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In the first Africa-wide symposium on agroecology in November 2015, African civil society, 
policy makers, researchers and farmers shared their views on the relevance of agroecology to 
the needs of family farmers in sub-Saharan Africa and discussed how to spread agroecology 
through practice, research and policy. A series of recommendations resulted from the 
symposium. While opportunity to discuss agroecology in this context was welcome, bolder 
steps are needed to place agroecology firmly at the centre of future agricultural development 
in Africa.  
 
 
Across the globe, family farms are responsible for providing healthy food and ensuring food security. 
In Sub-Saharan Africa specifically, 80% of farms are family-owned, and family farmers produce 
roughly 80% of the food consumed in 
Africa. They increasingly face challenges 
linked to climate change and soil 
degradation, as well as land and water 
grabbing and the undermining of local 
seed systems. This poses grave threats 
to peoples’ food sovereignty,all the more 
pressing since in sub-Saharan Africa 
almost 239 million people face serious 
problems of hunger and malnutrition.  
 
To combat these challenges, many 
participants of the African Symposium on 
Agroecology for Food Security and 
Nutrition in November 2015 held in 
Dakar, Senegal, spoke eloquently of how 
family farmers, their organisations, and 
their allies are working to construct 
sustainable, resilient and equitable food systems that are tailored to the specific cultural, economic 
and agroecological realities of each country. The participants at the Symposium strongly affirmed that 
agroecology is the most suitable agricultural model to tackle the challenges associated with food and 
nutrition security, adaptation to climate change, the conservation of natural resources and the 
reduction of rural poverty.  
 
Below are some of the most salient outcomes of the regional Symposium, which itself was a follow up 
to the International Symposium on Agroecology for Food Security and Nutrition in Rome, held in 
September 2014. Leading up to this regional Symposium, the Malian National Coordination of 
Smallholder Organisations (CNOP) and its global allies organised the International Forum on 
Agroecology at the Nyéléni Centre in February 2015. This was an opportunity for social movements 
from around the world to discuss issues relating to food sovereignty and agroecology. The meeting in 
Mali produced a declaration which set out the smallholder vision of agroecology, which is an approach 
driven by food producers and a political tool that ‘requires us to challenge and transform structures of 
power in society’. The participants made strong recommendations for fundamental changes in both 
policy and practice to recognise and promote agroecology as a more just and fair alternative to the 
industrial, corporate-led model of food production. The 2015 Nyéléni forum was a milestone in the 
fight for food sovereignty and agroecology in Africa. 
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It is against this backdrop that producers, social movements, the private sector, universities, 
researchers, policy makers and community representatives met in Dakar for the African agroecology 
Symposium, instigated by the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and hosted by 
the Senegalese government. On the 5th and 6th of November, 2015, they shared experiences which 
highlighted good practices in agroecology. The participants identified challenges that hinder the 
adoption of agroecology, proposed strategies to overcome them, and constructed a series of 
grounded recommendations about how best to strengthen and accelerate a transition to agroecology 
across Africa. This article provides a summary of the exchanges that took place and the outcomes 
designed to promote policies, practices and research that support the development of agroecology in 
Africa. This article will then end with a brief reflection on these outcomes and how they relate to the 
vision of agroecology presented in the Nyéléni declaration.  

Agroecology – a smallholder way of farming with a long history 
Million Belay (AFSA) stated that “conventional agriculture has shown what it is capable of. Whilst it is 
true that it has increased yields via the use of chemical inputs, it has also caused pollution and 
contributed to climate change, inequality and land grabbing, as well as health issues. We need a new 
paradigm to head towards food sovereignty. Today, we need to rethink our agriculture to reduce our 
food deficit,” he said, “asSub-Saharan Africa is the most severely affected region in the world with 
32% of the population going hungry”. 
 
Civil society participants 
highlighted the limitations of 
the dominant agricultural 
model based on high use of 
external inputs. This model, 
part of the Green Revolution 
approach to agriculture, is 
currently promoted in Africa 
by corporations, 
agribusinesses, fertilizer 
companies and large 
foundations such as 
Syngenta, the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation. 
This approach has failed, as it 
resulted in exacerbated soil 
degradation, inequality in 
smallholder communities, and 
the over-exploitation of fish 
stocks and marine resources, among other undesirable outcomes.  
 
Participants declared that smallholder agriculture is inherently more resilient because it is not 
dependent on heavy usage of expensive agrochemicals and is instead more suited to the sustainable 
use of natural resources. In smallholder communities natural resources, such as forests and trees, 
also have a spiritual importance, which means that communities treat them with significant respect. 
Mariana Sonko of We Are the Solution in Southern Senegal said “The natural elements are seen as 
mystical forces and represent our ancestors. These elements feed and heal us.” 
 
During the Symposium, policy makers, representatives from civil society, producers and researchers 
all agreed that agroecology is a community of practices inspired by the culture and the potential of a 
territory. Ibrahima Seck (FENAB) clarified that “agroecology across its 4 dimensions - ecological, 
economic, social and cultural - can be applied to all contexts” and that in his view, agroecology is an 
integrated agrosilvopastoral system based on communities’ cultural heritage. 

The role of agroecology in reducing hunger and preserving natural resources 
FAO director-general Jose Graziano Da Silva affirmed that socially equitable food systems, which are 
environmentally friendly and adapted to cultural realities, are key in the fight to end hunger, the 
achievement of food security and improved nutrition, and the promotion of sustainable agriculture. In 
a similar vein, Pape Abdoulaye Seck, the Senegalese Minister of Agriculture and Rural Areas, 
confirmed the need to think about alternative approaches and integrated management, which focus 
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on the ecological processes and relationships of agricultural ecosystems, conserving natural 
resources whilst valuing diversity and traditional knowledge, in order to improve farmers’ livelihoods. 
Discussions emphasised the fact that agroecology contributes to food security, youth employment in 
rural areas, local development and the emergence of local economies. Agroecology is more than 
merely a way of increasing yields while protecting the environment. Key panellists and members of 
plenary sessions stressed that agroecology also has a social dimension, via the reduction of poverty 
and inequality, as well as a political dimension, as evidenced by the social movements which 
advocate for favourable public policy and defend the rights of small scale producers to have access to 
and control over resources. 

Building agroecological knowledge through joint research and learning 

 
  
Based on the recognition that agroecology is central to the solution to fight hunger and conserve 
natural resources, the symposium addressed how to effectively shape public policy to promote it. One 
key insight that emerged was that it is important to think about methods and approaches to valuing 
and building on the ecological knowledge held by family farmers. Discussions underscored the fact 
that family farmers have always innovated in order to overcome the challenges of food security and 
climate change. According to Dr Ibrahima Diedhiou, “smallholders test out new ways of doing things. 
These innovations have led to improvements in the livelihoods of smallholder communities. 
Unfortunately, this great innovation capacity of local communities is still undervalued.” He shared an 
example from the PROFEIS project in Senegal and Mali, which has a participatory approach to build 
‘islands of fertility’ using Piliostigma reticulatum for the production of mangoes in semi-arid zones. 
 
Many participants at the Dakar Symposium 
emphasised that women and young people are key 
actors in the process of the social change that is 
required for the effective promotion of agroecology. “In 
Africa, young people represent 60% of the population, 
this is a work force which can be valued and employed 
through the development of agroecology”, stated Paul 
Nyabenda, from the International Movement of 
Catholic Agricultural and Rural Youth (MIJARC) in 
Rwanda. Farmer field schools, a longstanding 
component of the FAO IPPM

1
, and the agroecology 

field schools to train young farmers, set up under the 
Jardins d’Afrique, were mentioned as initiatives that 
should be strengthened to help promote knowledge 
sharing and capacity building.   
 
The sharing of knowledge and experiences between the different countries is a key factor for the 
development of agroecology in Sub-Saharan Africa, said Elizabeth Mpofu from La Via Campesina, 
recommending that FAO should “work with producer organisations to support the development of 
knowledge platforms to promote learning among farmers.” 
 
The final declaration of the Symposium states that universities and research institutions should 
“strengthen local knowledge via joint knowledge building and participatory research.” In general 
terms, the participants believed that the agroecological transition entails “a power relationship 
between different levels of actors which leads to a confrontation of ideas and values” and from which 
the need arises for fundamental changes in research and in the interpretation of its results. 
 

                                                      
1
 Integrated Production and Pest Management 

“Agroecology should co-designed, co-managed and co-evaluated by all stakeholders. Agroecology cannot be 
decreed; the methodology must be decided by the grassroots.”  
 
Pape Abdoulaye Seck, Senegalese Minister of Agriculture and Rural Areas 
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Policies to support an agroecological transition in Africa 
At the symposium, the panellists and participants discussed how agroecology can be an effective 
response to the triple crises of food and nutrition insecurity, climate change, and soil degradation. 
Current food and agricultural policies, however, favour modernisation of agriculture through large 
scale commercial production, often for export crops, based on external inputs. This has created a 
situation where many African countries have experienced agricultural growth asexport crops of cotton, 
cocoa, peanuts and other commodities have accelerated, while chronic food and nutrition crises have 
dramatically increased at the same time, particularly for the small scale farmers and pastoralists in 
dryland areas. Consequently, participants agreed, a paradigm shift is required in agricultural policy in 
order to put the continent on a path towards sustainable, resilient and equitable food production 
systems based on its own resources.  
 
The Symposium specifically discussed the institutional measures that would be required to facilitate a 
large agroecological transition in Africa. Many speakers called for increased control and management 
of natural resources by local communities in order to encourage the shift towards sustainable and 
ecological agriculture. Specific mention was made of territorial planning processes as a way to ensure 
that land, trees, water and other natural resources would remain under the control of local 
communities and not foreign investors.  This would involve integrating context specific agroecological 
practices into local development plans, in part to fulfil commitments under the continent wide 
“Comprehensive Africa Agricultural Development Plan (CAADP).  This could be a key vehicle to 
encourage wider uptake and spread of agroecology in both practice and policy. 
 
The discussion also called for the creation and implementation of inclusive policies for the 
management of natural resources based on African realities in light of the FAO Voluntary Guidelines 
on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land. The final declaration of the Symposium calls on 
governments, policy makers and technical and financial partners to “ensure access for producers, in 
particular women, young people and indigenous peoples, to natural resources, notably land, water 
and biodiversity” in order to ensure certainty over land rights in keeping with FAO’s Voluntary 
Guidelines. 
 
Participants also recommended that African countries develop national agroecology policy 
frameworks and action plans similar to those recently instituted in France and Brazil, with full 
participation of social movements. Finally, they recommended setting up a regional platform on 
agroecology to allow key actors to share their experiences and disseminate innovations. Participants 
proposed that this platform be coordinated by the FAO and/or NEPAD.  
 
The final declaration also calls for the 
creation of local markets for 
agroecological produce so that 
economic opportunities are created for 
young people to allow them to remain 
in their communities. This would also 
be an effective way to counter under-
employment. Civil society should 
“facilitate the networking and 
mobilisation of actors” to ensure the 
implementation of solidarity 
economies that are favourable to 
agroecology, participants stated. 
 

“Smallholders have been the pioneers of agroecology. Smallholders have implemented solutions to counter 
the effects of climate change. We need to go and visit communities to become aware of the knowledge they 
have and to see how we can then scale it up, as we are talking about relatively cheap technology which solves 
the true problems we face. (…) This meeting should lead to a real commitment from States to agroecology.”  

 
 Ibrahima Coulibaly, CNOP 
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Reflection 
In many ways, the Symposium boosted the official recognition of agroecology as a relevant and time 
tested approach to support rural development and food and nutrition security within Africa through 
smallholder and family farming food production. 
 
While this official recognition was welcomed, the Symposium itself could have addressed the inherent 
contradictions between agroecology and the current neoliberal approach to modernising agriculture in 
a more systematic way.  More specifically, it could have explored how to achieve a shift away from a 
productivist mindset, with its focus on aggregrate supply and increases in yields, towards a more 
multi-functional agricultural model that pursues improved nutrition, resilience and sustainable use of 
resources. Various specific policy proposals laid out in the Declaration of the Nyéléni Forum on 
Agroecology could have served as guidance. These proposals include policies to integrate the health 
and nutrition aspects of agroecology,  ensure pastoralists’ access to and control over pastures, 
migration routes and sources of water and, importantly,  that guarantee the collective rights of 
peasants’ to use, exchange, breed, select and sell their own seeds. 
 
Several important issues were not on the table during the Symposium. For example, it did not address 
the implications of agroecology for the CAADP, which is strongly oriented towards supporting agri-
business. Moreover, the symposium did not discuss how to overcome the strong influence of 
agribusinesses, fertilizer companies, AGRA and the G8 New Alliance for Food and Nutrition security 
on policy making processes.  In the future, this issue should be dealt with in more detail and with more 
time.  It is also notable that confusion exists around FAO’s support for agroecology on the one hand 
and their engagement with the Global Alliance for Climate Smart Agriculture on the other. It would be 
important that FAO presents an official position on how it will address these two potentially conflicting 
processes.  Finally, the symposium could have discussed in more detail how to make concrete shifts 
in the allocation of resources within national agricultural development plans, especially in supporting 
agroecology through the 10% target for investing in agriculture. FAO and national governments must 
ensure that this discussion takes place in the short term.   
 
The inadequate discussions about the above issues tended to create an impression by participants 
that ‘business as usual’ can continue in Africa, instead of making a fundamental shift towards 
agroecology. As stated in the Nyéléni Declaration, “the real solutions to the crises of the climate, 
malnutrition, etc., will not come from conforming to the industrial model. We must transform it and 
build our own local food systems that create new rural-urban links, based on truly agroecological food 
production by peasants, artisanal fishers, pastoralists, indigenous peoples, urban farmers, etcetera”. 
 
So while we appreciate the start of the conversation on how to strengthen agroecology in our region, 
we believe that the steps ahead include placing more emphasis on the need to transform - not just 
reform - current approaches to ‘modernise and improve’ agriculture, and to put agroecological 
approaches firmly at the centre of agriculture and food policy, practice and research. 
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“It is clear that States need to commit more resources to the development and scaling up of agroecological 
practices.” – Dr Emile Coly, Chair of Africa Symposium on Agroecology 
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