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In September 2014, as part of the International Year of Family Farming, the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) organized the International Symposium on Agroecology for 
Food Security and Nutrition

1
. This FAO initiative was born from the official recognition of two key facts, 

according to the Director General of the FAO, José Graziano da Silva: 
 

 The severe food crisis seen over recent years shows that world food security cannot be achieved 
and maintained using international commodity markets. The crisis has led to broad consensus 
that a vibrant and strong family farming sector is the key to supplying domestic markets and 
generating employment and income in rural areas (Silva, 2014

2
). 

 Agroecology continues to prosper, be it from a scientific or political point of view. Faced with the 
challenge of adapting to climate change, it offers a way to support the eradication of hunger and 
malnutrition in all its forms. (FAO, 2014

3
) 

 
Attention was focused on the complexity of the 
current food crisis, which cannot be considered 
separately from the environmental, energy, 
climate and social crises. This unprecedented 
official recognition underscores the fact that 
“more of the same” solutions will fail to combat 
the conflation of crises humanity is facing at this 
critical juncture in history. As stated by FAO, the 
current global demand for food could be entirely 
met with current levels of production (FAO, 
2015

4
). Consequently, the notion that maintains 

that only with increased production via a second 
Green Revolution will we be able to meet the 
growing needs for food on the planet is 
incoherent with what can actually be seen around 
the world, namely the persistence and increase 
of hunger in a world with abundant food.  
 
Overcoming this paradox requires fundamental change to systems of food production, distribution and 
consumption. Social movements and civil society organizations assert that these changes should be built 
around the political principle of food sovereignty. At a micro level, looking at producers and rural 
communities, these changes should be predicated on economic and ecological justifications which can 
overcome the productivist distortions imposed as a result of the logic of globalized markets. 
 

                                                      
1
 the final report of the symposium is available at http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4327e.pdf. The Regional Seminar on Agroecology in Latin 

America and the Caribbean was sponsored by the FAO along with the Brazilian MDA, as part of the Community of Latin American 
and Caribbean States’ (CELAC) Action Plan on Family Farming and the MERCOSUR Specialized Meeting on Family Farming 
(REAF). Additional support was provided by the Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Latin America and the Caribbean and the Latin 
American Scientific Society of Agroecology (SOCLA). 
2
 Silva, J.G., 2014. Forewords. En: FAO.  Deep Roots. Rome. 

3
 http://www.fao.org/about/meetings/afns/en/ 

4
 FAO. Agriculture must change. http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/278192/icode/ (consulted on 25/10/2015). 

http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4327e.pdf
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Fortunately, these alternatives already exist. They are, and have been, the basis of family farming, an 
extremely diverse sociocultural world which comprises 500 million rural holdings all around the world (see 
box below). These strategies are based on practices which are highly productive, sustainable, simple, 
flexible, innovative, dynamic, and developed in accordance with the social and ecological specificities of 
where they will be deployed. As a result, family farming is recognized as the driving force behind the 
promotion of food and nutrition sovereignty and security, as a catalyst for local economies and as a way 
of strengthening the economic, social and environmental resilience of rural communities. 
 
However, so that these multifunctional qualities of family farming can develop and be effective, adequate 
institutional frameworks need to be created and consolidated. Faced with a trend towards the 
concentration of land in the hands of corporations and the privatization of genetic and water resources, 
guaranteeing access rights to the natural commodities that farmers, both men and women, need to be 
able to live and work is one of a range of imperatives. Furthermore, it is imperative that public policies 
value the beneficial role of family farming in the management of natural, economic and cultural resources. 
This requires a major adjustment to the economic concepts which serve as the basis for policies of 
regional development. In both developed and developing countries, the experience of recent decades has 
proven that the positive aspects of family farming are negated or inhibited when development strategies 
based on economies of scale or dependent on technology-led agricultural modernization are introduced. 
These strategies neglect the ecosystem and biodiversity functions of the model as well as the associated 
traditional knowledge. 
 
In light of this political and institutional context, the discussions organized by the FAO on the 
internationalization of the agroecology perspective in agricultural and agrarian policy were of the utmost 
importance during the International Year of Family Farming. Agroecology emerged as a scientific and 
technological approach for identifying, organizing and supporting the development and reproduction of 
types of agro-ecosystem use which were relatively autonomous and historically guaranteed and which, at 
the same time, generated multiple benefits for contemporary societies (Gliessman, 2000

5
; Ploeg, 2008

6
 

and 2014
7
). 

 
Conscious of the need to link the agroecological outlook to local and regional socio-ecological realities, 
the FAO decided to 
continue and expand on 
discussions previously 
started in Rome via a 
number of regional 
seminars across different 
continents. The Regional 
Seminar on Agroecology 
in Latin America and the 
Caribbean (the Seminar) 
was held in Brasilia in 
June 2015. The public 
sector, academics and 
representatives from 
organizations and social 
movements from twenty-
one countries across the 
region were among those 
present. Key discussion 
points from the Seminar 

                                                      
5
 Gliessman, S., 2000. Agroecologia: processos ecológicos na agricultura sustentável. Porto Alegre, UFRGS. 

6
 Ploeg, J. D. van der, 2008. Camponeses e impérios alimentares; lutas por autonomia e sustentabilidade na era da globalização. 

Porto Alegre, UFRGS. 
7
 Ploeg, J. D. van der., 2014. Dez Qualidades da Agricultura Familiar. Rio de Janeiro, AS-PTA. 

Seminario Regional sobre Agroecología en América Latina y el Caribe, 2015. Recomendaciones finales. Brasilia, FAO/MDA. 
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are detailed below using excerpts from the plenary and passages taken from the final document from the 
event.  

The challenges of embedding agroecology into institutions in Latin America and the Caribbean 
 
“Agroecology in the region has been carried out in practice for decades; by social movements of  
smallholder farmers, rural groups, traditional communities, indigenous peoples, artisanal 
fisherfolk, herders and gatherers” (contributions to this seminar). 
 
The final declaration from the Seminar begins by highlighting the active role played by social movements 
and non-governmental organizations in the construction and defence of agroecology. It states that 
agroecology should be seen as a social, critical and active response to the negative environmental and 
social impacts brought about by the implementation of agricultural modernization projects across the 
region since the 1960s. This response also mobilized a growing number of those from the scientific and 
academic worlds looking at the organization and theoretical development of agroecology. This 
decentralized development has created links between actors in diverse social groups. As a result, 
nowadays agroecology is understood as a practice, a science and a social movement.  
 
In response to the growth of these social movements, several governments across Latin America and the 
Caribbean took the initiative of devising policies and public programmes roughly in keeping with the 
principles of agroecology. The Seminar in Brasilia was an excellent opportunity to present and analyze 
the varying government initiatives in light of the critical challenges affecting the region, among others the 
achievement of food and nutrition sovereignty and security, tackling poverty, the conservation of 
ecosystems and their environmental functions, climate change adaptation, social participation and the 
promotion of gender equality and the role of the youth in the management of rural development. 

The promotion of food and nutrition sovereignty and security 
 
Numerous speakers during the Seminar agreed on the strong theoretical, practical and policy links 
between agroecology and the principle of food sovereignty. During the opening ceremony, the Brazilian 
Minister of Agrarian Development (MDA), Patrus Ananías, referred to food production by saying, “We 
need quantity, but also quality. We need food that is beneficial in promoting health and life, not illness and 
death as we currently have owing to the use of chemical pesticides and GMO seeds”. In a similar vein, 
Maria Emília Pacheco, President of the National Council for Food Security and Nutrition (CONSEA) in 
Brazil, criticized the false solutions put forward by major agro-industry businesses. As she sees it, “the 
alternatives proposed by the main market players are based on a nutritionist approach and the 
medicalization of food”. She continued by saying that due to the extensive civil input whilst the Brazilian 
National Policy for Food Security and Nutrition was being drawn up, the official understanding of food 
security and nutrition includes the principles of food sovereignty and the human right to healthy and 
regular food. In conclusion she stated that the policy is directly linked to the agroecological approach.  
 
Efraín Edmundo Narváez, from the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, Aquaculture and Fisheries in 
Ecuador and representative of the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC), stated 
that the change to Ecuador’s constitution has paved the way for the State to be able to guarantee the 
rights of individuals and collectives to have 
permanent access to safe, healthy and nutritional 
food in sufficient quantity, preferably produced 
locally and in keeping with local traditions and 
cultures. His view was that only smallholders in 
the region could guarantee food with these 
characteristics. 
 
Yorlis Luna, a representative from La Vía 
Campesina in Nicaragua, agreed with this point of 
view. She stated that if people want to talk about 
food sovereignty then we must prioritize small-
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scale production and agroecology. She continued by saying that it was impossible to disassociate 
agroecology and food sovereignty: “food sovereignty is the goal and agroecology is the operational 
strategy”. 

Combating poverty 
 
“We are fighting to change the structures of production and the distribution of land and wealth. 
Agroecology and a sustainable planet cannot exist whilst some have so much and others have nothing”. 
This was the summary of the relationship between 
agroecology and the challenge of overcoming 
poverty offered by Adriana Mezadri, from the Women 
Peasant’s Movement (MMC) and also Brazilian 
Representative of the Alliance for Food Sovereignty 
in Latin America and the Caribbean.  
 
Speaking on behalf of CELAC, the Ecuadorean 
Efraín Narváez highlighted the importance of 
devising policies which allow agroecology to be a 
tool towards reducing poverty and underscored its 
vast contribution to household incomes and national 
economies. Nevertheless, “for this economic activity 
to develop, it is vital to guarantee territorial rights for 
small-scale farmers”. This idea was repeated by Nuri 
Martínez, a representative of La Vía Campesina in Colombia, when she mentioned the need for integral 
and popular land reform. The Brazilian Minister Patrus Ananías also stated that “it was necessary to 
defend the social function of property”. 

Environmental issues and climate change 
 
The participants at the Seminar were in complete agreement as to the enormously damaging effects on 
the environment of agriculture based on the principles of the Green Revolution. They also underlined 
agroecology’s contribution to preserving the environment as its practices are based on natural cycles and 
the principle of replenishment of the resources necessary for production. Moreover, agroecological 
systems help in mitigating the effects of climate change. Clara Nicholls, President of the Latin American 
Scientific Society of Agroecology (SOCLA, see box below), presented a range of empirical evidence 
showing that agroecological systems are more resistant to climatic changes and despite also being 
affected by them, are more resilient than conventional systems. For this reason, participants argued in 
favour of governments and multilateral bodies making resources available for the development of 
agroecology as part of policies to ensure food sovereignty in the face of climate change. Participants also 
called for the necessary institutional conditions to restrict monoculture, the use of chemical pesticides and 
land concentration, with the aim of increasing agroecological small-scale production in the region (this 
seminar). 
 

 

The Latin American Scientific Society for Agroecology (SOCLA) 
 
SOCLA is a regional scientific body which aims to stimulate analysis, debate and scientific exchange concerning 
agroecology between researchers and trainers in the region. It works as a network, interacting with and 
supporting joint activities with other organizations and scientific bodies which support agroecology. SOCLA is a 
scientific reference point in the region and one of its main roles is to support the agroecology movement in Latin 
America. SOCLA’s strategic research topics include: the environmental impact of GMO crops and biofuels, the 
impacts of the globalization of production on family farming and, above all, the theoretical and practical 
development of alternatives to the industrial agriculture model. 
 
SOCLA organizes a regional congress every two years as well as supporting specialized training courses and a 
PhD programme. It also implements regional research projects and has standing working groups looking at the 
range of strategic issues which affect agriculture in the region. 
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Social participation and the management of rural development 
 
The first recommendation to States and multilateral organizations in the Seminar’s declaration highlights 
the need to promote public policies which boost agroecology and food sovereignty to be defined, 
implemented, and monitored with the active participation of social movements and civil society groups, 
assuring the necessary budget for their implementation (this seminar). The Argentinian Alicia Alem, from 
the Agroecological Movement of Latina America and the Caribbean (MAELA), declared that public 
policies for agroecology should include social movements as actors. Peter Rosset, a representative of La 
Vía Campesina from the USA, added another essential element, stating that a family may change the 
way they farm, but if they are not part of a wider process, then only that one family will change. In 
contrast, if they are part of a process with the aim of creating a social movement, such as the ”Campesino 
a Campesino” (Farmer to Farmer) movement, then the success can be replicated and social change can 
be achieved.  
 
The Colombian Nuri Martínez, representing the Latin American Coordination of Grassroots Movements 
(CLOC/La Vía Campesina), recalled that grassroots movements will not be able to overcome the major 
challenges on their own and highlighted the importance of coordination between cities, academia and 
governments. 

Technological innovation and building knowledge 
 
Clara Nicholls mentioned that indigenous and peasant knowledge sustains traditional farming ecosystems 
which have survived for centuries and which are the strategic starting point for the construction of 
agroecology. Antonio González, a representative of MAELA from Guatemala, pointed out that 
agroecology is neither reductionist nor deterministic and should therefore be developed as a science with 
approaches that are creative, integrating and take into account the diversity of agriculture. In practice, 
agroecology is constructed in the field by smallholder farmers and indigenous communities (see box 
below). 
 
Eric Holt-Giménez, from the NGO Food First (USA), added that the history of non-industrial agriculture is 
based on ancestral techniques with a high level of cultural and environmental knowledge. His opinion was 
that it was only recently that scientists had begun to realize that they are dealing with a bank of 
knowledge stretching back millennia which should be valued and developed via methodological 
approaches based on a knowledge dialogue.  
 
A number of successful experiences along these lines offer fertile opportunities for integrated action 
between research institutes, training and extension services and producer organizations. The 
“Campesino a Campesino” movement, mentioned repeatedly throughout the Seminar, owes its success 
to the collective processes of construction and transmission of argoecological knowledge. In Holt-
Giménez’s view, the movement is built on two pillars, innovation and solidarity, and generates two 
outcomes, the production of food and environmental protection. In light of these principles, the 
recommendations from the Seminar call for the fostering of territorial dynamics of social innovation and 
technology by creating and/or strengthening the interdisciplinary core of agroecology with the capacity to 
link in the processes of education, research and learning. The recommendations also call for official 
recognition of traditional, ancestral and local knowledge and cultural identity as the basis of agroecology. 
To achieve this, public research institutes should respect and value traditional knowledge, promoting 
knowledge dialogues in their research programmes. 
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Chiloé, an agroecological territory with cultural identity 

 
 

Chiloé is a Chilean archipelago made up of over forty 
islands. It is home to some very specific agricultural systems 
which have sustained the livelihoods of thousands of 
smallholder families in an apparently inhospitable 
environmental context. The socio-environmental 
characteristics and the strong cultural identity of the territory 
help to explain why agriculture in Chiloé is recognized as  
World Agricultural Heritage. Furthermore, in 2012 the FAO 
declared it a Globally Important Agricultural Heritage System 
(GIAHS) (a heritage classification created by the FAO to 
describe systems built on local knowledge and experience, 
which reflect the evolution of humanity, the diversity of its 
knowledge and its intrinsic relationship with nature. LEISA 
30-3, p.9-10, features four interesting examples, including 
Chiloé).  

 
 

Building on the strong symbolism of the area, which serves to mobilize local people, a broad group of organizations 
acts as a network to promote a development project for the territory. This inter-institutional network involves 
smallholder organizations, local communities and governments, universities, small businesses and consumers 
around the notion of “a territory for learning”. Their activities focus on the improvement of traditional agricultural 
systems and the development of local varieties of drought-resistant potatoes. They also support tourism in the 
archipelago via the creation of tourist routes managed by farmers, who receive fair remuneration. 
 
The Chiloé experience shows us that the development of rural areas should be built on local strengths and cultural 
identities, so as to mobilize local society and strengthen local associations and innovation. 
 
Taken from the presentation by Carlos Venegas (Chile), from the Chiloé Centre for Education and Technology. 

 

 

Promoting gender equality and the role of women 
 
Representatives of women’s movements attending the Seminar indicated that the dominant agricultural 
model reinforced patriarchal power, led to violence against women and blocked the political and 
economic empowerment of both women and young people. As such, it is incompatible with the aim of 
building democratic societies. 
 
Elizabeth Cardoso (Brazil), representing 
the World March of Women, stated that 
we will only advance agroecology if we 
face up to the male chauvinism prevalent 
in our institutions, be they at a State or a 
societal level. She concluded by saying 
that without feminism there will be no 
agroecology. 
 
The Seminar recommended “the 
development of specific policies which 
promote the productive organization of 
women; supporting their agroecological 
initiatives, strengthening their abilities to 
overcome the obstacles that they face, 
such as their heavy workload and discrimination, and the recognition of their role in the promotion of 
agroecology and food sovereignty” (this seminar). 
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Progress, outlook and challenges 
 
“We need to advance with the coordination of a regional agenda for capacity building to promote 
agroecology. This Seminar has been a success but we cannot stop here”, opined Tito Díaz, Secretary of 
the FAO Regional Conference for Latin America and the Caribbean and coordinator of the FAO Regional 
Initiative on Family Farming. He informed the Seminar that the final document would be presented in the 
next CELAC Ministerial Meeting on Family Farming and reaffirmed the support of the FAO to countries in 
the region in creating a specific agenda for the introduction of agroecology into their public policies.  
 
Similar expectations were set out by participants in the Seminar’s final document. The document 
recommends the inclusion of agroecology as a standing point on the agenda of CELAC’s Working Group 
on Family Farming and Rural Development, and consequently the participation in the group of social 
movements, civil society and academia. It also calls for the creation of a specific Working Group on 
Agroecology in the Mercosur Specialized Meeting on Family Farming (REAF) and an agroecology and 
family seeds exchange programme under the auspices of CELAC’s Working Group on Family Farming 
and Rural Development (this seminar).  
 
The participants urged the FAO to continue and further expand the debate on institutionalizing 
agroecology in public policies and the legal frameworks of the countries in the region. This would support 
progress on the policy agenda set out in the Seminar’s final document. To achieve this, a suggestion was 
put forward to include this policy agenda as a priority in the FAO Regional Conference to be held in 2016. 
 
In keeping with the Declaration of the International Forum on Agroecology (Forum, 2015

8
), an event 

which regrouped representatives from across the continents in February 2015, in Nyéléni, Mali, the 
representatives of civil society reiterated their defence of agroecology as a focal point for structural 
changes in agri-food systems. In doing so, they rejected any attempt to reduce the concept of 
agroecology to a set of technologies designed to alleviate the harmful impacts of industrial agriculture. As 
such, they stated that concepts such as “climate-smart agriculture” and “sustainable intensification”, 
current buzzwords in international debate, must not be confused with agroecology. They stated that 
agroecology cannot be restricted to a proposal of organizing a niche market for organic products for a 
handful of producers and consumers. Agroecology will only be successful as the guiding principle for 
changing current societies and their relationship with nature if it is used to strengthen smallholder family 
farming, traditional peoples and communities and indigenous peoples. 
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