot build on the spaces we rent.












In fact, the 2018 Agricultural Census revealed that big agribusinesses represented 1.08% of the total number of farms in the country, but they owned 36.4% of the land! Agribusinesses promise food for the world based on the application of agrochemicals — we call them agro-toxins — associated with genetically modified seeds. (The most emblematic case of this model is the large-scale production of GM soybeans; after Argentina opened its borders to Monsanto’s soybeans in 1996, it is now the third largest exporter of soy and is estimated to be the country with the largest use of glyphosate in the world, despite the fact that the World Health Organization designates this herbicide as probably carcinogenic). In 2019, an official report showed that 60% of the fruits and vegetables arriving at the Central Market of Buenos Aires contained residues of pesticides, herbicides and fungicides at non-permitted levels. 




We live under a capitalist system; most of the land is controlled by a few, leaving many impoverished and poisoned. Systemic hunger has forced us to accept products that are not food, in order to survive. In this scenario, the social forces that fight for a dignified life are indispensable: peasants, farmers, popular and environmental actors that propose alternative models that protect the land, water and territories and pursue food sovereignty as a form of social justice to build a better future. 




Food sovereignty in these latitudes translates to public companies and food production cooperatives, agroecological colonies, fair access to land, peasants owning their technology, fair and direct trade between producers and consumers, patent-free seeds, protection of biodiversity, healthy and safe food for all people, and gender equality in production and commercial decision-making. We, as workers of the land, promote these changes that we dream of with concrete actions: 




	Recently, we have formally proposed the Law of Access to Land, which recommends the creation of a line of soft credits so that we can buy the land we work on. This would allow us to expand the scale of our production and implement processes of recovery and regeneration of the soil in a sustained manner.  In this way, we could improve living conditions and the quality of food for the people across Argentina. 
	We also promote the creation of Integral Agroecological Colonies for Urban Supply as a strategy to access community land, and to generate productive networks to supply towns with healthy and fresh local produce, promoting a more efficient, economic and sustainable distribution chain. The Colonia “20 de abril Darío Santillán” located in Jáuregui, Luján, is an example.
	Likewise, through the famous “verdurazos”, we wield the flag of food sovereignty with an innovative form of peaceful protest that conveys our message to urban people. Through the verdurazos we donate thousands of kilos of vegetables to vulnerable populations at public spaces, sometimes as a gesture of solidarity, other times to demonstrate the absence of public policies for small producers at a time of great socio-ecological crisis. 
	Every day we promote the construction of training tools that play a central role in strengthening agroecology and productive planning. To this end, we created the Popular Technical Consulting room (Co.Te.Po), a system of horizontal transfer of technical knowledge of local and cultural relevance, highlighting successful experiences of agroecological transitions, enriching our resources to promote empowerment, organizing, and gender equity in productive and commercial decision-making.









We understand ourselves to be part of nature and we aim to break the fallacious division between nature and human societies. We propose an agroecological reconstruction of the territories we inhabit on which we can pursue liveable lives, with our own land, decent housing, and with greater levels of equality. 




With our heads and hearts set on building a decent present and a better future from the ground up, we create alternatives, hand-in-hand with agroecology and fair trade. We prioritize access to healthy and nutritious food over profit. Our cooperative market arrangement is based on the premise that both producers and consumers pay fair and ethical prices.




We are proud to produce food in harmony with the soils, the waters, the air, the seeds and our bodies. This is our revolutionary praxis; it is the route that leads us down the path of transformation and socio-environmental justice. In every bite of agroecologically produced food, you can taste fragments of a diverse, popular, ecological and feminist revolution.




This contribution was lightly edited for length and clarity.




About the Author: Andrea P. Sosa Varrotti is a Postdoctoral Researcher of the National Scientific and Technical Research Council (CONICET) at the Interdisciplinary School of High Social Studies, National University of San Martin (IDAES-UNSAM), Argentina; a Lecturer at Universidad de Buenos Aires and consultant for the Ministry of Environment and Sustainable Development. She is a member of the Land Workers Union (Unión de Trabajadores de la Tierra, UTT) and the Collective of Agrarian Scholar-Activists from the South (CASAS).  She specializes in the financialization of agriculture, land grabbing, entrepreneurial practices and discourses, and business models. Her research is currently focused on agroecological transitions and food sovereignty.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Correcting misperceptions of agroecology

  

      
      
There’s a mistaken belief that keeps re-emerging that agroecology is about going backwards. It may be a convenient way to dismiss it. Nevertheless, how do we challenge and reverse this mistaken perspective?




“If we don’t deepen our relationship with Nature and reconnect to our culture and history that are deeply embedded in this landscape, we will never find our way to living in harmony with Nature,” said Nomore, a junior village head in Mhandarume, Chimanimani District in Zimbabwe, at a meeting I attended there. “And only when we live again in harmony with Nature will we have streams and rivers running again. Only then will we learn to restore health to our soils.”




Nomore was part of a gathering at PORET, an Agroecology centre for arid and semi-arid areas. PORET is a member of PELUM, a founding member of AFSA (Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa). The gathering was looking at how to establish an ABN (African Biodiversity Network) node in Zimbabwe. ABN is also a founding member of AFSA. As AFSA we are a gathering of civil society voices and actions from around the continent. At the heart of our work, which reaches to villages and communities all over the continent through organisations like PORET, is agroecology.












Yet, there exists a perception that agroecology wants to take people backwards.  “An army of internationally-funded NGOs claiming FAO’s imprimatur and support have descended on Africa. They’re working hard to stop 21st Century agricultural technologies such as genetically modified crops (GMOs) and advanced seed varieties, modern and safe pesticides and fertilizers. In its place, they advocate agroecology idealizing peasant labour and retrograde subsistence farming. In short, they reject the Green Revolution’s successes and dismiss the billions of lives saved from starvation, instead promoting, in the recent words of US FAO ambassador Kip Tom, an “endless cycle of back-breaking labour and low yield production” that today keeps “much of the world in underdevelopment.” So writes James Njoroge recently in the European Scientist, quoting from articles of a similar tone from Kip Tom, the United States Ambassador to the FAO. 




This is plainly a mistaken perception, whether purposeful or not. Perhaps someone like James Njoroge doesn’t want to see what agroecology really is because it’s threatening to his world view and to the interests of those who pay him. I hope otherwise.




Many cultures have a saying along the lines of ‘we need to go back to go forward’. This is what agroecology in Africa is about. It’s about reconnecting and re-rooting. Many people think that these arid and semi-arid areas of southern Africa, northern Kenya and Uganda, parts of Ethiopia and South Sudan, and the Sahel are inherently poor. This is far from the truth. As I write this I am surrounded by a richness of biodiversity. As the sun breaks the birdsong echoes from every corner of this small community centre in the driest part of Zimbabwe. There are well over 70 species of trees on this 20-hectare piece of land. This is a piece of natural woodland that acts as a reminder of the abundance of Nature in our dry, hot regions.
















The community have interplanted exotic fruit trees throughout, near the 17 traditional-design huts that house visitors. They grow vegetables in small, more open areas around the centre, the natural trees giving needed shade to the vegetables. All this is enabled by a water-harvesting system that captures every drop of rain that may run off the surface, whether off roofs, roads, paths or soil that is still baked hard and not recovered yet. There are ponds and swales that double as spillways, all interlinked and woven across the sloping landscape; a design that captures all rain, including run-off from the hills above in heavy storms.




They are not going backwards here. They are heading forwards into the 21st century with agroecology providing the framework for their land-use practices. This is a highly sophisticated grassroots land management based on restoring their relationship with Nature.




One afternoon, we visited Mr. and Mrs. Mazungunye, a young couple who are putting into practice what PORET has helped them understand. They are re-rooting and reconnecting to their land in creative ways. What I found most impressive about our walk around their small farm was their energy in explaining to us what they are doing. They are young farmers who know where they are heading, who now understand how to move forward. They are reconnecting to their land in the same way that their ancestors were connected. What was a degrading farm landscape is now recovering. Their efforts to increase ground cover and species diversity, while producing a variety of foods, are based on the latest biological science on soil regeneration.




A future food forest at Mr. and Mrs. Mazungunye’s parcel



The modern agriculture that people like James Njoroge and others claim is the agriculture of the future is what I would call a 20th century mistake. Chemistry along with vested interests combined to create a kind of agriculture that appeared modern and successful. But we now know how mistaken this perception is. These so-called modern practices have laid bare the earth, millions of hectares of the Earth. The chemicals have killed the life in the soil and water systems everywhere; the pulverizing machine technologies continue to beat the life out of soil everywhere.




By recalling the wisdom of our ancestors’ relationship to land, life and Nature and combining it with the latest understanding and science of biodiversity, we are putting agroecology into practice, a truly modern 21st century practice. Mr. and Mrs. Mazungunye don’t want to go backwards. They are going forwards in their small way, re-rooting and reconnecting themselves to the spirit of their land. They are at the beginning of a transition to agroecology. If I visit them in 10 years time, I’ll return to a landscape in which no water runs off the surface into streams and rivers. Instead the water that used to run off now enters the healthy soil ‘sponge’ on their farm and gives a diversity of multi-storey species nourishment, enabling vast amounts of photosynthesis to happen again, the process that drives healthy landscapes everywhere, in ways that science can now explain to us, to some extent.




The foundation of all agroecology work in Africa is a reconnection to culture and Nature. I hope James Njoroge and others are able to correct their misperception of agroecology. 




About the author: John Wilson is a free range facilitator and activist in East and Southern Africa, with strong links to West Africa. He has worked with many different organizations at different levels — from community-based organizations to regional and continental networks, to help facilitate a stronger food sovereignty movement in Africa. Increasingly, he is focused on helping to catalyze and support collaborative and strategic work on agroecology and food sovereignty. In recent years, he has also become a strong proponent and facilitator for a principles-based approach to development work. Working with very complex situations requires a way of decision-making and assessment based on guidance rather than goals; Principles Focused Evaluation has been a strong source of inspiration and experience for his practice.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Highlights from the Slow Food Academy on Agroecology in Uganda

  

      
      
In February 2020, the first Slow Food Academy on Agroecology welcomed participants from four different East and Central African countries (Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania and Democratic Republic of Congo). The initiative aims to train young producers and farmers in agroecology, with the goal of spreading agroecological practices and restoring value to local biodiversity through different field projects, such as the Slow Food Gardens in Africa. One of the Academy’s recent graduates, Ochen Umar Bashir, shared photos and his experience of the program with the Agroecology Fund.








Ochen Umar Bashir (in the above picture), 31, participated in the Slow Food Youth Academy, a six-month program during which youth (aged 18-35) from different regions of Africa had the opportunity to learn more about agroecology and its impacts. Among the trainees were young farmers and agronomists, Indigenous peoples, agricultural officers and teachers, journalists and academic students. During their time together, students shared their diverse farming experiences and agricultural practices with each other, unique to the ecosystems they call home. “I liked that there was a lot of experience sharing about the way we do different things in different regions.”




Bashir, who is an agronomist by profession, joined the program to learn more about agroecology and how to better protect biodiversity through farming practices. “When we farm we should consider future generations and our surrounding areas. If we are to continue the same way without minding the environment, things will not be good.”








“Many of us studied agriculture in school and university but we realized that what we studied was misleading. The government supplies seeds to farmers for planting, but they don’t correlate with our current climatic conditions. We suffer prolonged dry spells, and rain is uncertain” said Bashir.








“Industrial agriculture has made farmers dependent on outside supplies, and minimized the processes they can have control over. Fertilizers, pesticides, seeds — we are in an era where business has taken over everything.”




“When I got to know about agroecology I was very interested in learning how it can lead to a reduction in food insecurity in my region, and to understand more about sustainable farming even in drought conditions.”




The program was as much about unlearning as it was about learning. “Farmers were taught that one crop planted in a very clean field was the correct way. Everyone would be spraying pesticides that affect the soil. Now, we learn that we must encourage mixed cropping, and the growing of trees. There is a relationship between biodiversity and farming.” 








“It is important for youth to be interested in agroecology. Youth are the future generation and they are the ones who have to face the challenges ahead. They are strong and if they embrace agroecology, they will help it spread” explained Bashir. “Our elders would practice these traditional methods of agriculture which protected the soil and the water. But the challenge is they did not pass their knowledge to the youth. Or maybe the youth wanted a modern life! But now we need to take that knowledge and spread it further.” 








“As a result of drought, pest outbreaks, and Covid-19, there is growing awareness that we should learn how to diversify and survive on local seeds. We are returning to our staples like sorghum; local varieties will grow even during a dry spell.” 














After the program, Bashir formed an Indigenous Youth Network on Facebook where young farmers share their successes and challenges in practicing agroecology. He has also formed a group of 30 trainers who will establish demo Slow Food gardens and offer technical support to those in their community who are transitioning to agroecology. 








Still, there is much more to be done. The youth from the Academy engage with local leaders and agriculture officials at community forums, and discuss with them the effects of pesticide use and so-called “improved” seeds from other regions. “Commercial farming is what is promoted, which promotes productivity at the expense of the environment”. With positive influence from above, Bashir feels many more community members will appreciate the concepts of agroecology and be convinced about its benefits. 




The Slow Food Youth Academy was developed within the framework of the project “Building Local Economies in Eastern Africa through Agroecology” supported by the Agroecology Fund. The project will continue to establish new Slow Food gardens in the schools and communities of the four East African countries (Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania and the Democratic Republic of Congo), encouraging youth involvement, livelihoods, and food sovereignty through agroeocology. 

          

  
  
      
          

  
    African farmers can feed Africa

  

      
      
Is it possible for African farmers to feed Africa? Let’s look at the case study of Mali.




In Mali, 85% of the country’s population is engaged in agriculture. We use 15% of the country’s budget on agriculture, which is even more than what is recommended by the African Union (10%). And every year, nearly half of the total remittances sent back from families outside Mali is also invested in agriculture — this in itself exceeds the contribution from external funding by bilateral and multilateral agencies. 




Since its inception, the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa’s (AGRA) total investment in Mali represents just 1% of Mali’s own agriculture budget. So AGRA cannot claim to be transforming the country’s agricultural sector structurally, by putting in only 1% of public funds. That is peanuts in terms of an investment budget. So psychologically, African countries may feel trapped in this model, but if you look at how much they have been putting in, it is a very very small amount of money.




More than half of the resources the Alliance allocated to Mali has been drawn into the input system of the program (promoting the sale of chemical fertilizers in small villages). The Bill Gates funded program is pushing for a Green Revolution through fertilizers and hybrid seeds. Yet, the majority of farmers, pastoralists, and fisherfolk use farmers’ seeds, local breeds of cattle and local species of fish, exchanged by farmers and researched by local institutions. In West African countries, more than 70% of the seeds that are used in production systems is recognized to be farmer’s seeds. 




In 2008 we did an assessment of where AGRA money was going and we realized that half the resources were used to fund international institutions (most of these were members of CropLife International, a trade association of agrochemical companies). That is problematic.












Why didn’t AGRA’s Green Revolution work in Mali?




Mali has a strong farmers’ movement that has been mobilizing, fighting against this system since the very beginning, and putting emphasis on agroecology.




An excerpt from the new report:




Mali presents a stark contrast to most other AGRA countries, which may well be due to the government’s more cautious approach to the widespread promotion of the Green Revolution technology package. Mainly small-scale food producers and other non-governmental organizations actively mobilized to stop AGRA from imposing its model in the country. Since democracy was restored in the 1990s, small-scale food producer groups among others have played a role in government policy, even drafting the 2004 Agricultural Orientation Law. Mali’s Coalition for the Protection of African Genetic Heritage (COPAGEN) convened organizations from across Africa to engage with AGRA and dissuade their governments from participating by launching the 2007 campaign “Agroecological Alternatives to AGRA”. Mali’s 2010 seed law recognized farmers’ rights to seeds, and a revision currently under consideration, written with the active involvement of small-scale food producer organizations, will further enshrine those rights. This leaves small scale food producers with greater sovereignty over the seeds and other inputs they choose to adopt.




Although AGRA operates in Mali, it does not enjoy the same level of influence as in many other countries. Maize has been the priority crop, as with a number of other AGRA countries, with input subsidies supporting crop expansion. The area planted with maize has more than doubled, and yields have increased significantly. But because Mali has low population densities and some “uncultivated” land available, this has not come at the expense of traditional crops, as is the case in other AGRA countries. Sorghum, millet, and pulses remain the country’s most important food crops, with sorghum and millet planted on three times the land that is now under maize production.




Poverty and hunger have dramatically decreased. Extreme poverty (USD-$1.90 per person per day) was reduced by more than half since 2006, to 24 percent. The number of the population suffering chronic hunger decreased from 1.4to 1.2 million people and almost reduced by half in percentage terms between the three-year averages for 2004–2006 and 2016–2018. This progress may be attributed more to Mali’s resistance to AGRA’s Green Revolution policies and programmes rather than to their implementation.




Read the full report: False Promises: The Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA)




Mali was producing something like 2.5 million tons of cereals in the country in 2002; (this includes varieties of millet, sorghum, wheat, fonio). Currently it produces around 10 million tons of cereal—more than 30% of this is millet and sorghum, the biggest share compared to all other cereals.




If AGRA truly wants to help the farming community, reduce hunger and improve nutrition, it should support the production of such crops that are more nutritious—crops that people know how to grow and are culturally appropriate to eat. Instead, they are focused on promoting maize and rice, which require the intensive use of water, pesticides, fertilizers and “improved” seeds. So how can they say they are concerned about nutrition?




What they prioritize is linking the African population to international seed companies and fertilizer companies. When the soil stops being able to regenerate, they will have to keep increasing their fertilizer use and become dependent.




In the case of Mali, AGRA did not succeed because the farmers’ movement refused to cooperate with AGRA. We have opted for agroecology in our country. In Mali we cannot separate cattle pastoralism and cereal production and fish production (the country is the biggest river fish producer in West Africa, and the second largest producer of rice after Nigeria). No GMOs are allowed in Mali.




If you look at West Africa, we produce more than 59 millions tonnes of cereals, and that is far beyond our needs if we look at the population of this region. With millet, for instance we have had a 3% growth in the region of West Africa; from 2008 to 2011. And with sorghum, it’s about 18% if you look at the figures since 2008. This production is already feeding the West African region. These crops don’t benefit from any support from AGRA. The push from farmers’ organizations to invest in these [true climate-resilient, nutritious crops] has led to this increase of production. Improvements in nutrition have been promoted by smallholder farmers.




There is a need to put more resources into smallholder farmers and put more resources towards the agroecological systems which dominate in Mali. We are in a position to increase production in a sustainable way. 




So yes, African farmers can feed Africa, and go even beyond that, creating more wealth in a sustainable way. But there are some structural issues that we need to address.




Reorganizing the market system




AGRA has been reorienting Africa’s production system to the international market. Yet, more than 70% of the continent’s produce is sold in territorial markets or open public markets; less than 20% of the food that is produced and consumed goes through international markets. So we are sure this continent can feed itself.




We need to improve our policies and market infrastructure, especially for territorial markets, where most of the food is circulating in countries like Mali. For instance, toilets for women, or a creche for childcare in markets would be transformative for women vendors. Clean water, good roads, and solar lights would help make markets be more accessible and stay open safely at night.




There is a need for better storage so that less food (especially cereals) is lost between harvesting and the plate. We need to invest more in harvesting and processing and marketing. It is important to focus on such downstream infrastructure issues to add value at the rural level, so that cities can be fed by rural areas in a more sustainable way. Several women’s groups, cooperatives and youth groups processing food need to be supported in their work.




If we can better control food loss and waste, which is about 30% in parts of Africa (in part through more investment in transport, harvesting and processing), then we can not only feed the population, but also contribute in a sustainable way to produce more than enough for our needs.




At the policy level: we don’t need the homogenized policies that AGRA is interested in supporting. Africa is diverse, and we need to support a food system that acknowledges that. Our vision of food sovereignty should not be undermined through policies and the financial system.




Agroecology is key




The agroecological perspective that we are pushing for in the continent will be key to supporting small farmers in feeding Africa.




This contribution was transcribed from a talk and interview, and edited for clarity and length.




Link to watch the full webinar recording: https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?v=593178444725692 (1:02 to 1:20)




About the author: Mamadou Goïta is a development Socio-Economist and specialist in education and training systems. He is the Executive Director of the Institute for Research and Promotion of Alternatives in Development (IRPAD). He works closely with farmers’ organizations in Africa and other continents. He has been Executive Secretary of ROPPA (West Africa Farmers and Producers Organization). Prior to his position at IRPAD, he worked in West Africa with UNICEF, UNDP, OXFAM-Belgium and ACORD. He is a founding member of COPAGEN (the Coalition to Protect African Genetic Heritage) and AFSA (Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa). Mamadou is also on the advisory board for the joint Agroecology Fund and Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa research project: Supporting Agroecological Enterprises (AEEs) in Africa.




Photo credits: C. Perodeaud, IPES-Food (2018)

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Growing wheat in the hills of Pakistan

  

      
      
Pakistan Kissan Mazdoor Tehreek (PKMT) is an alliance of small and landless farmers in Pakistan. Formed in 2008, PKMT is active in 16 districts across three provinces of Pakistan: Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Punjab and Sindh. PKMT offers a collective voice to small farmers advocating for seed and food sovereignty, and equitable land distribution in Pakistan. 




According to the World Food Program, Pakistan is one of the main producers of wheat on the planet; the country exports more than one million tons of the grain every year. Yet, despite massive food production, national nutrition surveys estimate that around a third of Pakistan’s population suffers from food insecurity. 




To curb food insecurity and increase public health and nutrition,  PKMT has taken the lead in collecting and regenerating traditional seeds. Its members maintain community seed banks, ensuring that locally adapted wheat, rice, corn and nutritious vegetable seed varieties that have been neglected since the Green Revolution are saved and exchanged among farmers. At the policy level, the organization has denounced Pakistan Amended Seed Act 2015, asking for seed laws that promote the rights of small farmers rather than agro-chemical corporations. PKMT filed a petition in Lahore High Court against this anti-farmer seed amended act.




With the Agroecology Fund’s support, PKMT is scaling up agroecology through its Jazba Farmers’ Cooperative, a network of farmers collaborating with researchers and students at the Nawaz Sharif Agriculture University, leading peer-to-peer educational programs on agroecological farming, and practicing agroecology on 18 cooperative farms in Shikarpur, Ghotki, Multan, Haripur and Dir.  Since 2020, the cooperative has been producing and marketing locally milled organic wheat flour. 




However, as a consequence of the Covid-19 pandemic, farmers faced several production, transport, storage and marketing difficulties; these hardships were exacerbated by water scarcity, untimely rains, a locust outbreak, and a lack of availability of organic manure. Bakhtiyar Zeb, a wheat farmer and member of the Cooperative from Dir,  in the foothills of the Himalayas, shares his story with the Agroecology Fund. 








Could you tell us a little bit about yourself? 




I, Bakhtiyar Zeb, have my own land and my family and I work on the land ourselves producing for our needs and some for the market. My father used to practice traditional agriculture, kept his own seeds, used oxen for ploughing and never used chemical fertilizers and pesticides. There was little or no expenditure related to agricultural production. The food we ate was nutritious. Life was simple, and did not have many of the material attractions that are part of our lives now. 




When I started working on the land, I adopted modern agriculture practices and started using hybrid seeds, chemical fertilizer, and pesticide among others to get higher production. But gradually, I realized that this form of production was extremely costly and I could not save much. We were not able to get a good price for our produce in the market. Apart from this, the food produced was not nutritious anymore, and we found we were spending more money on medicines and going to the doctor. I also realized that we had become dependent on external inputs even for seeds; we were left at the mercy of corporations.  Even though I have my own agricultural land, I cannot decide for myself.  Then I decided to go back to my father’s practice. For the past 10 years I have been practicing traditional agriculture and agroecology; there may be less production but certainly less expenditure, as well. Above all, I am not dependent on any external input produced by corporations. I use my own seeds, my own cow dung as fertilizer. I am much more  satisfied now: at least I have nutritious chemical-free food for my family. 




My land is on top of a hill and it’s difficult terrain. My sons and I have gradually increased our cultivable land through terrace farming; we have done this using our own hands. It’s not possible to get machinery in this area. We have a number of cows and goats. My wife, and other women in the family collect all the animal dung and add it to our water tank (constructed by the government, this tank collects rainwater) and it mixes with the water used for land irrigation. It is tough labor as going up and down the hills with not very good walkways is very hard. My sons, once they come back from school, help me in the fields. So it is very hard labor for my entire family but there are many benefits.




What drove you to finally move from conventional agriculture to agroecology? 




In 2010, I had sown hybrid maize on one acre. On another acre of land, I cultivated my own traditional maize seeds. I put the same amount of effort on both patches but the hybrid crop had a pest attack and the traditional crop was healthy with no pest attack. I also noticed that the hybrid seed needed more water than traditional seeds. The traditional maize was ready for harvest 10 days earlier than the hybrid maize. I sold the hybrid maize in the market because my family found traditional maize good for their own consumption. It is also good for our health as there is no chemical or pesticide used. If we care about our health and our family, we should not practice chemical agriculture. 




Why is agroecology the right decision for you and your family? 




Most importantly, it provides nutritious food for my family. Apart from that, it is a low-cost agricultural production method. It is beneficial since most of the time we don’t have cash to buy inputs. This traditional form of agriculture does not need much cash as most of the inputs are our own.




How has the Covid-19 pandemic affected your work?




Days and weeks have been very difficult as my daughter and I were infected with COVID-19. It was a very painful experience. I had a terrible cough, fever, and body ache. My sleep was badly impacted and I could hardly sleep for 13 days. I was unable to taste food. Self-isolation was not easy and I only realized this when I had to go through it myself: I wanted to be able to see the skies and my land, my crops! Even when I recovered I was very weak, and could not walk or even sit. Both my parents are diabetic and suffer from high blood pressure; to keep them safe we sent them to another brother’s place. Even after coming out of quarantine I still have a bad cough.




Has this crisis changed your views on food security and food sovereignty?




Since I am a member of Pakistan Kissan Mazdoor Tehreek (PKMT), I understand the importance of food security and food sovereignty.  But certainly, the idea of food sovereignty got sharp attention during the COVID-19 period. The self-sufficient communities who have control on their food production are in a better condition as far as food is concerned. It is expected that there will be huge food shortages in the coming months and years. We decided that we will not sell our wheat crop in the market and will save for the expected days of food shortage. PKMT is also planning to store as much as they can store so that it can be distributed to needy PKMT members, if needed. There is already a shortage of wheat flour in the market, and spikes in wheat prices, even just 1.5 months after the wheat harvest. The government has decided to import wheat to resolve the issue. 




What kind of responses are important now, from communities and from policy makers?




Pakistan is an independent country but it is considered to be ruled by feudals and capitalists.  They are 2% of the total population of the country, but they rule and run the country.  The same people make policies for their own interests, with no safeguards for the marginalized people. The people need to stand up and raise their voice. Only organizing and mobilizing peasant labor can bring some kind of relief in our lives. In terms of practical strategies, as mentioned above PKMT members have decided they will store their food crops for communities in need during this crisis. There has also been a call to grow our own vegetables as much as possible. Since I started practicing agroecology, I have grown vegetables in small pots within the boundaries of my home. I will keep doing this.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Seed Sovereignty in Occupied Palestine

  

      
      
The Agroecology Fund recently collaborated with A Growing Culture on a set of episodes of their Hunger For Justice Series. Launched to highlight the inequities of the industrial food system exposed by Covid-19, these live broadcasts feature agroecology leaders from the AEF grantee network, and seek to amplify their grassroots community-led solutions for resilience. 




“The series is a chance to pull people with an environmental focus into the social aspect of the food movement. A lot of the people tuning in are familiar with regenerative agriculture and sustainability but not food sovereignty and agroecology,” says A Growing Culture’s Loren Cardeli. 




On May 21, 2021 the series featured AEF grantee partner, the Union of Agricultural Work Committees (UAWC), Palestine. UAWC’s Fua’d Abu Saif, Do’a Zayed, and others were in conversation with A Growing Culture’s Dimah Mahmoud. 








The Union of Agricultural Work Committees (UAWC) was founded in 1986 to reclaim agricultural land, seed and water resources in occupied Palestine. The grassroots organization seeks to strengthen food sovereignty and reassert Palestinian farmers’ rights to their foodways. 




At the Hunger for Justice broadcast, Fuad Abu Saif, UAWC director, spoke of the ongoing humanitarian crisis in Gaza as violence by Israeli forces escalates, exacerbated by the pandemic and increasing water scarcity in the region. (Palestinians are not allowed to drill new water wells, in addition to being denied access to the Jordan River and freshwater springs.) The UAWC supports several projects to increase the resilience of Palestinians farmers and herders, he said. 








In this context, sustainable water management is crucial for survival. UAWC supports farmers to rehabilitate existing wells, store rainwater, set up irrigation systems that conserve water, harness solar energy, and increase green cover to mitigate drought. Till date, they estimate that through their work, more than 2 million trees have been planted and 20,000 hectares of land rehabilitated. 





“We resist by preserving our agricultural culture and traditions and seeds.”






The Committee’s local seed bank is another project that is key to strengthening resilience. UAWC conserves and distributes scores of traditional seed varieties — radishes, tomatoes, cucumbers, aubergines, zucchini, sesame, sumac, melons, sunflowers, okra and others — each adapted to arid conditions and deeply connected to Palestinian heritage. During the pandemic and subsequent blockades, the seed bank helped farmers feed their families diverse healthy foods using agroecological practices, and to count on some additional income. 









“We work closely with youth and children to raise awareness about the importance of agriculture. We are trying to show them that they can plant, they can feel the soil, and regain a connection to their land, to their history.”






Do’a Zayed added that with hands-on exchanges, practical training and other capacity-building exercises, youth are encouraged to cultivate the land and steward the region’s natural resources. Through UAWC’s efforts, women, too, feel more empowered — their traditional knowledge is valued and preserved, and their seed-saving expertise helps build dignity, equity, and community outside the home. 




To ensure food security among the displaced and landless, in recent months UAWC has also helped set up rooftop kitchen gardens in refugee camps across Gaza and the West Bank. 




Because of their interventions, UAWC is constantly threatened with confiscation of their land and equipment, demolition of farming projects, policing of land access, and campaigns that brand them as “terrorists”. Despite these challenges, the organization continues to defend the rights of Palestinian farmers. As Do’a shared: “Every Palestinian is resisting in their own way. At UAWC, we resist by preserving our agricultural culture and traditions and seeds.”




Watch the full recording on YouTube:















Learn more about AEF’s Emergency Fund grantees here.




Photographs courtesy UAWC

          

  
  
      
          

  
    The Agroecology Fund Announces Co-Directors

  

      
      
Nearly a decade after it was founded, the Agroecology Fund’s Executive Committee is pleased to announce a shift in leadership. Effective immediately, Angela Cordeiro and Daniel Moss will be Co-Directors of AEF’s growing programs.














What’s behind this exciting evolution? A Q&A:




Why did you decide to make this leadership change?




Daniel: Since joining the Agroecology Fund I’ve seen the Fund evolve in exciting ways. We’ve created a pretty horizontal network through which grantees, advisors, donors, and allies collaborate to support a growing agroecology movement. It’s now time for AEF staff to walk the talk internally. 




The Agroecology Fund seeks to elevate the voices, wisdom and lived experiences of people from all over the world, especially those who have been historically marginalized. Our leadership structure should reflect our values. Having led AEF for seven years, a white man from the Global North, we felt like it was time to bring new and diverse perspectives to the Fund’s leadership. Angela’s experience and perspective––as a Brazilian woman having spent four decades deeply immersed in agroecology and farmer movements across Latin America and Africa––is essential to AEF. She deepens our learning, responsiveness, and creativity. 




Angela: Actually, the idea and the invitation came from Daniel. I received the invitation with surprise and first asked him: why? He presented the above arguments and convinced me. The Agroecology Fund has always experimented and innovated on many fronts. This will be one of them, and will certainly be a learning process for all of us.




What are some challenges and opportunities you foresee in sharing leadership?




Angela: With Daniel’s leadership, our internal work dynamics have always been based on consultation and a shared decision-making process. At the same time, he motivates everyone to be creative and take action. I believe this facilitates the smooth transition to a co-directorship model. From a personal point of view, it is an opportunity to get to know the philanthropic universe better, to work with Daniel to continue to increase the number of funders to the Agroecology Fund and the number of grants made. I am honored by his invitation to share leadership. An important challenge is to maintain a good balance between shared leadership and the agility that AEF requires. Co-deciding can add time. We will find ways to be more creative and never bureaucratic. That would definitely not fit with AEF´s spirit. 




Daniel: Shared leadership, while certainly presenting opportunities to get tangled up in too many meetings and deliberations, offers so many possibilities for innovation, complementarity, and safeguards against failure –  all characteristics of agroecology itself! I’ve had the honor of working with Angela for the past five years, first in her role as an advisor and most recently as Program Director. As a seasoned Brazilian agroecology activist, Angela offers so much warmth and solidarity to grassroots partners, so much technical integrity in supporting them to monitor and evaluate their work, and so much wisdom about movement-building. Trained as an agronomist with a speciality in plant genetics and with long experience in working with cooperatives, she understands the challenges our partners face in growing and marketing food. Having worked as an evaluation consultant with bilateral and multilateral donors, she is fastidious about gathering and interpreting data. And unlike me, she knows the difference between outcomes and outputs. I couldn’t be more thrilled and energized. 




It sounds complicated! Who will do what?




Daniel: Angela and I welcome shared thinking and mutual accountability. While we look forward to active co-management of the growing AEF network, we will retain clear areas of responsibility. I will continue to focus primarily on resource mobilization and our growing communications work, which will include new staff and capacity building grants, while Angela will be the point person for our grantmaking process, operations and monitoring, evaluation and learning (MEL). I will continue to be the primary point of contact with our donors.




Angela: As Daniel said, we will continue with the same responsibilities that we already have. In my case, I´ll add the supervision of the Operations Manager, a new position. AEF’s growth in the volume of grants and new regional funds like Fondo Agroecologico en la Península del Yucatán (FAPY) have significantly increased the operational workload and we are very happy to bring on a colleague to support this work. It is important to say that we are privileged to have a governance structure that includes long-term partners, advisory board members, and donors. They have helped us enormously in steering AEF’s growth. Certainly we will continue to count on them. 




With co-leaders at the helm, what’s next for the Fund? 




Angela: We can learn from organizations that already practice co-directorship that there is no recipe. Each organization has its own route. Leadership is always associated with power, and each of us has stereotypes of how that should look. This model challenges perceptions that each of us has ingrained within us. Let’s see how this co-leadership evolves as we put it into practice,learn – and unlearn and relearn where necessary– together. 




Daniel: This leadership transition could not come at a better time – we are just now deliberating a new five-year strategic plan. Angela and I look forward to continuing to work closely with advisors and donors to ensure that our grantee partners have the support they need to re-shape and transform food systems. Co-leaders will undoubtedly improve AEF’s mission-performance, agility, resilience, and sustainability  – as the Fund continues to grow alongside the movements it supports. 




Photographs courtesy Rucha Chitnis.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Women food producers in Senegal cook up a healthier alternative to industrially produced broths

  

      
      
Mariama Sonko, president of the pan-African organization Nous Sommes la Solution, shares how women farmers have turned entrepreneurs to revive culinary traditions that would otherwise be lost.




There is an ongoing problem in Senegal that is undermining the health of the population: the widespread consumption of industrially produced stock cubes. Since the ’70s and ’80s, there has been massive growth in the industrial broth market in Senegal and some other West African countries, aided by persistent advertising on TV and radio. This has led to an unconscious overuse of these industrially produced stock cubes in meals by Senegalese households. 














(According to a report from Reuters, industrially produced stock cubes have transformed cooking across the West African region, becoming an essential ingredient in many everyday dishes, including the Ivory Coast’s “poulet braisé” and spicy “jollof rice” in Nigeria. Nestlé Maggi dominates West Africa’s stock cube market, valued at $375 million by market research firm Fact.MR.)




Research indicates that home cooks now use five stock cubes in every dish. The cubes are extremely high in salt (40 to 50% of the recommended daily intake, according to Florence Foucaut, member of the French nutritionists’ association, Association Française des Diététiciens Nutritionnistes, AFDN.) So there has been an uptick in the frequency and occurrence of diseases, for example cardiovascular disease, hypertension, and kidney failure, which were previously unknown in most communities, especially in rural areas. These commercially produced cubes are causing diseases that West African populations did not even know about.




It is this spread of industrial bouillon cubes that led us to propose a natural alternative with natural products, using the ingredients and spices that were traditionally used before the ’70s. The leaders of the NSS movement in southern Senegal have been working together to promote the consumption of more locally produced healthy foods. Now, the rural women producers offer a stock cube we call Sum Pak in our localities. 








Sum Pak is a flavor enhancer produced naturally without chemical inputs. It is rich in proteins, minerals and other nutrients beneficial to health. We offer two types of broths: the Shrimp Sum Pak, made with shrimp, dried fish, green onion leaves, salt, garlic, bell pepper, chilli, white sorrel calyx, lemon juice, bay leaves and ginger. The second contains the same ingredients as those mentioned above, except that shrimp is replaced by nététou. (Nététou or Soumbala is a condiment frequently used in traditional West African cooking. It is a pungent, fermented bean paste made from the fruit of the African locust bean, or Néré tree).




To make nététou or soumbala, we use large pots to boil the néré nuts and then use a pestle to peel the hull from the seeds in a mortar containing rice bran. (Traditionally we would use fine sand for this step, but now we prefer to use rice bran.) We wash and dry the ingredients on tables with screens to ensure that it is free of any impurities. Then we use a mill to grind it into a powder. We mix the ingredients according to a traditional recipe, and then we season with lemon juice, which helps to preserve the product. Then we package and label the products before distributing them for the market. The process is very hard work and takes the women a few days. 




The use of this authentic seasoning enhances the taste of our meals, provides us with nutrients and improves our  health and nutrition. Local production—with the installation of small shrimp-drying manufacturing units, for instance—enables us to create jobs and improve the income of women producers. It allows us to promote local know-how and increase the recognition and appreciation of local products, which in turn, encourages the protection of our local environment—when we value our foods, we care about maintaining the indigenous Néré trees that are in the process of disappearing. 




As part of our efforts to promote this product, we have led awareness-raising sessions with peasant leaders about the dangers of the excessive use of industrialized broths and its impact on the health of the population. We have conducted workshops with grassroots facilitators on the importance of promoting local food products. We have trained peasant leaders on the production of Sum Pak natural broths and its use in the kitchen. Also, we have worked with community radio hosts and peasant leaders to promote Sum Pak over the radio in four local languages (Diola, French, Wolof and Mandingo). We are setting up culinary contests to encourage women to prepare appealing creations to attract the consumer, yet filled with nutrients to ensure health. We organize tasting sessions, exhibitions and sales during local and national forums on peasant seeds, agroecology, and food sovereignty, and during fairs and festivals celebrating agroecology, rural women and special foods. 








We are part of a network of seven countries, and our sisters who are in other countries would like for us to share more about our experience in the production of our natural broths. Another notable success is that now we see that these natural broths are being accepted well by consumers. Currently the demand is higher than the supply; we can’t produce enough for the consumers in Senegal.




Mariama Sonko made a presentation at AFSA’s 3rd Biennial Food System Conference and Celebration (27-29 October 2020). Her talk has been translated from English to French and lightly edited for clarity and length. You can watch the full recording here. You can find more information on the preparation of soumbala here.




Photographs courtesy Rucha Chitnis and Nous Sommes La Solution.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Growing Resilience with Native Seeds

  

      
      
By strengthening Indigenous seed systems, Indigenous communities are protecting their food sovereignty and culture.








Indigenous communities in the United States—and beyond—have been disproportionately impacted by the Covid-19 virus. The pandemic highlighted the grave consequences of a weakened food and agriculture system, contaminated lands, decades of extractive policies, and the systemic erosion of public healthcare. To many Indigenous activists and leaders, Covid-19 was also a catalyst: an urgent call to rebuild and restore Indigenous peoples’ health, resilience and livelihoods. 




The International Indian Treaty Council (IITC), a long-term partner of the Agroecology Fund, has been supporting interventions to do exactly this. Faced with the dual crises of the coronavirus and climate change, the organization is dedicated to supporting Indigenous-led initiatives to strengthen food sovereignty. The IITC amplifies the voices of Indigenous peoples in decision-making spaces, offers training and leadership opportunities for Indigenous youth and revives traditional practices to increase sustainable food production, including farmer-managed seed saving.





“Saving our seeds is what is going to keep us alive, physically but also mentally and culturally as Indigenous people.”






— Chris Honahnie, member of the Diné and Hopi Nations, and IITC’s Administrative and Programs Assistant




Along with their partners—the Comobabi Community in the Schuk Toak District, San Xavier Cooperative Association Farm in the San Xavier District of the Tohono O’odham Nation, I’iolgam Youth Alliance and Yoemem Tekia Foundation (Pascua Yaqui Tribe), Shiprock Traditional Farmers’ Association, Shiprock Chapter of the Navajo Nation and Sixth World Solutions, Association of World Reindeer Herders, International Centre for Reindeer Husbandry, Sami Parliaments of Finland and Norway, and the Arctic Athabaskan Council, CONAVIGUA (Indigenous Widows Association, Guatemala), Kuna Youth Movement (Panama), and the Seminole Sovereignty Protection Initiative (Oklahoma), and others—the IITC has initiated a process of rematriation of their seeds (in essence, “reclaiming Indigenous spirituality, culture, knowledge and resources in respect of Mother Earth, in opposition to the patriarchal destruction and colonization that is continuing to endanger the way of life of Indigenous communities around the world.”) 




“As Indigenous people, we are more than capable of taking care of our own seeds,” said Nicole Yanes, Opata from Arizona and IITC’s food sovereignty program consultant, in a recent webinar exchange organized for communities to share practical knowledge on preserving native seeds. 




Clayton Brascoupe, the program director of the Traditional Native American Farmers Association shared that in New Mexico, members of the Mohawk/Anishnabeg Nation were stewarding a “low-tech seed bank” that stays cool naturally and allows seeds to be preserved at the community level.” They have a back-up collection in case something goes wrong with the principal one, and continue to exchange—never sell—seeds with other Indigenous groups in the region. 




Duane ‘Chili’ Yazzie, member of the Diné Nation and Coordinator of the Shiprock Traditional Farmers’ Cooperative in New Mexico, also spoke about starting a seed library to protect the “seeds that were passed down from our ancestors and keeping the history of those seeds alive. As farmers, as indigenous people, we have the responsibility to protect our seeds,” he said. 





“As farmers, as Indigenous people, we have the responsibility to protect our seeds.”






— Duane ‘Chili’ Yazzie, member of the Diné Nation and Coordinator of the Shiprock Traditional Farmers’ Cooperative




Yet, the free exchange of seeds is increasingly threatened by policies in support of seed privatization, such as the International Union for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants (Watch this video produced by AEF partner, GRAIN, to learn more.) Traditional, age-old practices are being criminalized and Indigenous agro-biodiversity faces the risk of being appropriated—and genetically contaminated—by agroindustrial corporations. “Those who don’t understand our way of life are trying to modify our seeds and our lands, but we need to stand against them,” said Chili Yazzie. 




The Agroecology Fund is in support of Indigenous communities from across the globe as they reaffirm their rights over their own food systems. As stated in Article 31 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples: “Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain, control, protect and develop their cultural heritage, traditional knowledge and traditional cultural expressions”, which includes the right to protect, reproduce and share Indigenous seeds. 




Protecting these rights—and seeds—has never been more urgent. Stephen McComber, a Mohawk from Québec, noted that they are already seeing the seasons starting to change due to climate change. “We are at the northern limit where corn can be grown. We have flour corn, corn for cooking and corn for when the mind is lost (for example, when someone is grieving). We have a spiritual connection to our corn, which non-Indigenous people find it difficult to understand,” he said. 




“We need the corn, and the corn needs us for its survival,” added Clayton Brascoupe from New Mexico. In all their diversity and ability to adapt, “native seeds [corn, beans, squash and more] address our nutritional needs, our spiritual needs and the needs of the earth also.” With sovereignty over their seeds, Indigenous peoples can ensure they remain healthy and nourished, even in the face of future pandemics and climate change. 




Watch IITC webinars “Protecting and Restoring our Food and Ecosystems: Practical Knowledge Sharing with Indigenous Peoples, Part 1 and Part 2 on YouTube.




Photographs courtesy Unsplash/Markus Winkler and IITC.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Upholding Integrated, Participatory and Inclusive Food Systems Governance

  

      
      
The Agroecology Fund, Dominican Republic, Global Alliance for the Future of Food, IPES-Food, and SDG2 Advocacy Hub co-hosted a side event on February 11, 2021, at the 47th Session of the Committee on World Food Security (CFS). The side event brought together diverse stakeholders to explore pathways to uphold integrated, participatory and inclusive food systems governance, in the context of the upcoming United Nations Food Systems Summit (UNFSS) and beyond. 




In the face of multiple and urgent threats from Covid-19 to climate change, governance determines “who has power over how the food system will be transformed,” noted the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food,as he called for a rights-based approach that included agroecology and Indigenous knowledge in the UNFSS agenda. 




Ambassadors from the Dominican Republic and France emphasized the importance of civil society engagement through the Civil Society Mechanism (CSM) of the CFS; they held that a holistic, multilateral approach would be key to a meaningful Summit later this year, and to successfully eradicate global hunger and achieve SDG2 in decades to come.




Speakers from the CSM were critical of what they described as the corporate capture of the UNFSS. They reiterated the need to center CFS—where civil society and a science-policy interface have been guaranteed representation since its reform in 2009—as the overarching mechanism for robust food systems governance. Just as food is diverse, so too should the diverse voices and perspectives represented in the CFS be respected as we ensure equitable and sustainable food systems, the CSM delegates emphasized. 




Discussants demanded that governance address existing asymmetries of power. The spokesperson from the UN Global Indigenous Youth Caucus called for the participation of marginalized groups —women, Indigenous peoples, and youth— to be ensured at the Summit and beyond. Indeed, questions of accountability and political economy should not be sidelined, cautioned the former Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, a member of the International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems (IPES-Food). 




The Director of the SDG2 Advocacy Hub urged all stakeholders to embrace disruptive thinking and find common ground in the coming months, such that the UNFSS succeeds in accelerating food systems transformation. Speakers suggested a number of pathways to action, including that the Summit adopt another action track focused on reversing the corporate control of food systems; that outcomes of the Summit be sent to the CFS as a way of evaluating and operationalizing its recommendations; and that food systems reform be sought at the territorial level in support of smallholder farmers and their rights.




In his closing reflection, the CFS chair reinforced that the Committee is a unique intergovernmental and international platform that could certainly be further strengthened as a mechanism for food systems governance. Acknowledging that the CFS mechanism has an important role ahead of the Summit, and well after it, the event moderator concluded that  “integrated governance is essential for systemic change.” The moderator repeated that only by challenging established structures and improving upon them will food systems transformation be within our collective reach.





Watch the session here. Passcode: CFS47SE10+

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Students of Food Sovereignty

  

      
      
Across Latin America, there are eight agroecology schools established by La Via Campesina, the world’s largest peasant movement, and the Latin American Coordination of Rural Organizations (CLOC). Better known as the Latin American Agroecological Institutes (IALAs), these educational institutes are situated in Venezuela, Brazil, Nicaragua, Argentina, Chile, Paraguay and Colombia. (The IALA María Cano in Colombia was founded in 2017, with support from the Agroecology Fund.)




Each of these IALAs are an important space for youth, women, and Indigenous communities to receive practical training in agroecology, but also to strengthen ideological values.





“In Latin America, universities are part of how capitalism educates people to serve the dominant model [of extractive, industrial agriculture]. No opportunities were available for the peasants in these educational spaces; so there was a need to build our own schools,” said Marlen Sanchez, the Academic Director of the IALA Ixim Ulew in Nicaragua.






As Sanchez points out, in most parts of Latin America, the formal education system prepares agriculture students for opportunities oriented towards industrial agriculture rather than agroecology. Unfortunately, state-supported agronomists continue to promote industrial agriculture practices that, for decades, have degraded lands, decimated livelihoods, and increased the incidence of poverty and hunger among rural communities. This contributes to the erosion of traditional knowledge and practices in the countryside. It does not align with the needs of small agroecological farmers and grassroots advocates of food sovereignty and agroecology, who are seeking to defend their rights and transform the global food system from the ground up.




For students of the IALAs’, agroecology is not an option; it’s a necessity to build a just food system.




The IALAs offer high school graduates from peasant or Indigenous backgrounds tools to resist the dominant model through educational and professional opportunities to support their local farming communities. They know the crises in the countryside cannot be solved with techno-fixes, whether GMOs or chemical inputs. The IALAs are central in scaling up agroecology at the regional level and strengthening the grassroots food movement in Latin America. For the past 12 years, they have functioned to strengthen the capacities of young activists and to forge a peer-to-peer extension system that recognizes the role of peasant and Indigenous agriculture—from cosmovisions to the milpa production model—in achieving food sovereignty.
















So, what does the academic curriculum in the IALA look like? Usually, it begins with a “mística”, a practice that seeks to connect the students with nature and with each other. Theory classes are an open space to create shared knowledge between the teacher and the students; everyone is invited to contribute to discussions and bring their diverse perspectives into the classroom. Afternoons are dedicated to putting knowledge into practice on the IALAs’ farm plots. IALAs produce the majority of their own food in addition to surplus agricultural products for income-generation. The students apply what they have learned, experiment, and eventually take this know-how to their own plots and share it with their communities.





“Our agroecology is highly political. It challenges existing power dynamics and places the peasant community at the center of agricultural production. Agroecology is a tool for collective transformation, where there is room for both traditional knowledge and innovation,” said Blanca Ruiz, a member of the CLOC-Via Campesina secretariat team in Nicaragua.






There is also time within the program for students to reflect with their peers on social dynamics, discuss the impacts of development policies, and the struggles of their respective organizations.





Ramona Acuña, a former student at the IALA in Paraguay, explained how the training helps move gender equity forward: “[For years] the contribution of women to agriculture has been made invisible. Agroecology is a radical political proposal: it aims to liberate those who have been oppressed, and for this reason, agroecology is also feminist.”






By educating students in this holistic way, which encompasses philosophical and political dimensions as well as the practical, the IALAs are accelerating social transformation, encouraging the new generation of agroecological food producers to become progressive agents of change, with able hands to steward the land and mindsets that are anti-colonial, anti-patriarchal and anti-racist.




Photographs courtesy IALA Ixim Ulew, Nicaragua.




Sources: 




	The IALAs of Latin America and Agroecological Formation for Youth (Oxford Real Farming Conference, January 10, 2021). 
	Land, Agroecology & Peasant Identity: The experience of young people in Nicaragua (Nicaragua Solidarity Campaign, September 23, 2020).
	Il Seminario Internacional Agroecología y Educación Rural (ANAMURI, October 8, 2020).


          

  
  
      
          

  
    Introducing the Agroecology Fund of the Yucatan Peninsula

  

      
      
In 2020, Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula was ravaged by intense drought, flooding from tropical storm Cristobal, hurricanes, and frequent pest outbreaks, in addition to the impacts of the Covid-19 crisis. These events have taken a toll on food security and livelihoods, elevating the risk of hunger, especially among families of small-scale producers.




At this crucial time, we’re honored to announce the launch of the Fondo Agroecológico Península de Yucatán (FAPY) to support community organizations dedicated to recovering from a brutal hurricane season and promoting agroecology and food sovereignty in the Yucatan Peninsula.




The Agroecology Fund of the Yucatan Peninsula (FAPY) is AEF’s first regional agroecology fund.




Our partners had suggested further decentralizing our grantmaking process to go deeper into territories and provide resources to small and agile local grassroots organizations doing essential work on the ground, when we gathered together for AEF’s learning exchange in India. We listened.




With funding from the WK Kellogg Foundation, FAPY will be managed by AEF’s local partner Túumben K’ooben, a cooperative of primarily Mayan women that supports sustainable community development in the Yucatan Peninsula. FAPY’s mission is to support innovative projects that focus on strengthening agroecological production, deepening agroecology research and knowledge, improving access to markets, and building a just and more climate-resilient food system in the states of Yucatan, Campeche and Quintana Roo. The regional fund will identify and provide funding to projects led by legally constituted community-based organizations (cooperatives, civil associations, rural production societies, etc.) or community groups that have an allied organization legally constituted to receive funding. 




FAPY has just announced a call for proposals (in Spanish), and will give priority to community projects that demonstrate collective impact, are developed by organizations in a participatory manner, and integrate vulnerable populations, such as women, Indigenous people, youth, and the elderly without access to land.




Please welcome FAPY to the AEF community! Follow their Facebook page for updates and visit fapyaef.org/e7j to view the call for proposals.
























Photographs courtesy Túumben K’ooben.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Solidarity and Emergency Land Reform

  

      
      
The Agroecology Fund recently collaborated with A Growing Culture on five episodes of their Hunger For Justice Series. Launched to highlight the inequities of the industrial food system exposed by Covid-19, these live broadcasts featured agroecology leaders from the AEF grantee network, and sought to amplify their grassroots community-led solutions for resilience.




“The series is a chance to pull people with an environmental focus into the social aspect of the food movement. A lot of the people tuning in are familiar with regenerative agriculture and sustainability but not food sovereignty and agroecology,” says A Growing Culture’s Loren Cardeli.








On October 2, the series featured AEF grantee partner, Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra, the Landless Rural Workers Movement from Brazil. Adriana Oliveira and Ceres Hadich of MST shared the importance of solidarity in times of uncertainty and why agroecology is crucial in the fight against inequality. 








The MST, or Landless Workers’ Movement, is one the largest peasant movements in the world, with an estimated informal membership of 1.5 million across 23 of Brazil’s 26 states. They have been striving for land reform and the right to healthy food in Brazil for nearly four decades. Their actions—increasingly met with state opposition and violence—are part of a larger fight against inequality and injustice, which disproportionately affects rural women, Indigenous peoples, and the urban poor. “We stand against hunger, against imperialism. We cannot lose our solidarity,” said Adriana Oliveira, a member of the International relations team of the MST.





“When we distribute food, we are sharing the wealth that was created between all of us.”






Covid-19 highlighted the importance of solidarity at the grassroots. Since the start of the pandemic, as part of their emergency plan to overcome the crisis, MST delivered more than 3,500 tons of food to people in need—a coordinated effort across 52 camps, 127 settlements and 20 communities. More than 800,000 boxed lunches were also delivered to people in low-income urban neighborhoods.









“Solidarity is not charity,” explained Ceres Hadich, a settler from the state of Parana. “When we distribute food from our settlement, we are sharing the wealth that was created between all of us; sharing the right to good food and food sovereignty. It’s a way to educate others.” 






Importantly, the MST’s actions also demonstrate that Brazilians are able to feed themselves with the bounty produced on their own lands.  “Look at the food we give in the boxed lunch: there are more than 80 different products—from corn to squash to beans to fish to a wide variety of greens. This food diversity reflects our agriculture, and our values,” said Adriana. 




In promoting diversity, the MST’s small producers also confront the import-dependent and industrialized food system that has standardized their markets and their diets, and compromised their health and livelihoods. They are demonstrating that alternatives to corn and soy monocultures exist, and that commodity agriculture serves only a few, not the many. 




Their community kitchens, community bakeries and food distribution efforts have helped people understand why agroecology and self-sufficiency are so important, especially in times of crisis. “In this time of this pandemic, we work to build a different kind of society,” said Adriana. A society that centers the rights of the people over corporations, and is not based on unsustainable exractivism. 




In the long term, the solution to crises like these lies in agrarian land reform.





“Even though the dominant class does not recognize the need for land reform, the MST knows it’s a way to fight against hunger, but also against all the environmental damage that is currently happening.” explained Ceres. “We seek to ensure dignified living conditions for the people in the countryside, decent housing, access to education, the ability to live without violence, to be respected and respect each other.”






And even in the midst of these challenging months, the working class continues to organize, and offer reasons to hope: “In the peripheries of the city, new leaders of young people, women, and different ethnic groups are emerging.” 




Watch the full recording on YouTube:











Learn more about AEF’s Emergency Fund grantees here.




Photographs courtesy MST.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Food Sovereignty: Organizing for Survival

  

      
      
The Agroecology Fund recently collaborated with A Growing Culture on five episodes of their Hunger For Justice Series. Launched to highlight the inequities of the industrial food system exposed by Covid-19, these live broadcasts featured agroecology leaders from the AEF grantee network, and sought to amplify their grassroots community-led solutions for resilience. 




“The series is a chance to pull people with an environmental focus into the social aspect of the food movement. A lot of the people tuning in are familiar with regenerative agriculture and sustainability but not food sovereignty and agroecology,” says A Growing Culture’s Loren Cardeli. 




On August 21, the series featured AEF grantee partner the Unión de Trabajadores de la Tierra, the Union of Landworkers from Argentina. UTT’s gender secretary Rosalía Pellegrini and food sovereignty activist Lucas Tedesco were in conversation with agroecologist and former Food First director, Eric Holt-Giménez. 


















UTT was formed 10 years ago to give a collective voice to small-scale Argentinian producers. Today, the farmworkers’ union brings together thousands of families from 16 provinces across the country, to organize and advocate for agroecology, access to land, and social transformation. Their campaigns over the past decade demand fairer policies for peasants. 




In Argentina, most small producers live in precarity; with no access to land, more than 70% have no choice but to lease the plots they farm on.





“We are the ones who feed Argentina and produce most of the food for our fellow citizens yet we are marginalized and pushed into a grave situation,” said Lucas Tedesco. 






Before the Covid-19 pandemic, UTT would typically organize hundreds of grassroots assemblies every month, to advance the agroecology movement and strengthen their resistance to large corporations taking over their territories. Much of the land in Argentina has been turned over to farm soy and corn, destined for animal feed and export. The expansion of these transgenic monocultures drives deforestation across Argentina. “It is a destruction of our territories under corporate control,” said Lucas. 




“Agroecology is born from the workers”




Through peasant-to-peasant exchange, UTT promotes agroecology as an alternative to the industrial food system: an alternative that benefits small producers and allows them to restore their relationship with the land. The union’s members believe that patented seeds and the “Monsanto model” curtail people’s rights and sovereignty, putting farmers in debt and eroding the sustainable agricultural practices that evolved over hundreds of years.





“Farmworkers are the ones with the knowledge! Through agroecology we rediscovered so much of our traditional produce and recovered our health,” said Rosalía Pellegrini, gender secretary of UTT. 






“We want legitimacy for women farmworkers. We work to combat “machismo” and different forms of gender violence that are prevalent,” said Rosalia. UTT created a group of rural women farmworkers, to promote gender equity in the countryside, and a more feminist perspective in agriculture. “We noticed it was men who kept perpetuating this model of poisoning the earth, killing pests, to get more profit; but we are encouraging each other to take care of our ecosystems,” said Rosalía.




They soon realized that agroecologically grown produce, with its diversity of sizes, shapes and colors, was not always best suited for conventional markets. The farmworkers’ union has created alternative networks to directly supply consumers around the country. UTT collectively decides on pricing, to ensure their fruits and vegetables remain affordable to all. “Agroecology is born from the workers, from the countryside. Healthy food has to be accessible to all of us. Agroecological products should not be turned into a luxury good,” said Lucas. 




They have found that this marketing model helps consumers better understand and support food sovereignty, and helps producers live a more dignified life. “It is not just buying a tomato, it is a step towards social transformation,” said Rosalía. Today, UTT has more than 150 marketing “nodes” or points of distribution, 8 agroecological warehouses and several agroecological markets. 




During the Covid-19 lockdown, UTT quickly mobilized their networks to lead solidarity actions. As part of their relief efforts, they supplied vulnerable communities with fresh produce and healthy meals. With support from the Agroecology Fund, they are expanding their network of “sovereign food canteens” around the country. 




The pandemic made farmworkers across Argentina reflect on what is necessary to live, explained Rosalía. “We are essential workers; structural policies need to recognize that,” she said. 




For UTT, agroecology is a political tool to construct a more democratic and equitable system from the ground up: one that is inclusive of women, youth, Indigenous communities, and other marginalized groups. They seek to break ties with the exploitative, industrial model of agriculture and continue to urge the Argentinian government to support the rights of small-scale producers.





“Without agroecology there is no food sovereignty. We would remain enslaved to large corporations with no decision making power for ourselves,” said Lucas. 






“UTT demonstrates how key the peasant farmworker sector is when it is organized. It is transformative, not just for farming practices but for society,” said moderator Eric Holt-Giménez, in conclusion. 




Watch the full recording on YouTube:











 Learn more about AEF’s Emergency Fund grantees here.




Photographs courtesy UTT.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Women Peasants Change The World

  

      
      
The Agroecology Fund recently collaborated with A Growing Culture on five episodes of their Hunger For Justice Series. Launched to highlight the inequities of the industrial food system exposed by Covid-19, these live broadcasts featured agroecology leaders from the AEF grantee network, and sought to amplify their grassroots community-led solutions for resilience. 




“The series is a chance to pull people with an environmental focus into the social aspect of the food movement. A lot of the people tuning in are familiar with regenerative agriculture and sustainability but not food sovereignty and agroecology,” says A Growing Culture’s Loren Cardeli. 




On July 31, the series featured AEF grantee partner, the Korean Women Peasants’ Association (KWPA). The president of the National Federation of Women’s Farmers’ Association, Kim Ok Im and Kim Jeong Yeol, member of The International Coordination Committee (ICC) of La Via Campesina, shared their experiences fighting against injustice and gender inequity in South Korea.




















“In Korean folklore, the mung bean, or nokdu, is symbolic of the resilient spirit of the Korean peasants. In the harshest conditions, nokdu sprouts and grows, feeding the hungry. In the face of domestic and international policies that have systematically undermined their livelihoods and depressed the countryside, Korean peasants and farmers are sprouting, growing, and inspiring Koreans and global citizens alike.”




In 2013, The Nation reported on the food sovereignty movement in South Korea. Its resilience is perhaps most clearly demonstrated by the Korean Women Peasants’ Association (KWPA), founded in 1989 “to empower and unite women farmers and resist neoliberal agricultural policies in South Korea.” “Free trade agreements allowed for cheap food that is not nutritious to enter the diets of the Koreans. Because of these imported foods, local food prices dropped,” said KWPA’s Kim Ok Im. In the ’90s, South Korean farmers carried out mass protests against imports of staples, particularly rice, both the symbol of Korean society and center of the country’s farming for thousands of years. 




As in other developing countries, small-scale peasants in South Korea could not compete with the subsidized commodities flooding their market. Many attempted to find additional work off-farm, many were driven to debt, bankruptcy and suicide; others had to abandon agriculture entirely. (The percentage of farmers in the population has dropped from 50% in the 1970s to less than 7% in the 2010s.)




Women peasants, who comprise more than half the farmworkers in rural South Korea, bore the brunt of these impacts. As South Korea’s industrialized food system damaged rural economies, it also contributed to eroding the traditional knowledge of the peasants, but particularly, rural women’s knowledge and by extension, their place in society. 




The KWPA, built while “carrying their children on their back”, empowered women peasants in South Korea to be more autonomous and advocate for food sovereignty, agroecology, and gender justice in a patriarchal society.





“Peasant women play a big role in farming, but were set aside for decades. The movement helped women to be more active in decision making,” said Kim Jeong Yeol. 






“Without agroecology, we cannot have food sovereignty.”




KWPA practices, promotes, and advocates for agroecological practices, rejecting the use of chemical inputs on their land. In an effort to preserve the cultural heritage of Korean native seeds, KWPA runs more than 20 indigenous seed production farms. Women, traditionally the stewards of seed biodiversity, share this work collectively. “Even if there is nothing to eat, we will have our seeds,” they said. 




Worldwide, farmer-managed seeds are fast disappearing; the women of KWPA are doing the important work of documenting and archiving the diversity they protect.




Through their My Sister’s Garden initiative, KWPA supplies urban consumers with seasonal baskets of produce they have grown from indigenous seeds on their  plots. For more than a decade, groups of women peasants have packaged and distributed these farm boxes to “show the face of the farmers who are producing healthy foods”; forging a closer connection between peasants and consumers. This Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) model has empowered peasant women in South Korea, providing income and dignity despite the lack of equal rights and opportunities. “Even if women are small farmers, collectively we can make an impact,” shared Kim Jeong Yeol.




At the national level, KWPA advocates for access to land and credit and support for agroecology. The peasant movement actively participates in peace building efforts, and was part of the first reunification conference between North and South Korean farmers.





“We should remind ourselves we are the masters of our own production, and we have the power to change the world,” said Kim Ok Im.






As a member of the international network La Via Campesina, the women share their knowledge with other social movements around the world, and also collectively resist international policies that affect farmers’ rights. 




Watch the full recording on YouTube: 











Photographs courtesy KWPA.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Nurturing the Seeds, Reaping the Gains

  

      
      
The Agroecology Fund recently collaborated with A Growing Culture on five episodes of their Hunger For Justice Series. Launched to highlight the inequities of the industrial food system exposed by Covid-19, these weekly live broadcasts featured agroecology leaders from the AEF grantee network, and sought to amplify their grassroots community-led solutions for resilience. 




“The series is a chance to pull people with an environmental focus into the social aspect of the food movement. A lot of the people tuning in are familiar with regenerative agriculture and sustainability but not food sovereignty and agroecology,” says A Growing Culture’s Loren Cardeli. 








On July 24, the series featured AEF grantee partner Kilusang Magbubukid ng Pilipinas, the Peasant Movement of the Philippines, KMP. KMP is a democratic mass organization of more than 2 million Filipino peasants fighting for land reform, social justice and social change. KMP chairman emeritus Rafael ‘Ka Paeng’ Mariano and project coordinator Kathryn Manga were in conversation with journalist Nancy Matsumoto.














In the Philippines, fewer than 7 out of 10 farmers own the land they farm on. Impoverished by high land rents, they are often driven to debt and hunger. Research from the FAO shows that even prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, the number of Filipinos who went hungry increased by 31%. There were 44.9 million hungry Filipinos from 2014 to 2016; from 2017-2019, this number grew to 59 million. Farmers and consumers alike have been impacted by agricultural trade liberalization and high food prices, and policies that do not support local production. 




For the past 35 years, KMP has advocated for the redistribution of land to landless peasants. The organization fights for peasant rights and an end to agrarian injustices such as land-grabbing and displacement.









“We want Filipino peasants to attain food sovereignty and food security. The land belongs to the farmers, not landowners who don’t know how to till the land,” said Rafael Mariano, chairman of KMP.






Peasants’ demands for access to land and the right to farm it are increasingly met with violence. Since the election of President Rodrigo Duterte in 2016, harassment and killings of farmer peasant leaders has increased: 262 farmers have lost their lives in connection to land disputes since Duterte’s election. In August this year, 62 human rights and civil society groups sent a letter to UN member and observer countries at the Human Rights Council to express their “continued grave concern over ongoing extrajudicial executions and other serious human rights violations” in the Philippines.




Yet, despite the disappearances and killings of several activists and leaders, KMP continues to  defend peasants’ rights to secure and dignified livelihoods.




“Farmers must be united to overcome issues”




The farmers of KMP strive to feed their families and communities by practicing agroecology on collectively cultivated areas known as Bungkalan. These shared tracts of land engender solidarity between rural families,  participatory decision-making, and farmer-to farmer-learning. “These values of solidarity and reciprocity used to define agrarian communities well before the Green Revolution, said Mariano. In the Philippines, this is known as “bayanihan”.




During the early stages of the Covid-19 lockdown, the produce from these collective farms helped feed and support thousands of vulnerable people. With public transport temporarily disabled and markets shuttered, farmers were not able to tend to their fields or sell their produce, and fisherpeople who could not go out to fish.





“For farmers, there is no such thing as work from home. If they can’t farm, they will have nothing to eat,” said Kathryn Manga.






The organization displayed remarkable agility in responding to the crisis. They launched a completely volunteer-driven online Bagsakan, or farmers’ market, so that consumers in urban centers could be supplied with fresh, healthy produce grown on their collective farms. In Bicol and the island of Mindoro, they worked with the local government so that local agricultural produce was distributed as relief rations, instead of imported canned goods, explained project officer Kathryn Manga.




The funds they were able to raise went towards relief operations for landless and displaced farmers. With support from the Agroecology Fund, KMP is also helping people set up backyard gardens and kitchen gardens, and helping farmers preserve their produce to build resilience and ensure food security in times of crisis. 




“We need to value people’s interests over corporate interests,” said Rafael Mariano. He and the millions of peasant activists in KMP will continue to fight for social justice and development that upholds the rights of those who grow food for their fellow Filipinos. As Kathryn Manga put it, their fight is for a future where farmers are happy and share a connection to the land, where they are recognized and respected for their hard work, and can lead a dignified life.




Watch the full recording on YouTube:











Learn more about AEF’s Emergency Fund grantees here.




Photographs courtesy KMP.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    The CLOC-Via Campesina: A peasant network challenges the agribusiness model through agroecology schools

  

      
      
The Latin American Coordination of Rural Organizations (CLOC-Via Campesina) is a continent-wide network representing peasant, worker, indigenous and Afro-descendant social movements from all over Latin America. An ally of La Via Campesina International, at present they bring together 85 organizations in 21 countries of Latin America and the Caribbean. 




In the regions where CLOC is active, the rise of the industrial food system has led to land grabbing, poverty, malnutrition, an increase of suicides in the countryside due to debt, the persecution or disappearance of social leaders and out-migration of rural populations to the city. The growth of agribusiness has fuelled an alarming loss of biodiversity, the destruction of agro-ecosystems, and climate change.




CLOC-Via Campesina was founded in Lima, Peru, in 1994, to fight against these adverse impacts and strengthen rural resilience.




The fight for agrarian reform




CLOC opposes Free Trade Agreements and regulations to control seeds and biodiversity. Through its campaigns, it resists the imposition of monoculture, agrochemicals, transgenics, automated mechanization that envisions agriculture without farmers, and financing plans that push peasant communities into debt. 




“Ours is a fight for the land and comprehensive agrarian reform. It incorporates food sovereignty, which proposes access to food as a right of humanity. Land and water should be in the hands of those who feed the people,” said Nury Martinez of the National Federation of Agricultural Unions (Fensuagro) of Colombia, which is part of the network. 




The network’s goal is agroecological production which respects Pacha Mama, or Mother Earth. CLOC has been developing strategies to ensure that Latin American peasants are legally recognized and protected, which is why it has endorsed the United Nations’ Declaration of Peasant Rights. 




A few years ago, Fensuagro proposed a curriculum to train young people in agroecology. In 2016, the Latin American Agroecological Institute IALA María Cano, based in Viotá-Cundinamarca, was launched. The next year, 30 young peasants, indigenous people and people of African descent began the Agroecology Technology Program in the Colombian countryside. 




















Good food for everyone




This IALA, along with several other Latin American IALAs that are part of CLOC-Via Campesina, encourages the youth to value food sovereignty, defend territories and protect their native seeds and peasant culture. It provides formal education for peasants, so that young people are motivated to stay in their territories, live well, and adopt good practices in the production and marketing of chemical-free produce. In this way, agroecological practices are scaled up and out from the grassroots. 




“If we have a strong peasantry, we will have the possibility of producing good food for everyone, managing carbon, cooling the planet and generating employment and genuine economic development,” says Raúl Krauser, from the MPA (Small Farmers Movement of Brazil, Movimento dos Pequenos Agricultores), which is also part of CLOC. 




Now, in the midst of a global pandemic, the failure of the system to guarantee food for the population in critical moments is evident. Even before Covid-19, peasants united to feed the people. For instance, in Rio Grande do Sul in southern Brazil, peasants that practice agroecology ensure 300,000 kilos of food per month goes to the poor neighbourhoods of the city. Now, through solidarity efforts across Latin America and the Caribbean, they show that agroecology is capable of addressing food crises. 




The peasantry’s fundamental role in food production and resilience in the face of adversity is already apparent. In order to face the crisis, governments should prioritize genuine agrarian reform to guarantee the conditions that will allow peasants to ensure the food sovereignty of their countries. 





A version of this article was first published in Biodiversidad (Issue No. 104, April 2020). Translated and reprinted with permission. Photographs courtesy Fensuagro.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Defending the Past to Envision the Future

  

      
      
In July, the Global Tapestry of Alternatives (GTA) hosted a webinar featuring the stewards of the Potato Park in Cusco, Peru. 




The International Network of Mountain Indigenous People (INMIP), Asociación ANDES, and the Potato Park maintain the largest potato biodiversity hotspot in the world. Six Indigenous Quechua communities established the Potato Park as a “Food Neighborhood” in Peru in 2000. They work together to conserve more than 1365 varieties of potatoes (both wild and cultivated), a wonderful example of territorial management by indigenous communities.




For the Quechua people, cultivating is a way of life. They use their tradition and knowledge to maintain agrobiodiversity, which in turn sustains their culture. Potatoes are food, medicine, and cultural symbols. Importantly, preserving the biodiversity of potatoes is crucial for communities in this region — and indeed, for all of us — to maintain resilience to climate change. The Agroecology Fund is honored to support their work. 




In case you missed it, here are some key takeaways from the exchange:




“Preserving biodiversity preserves culture, knowledge, and experience.” 




The webinar began with a ceremony to honor Apu (the mountains), and Inti (the sun) using coca leaves (a form of payment to Pacha Mama (Mother Earth), in gratitude for what the earth brings to the people). The participants conducted the ceremony in the mountains, and then observed a moment of silence to honor those who lost their lives due to the Covid-19 pandemic.




Mariano Sutta, traditional native crops and wild relatives expert, shared that in the Andean cosmovision, harmony between humans and their landscape is sacred. For people to survive, there must be a balance between what we take and what we give to the land. 




The rights of humans need to be respected, as well as the rights of wildlife and the rights of the sacred, he said. The Quechua people maintain the Potato Park based wholly on these values; the balance between these three communities (the gods, the living, and the ancestors) is what creates Sumak Kawsay (Good Living). 




Ricardina Pacco, a traditional seeds expert, added that they value the importance of intergenerational knowledge, and encourage their youth to learn from the elders in the community. Around the world, diverse, knowledge-rich agroecological practices exist in harmony with nature. Agroecology protects and defends these ways of living; in recent decades, industrial agriculture has done nothing but erode them. 




















“Solidarity is the currency we need to use to be connected.” 




Because respect, solidarity and reciprocity are paramount in the Potato Park community, making sure the people in cities had food was their first priority during the pandemic. During the Covid-19 lockdown, peasants from the Potato Park shared their crops and their foods with those who were stuck in the streets of Cusco. They brought their potatoes and shared them with those who were suffering from hunger. Even though they are farmers with low incomes, they have food that can be shared to help each other. “If we practice solidarity and we respect the land, we will have plenty of food for everyone,” said Ricardina.




It’s important to note that for these communities, solidarity and reciprocity is not philanthropy or charity, it’s a way to engage justly with others and with nature. 





How is the youth integrated in the preservation of agrobiodiversity? 




It’s important to work with the youth but also with the elders (intergenerational work), because otherwise there is no future. The elders need to pass on the knowledge to the youth to maintain agrobiodiversity and culture. Mothers and grandmothers teach children about seeds, animals, and medicinal plants, and involve them in different activities in the park. They want to make sure that the young people can remain in the rural areas and not seek to migrate towards the cities. 






The Potato Park Seed Bank and the threat of transgenics




The Potato Park has a community seed bank, a seed multiplication center, and greenhouses, which allow for in situ preservation. They have repatriated potatoes from other communities to preserve them, but the intellectual property still belongs to the communities where they originated, not to the Potato Park. Once the potatoes have been cultivated, studied and the reproduction is assured, the seeds are distributed to other communities to be cultivated.




They have also shared their seeds with the Svalbard Seed Bank in Norway, as they want to ensure that their seeds will be preserved. The seeds are like their children, they shared. They do not want them to be lost.




Yet, the biodiversity they steward remains threatened. Peru declared a moratorium on the use of transgenics in 2011, which ends in December 2021. It is uncertain whether the moratorium will be extended. The peasants were able to convince the regional government to declare Cusco a GMO-free region. They also work with international organizations and local governments to fight against biopiracy and to have it recognized as a crime. Lino Mamani, the curator of the Potato Park Gene Bank, said that farmers continually need to defend themselves against these threats. 





Do we really need “gene research” to maintain agrobiodiversity? 




At the Potato Park, indigenous communities practice traditional techniques to maintain biodiversity. In their view, gene research cannot solve the current problems faced by society. To be in control of one’s food production, it’s more important to know how to use the plants and the crops than to know their genetic composition. At the Potato Park, they know how to cultivate their plants, they understand the optimal conditions and no hyper-scientific techniques are necessary. Communities need to have a strong food system based on local knowledge; they cannot rely on governments or corporations. Conventional research is interested in commercializing seeds, and profits rarely come back to the communities. Food sovereignty is a participatory process, and cannot be achieved by the concentration of knowledge in the hands of a few researchers. It is important for them to maintain their knowledge and any collaborations with external actors need to respect their vision (no extractive patents, no GMOs, etc.). The farmers themselves are constantly engaged in research, always experimenting and innovating. They are not against research, but how it is done matters. If it goes against their vision, they don’t want it. 






Beyond potatoes 




The six Indigenous communities who take care of the Potato Park do not only cultivate potatoes, they also have more than 52 corn varieties, as well as other traditional produce such as quinoa, and olluco, oca, and mashua (tuber varieties). They advocate against exploitative practices such as mining, and practice water conservation — both important issues in the Andean region. 




They also work with artisans who create handicrafts from the region, using sheep wool or alpaca fiber, as well as ceramics and wooden sculptures. Their micro-enterprise and agrotourism initiatives help maintain a communal fund which supports the schools, the elders, or any other necessities of the communities.




The stewards of the Potato Park shared the logic behind their work in preservation, and also their constant fight to maintain their cultural heritage through the management of the land and the seeds. Founded on values of reciprocity and respect, their system enables them to be resilient in the face of this current crisis, and encourages the youth to follow the path of their predecessors. Peru’s Potato Park is an inspiring example of what we can achieve through Indigenous leadership, collective knowledge, agroecology, and holistic management of the land.




Watch the full recording in Spanish or English.




Photographs courtesy Asociación ANDES.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    COVID-19 Made Us Think

  

      
      
A memo from Indira Raimberdieva, Director of the Peace Building Center, Kyrgyzstan.




COVID19 has undoubtedly become a powerful catalyst for an in-depth rethinking of humankind’s experience. We hope that this monumental and immensely difficult challenge will end soon and the only thing we as a society will need to do is to summarize our “impressions” of what has happened, make the right conclusions, contextualize them with existing social and natural systems, and take greater responsibility for both ourselves and the environment around us. 




While waiting for powerful and far-reaching practical analyses of the post-COVID19 pandemic situation from all concerned members of our society, we would like to share some preliminary thoughts and reflections on the current situation. 














In general, we think the pandemic has facilitated a quantum leap in peoples’ consciousness of disillusionment about both ourselves and the surrounding reality. In particular, as evidenced by our discussions with experts and local community leaders here in Kyrgyzstan and also in the Pamir, Tien-Shan and Sayan-Altai biocultural zone, all this has given us a deeper understanding of our own lives and the lives of our communities. 




We identified three major areas in which reflection in the context of COVID19 has begun: values (~humans), ecology (~nature) and globalization (~interconnection). 




Firstly, the pandemic has changed our worldview priorities. Society has turned to “natural” systems of values that appreciate family and kinship; recognize human vulnerability and dependence on nature; recognize the importance of practicality, thrift and self-sufficiency; consider moderation as a normal practice or even a prerequisite for survival; integrate the law of recompense and perceive compassion and love for neighbors and all other beings as a higher justice.





We now respect the efforts of livestock breeders, farmworkers, hunters, craftsmen and all others who create things with their own hands to the benefit of themselves and the others.






Society has moved away from “synthetic” values such as personal success at any cost and the enjoyment of “material comforts”, wealth, power and popularity that urges people to create their own laws instead of following the eternal rules of morality and inevitable laws of nature. 














Secondly, the pandemic has clearly and now peremptorily demonstrated that the environmental degradation has reached its limit, a point of no return, after which there will be nothing left but further degradation. The attempt to understand COVID-19’s root causes, which is now being made by all segments of society and covers a wide range of theories, from a worldwide political conspiracy to the simple weakening of our immune systems, is frightening because all these theories point to humankind as the key actor responsible for everything going on in the world now. In-depth investigation into more complex and important links between the current situation and many preceding years of anti-environmental and amoral human activities is yet to come, but its findings promise to be even more horrifying.




Thirdly, the pandemic has opened our eyes to hard-hitting implications of globalization. In particular, we can see now that globalization used to be grounded mainly in material interests and not in moral values or humanity; on the contrary, it has turned out to be a cause of major vulnerability for all of us. For instance, many countries with great agricultural resources and potential but low-performing, highly corrupt, short-sighted and irresponsible governments have faced a sudden and absolute absence of food sovereignty and internal food security in this crisis situation. Other countries that chose to rely on finance and other less material sectors and services in their economies are also going through difficult times now.





Many communities have realized that there is no escape from the never-ending need to survive at the level of local landscapes, local social networks and “natural” systems of values and priorities. 






All these are preliminary, but highly obvious conclusions. We are yet to understand who we are, why and how we live, and where we are heading. 








Many authentic spiritual traditions share a common idea which can be defined as follows: “Remember about death as it is the greatest destroyer of illusions”. Death has never been closer to the humankind than now and it does destroy our illusions. 




Take care of yourself and your loved ones! 

          

  
  
      
          

  
    COVID-19 Emergency Response

  

      
      
As the COVID-19 pandemic sweeps across the globe, dozens of countries have imposed strict lockdown measures with significant impacts across global food systems. Millions, if not billions, of people suddenly find themselves food insecure. Marginalized communities are more vulnerable than ever.




COVID-19 and Food Security




The FAO has raised concerns about the high number of vulnerable countries that were already “grappling with hunger/hit by other crises.” These “pre-existing conditions” have turned critical: many farmers do not have access to markets, food prices are inflated, consumers have lost income, and school feeding programs have been temporarily shut down. At the same time, frontline communities have shown enormous creativity in rapidly implementing mutual aid programs and advocating for public emergency programs and stimulus packages to truly resolve vulnerable populations’ food needs.




Role of Philanthropy




The scale of the crisis and the number of under-funded creative community responses are staggering — far beyond the capability of philanthropy to respond. To avoid being a proverbial drop in the bucket, we must do a lot with a little. Just as we fund critical emergency responses, we must support grassroots advocacy ensuring that public emergency and stimulus funds are deployed equitably, in a way that protects basic human rights.




The Agroecology Fund Response




Across five continents, Agroecology Fund partners and their allies are on the leading edge of humanitarian response to this crisis, just as they look for opportunities to reshape food systems for the longer term. Agroecology is central to building the healthy and resilient food systems we urgently need in the face of increasing global uncertainty. Remember, prior to this crisis, climate change was already pointing us towards relocalized food systems that work with, rather than against nature .




The Agroecology Fund will:




(i) offer emergency grants for humanitarian efforts that strengthen community-based, agroecological food systems and advocacy which holds governments accountable;




(ii) implement a communications campaign to support dissemination of stories of solidarity and resilience that elevate agroecology as a key solution to food security;




iii) convene a global learning process with key actors in the agroecology movement about how to adapt to the current and evolving situation over the longer term.




Our emergency grants will focus:




	On places where there are established and emerging solidarity networks, to ease the humanitarian crisis by facilitating delivery of food from rural producers (who may have lost markets) to urban consumers (who may have lost employment), especially to the most vulnerable populations.
	On reviving markets by strengthening community-based food systems that connect agroecological producers and urban consumers. In some cases, this can be done simply, by resolving logistical barriers such as food transport.
	On strengthening agroecological farmers’ food production by, for example, supporting expansion of seed production in response to greater demand.
	On supporting urban agriculture to localize food security.
	On advocacy to protect basic human rights in the face of government lockdowns.
	On advocacy to ensure government accountability to the needs of small farmers and vulnerable consumers in public aid and stimulus packages.





NOTE: Nominations will be sought from donors, advisors, long-term partners and Agroecology Fund staff. This is not an open call for proposals. Later in the spring, longer-term grants to meet ongoing, pressing needs and to take advantage of new opportunities to relocalize food systems along agroecological principles will complement these emergency grants.




The Agroecology Fund has launched this fund with $400,000 of seed funding. Would you consider joining this funding pool to extend support to urgent community-led efforts?




For more information about how to contribute, please contact daniel@agroecologyfund.org.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Learning Together: The Agroecology Movement Shares Strategies for Impact

  

      
      
A photo essay on the Agroecology Fund Global Learning Exchange, 2020




By Rucha Chitnis




“From tackling hunger, poverty and inequality to responding to climate change to safeguarding biodiversity and expanding nutritional choice, agroecology echoes the goals of the 2030 Agenda,” states a recent FAO report. In fact, it is widely acknowledged that agroecological practices are key to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. 




In February this year, more than 100 participants from nearly 30 countries gathered together for a week-long global learning exchange on agroecology.  These practitioners work at the intersection of policy, scientific research, grassroots movement building and natural farming practices. They were joined by 18 donors, a half-dozen advisors, and other agroecology allies.  The exchange was hosted by the Agroecology Fund (AEF) in collaboration with Amrita Bhoomi, a farmer-centered agroecology training center in rural Karnataka which is part of the South Asia chapter of the Via Campesina.




AEF is a diverse group of US, European, and Asian funders that jointly makes grants to advance science, practices, and policies for agroecology. The Fund has awarded $6.8 million to 38 collaboratives across Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America and the USA.  “There’s never been a more important moment to invest in agroecology than right now. Agroecology is an innovative solution for the multiple crises we are facing right now, from climate change to food insecurity to the loss of biodiversity,” said Daniel Moss, the executive director of the Agroecology Fund. 




Amrita Bhoomi in Karnataka, India



The learning exchange began with a site visit to Amrita Bhoomi in Karnataka, one of La Via Campesina’s agroecology schools in South Asia. Here, participants learned about agroecology as practiced in the Indian context — known popularly as Zero Budget Natural Farming (ZBNF) or Community Managed Natural Farming. The Amrita Bhoomi school trains smallholder dryland farmers in the region who are part of a vibrant state-wide peasant movement in Karnataka, and encourages their in-situ experimentation with agroecology in field plots.




Chukki Nanjundaswamy, coordinator of Amrita Bhoomi



“Agroecology is not just about natural farming techniques for farmers in Karnataka, but also about reclaiming rights over our seeds and our food systems. It’s the very transformation of our society,” said Chukki Nanjundaswamy, coordinator of Amrita Bhoomi. It is estimated that more than 100,000 farmers across the state now follow agroecological principles. In 2019, Chukki presented Amrita Bhoomi’s training model to the United Nations Development Program.




The preparation of Jivamrita



Farmers at Amrita Bhoomi demonstrated multiple practices of natural farming, including the preparation of jivamrita, a fermented microbial culture made from cow dung, cow urine and other organic materials, such as jaggery and flour made with pulses. At the learning exchange, participants learned that jivamrita, when applied to the soil, creates conditions for earthworms to thrive, building up the microbial activity in the soil and enhancing soil aeration and water retention.






Indigenous cattle are prized by natural farmers, as they produces waste rich in beneficial microbes.






Agroecology Fund Global Learning Exchange participants.







Through field visits and hands-on activities, agroecology trainers explained the principles of ZBNF. Participants learned about the five-layer model, in which the field is designed to mimic a forest. Trees, like coconut or mango, are planted alongside citrus fruits, bananas and nitrogen-fixing plants, like beans and pulses. This diversity of food crops ensures an abundant nutrition basket for farmer’s families and the market, as well as a steady income.




Ricardo Pacco Chipa



Ricardo Pacco Chipa is one of the stewards of the Potato Park in Cusco, Peru. He is a member of the International Network of Mountain Indigenous Peoples (INMIP). Together with other indigenous farmers, Ricardo conserves a staggering 1367 varieties of potatoes that are managed by six communities. INMIP is working across mountain ecosystems, especially in centers of crop origin, to protect biodiversity and indigenous peoples’ biocultural rights.








One of the key impact areas of agroecology is restoring dignity to smallholders, and reducing the inequity wrought by the industrial-agricultural complex. #StopKillingFarmers: Landless peasant advocates, Kathryn Manga of Kilusang Magbubukid ng Pilipinas and Sansen Ramos Maglinte of Sibol Ng Agham At Teknolohiya, shared their efforts to promote the rights of landless peasants in the Philippines, in the face of land grabs and brutal attacks. Nearly 250 farmers in the Philippines have been killed in a span of three years. Groups like these continue to persevere for genuine agrarian reform.








A delegation of farmers and activists from Mexico shared how free market policies have undermined smallholder farmers. Grassroots organizations have turned to alternative models, like agroecology to foster vibrant local economies. AEF partners in Latin America affiliated with La Via Campesina operate regional agroecology schools where in addition to studying agroecological practices, students learn the importance of advocating against seed laws that favor patented varieties, and thwart farmers’ free exchange of seeds.








Grantees from across five continents shared ideas about how to increase small producers’ direct access to markets and consumers. “How do we create a new market structure for food sovereignty as opposed to having markets imposed upon us?” said Rupert Dunn, a Welsh bread baker and wheat farmer, who is a member of the Landworkers Alliance and collaborator with the Center for Agroecology, Water and Resilience at Coventry University.








Participants spoke about the value of ancestral and traditional knowledge, as well as the power of co-creating new knowledge and innovation, by bringing together indigenous peoples, scientists and researchers. They asked donors to align their values and principles with indigenous peoples’ vision, values and principles.






Vijay Kumar














Vijay Kumar, Advisor to the Department of Agriculture at the Government of Andhra Pradesh, leads the project to amplify agroecology in drought-prone districts in the state. His vision is to scale Zero Budget Natural Farming (now called Community Managed Natural Farming) up and out, reaching six million farmers across Andhra Pradesh by the end of this decade. The program has garnered support from the state government, donor organizations and international banks such as the German overseas development bank, KfW.








Azim Premji Philanthropic Initiatives (APPI), an Indian donor organization, has granted  $14 million (100 crores) to the Zero Budget Natural Farming initiative in Andhra Pradesh — specifically towards technical support and natural farming fellowships for youth. It is currently the largest private grant to support agroecology worldwide.  “We saw an agrarian crisis and recognized that small and marginal farmers were vulnerable. We partnered with the government of Andhra Pradesh, which has shown a deep commitment to ensuring farmers are self-reliant,” said Tasqeen Macchiwalla, General Manager at APPI.








Still, agroecology receives a fraction of the financing that goes towards industrial agriculture. “It’s shocking that despite what we know about the benefits of agroecological farming solutions, globally less than 5% of public research dollars go to explore how we can promote these practices. In the absence of that public funding, there is a need for philanthropy to come in and support innovative research around the world,” said author and educator Anna Lappé, an advisor to the Panta Rhea Foundation.








A paradigm shift in the funding world is urgent, and might well be underway. Emile Frison, a member of the International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems (IPES-Food), observes a rise in investments in agroecology from governments and bilateral and multilateral donor agencies. “The German parliament has instructed their Ministry of ForeignAaffairs to invest in agroecology and be an advocate for investments in agroecology.  France has had agroecology on their agenda for a long time, and they have invested in West Africa,” he shared.








Both donors and grassroots networks working across the value chain are increasingly interested in blended financing, through which grants are paired with low-interest loans to support emerging agroecological enterprises. Several partner organizations that have income-generating businesses, such as CEDAC and Bionatur from Brazil, are ready to put this capital to work right away.








Professor Michel Pimbert, Executive Director of the Center for Agroecology, Water and Resilience at Coventry University, believes that agroecology is a counter-narrative to conventional industrial farming. Agroecology, he emphasized, focuses on equity and sustainability, where “circular farming systems mimic natural ecosystems” and reduces the dependence of small farmers on fossil fuels and other external inputs.





















AEF shared its strategic plan with partners and asked for suggestions to inform the Fund’s next five-year plan. Partners reiterated how important it is for AEF and others in the donor community to listen and respond to the expressed needs of the agroecology movement.




Participants emphasized just how important it is to communicate evidence and successes to wider audiences. Million Belay, Coordinator of the Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa, shared how AFSA has documented local impacts in partnership with the Oakland Institute (also an AEF grantee). They published 33 case studies of agroecological practices across the continent and produced ‘Know Agroecology’, a media guide for journalists and communicators in the continent.





















During group sessions and panel discussions, grantees spoke to the importance of sharing evidence-based agroecology solutions that grow out of the experiences of local communities. The evidence can be used to train youth and engage decision makers.




“Agroecology is a collective resistance against climate change and is the people’s alternative to agribusiness,” said Kavitha Kuruganti of ASHA (Alliance for Sustainable and Holistic Agriculture), a pan-Indian network of nearly 400 diverse groups that advocates for the wellbeing of small and landless farmers, and access to healthy, locally-produced food. The Indian experience illustrates that with favorable public policies, government support and strong grassroots organizing, agroecology can be adopted rapidly across rural communities.








As Kavitha Kuruganti and Vijay Kumar pointed out, scaling agroecology up and out will need more than state support and enhanced financial flows. Social and community mobilization is also key. One of the building blocks of the ZBNF model was the participation of women’s self-help groups in Andhra Pradesh, which has helped it spread to more than half a million farmers across the state.








“Women play key roles in agroecology. They are the knowledge holders who work everyday [on farms]. [To be successful], we must also engage young people in a model that is focused on healthy food, community relationships and local consumption,” said Mariama Sonko, a Senagalese rice farmer. Mariama runs a business to create bouillon broth from local foods, and is the national coordinator of ‘We are the Solution,’ a pan-African campaign led by rural women to preserve traditional farming practices and promote food sovereignty. As part of this campaign, women farmers are also researching local rice varieties for reintroduction into markets.








Maribel López, a farmer and organizer with Centro de Desarrollo Integral (Center for Integral Development of Mixteco Farmers), spoke about how the climate crisis impacts farming communities: “Climate change is urgent. We don’t get enough rain. We are working on preserving native seeds and conserving our soil.  We are also trying to diversify our crops to have more food for our families. Agroecology helps make the land productive without hurting her,” she said.








“I dream of a world of agroecology. A world without toxic chemicals and death…I fight for agroecology for my daughter and future generations. I believe we can take agroecology to formal education so that it can be studied and transformed into concrete science,” said Lidiane Gregorio, a farmer from Brazil and a member of Bionatur Seed Network. The Bionatur cooperative supports seed-producing families to gain access to new markets.





















According to ETC Group, three companies control more than half of the global commercial market for seed, with Monsanto controlling more than a quarter of this share. “It is important for us to remember that at the heart of agroecology is diversity. And diversity is our best defence in the future. It’s about remembering our right relationship with the land that made us part of the incredible biodiversity on our planet,” said Gopal Dayaneni, Program Officer at ETC Group.




“Rutendo Zendah, a research and advocacy officer at the African Center for Biodiversity, (ACB) works to strengthen biosafety laws and policies to stop the influx of genetically modified organisms in South Africa and beyond. “Our organization is resisting and opposing the corporate expansion of Africa’s agriculture systems. Agroecology has revived the connection of farmers to the land and water. As a young African woman, I am glad to be a part of the change that is coming,” she said.








Access to healthy and nutritious food remains a luxury for many.  According to the Food and Agriculture Organization, nearly 820 million people don’t have enough to eat.  Patricia Flores, a member of the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements, spoke about the power of agroecology to mitigate hunger and improve nutrition in low-income communities. Flores is part of a collaborative working in mountain ecosystems in Asia, Africa and Latin America. In her region, Peru, agroecological interventions have improved the diets of 30-40% of low-income communities in high-altitude regions.








Indira Raimberdieva, Director of the Peace Building Center in Kyrgyzstan, stressed the importance of preserving the unique culture of nomadic communities and their pastoralist practices in Central Asia. “We partnered with the Baikal Buryat Center for Indigenous Cultures and started a project to revive the indigenous Buryat cow, a breed that was central to the steppe pastoralism in Buryatia. Now, they are focused on restoring populations of the Kyrgyz horse, another indigenous livestock breed that has been pushed to the brink of extinction by decades of neglect. Their work is based on a “spiritually-oriented worldview and traditional knowledge.” 








Participants left the Learning Exchange inspired and energized; eager to continue strengthening the connections they made. “I learnt a lot and I was really impressed by the amazing energy and knowledge of the participants. I believe we have a lot to learn from each other,” said Cristina Agrillo, policy officer at Slow Food Italy.








“Agroecology offers a tremendous and urgent opportunity right now for funders. There’s so much vibrancy and creativity in the movements on the ground – women, farmers, indigenous peoples, researchers and scientists – all working to deepen the impact of agroecology around the world,” said Daniel Moss, Executive Director of AEF.









Rucha Chitnis is a photojournalist, writer and an emerging filmmaker.  Her work elevates a narrative of hope and resilience in the face of an ethnocentric lens that often erases and dehumanizes communities of color. She is a fellow at the International Women’s Media Foundation. You can read her stories here.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Reflections on the Global Learning Exchange in India

  

      
      
An edited excerpt from the author’s original post on the Seed and Knowledge Initiative Google group. 




I was very fortunate to attend the second meeting of the Agroecology Fund (AEF) partners, having also attended the first such meeting at St. Jude’s Agroecology Centre near Masaka in Uganda in May 2016.




The AEF began in 2011 when four people with vision from donor organizations sat down for a cup of coffee in San Francisco and wondered how more support could be given to the nascent agroecology movement around the world. Since then more than 20 donors have joined, and the fund has been able to support 49 proposals from 38 collaboratives with a total of $6.8 million US dollars in 60 countries. 








I take my hat off to those pioneers in that San Francisco café. It always amazes me how many effective initiatives begin in a similar way. In fact, I would even hazard to guess that the most effective, rooted initiatives begin in such a manner rather than in the more systematic programme planning that governments and others love. But as I will show below, it’s possible to bring well-planned systematic government programmes in at some stage! 




I’m going to share this experience in note form:






			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





Focus on depth and breadth together




At the gathering were representatives (one or more) from nearly 30 collaboratives that the Agroecology Fund has supported. Most mornings started with a mística session, conducted by those coming from Asia, Africa and the Americas respectively. This linked to a theme that came strongly out of the gathering for me, that of continuing to keep going deeper into our understanding of what agroecology means. (There are some great initiatives to help deepen our understanding of our relationship to Nature. One example is the Earth Jurisprudence training that is being carried out by the Gaia Foundation and the African Biodiversity Network. It is very comprehensive and is producing leaders in the field of agroecology.) While we need to keep deepening wherever we can, to focus only on this would be an indulgence and would continue to hold our influence back. So, the theme really was about depth and breadth together. The Zero Budget Natural Farming initiative, described a little more below, is an example of efforts to spread agroecology. 




Initiate dialogues beyond our networks




Another theme that came through strongly for me out of the week is that, as agroecology activists and practitioners we need to start being more confident in what we have, including the huge potential of agroecology. With this confidence we can start going into spaces that we might not have gone into before because that would have been (seen as) a compromise. Of course, there are red lines we can’t cross, and we all have to decide that for ourselves. But, while remaining radical in the sense that we are talking about transformation of food and farming systems and nothing less, I feel we can also start dialoguing much more with people who we may have previously seen as opponents – with confidence. Such as, for example, some proponents of Climate Smart Agriculture, many of whom are still stuck in a certain mindset and/or are just doing what they’ve been told by their governments, which perhaps have a policy to promote CSA in response to climate change. Such people need to be given the opportunity to understand agroecology and how some CSA practices can be a first step towards agroecology. But also, to understand that agroecology is far more than CSA. CSA can be a start; agroecology is about real transformation. 




Document and evaluate evidence from the field, but with a holistic mindset     




Perhaps slightly in contradiction to the point above, something else that came out of the gathering was that we should not waste time trying to convince those who cannot be convinced. This includes trying to put evidence together to convince scientists who are still very stuck in a reductionist mindset, and people who just don’t get the radical shift represented by agroecology. We talked about the evidence trap, while not underplaying the critical importance of documenting and gathering data wherever we can. Just as agroecology, with its very different mindset to that of the western mechanistic mindset, is about learning to do things in a very different way, referring to past wisdom too, so should the documentation of agroecology be done in a different way. We need to be creative and context-specific, and apply a holistic mindset to the way we plan, document, and evaluate – a mindset that is more in tune with working in complex situations than is generally apparent today.  




Explore new directions in funding




There was quite a bit of discussion during the week about money. How can we motivate more money for agroecology? So far, a pittance has been forthcoming. This is a key issue, as we need many more resources, particularly as we try to amplify and spread the practice of agroecology. There is, for instance, some debate surrounding ZBNF and where money is now coming from to help its spread. What money can we take? Or not? Where do we draw the line? We do have to make judgement calls on all this. There was also discussion about tapping investment money for agroecology enterprises, which I feel is an exciting development and badly needed. And there is also the concept of blended funding which includes a mixture of grants – to help the establishment and to strengthen capacities to run enterprises successfully – and investment financing.




Zero Budget Natural Farming (now officially Community Managed Natural Farming)




And so, to Zero Budget Natural Farming (ZBNF), which was a major part of the gathering. We visited two farmers near Bangalore who follow ZBNF practices. The next day there was an excellent panel discussion, which delved into different perspectives on ZBNF. Finally, many of the participants joined a field trip to Andhra Pradesh after the conference, where we visited three communities of farmers and heard from Vijay Kumar, who leads the government programme within the Andhra Pradesh government. 






			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





			
				
			
		        
                
                    
                
                



                



                

        





ZBNF originally gathered momentum in Karnataka state, which neighbors Andhra Pradesh (AP). Here, the largest farmers’ movement in Karnataka, called Karnataka Rajya Raitha Sangha (KRRS), initially led this process. KRRS, a member of La Via Campesina (LVC), invited Subhash Palekar, the ZBNF founder and guru, to hold a training on his approach in 2002. By the 5th day of the first training most people had dropped out, but one farmer, Krishnappa, stayed and ‘got it’ and started using the ZBNF/Subhash Palekar approach. He was very successful and became a powerful example to others. Ever since, KRRS and many other allies have held several training workshops every year, often for as many as 6,000 people in each training. Extraordinary! Progressive and secular religious institutions contributed by lending their facilities for no charge. 




Vijay Kumar, a senior retired public servant who had worked in the field of rural livelihood development for many years, became one of the key allies for ZBNF/agroecology in the state of AP. Prior to this, he’d worked on a sustainable agriculture program called Community Managed Sustainable Agriculture (CMSA), which helped to reduce pesticide usage in about 1.8 million acres and benefitted 738,000 farmers. The unique feature of that program was that it worked with women organized into Self Help Groups (SHGs) and initiated a collective learning process via a Farmer Field School extension model. The same model has now been replicated in the AP-ZBNF programme and has gone beyond a focus on merely pesticide reduction, to more holistic agroecological adoption. 




 An Indian corporate foundation, Azim Premji Philanthropic Initiatives (APPI), got wind of this work and became enthusiastic about its potential. Both the AP government and APPI have now put substantial money into the programme, which is now working with around 500,000 farming families and plans to work with all 6 million farmers in the state by the end of the decade.




There has, however, been quite a bit of controversy surrounding ZBNF in India amongst agroecology activists. This seems to hinge on the approach being too doctrinaire, on the intolerance of its founder Subhash Palekar towards other organic/agroecological approaches, and on the source of the large amounts of money now being loaned to the Andhra Pradesh government for its upscaling. For example, a German bank, KFW, has recently pledged funds to support the programme.




I was interested to learn the details of the actual ZBNF agroecological practices. They seem to have four main areas of focus (my take is slightly different from the ‘4 wheels’ that they talk about.




1: Coating dicot seeds with microbes from the manure of indigenous cattle – cow urine, ash, and lime is also part of this seed treatment mix.



2: Using bio-inoculants, in solid and liquid form. The solid one is made from fresh cattle manure mixed with urine, molasses, bean flour and a little virgin soil. This is formed into balls about the size of a cricket ball (cricket is the sport that many Indians are super-passionate about!). These are dried in the shade and can be stored until planting time. The other bio-inoculant is with the same ingredients but with water as well, to make a liquid fermentation. It is fermented for 4-7 days and is applied to the field using drip irrigation or sprayed as a foliar spray every two weeks or so.



3: Ensuring a good cover of the soil either with dry mulch or living plants.



4: Encouraging a lot of biodiversity both annually and progressively over time – they refer to the latter as the five-layer model approach, where they have five different levels of plants, from coconut, for example, down to ground cover and all in-between. The aim is to move towards having a living, healthy soil that can make a variety of nutrients available to plants via the microbial route, while also allowing any amount of rain that might fall to infiltrate, because of its porous structure.



Via the Seed and Knowledge Initiative and the Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa, we have been promoting fermented biofertilizers, both aerobic and anaerobic. This is in recognition of the need to move more into this world of bio-stimulants, bio-inoculants and bio-fertilizers.





“We can encourage microbes much more in our farming practices than perhaps we have been doing. ”






As indicated above, ZBNF has been accused of being too doctrinaire and this is a valid observation. For the most part, farmers follow exactly what Subhash Palekar teaches on his courses. However, you could argue that perhaps this is the best way for farmers to enter into the world of agroecology. Many farmers in India, as in other parts of the world, have been seduced into the simplicity of the Green Revolution ethos: ploughing, monocropping and chemicals. Agroecology is a whole different world; a world of great diversity, soil care, and microbes, and where the basic underlying principle is that everything is connected to everything else. Where does one begin in such complexity?




While there is a danger of over-simplifying entry into agroecology, for example, by simply introducing some intercropping and not going further than this, there is also a danger of making it too complex. ZBNF seems to have found a good balance between these two. It goes far enough to genuinely be called agroecology while keeping things relatively simple for farmers who are starting out on this journey. 




Many people attribute part of the success of the ZBNF/CMNF programme in Andhra Pradesh so far to the fact that it is so closely tied to the communities of Self-Help Groups that have been growing and spreading across the state the last 20 or so years. It has thus become part of this social movement.



John Wilson is an agroecology stalwart from Zimbabwe working with community-based organizations, national NGOs, and regional and continental networks across Africa. He helps to facilitate strategic and collaborative activities that contribute significantly to the transition to transformed food and farming systems.




Photographs: Soumya Sankar Bose, Rucha Chitnis, Amrita Gupta.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    The International Agroecology Exchange in Bengaluru brings together practitioners and supporters from over 30 countries

  

      
      
This article originally appeared on the La Via Campesina South Asia website.




Bengaluru: Early February this year Amritha Bhoomi – one of La Via Campesina’s agroecology schools in South Asia – and Agroecology Fund, a leading advocate of sustainable agricultural practices around the world co-hosted a training and learning exchange for social movements and NGO representatives coming from over 30 countries around the world, at the Fireflies Intercultural Centre, on the outskirts of the city. 




The exchange programme comprised joint workshops, panel discussions, working group sessions and visits to the fields of Natural Farming practitioners in Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh. 





“Agroecology is not just about natural farming techniques for farmers in Karnataka; it’s also about reclaiming rights over our seeds, our food systems. It’s the transformation of our societies.”






— Chukki Nanjundaswamy, coordinator of Amritha Bhoomi Peasant School




During the course of the exchange program, participants visited agroecological farms near Amritha Bhoomi in Chamrajanagar, as well as those on the outskirts of Bengaluru city to understand Zero Budget Natural Farming and how it is helping farmers in Karnataka. Participants also visited Ananthpur district in Andhra Pradesh, where with help from the State government, Natural Farming techniques have been adopted by a large number of farming families. 




To read the full blog post, click here.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    An interview with Kofi Boa—a Conservation Agriculture hero from Ghana

  

      
      
Source: https://www.greenamerica.org/personal-story/kofi-boa




Q: How did you become interested in farming??
Kofi Boa (KB): My parents were farmers, and as a young child they had to take me to the farm on weekends and school holidays. Just like all the children in the village, I only knew the school and the farm. I liked the farm because there was always so much to eat and a lot of space to play. This got me interested in farming, and I wished everyday was a weekend or holiday. Today, I am a farmer and educator. I grow a wide variety of food and cash crops, including trees, vegetables, grains, and cover crops. I grow a number of different crops on my (size) farm.”




Q: When did you learn about the importance off soil health and begin putting it into practice??
KB: My father died when I was 10 years old. At age 12, my mother’s cocoa farm–which was our main source of family income–was burned by a neighbouring farmer who had set fire to his field to prepare for planting corn. From that day on, I pledged to fight slash and burn, a method used by farmers to prepare their fields for planting, which gives crops an initial nutrient boost but kills the soil life necessary for sustained, healthy farmlands. I spoke to elders in the village and learned that, rather than use fire, they used to cut vegetation, leave it on the ground for a year, and then come back to plant crops–especially cocoa–when it had decomposed. This technique was called “proka” in the local Akan language. I started practicing “proka” at that age and have adapted it by planting in the mulch immediately after slashing, without the one year waiting period.




Q: What growing practices do you follow??
KB: Everything I do on my farm is guided by a goal to regenerate the soil:




1. Minimal soil disturbance through no-till and/or reduced tillage practices such as planting directly on the mulch covered field
2. Permanent soil cover by retaining crop residue on fields after slashing or using cover crops if there are no residue
3. Crop diversification through crop rotations




Q: What inspires you to use these practices??
KB: Human population has dramatically increased in Sub-Saharan Africa over the past two decades, resulting in increasing demand for food. While the number of people that need to be fed is rising, the arable land area suitable for producing food is declining. This is due to enhanced desertification, flooding, accelerated urbanization, and unfavourable farming practices–especially land preparation methods.




I am inspired by the regenerative power of agriculture to build healthy soils, increase organic matter and nutrient levels, enhance soil life, and improve soil structure to meet rising demands for food. The practices I use and advocate for allow for continuous and intensive farming in an environmentally friendly and profitable manner, whilst satisfying human needs for food and/or income. This is all possible because of soil health. I believe these practices help balance production, costs, environmental considerations, and economic sustainability.








Q. Tell us about the Centre for No-Till Agriculture (CNTA) and the outcomes you witness when regenerative agriculture is adopted by the communities you work with.
KB: I founded the CNTA to show the benefits that come from conserving and regenerating the soil. I had been using these farming practices on my farms as an example, where farmers could see results. I began to teach others, and farmers were getting interested, so I started the Centre.




At CNTA, I teach farmers about forest productivity, fallow land, and how to replicate healthy soil conditions on arable lands using the principles I mentioned earlier. I build farmers’ confidence with interactive and visual evidence on demonstration plots and other farmers’ fields. Once farmers become confident that the approach work, they complete hands-on practical training so they feel comfortable implementing on their own lands.




With healthy, productive soils, farming can be a real business and an assured means of livelihood. Outcomes are visible in the community, with the elimination of bushfires, year-round food security, and the creation of wealth among vibrant youth in rural areas.




Q: What do you see as the biggest challenges in getting farmers on-board??
KB: The benefits of building soil health are slow to realize, and no-till practices are not wide spread. There is a lack of support and promotion around regenerative agriculture. Financing is needed for creating additional learning and demonstration plots for farmer training. Farmer-to-farmer extension services are very important, but the lack of incentives for getting outstanding smallholder farmers involved continues to hinder the spread of regenerative agriculture. Inadequate inputs and market access is also limiting and slows more widespread adoption of these practices.




Q: How can consumers support the work that you are doing??
KB: Rising consumer demand could trigger more interest in products grown regeneratively, which in turn would drive the recognition and adoption of soil conserving practices at the farm-level. This would greatly support our initiatives at CNTA. Rising consumer demand for these products will have positive impacts on the changing climate, as more environmentally-friendly production practices are employed.




To learn more about Kofi’s work, visit https://centrefornotill.org

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Protecting the ‘centers of origin’ of our food plants- Rasht Valley Apple Park, Tajikistan

  

      
      
Jonathon Landeck of the New Field Foundation tells us about his visit to the Rasht Valley of Tajikistan. This article originally appeared in the Seeds, Soil & Culture Newsletter.








Seeds, Soil & Culture is interested in “centers of origin” for food crops such as potatoes in Peru and neighboring countries, yams in West Africa, and apples in Central Asia. Most sources suggest that present-day Kazakhstan ─ several hundred kilometers north of the Rasht Valley in Tajikistan ─ is the true center of origin of apples, or at least of Malus sieversii, the red apple. There are at least three other origin species of apples: Malus sylvestris, from Europe; Malus orientalis (the yellow apple) from Turkey; and Malus baccata from far eastern Russia.*








Though the Rasht Valley of Tajikistan may not be the absolute center of origin for apples, it has for a very long time been called the Valley of Applesas it is home to numerous heritage fruit varieties cultivated over 




many centuries. With this historical culture as its context, a Tajik NGO called Public Organization Rushnoi is establishing Kuhsori Ajam, an Apple Park and Botanical Garden located in Jasfr Village, that also houses a cultural museum and meeting center for local fruit growers, village residents, and visitors.








Public Organization Rushnoi’s strategy for learning at Kuhsori Ajam is to use traditional rituals, folk knowledge, cultural heritage and values, and the collection and cultivation of local horticultural seeds and plants as educational tools. All of Rushnoi‘s work is aimed in the long term to fully restore the agrobiocultural diversity of the Rasht Valley. Kuhsori Ajam is home base for this work. This year, Rushnoi is working with 13 local, master fruit farmers to research and collect fruit tree seeds and seedlings. They will plant and graft the heritage varieties they collect using traditional methods and make these varieties healthier and more accessible to farmers to grow, process, and market. The 13 master fruit tree farmers are sharing their traditional knowledge and skills with 2,100 other people in the Valley of Apples including members of 25 rural women’s groups. 








Behind the realization of Kuhsori Ajam is the founder of Rushnoi, Mirzosho Akobirov. In 2010, after visiting the Potato Park in Peru, Mirzosho concluded that Tajikistan should create and maintain an Apple Park in his home community of Jafr, Rasht Valley.** Mirzosho had been collecting heritage fruit tree seeds and seedlings for himself over the past 28 years and now wished to share his knowledge more widely for the good of the community. Today Kuhsori Ajam has more than 110 heritage varieties of apples, apricots, and pears thriving on the hillsides of its landscape. Mirzosho cites “love for the native countryside” and “conservation of local biodiversity” and gathering heritage species to “leave them as a legacy of the past to a new generation” as the inspiration for Kuhsori Ajam.***




The cultural environment of the Rasht Valley is conducive to a place like Kuhsori Ajam. Here people take the words, phrases, and sayings of their ancestors as sacred, and they observe traditional wisdom every day. Expressions like “respect the Earth as you do your mother” and “kiss a seed, it fills the granary” are common in Rasht Valley. So is the idea that eating an apple each morning – or simply saying the word “apple” – will bring health to individuals, families, and communities. These are communities who appreciate the dignity of traditional methods, knowledge, cultural heritage, and honest labor, and whose ancestors taught that “only the jeweler knows the dignity of gold”, just as an apple grower knows the dignity of their fruit trees and the land where they grow.




* New Insight into the History of Domesticated Apple: Secondary Contribution of the European Wild Apple to the Genome of Cultivated Varieties. Amandine Cornille, Pierre Galdieux, Marinus J.M. Smulders, Isabel Roldán-Ruiz, Francois Laurens, Bruno Le Cam, Anush Nersesyan, Joanne Clavel, Marina Olonova, Laurence Feugey, Ivan Gabrielyan, Xiu-Guo Zhang, Maude I. Tenaillon, Tatiana Giraud. Published May 10, 2012. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgen.100270
** http://pubs.iied.org/pdfs/14670IIED.pdf
*** https://www.christensenfund.org/2014/08/18/restoring-roots/

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Marginalised worldviews hold the key to climate change adaption: Reflections from the International Adaptation Futures Conference, Cape Town

  

      
      
In the climate change arena, there are two main streams of work – mitigation, which are measures we need to take to stop emissions and halt climate change, and adaptation – the varied practices we are taking and can take to adapt to living with the new conditions that climate change brings.




Pictures courtesy of AF18 Photographers



Adaptation Futures is concerned with the latter and is the biennial conference of the Global Programme of Research on Climate Change Vulnerability, Impacts and Adaptation (PROVIA). The 5th international Climate Change Adaptation conference was held in Cape Town in June 2018. As the name implies, it focused on adaptation.




The African Centre for Biodiversity (ACB) participated in the conference together with the Surplus People Project (SPP) and Bread for the World. We shared our hour-long session with Griffith University (Australia) to explore the topic “Harnessing indigenous and traditional knowledge for adaptation in low-input conditions”.




First, let me get off my chest that the prohibitive cost of participating in this event and the opening/welcoming plenary consisting of 5 men and only 2 women disturbed me from the outset. There was no hiding the fact that a particular exclusive class of humans would be discussing the fate of the world on their terms and speaking and thinking on behalf of marginalised and vulnerable communities. I feared that the well-worn narratives about technology as a (so-called politically neutral) saviour and the commercialisation of “green” incentives would underpin the agenda and the dialogues, while providing a platform for the green industry to sell their ideas.




In all honesty I can’t tell you if that was a fair intuition, given that just on the day that I attended, there were 55 presentations to choose from, covering an extensive range of issues from all over the world by a wide variety of stakeholders. Adaptation is a mind-bogglingly vast topic. I attended a session on “an urban equity and justice orientation for climate adaptation and resilient transformations” hosted by Birmingham University (in a nutshell equity and justice are ranked low as outcomes of adaptation interventions).




I also attended a session on Community-Based Organisations’ (CBOs’) engagement regarding adaptation in their grass root work. There is plenty of innovative and inspiring work happening at grass roots, although it became clear that the high-level politics regarding this work is fraught and the negligible budget to finance such projects shows that they are low priority.




I did not attend CGIAR’s session on “transforming agri-food systems – moving from science to action” and I noticed that the corporate-driven, purposefully ambiguous and greenwashed concept of climate smart agriculture remains the dominant and undisputed approach toward agriculture and climate change.




So – a very mixed bag, and there can be no doubt that the Cape Town International Conference Centre was full of passionate and interesting individuals and institutions working on adaptation and an incredible amount of new and interesting knowledge and research was being presented and debated over the week. However, information is just one side of the climate change equation; without discussions on values, worldviews, the imperative for economic growth, and who holds power, the discussion is incomplete.




Our session




Leswin Koopman, who is a smallholder farmer from the Northern Cape of South Africa and a member of the Food Sovereignty for Agrarian Reform movement, shared a ‘slice of life story’ of his farming practice. What struck me, sitting in this high-level meeting crammed full of donors, development agencies, NGOs, scientists and corporates, is that no saviour is going to come to these communities and protect them from climate change and increasing desertification in that already harsh environment.




Pictures courtesy of AF18 Photographers



Instead, Leswin has learnt about how to cultivate and use the indigenous and hardy rooibos (redbush) plant from a local elder. He incorporated this knowledge into his own mixed agricultural production system comprising of a variety of crops and livestock and shares that knowledge and exchanges seed with other local community groups. His agricultural resource and knowledge base is enriched by interaction with local communities, as well as through interaction with SPP and the wider political and solidarity platform provided by Food Sovereignty for Agrarian Reform, which is linked to the global peasant movement, La Via Campesina. Thus he is adapting to changes in his local conditions with his own ingenuity and the help of local knowledge on indigenous resources. He is supported by a variety of networks and movements that value sovereignty, local knowledge, environmental integrity and care for one another.




He is hampered by the fact that rooibos has become a lucrative commodity and he must therefore compete with large-scale commercial farmers and distributors. In this ecology he must supply the middleman instead of having a direct market, and the prices he can fetch are unfair. This is not a technological issue, but a political one and should be a crucial discussion in the adaptation discourse at the global level. However, rooibos is not his sole livelihood and sustenance activity; his story proves that the key to adaptation and resilience is diversity – diffusing risk by engaging in a variety of activities and social networks gives him the ability to be nimble and adaptable.




After Leswin’s presentation I presented on new legal regimes regarding seed on the African continent that actively destroy resilience and diversity, creating instead intense vulnerability in the face of climate change. The narrative used to sell these new seed policies posits traditional knowledge and indigenous resources as “backward” and inefficient and even goes so far as to blame hunger on the continent on farmer-managed seed. Even though some 80% of the food produced in Africa comes from smallholders, and even though this food is produced primarily from farm-saved seed, the global seed industry proposes to replace farmer-managed seed – wholesale – with their anaemic portfolio of crops and varieties.




While farmer-managed seed comprises a diverse abundance of crops and varieties that provide nutrition, medicine, fodder, fibre and livelihoods, the formal seed industry focuses on a handful of commercially viable crops, such as maize and legumes. What’s worse is that this seed must be genetically uniform to gain certification for marketing, which further narrows diversity and the adaptability of this seed. The formal industry has a preference for promoting and selling hybrid seed, which performs reliably for only one season, after which its viability and yield dramatically decreases. This necessitates the annual purchase of seed. The Plant Variety Protection (PVP) regimes that are being aggressively pushed at national and regional levels also make this seed the intellectual property of the breeders, thus prohibiting recycling and sharing of protected seed. The upshot of seed trade laws, coupled with PVP laws, is that formal, privatised seed is the only seed that is allowed on the market, while in some cases farmers’ varieties and vital traditional agricultural practices such as sharing seed are stamped out or criminalised.




The seed industry knows full well that they are unable to provide the wide diversity of seed that African farmers, households and communities need for their survival and wellbeing, but they’re willing to sacrifice farmer-managed seed systems in order to corner the market and assure their profits. Our governments are going along with this nefarious plan, enacting these draconian laws, even buying “improved” seed with the public purse and distributing this seed to farmers on behalf of seed companies, thereby wiping out farmer varieties and agricultural know-how. This is the antithesis of adaptation for climate change, destroying diversity and resilience and creating farmer dependency on corporations and uncertain markets.




Conclusion




I left the conference feeling frustrated by all the noise around the issue and with the distinct feeling that we are not asking the right questions in order to deal with this situation that threatens the very life-support system of all life on earth. We need to be deeply critical of modern technological methods to adapt to climate change if they emerge from elite research agendas to suit commercial needs.
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Technology always comes with owners and intellectual property rights define who has access and under what conditions the technology may be used. Elite research agendas and intellectual property regimes shape development paths and our ideas about modernity, all the while deepening the global class and power divide. Further, global economic and intellectual property regimes are built on the notion of individual actualisation and individual rights, which are not universal values. Other worldviews are actively oppressed or radically changed to fit into the individualistic worldview, if they are acknowledged at all. This perverts functional worldviews and cultural practices.




Struggles around indigenous knowledge are not only about the actual knowledge itself and who can benefit commercially from it, but also about the definition of modernity and the acknowledgement of varied knowledges and worldviews as credible and equal to the worldview of the globe’s elite and powerful. Misguided and frankly racist terms such as “under-developed” and “backward” are surprisingly common and accepted in mainstream discourse. I hope for a time when naked profiteering and commercialisation and associated extraction and exploitation are recognised as backward and uncivilised.




While I deeply value research and information about how we can adapt to the climate crisis that has already hit us, I would love to see a greater critique of the value system that brought us to this brink playing a central role in high-level dialogues such as these. Unfortunately the elite talking to themselves are unlikely to unseat themselves from their comfortable positions by addressing the heart of the issue.




This article originally appeared on: https://acbio.org.za/en

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Storytelling and Food: How Pacific Islands are Revitalizing Pride in their Food Culture

  

      
      
The bounty and diversity of Papua New Guinea can easily make one’s jaw drop.  Home to a staggering array of endemic species and over 800 indigenous tribes, Papua New Guinea is also the world’s most linguistically diverse nation. This diversity has also birthed an incredible food culture that has been stewarded by local communities in their organic food gardens and surrounding rich environment over millennia.




Like many other Pacific Islands, Papua New Guinea is also vulnerable to modernization and climate change, which is threatening the food culture and biodiversity. Jennifer Baing-Waiko recognizes the power of media to revitalize pride among Papua New Guineans in their local culture and foodways. She is the host of Cafe New Guinea, a lifestyle show that films the unique cuisines of Papua New Guinea, from the majestic highlands to Kar Kar Islands to coastal reefs.




Jennifer is also the co-founder of Savé Papua New Guinea, a nonprofit that encourages Melanesians to preserve their unique traditional foodways, biodiversity and culture. Savé means “wisdom” or “to know” in Tok Pisin, a creole national language. Last year, the Agroecology Fund provided Savé Papua New Guinea with a grant to collaborate with five other innovative Melanesian groups to promote agroecology and improve community health and climate resiliency. The Food is Life project will also produce an educational tool kit with audio-visuals, films and a facilitator’s guide to train indigenous food advocates in Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Fiji and Vanuatu.       




Q: What sparked your interest in using media to highlight the food culture in Papua New Guinea?




Jennifer: Papua New Guinea gets negative press globally, and we wanted to show a positive face. Food is a window where you can go to communities, speak with locals and get a sense of being in the real Papua New Guinea. We wanted to showcase the beauty of our people, the scenic beauty as well, and show our diverse foods. Today, we are completely removing our children from the gardens. They spend the whole day in school and are not learning from their mothers and fathers about their gardens, how to plant banana or how to harvest. Also now a highly refined diet is causing health problems.




Q: What made you take your film project to other Melanesian countries?




Jennifer: I originally became involved in agroecology through the Christensen Fund; one of our first projects was Cafe New Guinea. We were also introduced to the Slow Food movement and learned about the importance of agrobiodiversity through various networks and people, like Phrang Roy. We realized that this is perfect for Papua New Guinea and Melanesia, where communities are still living subsistence lifestyles. We also met people at Vanuatu Cultural Center and discussed what we need to do in each of our areas in Melanesia to encourage agrobiodiversity.




Bamboo cooking dish with lamb and kembempa fern greens from Tanna island, Vanuatu



Q: What are the threats to traditional foodways in Melanesia?




Jennifer: There are definite threats to the traditional food system; people want to make money planting coffee, cocoa, cabbages and broccoli. Traditional crops, like banana, taro and wild foods, mushrooms, wild greens are an important part of the diet, but now imported foods, like Irish potatoes have come to the market. This influence from outside has brought watermelons, tomatoes, cucumbers, eggplant. People are not diversifying their gardens as they used to. The fruits and greens eaten by elders are not consumed by the younger generations.  




Savé Papua New Guinea was founded in 2007, and we realized that it was important to promote our cultural identity, environment, everything Melanesian. We want to promote positive things about our people and culture. It’s important to document some of these things, make them popular through media so that we remember where we came from as Melanesians and we can exchanges with other indigenous peoples around the world.




Q: What is the role of women in preserving agrobiodiversity?




Jennifer:  In Papua New Guinea, indigenous women play a central role in food production. They don’t just produce for the family, they are also contributing to the nutritional value of meals. They are producing food crops, the more diverse a garden is producing, the more diverse the diet of a family. So women play a central role in the health of family and the nutritional balance lies in the garden. This central role needs to be highlighted and promoted so that women also know it’s a powerful job they are doing.




Wild mushrooms and sweet potatoes with bush ferns prepared in Solomon Islands



Q: Can you share more about the Food is Life media project?




Jennifer: Last year we did the filming. We went to the central province in Papua New Guinea, met the community, and they took us to their garden and showed us their food and how they prepare the delicacies. We also documented their traditional fishing methods. We filmed in five countries in Melanesia. We went to Solomon Islands, where we filmed in the markets and shot different local foods that they identify with their culture. In Fiji, we interviewed farmers, what they produce culturally, what are the traditional cooking methods, whether it is with hot stones and burying food wrapped in banana leaves. There are medicinal properties of leaves cooked on hot stones. In New Caledonia we met many communities along the coast and up in the mountains. We saw cooking in the mangroves and in an Earth oven.




Cafe Melanesia (film series) will promote Melanesian culture and food culture to audiences in these islands. We are now working on creating the educational kits and dissemination of information. The kit will also have DVD sets that the trainer or community leader can play in communities, go through resource kit on what’s agroecology, agro-biodiversity and food sovereignty to educate communities. The goal is to protect and preserve their agrobiodiversity, which is also linked to dietary diversity throughout Melanesian countries.




Q: What has been the impact of the films of Cafe New Guinea?




Jennifer: The first production of Cafe New Guinea was showed on national television in Papua New Guinea, as well as in Australia, Maori TV in New Zealand. Our National airline, Air New Guinea, also showed our films in flight entertainment. The people love it. They love watching different food cultures and learning more about Papua New Guinea. Children love the programs, as well as adults. They love seeing their own food and culture on TV. They see a lot  of programs on TV from other cultures and countries. It’s important for them to see their own food and their own culture as well.




Q: How is climate change impacting Melanesian islands?




Jennifer: We see unpredictable weather patterns; it’s supposed to be dry season right now but it’s raining. We had rain for three weeks straight with brief moments of sunlight. We have also had periods of drought.  It’s very important for culturally valuable foods like taro to have rain or they get dried up. We need to find a wet region to save Taro seeds. Our staple Marasri banana, which we don’t have to plant again and again is threatened by a pest coming through. We have a special dish that we make with ripe banana and coconut called ganamjub, a sweet porridge. These pests that we don’t know about are destroying our staple foods. These foods are key to our culture. This is happening throughout the Pacific–foods that have a big cultural value are being destroyed.  Agrobiodiversity is really important for our survival. If taro is not productive because of dry season, you have sweet potato that is drought resistant or tapioca planted in your garden. You have to make sure your garden is diverse. Agrobiodiversity and climate change are linked together. People have to diversify not just what they are planting but where they are planting as well; they need more than one garden place, one close to the riverside during drought and away from the river during rains.




I am thankful for funds available for these projects and people out there who see the importance of it. What the Agroecology Fund is focusing on is really important to indigenous farmers worldwide. Often communities that we are working with in Papua New Guinea are overlooked by larger funders.

          

  
  
      
          

  
    A Personal Reflection From a Visit to Soil, Food, and Healthy Communities In Malawi

  

      
      
John Wilson is a Zimbabwean freerange facilitator and activist playing a small part in promoting agroecology and food sovereignty at different levels in eastern and southern Africa




The visit




Earth, air, water and fire, the four interconnected elements of life on Earth: We began the day with a mística in which Method and Gertrude led us through a reflection on these four elements. We each had our own insights. As so often with místicas, we took our sense of belonging to life and our empathy to Nature a little deeper. It was a fitting preparation for the day ahead. 




“We” are all part of the Seed and Knowledge Initiative’s (SKI’s) Community of Practice and had come to northern Malawi to learn from and share with the Soil, Food and Healthy Communities (SFHC) organization. 




After the mística we crowded into a bus, eager to get out into rural Malawi after the previous day indoors, keen to see in practice what we had been hearing. All forecasts predicted we would be rained upon but that didn’t dampen our enthusiasm.




We headed north. The last time I visited this part of Malawi was about 10 years ago. My impression this time was that there was even more maize than before. I suspect that the Government input subsidy programme is responsible for this. Though one knows it, it’s good to be reminded of the huge implications that stem from seeing maize as being equal to food. There’s the same equation here in Zimbabwe. We passed maize field after maize field, with patches of tobacco every so often. Tobacco is farmers’ cash crop in the north of Malawi. Here and there one could spot other crops such as groundnuts, pigeon pea, beans and Bambara nuts.  




Fairly soon after going through Ekwendeni, we pulled up on the edge of the road. We were to walk the last kilometer or so.  After a long mid-season dry spell, a lot of rain had fallen in the previous two weeks. We slipped, slid and waded our way to the Moyo family home in Wengani Moyo Village, which is in the Edundu area. 




The homestead was alive with activity. There were four fireplaces in action. Many people were cutting, mixing, stirring and testing. We visitors split into two, with half the group going to the fields and the other half staying to hear what was being cooked and how. 




One immediately striking observation in the cooking scene was that both men and women were actively involved. We had heard the story behind this the day before and how it had been a difficult road to reach this stage. 




We saw all the different recipes being prepared with a strong emphasis on a diverse diet. The men and women, of different ages too, were cooking a variety of dishes with legumes, such as ‘bean sausages’ and soya milk. They made sweet potato doughnuts and finger millet ncima. And much more. 




We then toured the fields to see what they are growing and how they are transitioning to agroecological practices, still using bought fertilizers but reducing these as they learn more about feeding the soil with compost, bokashi and manure rather than just feeding the plant, as highly soluble chemical fertilizers do.  




Later we gathered in the shade of some large trees for lunch. The rain fortunately continued to hold off, though as a southern African I can never complain about rain, even if it had come! The lunch table was full of a huge variety of dishes, mostly cooked dishes, but also samples of dried food to try. There was also Ishwa (flying ants), one of my favorites. Before the meal some of us sampled a little finger millet 7-day brew, just enough to whet our appetites. It was a pleasant appetizer – nothing more than finger millet soaked in water and fueled by wild yeasts, pure and only mildly alcoholic. 




The community members went through all the dishes one by one, explaining what each was. Then we dived in and what a feast it was. It was impossible to try everything and so we had to choose, which is the age-old human dilemma that revolves around selecting foods. We used to be good at selecting for nutritional reasons, now we’re not so good. Fortunately, in this case nutrition was the emphasis. 




After lunch, we sang and danced. Included in this was a performance of traditional dancing from some elder stalwarts, who were dressed traditionally. The day was a celebration of food, smallholder farming, dynamic culture, local knowledge development, rural communities, working together, and solving problems. We went home tired, nourished in a number of ways, asking questions, and thinking about what all this meant for our work. 








What I learnt from this trip and find particularly striking about SFHC’s work




Documentation and Evidence




The Soil, Food and Healthy Communities (SFHC) organization began as a programme of Ekwendeni Hospital around 20 years ago. The initial focus was to work with communities to intercrop legumes so as to improve nutrition. There were far too many children ending up in the malnutrition ward of the hospital. They hoped to stem these numbers. Being an action research programme, they documented very well from the beginning. This is the first thing that struck me about the work of SFHC. Documenting and gathering evidence is something that many civil society organisations struggle with. 




Over the years SFHC have built up a vast amount of evidence related to their work. They have had some very supportive people in the academic world to back this up. It also struck me during discussions on this visit how much work this documentation involves. While I believe we need to pay much more effort to linking academics to CSOs, not all CSOs will ever find the kind of support that SFHC has had. We in the agroecology world are bombarded, and have bombard ourselves, with the need for evidence. It’s something that we discuss often from different angles. 




What I concluded from this trip to northern Malawi is that we must try and strengthen the link between the academic world and CSO work related to Agroecology and Food Sovereignty. But we must also be strategic about this in some way. It’s not going to be possible to have the level of SFHC’s documentation everywhere. I don’t think that’s realistic. How can we ensure that at least some of our work is documented to the kind of level that SFHC has achieved?




Relationships between men and women




In the above paragraph I have stressed the aspect of evidence as one strategy to be able to sell Agroecology as a practice more effectively. But SFHC’s main concern was not this so much, especially as they were starting out. Their concern was to find out what was working and, even more important, what wasn’t working. 




About three years after beginning their first ‘Soil, Food and Healthy Communities’ programme they discovered, through their action research, a major flaw in what they were doing. They were increasing the burden of women’s work through their promotion of legume intercropping practices. In their own words, they were making the situation worse not better! They were shocked but not dispirited by this revelation. They already had a strong self-critical streak, knowing that they had to be very careful about their assumptions as they progressed with their work. 




In the next phase of their work, SFHC introduced a strong emphasis on digging deep into the relationships between men and women. They gathered the groups they were working with into safe spaces where they could talk about these issues. They carried out exercises to look at how men and women spent their days. They used drama to highlight aspects that came out of the discussions. I got the impression that they were relentless in pursuing this theme, knowing that if they didn’t tackle it they were not going to get anywhere. 




It’s not my intention to go into a lot of detail here. That detail is captured elsewhere. What has happened with the work of SFHC, and this is all well documented, is that in the groups they have worked with they have radically changed the nature of the relationship between men and women. 




Many men came to realize through the SFHC facilitated processes that their wives were overloaded with work and as a result they have taken on tasks that have been traditionally reserved for women. They now help with the cooking and looking after their children. They undertake ‘women’s’ work in the fields too. Even more important perhaps than the specific role-sharing, they are much more aware and this has led to an improvement in relationships between married men and women. 




To me this is remarkable and beautiful. Rural Malawi is conservative, like many rural areas of Africa. Change doesn’t come easily and that’s certainly not all bad. Too much change has been and is devastating. I’m a strong advocate for cultural revival across Africa, recognizing that this is an intricate part of people’s identity. Like many who are or have been part of the African Biodiversity Network, I see cultural and biological diversity as being intricately linked. 




Unfortunately many people see culture and improving gender relations as being incompatible. This is I believe based on wrong assumptions and distorted views of ‘culture’. I think what SFHC have shown is that these two are not incompatible. Culture is dynamic, one often hears, and so it must be. Where SFHC is working with communities this seems to be the case. 




Transitioning to Agroecology




Another theme that came through in this visit was that of seeing and understanding a transition to Agroecology. I think some of the SKI visitors were a little disappointed that the farmers with whom SFHC are working still use the very soluble and acidic commercial fertilizers. For example, one farmer applies manure to his field before he plants his maize and then uses a soluble chemical top-dressing half way through the season. Another farmer uses bokashi in one of her fields but the soluble chemical fertilizers in her other, bigger field. 




All those working with SFHC trained farmers are doing some form of intercropping. It’s a process of transition. They are trying, seeing and learning. This makes sense to me. Soils depleted by years of using the soluble chemical fertilizers will take time to be restored to health. I’m hoping that the fermented biofertilizers currently being promoted in some AFSA-linked trainings, and hopefully this year through SKI too, will help farmers take this transition further and more quickly. 




We perhaps need to do more to link up the many options of agroecological practices that have been developing across our continent and across the globe. There are many such alternatives to the chemical farming that destroys the biology of life and creates a self-perpetuating dependency by farmers on these products purchased from corporates. There is a tendency for these agroecological practices to remain in their own pockets. I believe that together they are starting to present a very powerful alternative. 




Agroecology is for poorer farmers?




“The problem is that Agroecology is seen as a practice for poorer farmers,” suggested a Zimbabwean SKI partner in the meeting. “That’s not a problem for us at all”, an SFHC representative responded, “that’s who we work with and who are often left out.”




“But the problem is, if it’s seen as something for poorer farmers then young people won’t be interested,” came the reply. 




Both these points are good I think. Agroecology is an excellent practice for those who don’t want to spend money on inputs. But at the same time it remains our challenge to show how Agroecology is in fact the modern 21st century approach to farming, based on complexity science and the most recent research into soils. The simplified approach of the green revolution was a 20th century solution that has backfired. To bring young people in we may need at times to bring in a more business-oriented approach to farming to ensure the income generation that they are keen on, as well as the other benefits of an agroecological approach. 




Conclusion




SKI’s Community of Practice is about learning and I think we learnt a great deal from this exchange visit. It’s impressive what SFHC have done and achieved in relation to gender and agroecological practices. It’s also striking how well they have documented their work. These are both issues that many civil society organisations struggle with.  




One of their results is that they have contributed significantly to the closure of the children’s malnutrition ward at Ekwendeni hospital! 




One less encouraging point is that at a workshop last year when they presented their results, the Government representatives hardly listened. They said, “we’re doing all this already”. We still have a long struggle ahead!!

          

  
  
      
          

  
    In Defense of their Food, Ecuadorians Protest Unconstitutional Entry of GMOs

  

      
      
The Constitutional Ban




Back in 2008, farmers and activists around the world applauded Ecuador and its recently elected President Rafael Correa for banning genetically modified (GM) seeds and crops through its new Constitution. This constitutional ban was the first of its kind, and part of an equally unique and explicit national commitment to food sovereignty. Civil society played a big role in drafting the subsequent legislation.




Few however know that as soon as 2012, Correa publicly stated the GM prohibition was a ‘grave mistake’ pushed through by ‘leftist activists’. Ever since, he has been advocating for Ecuador to develop a national GM research center, arguing that Ecuador having its ‘own’ GMOs would entail an exemplary form of food sovereignty. Until recently, this seemed unlikely. But a newly adopted seeds law opened the door for Correa’s plan, however unconstitutional, four days before he left office.




Who Controls Our Seeds?




After 5 years of debate, in May 2017 the Ecuadorian parliament approved a new law for agrobiodiversity and seeds which was received by civil society with mixed feelings. On the positive side, the law protects traditional, native and farmer’s seeds and declares that these can be exchanged and sold without the need for certification, but at the same time several other articles clearly contradict this right, leaving the door open to future conflict between the State and farmers. The law maintained, and even reinforced, the constitutional ban on genetically modified seeds and crops.




A few days after the parliamentary approval of the new law, and awaiting the presidential OK which seemed only a formality, the shocking rumor circulated that Correa would veto it because he wanted to lift the GM ban. All of this happened while the parliament was in transition after February’s elections.




The rumor turned out to be true.




As soon as this was confirmed, Ecuador’s alert and well- organized farmer groups and food activists moved into action. There were only two weeks left before the parliamentary vote on June 1- very little time to mobilize the public and convince parliamentarians, in a very unfavorable political context.




As a priority, we addressed parliamentarians directly through phone calls, letters, whatsapp messages, personal visits and briefing meetings, and informed them of a) the dangers of GM seeds and crops, b) the unconstitutionality of the veto and c) the existing public opposition. Hastily put together petitions were circulated among our networks and generated a stream of letters to parliamentarians from inside and outside Ecuador which, in the words of one of them, was ‘impressive’ considering the short time frame. We also reached out to the press and mobilized a social media campaign, which gave visibility to the widespread protest against the entry of GMOs.




On June 1, just days before Correa’s successor Lenin Moreno was to be inaugurated as President, the new parliament approved Correa’s amendment to the law – although notably, all opposition party parliamentarians rejected it or abstained. This step effectively allows genetically modified seeds into the country ‘for research purposes’. Farmer leaders and activists however argue that nobody will invest in research if there are no possibilities to sell the results.




The Fight Continues




The citizens of Ecuador are not giving up, however. A range of strategies are being developed, including appeals to the Constitutional Court, considering that the new law is clearly anti- constitutional – both the process (the way it was imposed) and its concepts. We are also working with provinces and municipalities to declare ‘GMO free zones’. New alliances are being built, with other people and organizations affected by the new law, including agro exporters who risk losing markets such as in the case of organic banana producers.




Across the country, manifestations took place in front of federal and provincial institutions on June 21 in which a great variety of movements and collectives participated. Not coincidentally this was also the day of solstice or Inti Raymi, which in Andean culture marks the start of a new growing cycle. In a first victory, an alliance of cooks and agroecological farmers convinced the mayor of the northern city of Cayambe to announce the district ‘free of GMOs’.




Ecuador has a long tradition of strong, peaceful and effective civil resistance. Opposition to genetically modified crops and seeds is widespread. There is growing concern about the quality of food, livelihood and damage to the environment. We will therefore continue to defend our rights to produce and eat healthy and local GM- free food produced by the country’s many small-scale men and women farmers.




What can you do?




	Click here and send a message to Ecuadorian President Lenin Moreno: https://www.change.org/p/a-la-corte-constitucional-queremos-un-ecuador-libre-de-semillas-y-cultivos-de-transg%C3%A9nicos-en-ecuador
	Read: Los Transgénicos en Debate: http://www.allpachaski.com/2015/10/los-transgenicos-en-debate/
	Share this poster about agroecology versus food production based on GMOs
	Follow the campaign Qué Rico Es! on Facebook for regular updates (in Spanish): http://www.facebook.com/quericoescomersano





By Janneke Bruil, Colectivo Agroecológico, and Javier Carrera-Andrade, Red de Guardianes de Semillas (Ecuador)

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Four New Year’s Resolutions for Agroecology Funders

  

      
      
The participants represented over 300 million people in Africa – farmers, fisherfolk, pastoralists, Indigenous peoples, consumers, youth networks, women’s networks, food processors, scientists, activists, funders and researchers – all concerned about the future of food and social justice on the Continent and globally.




So where was I?




Luam Kidane, IDEX’s Regional Director for Africa, and I attended Changing Food Systems in Africa: The Role of Agroecology & Food Sovereignty in Health and Nutrition Conference hosted by the Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa (AFSA) in Addis Ababa between November 24 to 26 2016. Colleagues from Bénin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mali, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Somaliland, South Africa, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe came together to dialogue about agroecology, land, nutrition, policy, seed, and health and to collectively analyse the threats and the opportunities ahead for food sovereignty on the Continent.




IDEX considers it a great privilege to be invited into such dialogue. As a US-based public foundation, we have a solidarity role to play in supporting the courageous people struggling for social transformation on the frontlines of food sovereignty and climate and economic justice movements the world over. This conference and the subsequent AFSA Annual General Meeting inspired some new year’s resolutions for funders:




AFSA members resist the industrialization of African food systems that has led to loss of biodiversity and displacement of indigenous peoples. Photo courtesy: AFSA



1. Resource narrative change strategies.




The dominant narrative of industrial agriculture being the solution to feeding the world and ending hunger through increasing productivity through chemical-based agriculture and knowledge coming from the Global North must change. This narrative is reductionist, exclusionary, inaccurate and ignores the negative impacts on communities and culture. Instead, it is essential to resource efforts underway such as those led by AFSA that seek to resurface and continue building alternative African narratives based on sustainable and people-centered food sovereignty models  and rooted in generations of African farmers and their experiences. As pointed out at the meeting:





“Many of the farmers are women who evolved the African food system and nourished our populations before the industrial food system was imposed on us. Our focus ought to be on rural people who form the majority of Africa – people who have fed Africa through family farming systems – and their experiences. We have to also include consumers on the Continent as the industrial food system is affecting their nutrition and health.”

– Million Belay, coordinator of Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa (AFSA)




If in the struggle for social transformation we are to be led by the analysis, nuance, and experience of partners ,like AFSA, we as funders also must heed  the challenges they have identified. For example, AFSA has pointed out the desire to cast greater influence on policy makers. While AFSA produces excellent case studies on agroecology, they are struggling to find resources to translate these materials into languages other than English, which are spoken in Africa. This is a simple ask easily mediated by a small grant.




AFSA will continue engaging with Africans and conduct research to understand the African food system and the impacts of industrial food systems on Africa. AFSA’s agenda requires resources for inclusive collaboration, strategy and documentation and dissemination.




2. Fund at the place where siloed programs meet.




Agroecology and food sovereignty processes regard food not only as economic value but as cultural knowledge; as medicine; and as glue for social relations. As Bernard Guri of the Centre for Indigenous Knowledge and Organizational Development in Ghana reminded us at the conference, food production in Africa integrates elements of rights of nature, spirituality, democratic participation, peace, self-determination, sensuality, justice, and human dignity. To fund at these intersections is critical to ensuring that our actions do not unconsciously disrupt the ecological balance and social harmony of communities. Compartmentalized and short-term thinking has caused the many problems that face our food systems currently. It is going to be imperative that the solutions we resource are intersectional, integrated, and lead to long-term and sustainable change in food systems.




3. Invest in collaborations and interdependence.




There is no silver bullet solution to the global food crisis. We know that corporate interests and disregard of local knowledge has led to monocropping, monoculture and an extractive global agricultural system. It is going to be important in this next phase therefore to invest in collaborative initiatives that nurture and promote the idea and practices of interdependence, not only amongst movements and organizations but in fact, throughout the ecosystem. Seeds, soil, land, food production, and market access are all interconnected aspects of the agroecological movement. The conference reminded us to add health, nutrition and cultural wellbeing to this mix. As was shared in Addis Ababa:





“There is so much opportunity for south to south solidarity building. More reflection and alliance building is needed regularly and often. We must see to it that our struggles must resonate with the struggles of others around the world.”






— Mariam Mayet, Director of the African Centre for Biodiversity, South Africa




Pluralistic practices nudge us to remember that we are not in this alone and cannot possibly solve the world’s food problems through competitive and short-term goals. Solidarity, interdependence, collaboration and learning are going to be central to the solutions we most direly need. As funders we would do well to resource continual learning exchanges and alliance building opportunities, which follow the lead of organizers in the Global South who have been gleaning important lessons from facilitating such exchanges.




Rajasvini Bhansali (right) with Mariann Bassey Orovwuje.



4. Model what we ask for.




There is a need to build funders’ internal capacity within philanthropic organizations to understand the nuances of the dominant narrative and the counter arguments for food sovereignty, so we can influence mainstream philanthropy in the Global North. For instance, though organic agriculture is often put together with agroecology, we have to make sure we have a solid grasp of the details, because there is a strong corporate influence in the organic sector. Furthermore, there is a formidable current in the organic sector, which still pushes for the growth of food as export, hurting African communities.




As philanthropists, we often have the honor of having a cross-sectoral perspective. It is critical that we are sharing information amongst ourselves and inviting funders interested in gender justice, environmental justice, economic development and labor rights to begin to see food sovereignty as “their” issue as well. I am delighted to be a part of two such magnificent funder collaborations that seek to model what we ask from our grantee partners– the Agroecology Fund and the Grassroots Climate Solutions Fund. Both collaborative funds aim to leverage the singular power of foundations into a collective effort to amplify, resource, advocate and build the power of people on the frontline fighting for food sovereignty and climate justice.




As IDEX, we are committed to learning from our grantee partners and being flexible and responsive. We are also committed to sharing our individual strategies across funding organizations so we can learn and build together in 2017.




Rajasvini Bhansali is the Executive Director of IDEX. 

          

  
  
      
          

  
    Agroecology is the heritage & tradition of indigenous peoples

  

      
      
The North East Slow Food and Agrobiodiversity Society (NESFAS) is a grassroots organization in Shillong, India, that is closely linked to the Rome-based Indigenous Partnership for Agrobiodiversity and Food Sovereignty. NESFAS promotes ecologically and culturally sustainable agriculture and food systems that are embedded in the culture, traditions and emerging practices and culture of the peoples of North East India through food festivals, biodiversity fairs, exchange visits, local, national and international workshops and other initiatives that are agreed with participating communities and partners.




The Northeastern region of India is a bio-cultural hot-spot, home to some 235 tribes living for centuries in harmony with their environment. This region accounts for 67 percent of the biodiversity of India, and it is estimated that around 640 rivers criss-cross the region. Meghalaya, the headquarters of NESFAS, literally means “the home of the clouds” in Sanskrit and experiences the heaviest rainfall in the world.




There exists a rich traditional and cultural practice among the indigenous peoples inhabiting this bio-diverse land, where agriculture is the mainstay of the people. Traditional agricultural practices have been sustainably in vogue for centuries, but with the advent of the Green Revolution and globalization with all its ramifications, these local knowledge systems and values are slowly being eroded and replaced by modern agricultural practices which, needless to say, have brought more problems than solutions.




In this context and challenges, NESFAS works to promote indigenous knowledge systems to empower local communities on the Slow Food concepts of good, clean and fair food. Efforts are being made by NESFAS and its participating communities to internalize these principles in the local food systems linked to their intrinsic wisdom of the ages. NESFAS works towards the preservation of the “heritage agriculture,” where land management, livelihoods, relationships and wellbeing are deeply rooted in nature. We firmly believe that it is the flavor and wisdom of the communities that forms the guiding principles for future action to ensure that every member in the community is involved and no one is left behind.








Based on these principles, NESFAS organized the Indigenous Terra Madre (ITM 2015) in Shillong last year. This event was unique in that it was led by 41 communities of the North East and backed by the government and a host of international partners and donors. This unique global event served to amplify the voices of the local communities, which were heard worldwide. The event showcased the rich culture and traditions of the tribes of the North East, who steward vast biodiversity. The most inspiring aspect of the ITM was the wholehearted support of the chief minister and the local government that came forward with 50% of the finances to carry out the gathering and offered the services of all its departments and manpower. The government offered itself as a partner with NESFAS and the communities and not as a leader. The government even went a step further by asking NESFAS to conduct smaller ITMs for the North East, as well as a national ITM on a regular bi-annual basis.




Inspired by the success of the ITM, where the ownership and leadership was taken up by the communities to showcase their ancestral wisdom and the avowed principles of NESFAS , a conscious decision was taken to take up heritage agriculture and knowledge systems as a major plank of “the future we want”. The heritage agriculture of the North East India embodies most of the principles of agroecology and it is the endeavor of NESFAS to serve as a platform for a sensible fusion of traditional wisdom and scientific knowledge as well as research. With the very proactive resonance of the government, we had hoped that policy changes would also follow and that the government would continue to partner with NESFAS. Indeed, initial discussions have seen a commitment from the government to support the setting up of agroecology schools in the state. Several universities in the state have also voiced their eagerness to open agroecology departments in their institutions.




NESFAS looks forward to creating an agroecology hub in North East India, which would not only preserve the indigenous practices and wisdom but would also bring about a vibrant, sustainable and equitable ecosystem for the sustenance of our future generations.




Dr. Carl O. Rangad is the Vice Chairman of Operations at North East Slow Food and Agrobiodiversity Society, India. 
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