Scientists’ Support Letter for the International Symposium
on Agroecology, 18-19 September, 2014

As scientists and scholars working in sustainable agriculture and food systems, the
undersigned praise the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) for
organizing and convening the International Symposium on Agroecology for Food and Nutrition
Security.

This symposium comes at an opportune time as climate change, continued food insecurity and
rural poverty present myriad challenges to sustainability. Agroecology, especially when paired
with the developing principles of food sovereignty and food justice, offers opportunities to
address all of these problems to an extent not matched by other approaches or proposals. This is
why agroecology has been endorsed by the former U.N. Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food
Olivier De Schutter;* the 10,000-member Ecological Society of America;* through the
formation and statements of the Latin American Society for Agroecology;? in the scientific
report of the International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for
Development (IAASTD); by La Via Campesina, the world’s largest organization of peasant
farmers; by a growing number of research institutions around the worldand most recently,
further endorsed by over 250 scientists and experts.*

As the organizers and attendees of the symposium likely already know, these groups—and the
undersigned—view agroecology as a well-grounded science, a set of time-tested agronomic
practices and, when embedded in sound sociopolitical institutions, the most promising
pathway for achieving sustainable food production. Agroecology integrates multiple fields into
a unique “trans-discipline,” drawing on ecology, agronomy, political economy and sociology,
among other fields. It can be considered a science, a set of practices, and a social movement for
distributive and procedural justice. In fact, without these elements of justice—which are often
lacking in other approaches (for example, “climate-smart agriculture” or “sustainable
intensification”) —no approach can be scientifically assessed as "sustainable"” according to most
established definitions of sustainability.s The procedural justice element has been associated
with the growing conceptualization of and movement for “food sovereignty” —the right for
people to design and decide on the shape of their own food system within their own localities,
to the maximum extent practicable, with the maximum possible participation.

Based on established research and science, we affirm that:
(1) No approach can be called sustainable without explicit planning for and realization of
procedural AND distributive justice;

(2) With regards to food and agriculture, this means specifically and substantively
addressing issues around who gets access to resources and the processes to determine
this access. Empirically established pertinent resources include: education, land, gender
equity, infrastructure, credit, market access, affordable inputs and affordable food.
Means of “value-adding” and processing must also be available for farmers. (These
issues may be thought of in terms of distributive justice.) Procedurally, point (1) may be
addressed by ensuring the active and equitable participation of small farmers and the



food insecure in all decisions affecting them. Allowing the sole decision-making at any
stage to be undertaken by government officials, development experts, multinational
corporations or wealthy donors can interfere with appropriate local processes that
Nobel Laureate Elinor Ostrom found could be robustly and sustainably effective in
managing resources, given the right facilitating factors.”

(3) Agroecology is uniquely positioned to support the realization of these principles and
needs.

The evidence for the contributions of agroecology are amply documented, including in the
reports and letters mentioned above (e.g., as found in the endnotes of this missive).
Highlighted peer-reviewed work has examined the numerous benefits to both social and
ecological systems—from ecosystem services,® to lowering the amounts of synthetic inputs and
reducing run-off,® increasing nutrition security and supporting women's empowerment,* and
improving resilience and mitigation and adaptation to climate change.” Agroecological
practices can also substantially boost yields in areas where productivity increases may be most
needed,”” and support vital biodiversity and environmental conservation objectives.?

Important and productive questions to be addressed by agroecologists include the strong and
well-replicated empirical observations of greater per-unit-area productivity or higher land
efficiency ratios of smaller farms; total farm and landscape ecosystem service provision and
productivity (instead of yield measured for single crops on farms and landscapes producing
multiple goods), and the means of promoting and maintaining agroecological models that will
support and provide public goods, resilience, food security, and farmer autonomy. Notably,
despite the broad promise, none of the areas of agroecology have seen the levels of investment
in research, education, and extension seen for input-intensive conventional agriculture. This
may be due to the fact that the provision of public goods, avoidance of negative externalities’
and the lower commercial input needs of agroecological farmers provide ample services to
society, but fewer possibilities for private gains to large corporate concerns who supply and buy
food and agricultural products.

The idea that simply making more food with less land and other inputs—sustainable
intensification—will lead to a smaller overall land use in agriculture has historically not been
the case.” Theory and empirical observations show that the determinants of land use and land
areas under cultivation are far more complex.'” Proponents of sustainable intensification have
themselves acknowledged that intensification without carefully crafted policies will not
necessarily lead to lower land-use.”® However, what has not been emphasized is that carefully
crafted policies that promote equitable access to land, credit, markets and inputs, along with
environmentally-sound farming methods, are able to preserve nature and provide food security
in many, if not most, cases.” Focusing on “intensification first,” or in the absence of these
policies, risks failures in achieving sustainability or alleviating poverty and food insecurity.

We suggest that “climate smart agriculture” and “sustainable intensification” cannot be
alternative terms for agroecology as they do not include the transdisciplinary breadth nor the
specific experimental and empirical depth of established agroecology. A sound and
scientifically supported approach must pursue climate mitigation and adaption strategies as
part of a larger approach under the umbrellas of agroecology and food sovereignty. Under these



two concepts, established and innovated methods are used to provide greater farmer security,
greater diversity and greater autonomy. They draw on an active but under-supported research
agenda and a tradition of strong partnerships and leadership from farmers. In contrast, the
exact conditions of “climate-smart agriculture” and “sustainable intensification” are not only
vague but also subject to abuse through misleading or incomplete definitions. Agroecology’s
long history, existing discourse,* and better-defined transdisciplinary space* help guard
against such dangers.

If we are to further the socially responsible goals of sustainable agriculture, food security, and
climate change mitigation and adaptation, then logically we must build on these foundations
within agroecology. Other approaches cannot similarly count on the science, practices and
movements behind agroecology, yet we know that all three, particularly social movements, are
as crucial as scientific and technical innovation in sustainably implementing the right to food.
Although agroecology does increase yields in many important cases, the centrality of
procedural and distributive justice as parts of the agroecological tradition might be
remembered with this simple phrase: “No intensification without representation.” Efforts to
realize such representation may be practically seen in examples like Empowered Participatory
Governance,? the Just Sustainability Paradigm,* and many elements of specific approaches like
participatory budgeting, deliberative polling, the principles of subsidiarity, and many of the
examples elucidated by Ostrom and colleagues.”

We therefore call upon FAO member states and the international community to build upon the
proceedings of this symposium in order to launch a U.N. system-wide initiative on agroecology
as the central strategy for addressing climate change and building resilience in the face of water
crises: an initiative centered around social, cultural and food sovereignty issues in agriculture
and food systems. We see such an activity as becoming one of the pillars of the future work of
the Committee on World Food Security as it develops the Global Strategic Framework on Food
Security and Nutrition while making an invaluable contribution to discussions and negotiations
about agriculture within the U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change process and the
post-2015 Sustainable Development agenda.

We look forward to seeing a discussion of our proposal at the forthcoming Committee on World
Food Security meeting 13—18 October 2014.

Sincerely,

M. Jahi Chappell, Ph.D.

Director of Agroecology and Agricultural Policy
Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy
Visiting Scientist, Washington State University
Minneapolis, MN, USA

* All institutional affiliations provided for identification purposes only and do not imply endorsement by the respective
institutions.

**Please direct return correspondence to Dr. M. Jahi Chappell at jchappell@iatp.org. Correspondence will be
forwarded to the following individuals who have endorsed the letter.
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David J. Abson, Ph.D.

Research fellow, Future of Ecosystem Services (FuturES) Research Center, Faculty of Sustainability
Leuphana University

Lineburg. Germany

Miguel A. Altieri, Ph.D.
Professor of Agroecology
University of California, Berkeley
Berkeley, CA, USA

Molly D. Anderson, Ph.D.

Partridge Chair in Food & Sustainable Agriculture Systems
College of the Atlantic

Bar Harbor, ME, USA

Catherine Badgley, Ph.D.

Associate Professor, Department of Ecology & Evolutionary Biology, Residential College, Museum of Paleontology
University of Michigan

Ann Arbor, MI, USA

Kirsten Valentine Cadieux, Ph.D.
Research Associate in Sociology and Geography, Society and Environment

University of Minnesota
Minneapolis, MN, USA

Sandra Andrea Engelmann, Master’s in Geography
Professcra do Instituto Federal do Parana
Campo Largo — PR — Brasil



Miguel Angel Escalona Aguilar, Ph.D.
Profesor de la Facultad de Ciencias Agricolas
Universidad Veracruzana

Xalapa, Veracruz, México

Bruce G. Ferguson, Ph.D.

Research Professor and Department Coordinator, Department of Agriculture, Environment and Society
El Colegio de la Frontera Sur
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Luiz Carlos Pinheiro Machado Filho, Ph.D.
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Secretary for International Affairs - UFSC
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Joern Fischer, Ph.D.
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Charles A. Francis, Ph.D.
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