





'Agroecology is the political
umbrella for various forms of
agriculture and aquaculture.

- Maria Noel Salgado’

The Meaning and
Rolitics olf
roecology:
ErsrjmbeddingS:jy
Science and
Practice in The
Struggle for Food
Sovereignty

Agroecology is a practice, a science
and a social movement. Mainstream
institutions, however, tend to think of
agroecology only as a science that can
inform agricultural development.
Social movements are rejecting this
emphasis on elite scientific knowl-
edge. They demand that science be
combined with the local knowledge
and the experience of food producers
and that the priorities of scientists be
embedded in the struggles of social
movements for a more just and sus-
tainable world.

1. The Practice of
Agroecology

Agroecology is being practiced and
developed by peasants, farmers, fisher-
folk, indigenous peoples and pastoral-
ists, often involving new social rela-
tions based on solidarity with (urban)
citizens. Young people and women
are playing a leading role in practic-
ing and developing agroecology. Fach
of these constituents fills agroecology
with different meanings in these

“Indigenous peoples have a holistic way of seeing agriculture”. - Nicole Yanes
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diverse contexts, even more so
because local resources differ from
place to place, as do the aspirations of
food producers. This is why agroecol-
ogy has different expressions in the
range of places and contexts where it
is practiced:

“Agroecology is the political um-
brella term for various forms of agri-

culture and aquaculture practiced by

small-scale food producers around
the world, in different territories. We
propose it as an alternative model,
which does not homogenize what we
are doing in the territories, but is
based on common principles, pro-
ductive, biological, social, political
principles.”

- Maria Noel Salgado, MAELA
(Agroecological Movement of Latin
America), from Uruguay.

According to the Nyéléni Declaration
examples of agroecological produc-
tion practices include: intercropping,
traditional fishing and mobile pasto-
ralism, integrating crops, trees, live-
stock and fish, manuring, compost-
ing, and developing local seeds and
animal breeds. These practices are
all, ‘based on ecological principles
like building life in the soil, recycling
nutrients, the dynamic management
of biodiversity and energy conserva-
tion at all scales.
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“Indigenous peoples have a holistic
way of seeing agriculture or hunting
and gathering. It includes spiritual-

ity, it includes growing food, it in-
cludes knowing the seeds, or what seeds you are planting, it includes the

L]
The Dlve rse distribution, the consumption... Ceremonies are tied to food a lot of the
Practices of times. If you put agroecology in the middle, in the nucleus, then that in-
o volyes all of those aspects of life, community, family, friends, everything.”
ﬁgroeCOIog!' — Nicole Yanes, International Indian Treaty Council, from Mexico.
ore than Food

Participants in the International
Forum for Agroecology shared their
perspectives on the importance of the
diverse expressions of agroecology in
their own territories. These voices are
featured in the video associated with
this document and in the excerpts
below.

“Agroecology is what can help us to
have always in mind that organic is
not only techniques, but it is also a
tool to change our society...to
change the market to reconnect the
citizens to the farmer, the urban to
the rural area.”

- Andrea Ferrante, European
Coordination of La Via Campesina,
from Italy
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from Mopti region, from Mali.

“Our mode of life and the way we live
off the ocean and the resources is very
different. It is not commercial, it is
livelihoods. It is a spiritual and social
interaction.”

- Naseegh Jaffer, World Forum of Fisher
Peoples, from South Africa.

“It is climate change that has forced us
to practice agro-pastoralism. So the
challenges we face are: one, especially
the fluctuations in rainfall, frequent
water scarcity in the Sahel”

- Oumarou Cissé.nomadic agropastoralis,

“Agroecology embodies all the princi-
ples of our world views as indigenous
peoples. It can ensure sustainability
and biodiversity. Biodiversity for

the beginning and the end of life, of

cultures and of peoples, and I think
that agroecology is important in this

time of climate crisis.”
— Antonio Gonzales, MAELA (Agroeco-
logical Movement of Latin America) and

indigenous peasant, from Guatemala.
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“In our own language we
call it *kurima kwechinya-
kare’, meaning our tradi-
tional agriculture. It de-
scribes what we inherited
from our parents, which has

sustained our parents and our environment for generations...which
has become so strong in Zimbabwe especially during the last decade
of economic crises, when there was not enough food. Because people
had their own resources, knowledge and seeds.”

— Nelson Mudzingwa, ZIMSOFF (Zimbabwe Organic Smallholder

Farmers Forum), from Zimbabwe

"Using this agricultural model farmers can

reduce their costs. They don't use many
products sourced from the external market,
they usually don’t use seeds purchased
from outside, they use local seeds. We use
the elements that are found around our
farm and we prepare our own compost,

which is inexpensive.”
— Renaldo Chingore, UNAC (Unido Nacional
de Agricultores Campesinos), from

These testimonials demonstrate how
agroecology is relevant in many differ-
ent ways and in different contexts
amongst the range of constituents,
while being rooted in a set of inalien-
able common principles that are ar-
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Mozambique

“When state or government support

has been lacking women have been
creative. Women have contributed a

lot to enable learning and various
other processes of knowledge build-
ing. For us it is clear that this is what
women’s contribution has been.”

— Maria Noel Salgado, MAELA
(Agroecological Movement of Latin

America), from Uruguay

ticulated in the Nyéléni Declaration
(box 2). Importantly, these principles
go far beyond the technical and even
the social dimensions, but require that
agroecology be rooted in political
struggles to transform society.

Box 2: The key
principles and values

of agroecology
Adapted from the
Declaration of the
International Forum on
Agroecology (February

2015).

Agroecology is a way of life and the
language of nature

Agroecological production is based
on ecological principles

Territories are fundamental pillars
of agroecology, as are collective
rights and access to the commons
The diverse knowledges and ways of
knowing of our peoples are central

Our C

equilibrium between nature,

movisions require
the cosmos and human beings.

1t our land and our peoples

ot defend agroecology

Families, ¢ _ collectiv
organizations and movements are
the fertile soil in which agroecc
flourishes. Solidarity between
peoples, between rural and urban
populations, is a critical ingredient.
The autonomy of agroecology
displaces the control of global
markets for self-governance by
communit

Agroecology is political; it requires

us to challenge and transform
structures of power in society
Women and their knowledge,
values, vision and le 1ip are
critical

groecology can provide
radical space for young people
to contribute to the social and
ecological transformation underway
in many of our societies.
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2. Agroecology as
a Social
Movement:

The Struggle for
Food Sovereignty

«

We need to have a common defini-
tion and a common understanding (of
agroecology), and then fight in all the
different fora to defend agroecology.”

- Andrea Ferrante, European Coordina-
tion of La Via Campesina, from ltaly

The Nyéléni Declaration asserts that
‘agroecology is a key element in the
construction of food sovereignty” and
that therefore, it ‘is political; it requires
us to challenge and transform struc-
tures of power in society’, moving away
from corporate control of the food
system towards the self-governance of
communities.

“We kind of see it as food sovereign-
ty, which means that each commu-
nity has the sovereignty, the autono-
my to choose how we want to do it,
what we want to grow, what way of
life we want to choose.”

- Nicole Yanes, International Indian
Treaty Council, from Mexico

This vision differs from the definition
of some governments, multilateral in-
stitutions, research centres and corpo-

rations, who are now recognising the
validity of agroecology but have, ‘tried
to redefine it as a narrow set of tech-
nologies, to offer some tools that
appear to ease the sustainability crisis
of industrial food production, while
the existing structures of power remain
unchallenged...This cooptation of
Agroecology to finetune the industrial
food system, while paying lip service to
the environmental discourse, has
various names, including ‘climate-
smart agriculture’, ‘sustainable-* or
‘ecological intensification’, industrial
monoculture production of ‘organic’
food, ete.” -Nyéléni Declaration

In response to these contested mean-
ings of agroecology, social movements
state in the Declaration: ‘For us, these
are not Agroecology: we reject them,
and we will fight to expose and block
this insidious appropriation of Agro-
ecology.

They are instead claiming agroecology
from the bottom up, while also de-
manding public policy support for the
upscaling of agroecology as defined and
practiced by communities:

“The important thing is that agroecol-
ogy is not a top-down model, it’s a
model that should be developed from
the bottom up, which counts the most.
- Renaldo Chingore, UNAC, from
Mozambique
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“Agroecology must become a concept
supported by public policy. I think that
the definition of the content and the
policy options should be left to peasant
communities.”

- lbrahima Coulibaly, CNOP, from Mali

Upscaling agroecology with the inten-
tion of building food sovereignty is a
complex process, which requires dif-
ferent strategies. The good news is that
many of these strategies are already
being developed by food producers
and allies. This includes the develop-
ment of farmer led innovation and

learning networks, agroecology
schools, alliance building, and advo-
cating for new mechanisms, policies
and institutions in local, national and
international arenas (box 2).

Box 3: Participating
in food sovereignty
organisations to
advance agroecology

Food producer organisations around
the world are working at local,
national and transnational levels to
practically and politically develop
agroecology within the context of
food sovereignty. Citizens

producers interested in adva
agroecology and food sovereignty can
get involved in these organisations as
a vital component of the strategy to
advance agroecology. These can be
found at a local level or by contacting
organisations such as:

La Via Campesina, Movimiento
Agroecoldgico de América Latina y
el Caribe, Réseau des organisations
paysannes et de producteurs de
I'Afrique de 'Ouest, World Forum

of Fish Harvesters and Fishworkers,
World Forum of Fisher Peoples,
World Alliance of Mobile Indigenous
Peoples, International Indian

Treaty Council, World March of
Women, Plataforme Régionale des
Organisations Paysannes d’Afrique
Centrale
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For those involved in the food sover-
eignty movement, practicing agroecol-
ogy is only one part of the struggle,
which must be combined with an
analysis of the political context. This
will form the basis for collective politi-
cal action through participation in
social movements,

“Once we engage in the political
study of our own lives as actors in
this process and how that intersects
with society, and with our communi-
ties and hopefully within our organi-
sations we are part of, we can begin
to understand what are the collective
dynamics of advancing a shared
vision”

- Blain Snipstal, La Via Campesina youth
caucus, from USA

In order for social transformation to
occur this process of developing criti-
cal consciousness and politicisation
must be combined with a range of
other strategies identified in the
Nyéléni Declaration.

These strategies include adopting food
production practices that cool the
planet and help us adapt to climate
change, developing participatory forms
of knowledge sharing and farmer ex-
perimentation networks, recognising
the central role of women in agroecol-
ogy, making life in rural areas attrac-
tive for youth, strengthening producer
organisations and local economies,
building alliances and fighting for spe-
cific policies that enable agroecologi-
cal production and consumption. The
Declaration presents such strategies in
more detail.
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3. Agroecology as
a Science:
Embedding
Research in the

Needs of Food
Producers

Agroecology is also framed as a science
that secks to combine the knowledge
and experience of food producers with
modern ecology and scientific insight.
Crucially, local knowledge needs to be
a starting point for agroecological re-
search and development. After all,
locally adapted and indigenous
farming and food production practice
often stem from hundreds of years of
collective observation, trial and error
in communities, who are constantly
adapting their practices and innovat-

mg.

Social movements recognise that
science can significantly contribute to
the development of agroecology for
sustainable food systems.

“When it comes to agroecology, this
is something that links peasant agri-
culture with the knowledge of the
ancestors. And then there is scientific
research. So we have to combine all
this.”

- Jean-Baptiste Chavannes, Mouvement
Paysan Papaye, from Haiti

However, this can only happen if agro-
ecological research involves a demo-
cratic approach based on respectful
dialogues between scientists and
farmers. Such an approach acknowl-

Combining farmer knowledge with eco-
logy and scientific insight: the agroecolo-
gical system of rice intensification.

edges that technological fixes are not

enough and views science as part of a

bottom-up, participatory development
process in which farmers and citizens
take centre stage.

In this approach, instead of being
passive beneficiaries of ‘trickle down’
development or technology transfer,
food producers and citizens participate
as knowledgeable and active social
agents. Here, food producers work
closely with researchers in developing
research priorities, co-producing
knowledge and in strengthening and
spreading agroecological innovations
through horizontal networks. The
Nyéléni Declaration calls for: ‘Peoples’
control of the research agenda, objec-
tives and methodology” as well as ‘hori-
zontal exchanges (peasant-to-peasant,
fisher-to-fisher, pastoralist-to-pastoral-
ist, consumer-and-producer, etc.) and
intergenerational exchanges between
generations and across different tradi-
tions, including new ideas. Women
and youth must be prioritised.’

This integrated and transdisciplinary
understanding of ‘agroecology as a
science’ thus supports the central prin-
ciples of food sovereignty that require
that food systems practice, policy, and
in this case research, be controlled by
food producers (box 1).
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Social movements call for horizontal learning

exchanges.
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A group of international scientists sup-
ported the messages of the Declaration
in an open letter to FAO director-gen-
eral Graziano da Silva, stating that
‘We stand ready, as scholars, to aid the
FAO and the world’s small-scale food
producers...providing whatever knowl-
edge and analysis we can to advance a
comprehensive agenda on agroecol-
ogy...and look forward to helping
build on the dialogue of knowledges
that is at the heart of agroecology.’
(www.iatp.org).

Moving Forward:
Agroecology at a
Crossroads

Mainstream institutions and agribusi-
ness are promoting a narrow science-
based version of agroecology that con-
forms to, rather than transforms, the
industrial food system. At this moment
in history, transformation for social
justice and sustainability will ultimate-
ly depend on the capacity of social
movements and citizens to resist the
cooptation of agroecology by building
new institutional arrangements and
social movement networks, to advo-
cate for an enabling policy environ-
ment and, most importantly, to self-
organise in solidarity for agroecology
as a path towards food sovereignty.
This point is made explicit in the Dec-
laration, which also argues for the im-
portance of replacing the current
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economy with solidarity economies
between urban and rural communities:
"Collective self-organisation and action
are what make it possible to scale-up
Agroecology, build local food systems,
and challenge corporate control of our
food system. Solidarity between
peoples, between rural and urban pop-
ulations, is a critical ingredient... It
requires the re-shaping of markets so
that they are based on the principles of
solidarity economy and the ethics of
responsible production and consump-
tion. It promotes direct and fair short
distribution chains. It implies a trans-
parent relationship between producers
and consumers, and is based on the

solidarity of shared risks and benefits.”

Agroecology is at a crossroads. At the
Nyéléni Forum, social movements and
food providers have articulated a
vision of a food system based on agro-
ecology, that will contribute to ‘a
better world, a world based on mutual
respect, social justice, equity, solidarity
and harmony with our Mother Earth’.
This vision of agroecology will require
a fundamental transformation of prac-
tice, policy and research. Social move-
ments are mobilising to link up initia-
tives of agroecological producers and
consumers with political struggles for
food sovereignty around the world.

Together we can build, defend
and strengthen Agroecology in
the Global Struggle for Food
Sovereignty. B
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Collective self-
organisation and
action make it
possible to scale up
agroecology.
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