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Preface

The spark that ignited this book, and other related publications, started with conversations
among Steve Gliessman, Ernesto Méndez, and Manuel Gonzélez de Molina while teaching at the
agroecology graduate program of the International University of Andalucia (UNIA), Spain, in
2011. The discussions centered on how an increasing number of publications on agroecology were
starting to appear in the scientific and gray literatures, and our perception that not all agroeco-
logical perspectives were being adequately discussed. This led to the idea of preparing a special
edited issue to inaugurate the launch of the renaming of the Journal of Sustainable Agriculture
with the new name of Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems, the first international English
language journal with “agroecology” in the title. After further discussions with Chris Bacon and
Roseann Cohen, they joined Ernesto as guest editors, and the special issue was published in 2013.
Our second project was to produce an open access, Spanish translation of the special issue, which
appeared as a number in the Spanish journal Agroecologia in 2014. This edited book represents the
third contribution of this conceptual project. Steve Gliessman joined us as an editor with a goal of
bringing together fully revised contributions to the special issue as well as additional conceptual
and empirical chapters. The motivations behind this collection of work are to (1) more explicitly and
critically discuss the different perspectives that are present in the growing field of agroecology and
(2) provide conceptual and empirical material of an agroecology that aspires to be transdisciplinary,
participatory, and action-oriented. We hope that this volume will provide an inspiration for others
who are working to innovate and transform our current agri-food system into one that is more sus-
tainable for all people, ecologies, and landscapes.

V. Ernesto Méndez
Agroecology and Rural Livelihoods Group (ARLG), University of Vermont

Christopher M. Bacon
Department of Environmental Studies, Santa Clara University

Roseanne Cohen
Community Agroecology Network

Stephen R. Gliessman
Community Agroecology Network and University of California at Santa Cruz
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Agroecology as a Food Security and Sovereignty
Strategy in Coffee-Growing Communities
Opportunities and Challenges in San Ramon, Nicaragua

Heather Putnam, Roseann Cohen, and Roberta Jaffe
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12.1 INTRODUCTION

Smallholder coffee farmers produce an estimated 70% of the world’s coffee (Eakin et al. 2009),
yet are especially vulnerable to food insecurity in the form of seasonal hunger. Agroecology is
recognized and promoted as critical to improving household food security and sovereignty (FSS)
in rural areas by the global food sovereignty movement led by La Via Campesina, and is promoted
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by grassroots farmer organizations like Campesino-a-Campesino throughout Latin America. At the
same time, many Latin American governments have enacted “Right to Food” laws, which often
include commitments supporting agroecology as a key strategy for household, community, and
national food security. Similarly, international aid agencies are increasingly promoting sustainable
agriculture and agroecology as food security strategies. However, even with this increased focus
on agroecology as an FSS strategy in smallholder coffee farming communities, little is understood
about the best approaches for doing so within a donor-funded and international development agency
project context.

Through a 3-year case study of a donor funded multistakeholder FSS project in San Ramon,
Nicaragua, this chapter explores the feasibility, challenges, and opportunities of promoting agro-
ecology as an FSS strategy in smallholder coffee cooperatives in an international development
context. This case study project is a long-term collaboration between a second-level cooperative
in Nicaragua (Uni6n de Cooperativas Agropecuarias Augusto César Sandino, UCA San Ramén
hereafter), eight of its affiliated primary level member cooperatives, and a US-based nonprofit
organization, Community Agroecology Network (CAN). These stakeholders have been engaged
in a long-term project funded by Keurig Green Mountain with the goal of building commu-
nity youth- and women-led household food security, community food sovereignty, and reducing
seasonal hunger. The main strategies utilized are production diversification and promotion of
agroecological food production (primarily through homegardens and fruit production in coffee
shade environments), income diversification aimed at women, and relocalizing of control over
the availability and access to staple foods in the cooperatives. The project utilizes established
models of farmer-to-farmer exchange and capacity building to promote household scale produc-
tion diversification. We find that farmer-to-farmer exchange and horizontal capacity building not
only lead to early and widespread farmer adaptation of best practices to improve food security
and promote long-term food sovereignty, but also foment farmer leadership of these processes
(Figure 12.1).

Our analysis of this experience finds that these methodologies for promoting agroecology as
a food security strategy are the most effective. Building on these established models, our analy-
sis of this case demonstrates how horizontal exchange and capacity building not only impacts
farmers, as has been widely recognized, but shapes agroecological approaches to building food
sovereignty. That is, through a combination of collective and individual practice, experimenta-
tion, and reflection, all stakeholders developed a mutual understanding of agroecology, identi-
fied project shortcomings/gaps, and allowed project facilitators (CAN and UCA San Ramon) to
integrate ongoing or emergent community practices, as well as introduced innovations, into key
FSS strategies. Ultimately, the case study demonstrates that successful outcomes relied on ongo-
ing reflection and practice to achieve a shared understanding of agroecology relevant to the local
context, ultimately shaping the agroecological approach of the entire project to include various
components of the food system.

Three specific lessons emerged from the case study experience. First, the emphasis on making
more food available through homegarden diversification must be placed within the larger produc-
tion context of staple crops, cash crops, soil fertility, and access to water and land, as well as within
the larger food systems context of markets and distribution, and food usage and consumption. This
ensures a focus on transformation of the food system, rather than only in the production system.
Agroecology must be promoted not only in homegarden production, but also simultaneously in
coffee and staple crops production, to positively impact household food security and resilience to
economic and ecological shocks. Second, strategies utilizing agroecology must especially embrace
and highlight existing local and ancestral knowledge that positively impact FSS at the household
and community levels, while also introducing new technologies and fostering a spirit of experimen-
tation and innovation. Third, food production must be linked to food consumption and marketing
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Figure 12.1 Farmers in San Ramon municipality demonstrating pedal pump technology during farmer-to-
farmer exchange (2012).

and must be structured to favor women as the primary agents of these activities. These critical ele-
ments favor transformation of the entire food system (rather than only the food production system)
toward one in which local communities are food sovereign and not just food secure, going beyond
increased availability of food.

In the next sections, we explore the dynamics of food insecurity in the coffee lands and exist-
ing approaches to agroecology as an ESS strategy, before presenting the case study experience and
findings.

12.2 FOOD SECURITY IN THE COFFEE LANDS

Seasonal hunger is the most common manifestation of food insecurity in coffee lands, although
chronic hunger and malnutrition also affect families and especially children under the age of five
in the most vulnerable communities. Caswell et al. ask why the reality of persistent food insecu-
rity among coffee smallholders has “remained hidden for so long.” analyzing the existing body
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of knowledge to identify causes and possible solutions to this reality (2012, p. 1). Their research
demonstrates that persistent food insecurity remained hidden due to a single-minded focus among
the coffee industry, fair trade movement, and international development complex on increasing
access to specialty markets for smallholders through alternative market certifications and develop-
ing smallholder organizations’ business capacities. There is a growing understanding among these
actors that the rural areas where some of the world’s best specialty coffee is grown are vulnerable
not only to overdependence on coffee as a single cash crop, but also to various “food security risk
factors™ as listed by Caswell et al.: (1) depletion of natural resources from which the population
makes its living; (2) environmental degradation; (3) shocks such as natural disasters and conflict;
and (4) seasonal changes in food production and food prices” (p. 4, citing FIVIMS 2012). Six studies
reviewed by Caswell et al. (2012) in their research brief support this finding: in studies ranging from
n =25 to n =469, at least 44% and up to 100% of coffee smallholder families surveyed experience
“thin months” or periods where they are unable to meet basic food needs. These periods of seasonal
hunger are experienced in coincidence with three other phenomena: the rainy season between May
and November, the period after income from the previous coffee harvest has been spent and cash
for purchasing basic foods is scarce, and the period after basic grains have been harvested. Caswell
et al. assert that the combination of overdependence on coffee as a cash crop at the expense of less
food production, insecure land tenure, and the overarching vulnerability of being subject to volatile
coffee prices and cyclical food prices contributes to insecurity (2012, p. 6). However, our knowledge
is still scarce on the specific causal dynamics beyond those listed above, as much of our knowl-
edge is based on “anecdotal evidence or outcomes generated by organizations as part of internal
evaluations™ (Caswell et al. 2012, p. 5).

The volatility of coffee as a commodity deserves special note here. First, rural populations
dependent on coffee either as plantation workers, smallholder farmers, or service providers
to the coffee industry are subject not only to global economic crisis, but to the fact that cof-
fee, like petroleum, is an extremely volatile commodity, experiencing often-violent swings in
prices every 20 years or so. The last major price dip lasted approximately 4 years (1999-2005,
known as the “coffee crisis”) and resulted in mass out-migration from rural coffee-growing
communities, as well as the disruption of local, national, and regional economies and entire
farming systems (International Coffee Organization 2002, p. 2). For smallholders, who depend
primarily on coffee for cash income to supplement their subsistence farming, the coffee crisis
was especially harmful. The loss of income meant less access to food, medicine, education,
transport, communications, and other basic needs. It also left smallholders more heavily in debt
primarily because of short-term loans to meet basic needs, forcing them to abandon farms and
look for work in cities or other countries, according to the International Coffee Organization
(2002, p. 2).

The second dynamic is that coffee is a perennial crop, which is problematic in a
volatile market. When prices swing upward for more than 1 year, smallholders are often
motivated to plant more of their land in coffee, often replacing basic food crops and in
effect “putting their eggs in one basket” so to speak. When the price drops again, farmers
find themselves with less land available to plant food crops or other cash crops to make up
for the gap left by low-priced coffee. They are left particularly vulnerable to seasonal hunger,
malnutrition, and less preferred (cheaper, but often less healthy) food choices. Over-dedication
of land to coffee thus leads to less resilience to economical or ecological shocks (including
climate change) over time.

During the coffee crisis, strategies to address this overdependence promoted by the International
Coffee Organization as well as international development agencies in coffee-growing regions
included diversification into additional or alternative economic activities among smallholder coffee
farmers. Farmer organizations looked to diversification into coffee product segmentation, namely,
specialty and alternative coffee markets like fair trade and other certifications that purported to
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promote social justice or environmental sustainability (see International Coffee Organization 2002,
p. 4; Jaffee 2007, pp. 55-57). Fair trade certification brought higher and more stable prices that
would ostensibly reduce vulnerability among smallholder families. There was little effort during
the crisis to diversify smallholder production into food crops for subsistence. Thus little attention
was paid globally to improving farming families’ access to food or increasing local food availabil-
ity except by increasing income available to purchase food. Research on the impacts of fair trade
and organic certified markets on smallholder families revealed that higher prices were simply not
adequate by themselves as solutions to the systemic vulnerability faced by smallholders. Méndez et
al. state that “certifications did not have a discernible effect on ... livelihood-related variables, such
as education and incidence of migration at the household level... and contributions derived from
[certified markets] premiums has limited effects on household livelihoods” (2010, p. 236). Likewise,
Bacon’s study of a coffee cooperative organization that sells to alternative markets noted a decline
in their quality of life during the period of the crisis. However, Bacon points out that membership in
a coffee cooperative organization that sells to alternative markets does reduce the risk of smallhold-
ers losing their land titles during periods of low prices by four times (2008, p. 168), suggesting that
vulnerability is reduced by selling through a cooperative to a certified market due to the support
services provided through the cooperative structure.

Ultimately, vulnerability and instability among smallholder coffee farming families cannot
be simply addressed by income-centered approaches. They must be complemented by efforts to
“increase access to land, build stronger producer organizations, promote access to alternative mar-
kets, increase government investments in rural health and education, and diversify income sources”
Bacon (2008, p. 170). As the shortcomings of income-centered strategies have become clearer since
the coffee crisis that ended in 2005, research on strengthening coffee farmer livelihoods and vul-
nerability has shifted to focus more heavily on household and community food security and food
resilience.

12.3 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN AGROECOLOGY
AND FOOD SECURITY AND SOVEREIGNTY

12.3.1 Food Security and Food Sovereignty: Mainstream Approaches

The global agroindustrial food system model has served to further marginalize rural communi-
ties and deepen the process of “depeasantization,” defined both as “the erosion of an agrarian way
of life” (Vanhaute 2012, p. 6) and as “the phasing out of a mode of production to make the country-
side a more congenial site for intensive capital accumulation” (Bello and Baviera 2009, p. 27, citing
Bryceson 2000). According to McMichael (2008), depeasantization results from “the combined pres-
sures of evaporation of public support for peasant agriculture, the second green revolution (privatized
biotechnologies and export agricultures to supply global consumer classes), market-led land reform,
and World Trade Organization trade rules that facilitate targeting southern markets with artificially
cheapened food surplus exports from the North” (p. 209). Related to these factors are other challenges
to maintaining traditional food and production cultures, which include a shift away from the use of
traditional crop varieties to cash crops for export (Ghosh 2010), the associated introduction of geneti-
cally modified organisms—either voluntarily or involuntarily (see McAfee 2003 on genetic pollution
of native maize varieties in Oaxaca, México)—and the influx of imported foods into local communi-
ties that are culturally inappropriate (see Friedmann 2005, p. 257). Furthermore, the standardized
approach of the industrial model fails to value the diversity of practices that are reflected in traditional
agricultural systems, which are the product of specific cultural traditions adapted to local environ-
ments. Finally, the subordination of traditional production systems to the industrial approach serves
to weaken the ecological integrity of rural communities. This is particularly important in light of the
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high level of environmental impact of industrial agroecosystems and the relatively low level of envi-
ronmental impact of traditional systems (Altieri and Koohafkan 2008).

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) defines food security as “when all people, at
all times, have physical, social and economical access to sufficient safe and nutritious food that
meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” and, furthermore,
“household food security is the application of this concept to the family level, with individuals in
households as the focus of concern” (FAO 2008, 2010a). Within this definition are four dimensions
that need to be satisfied simultaneously to achieve food security: availability, access, utilization, and
stability. Culture is mentioned by way of the significance of food preferences, noting that these are
either “culturally or socially determined” (FAO, 2003, p. 27), though some argue that this reference
is quite weak (Schanbacher 2010, p. 30) and requires more nuance to define how food preferences
interact with other factors in food security.

The meaning of the term “food security” has become more nuanced over time, expanding
beyond balance sheet type calculations of food self-sufficiency at the national scale, toward incor-
porating regional and community scales. Furthermore, the radical food sovereignty discourse of
participation and power used by civil society groups such as La Via Campesina has influenced
traditional international bodies like the FAO. Hence, whereas approaches in the 1970s and 1980s
focused on redistribution of food and strengthening of markets to primarily increase access to food,
current discourse focuses on the participation of poor, smallholder farmers as the drivers of food
security, and the goal as one of improved nutrition, not just enough calories. The 2012 FAO Report
“State of Food Insecurity in the World,” for example, argued that in order for economic growth
to enhance the nutrition of the neediest, the poor must participate in the growth process and its
benefits, and that agricultural growth is particularly effective in reducing hunger and malnutrition;
furthermore, agricultural growth involving smallholders, especially women, will be most effective
in reducing extreme poverty and hunger when it increases returns to labor and generates employ-
ment for the poor. Since the 2012 FAO report, the organization has moved further in identifying
the individual smallholder farmer as a key actor in the alleviation of hunger: Its report, “The State
of Food and Agriculture 2014,” states, “The world must rely on family farms to grow the food it
needs and to do so sustainably” (FAO 2014, p. 7). The report recognizes innovative approaches that
value smallholder farmer knowledge by stating, “Combining farmer-led innovation and traditional
knowledge with formal research can contribute to sustainable productivity” (FAO 2014, p. 9) and
“A supportive environment for producer organizations and other community-based organizations
can also help promote innovation among family farms.” These findings all support an argument
that international development agencies working with local communities of smallholder farmers to
alleviate hunger must facilitate spaces to support innovation among smallholder farmers while help-
ing them overcome obstacles to sustainable food production (FAO 2014, p. 8). Essentially, farmers
must be supported in the innovation of their own context-specific approaches to alleviate hunger.

This is in stark contrast to traditional state-level approaches to improve food security. These
often include providing seed and/or production inputs, and even giving food subsidies offered by
many national governments. One example is México’s PROCAMPO and Oportunidades programs.
In the case of México, it has been shown that although food subsidy programs like Oportunidades
do alleviate immediate hunger, production subsidy programs like PROCAMPO have not actually
resulted in diversified production and have not achieved their programmatic goals related to food
security (Fox and Haight 2012, pp. 19-20). Meanwhile, new approaches by other governments, such
as Nicaragua and Guatemala, have heeded the call for participation by creating municipal level food
security committees and other government structures that are part of new legal structures, including
“Right to Food” Laws (based on the FAO framework), that attempt to integrate government food
security programs and projects into the existing state legal and government structure in varying
ways. Their engagement with the smallholder agricultural sector varies widely. In Guatemala, most
of the state’s food security programs are being led by a joint program called Hambre Cero, but
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most actions are coordinated by the Ministry of Health, with little coordination with, and very few
resources channeled through, the Ministry of Agriculture in that country (Bernal Larrazabal 2012).
In contrast, Nicaragua has made the promotion of agroecological practices a central strategy of its
Food Security Law and its own Hambre Cero program (speech by Amanda Lorio Arana, Vice-
Minister of Agriculture and Forestry, August 12, 2012, Matagalpa, Nicaragua).

The FAO approach to alleviating food insecurity outlined in the 2014 report actually echoes
language more often associated with food sovereignty movements. Food sovereignty can be con-
sidered a comprehensive, rights-based approach to achieving food security, according to Windfuhr
and Jonsén (2005, pp. 23-24). This is perhaps the key distinction between food security and food
sovereignty. As Pimbert (2009, p. 50) explains, “The mainstream definition of food security ... does
not talk about where that food comes from, who produced it, or the conditions under which it was
grown,” key principles of agroecology as a practice, science, and political movement. Establishing
food security must take into account a more complex web of interacting elements that at its core
respects the breadth and depth of community participation in defining and shaping their food secu-
rity. Thus, food sovereignty can be considered an approach to achieve food security that values
innovation and smallholder agency in transforming the food system.

A definition of food sovereignty developed at the 2007 Forum for Food Sovereignty defines the
concept as “the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecolog-
ically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and agriculture sys-
tems” (Declaration of Nyéléni 2007). Additionally, the food sovereignty discourse emphasizes the
rights of indigenous peoples to retain traditional production systems and food cultures (Declaration
of Nyéléni 2007; Ruelle et al. 2011). This acknowledgement of the value of culture in attaining food
security is of particular importance as it expands the reference to the cultural preferences included
in the FAO’s definition of food security to that of a right of (indigenous) communities and nations
to establish their own food systems that are reflective of cultural values and traditions (Ruelle et al.
2011, p. 164). Additional dimensions of what constitutes food sovereignty, including the rights and
roles of women and other disadvantaged peoples, have entered the debate, and various contradic-
tions or issues among the tenets of food security have been explored, including the tension between
local self-sufficiency and national self-sufficiency, and between the perceived need to promote food
crops, and a farmers’ rights to decide what to produce and to what extent to farm in the first place
(Agarwal 2014), as well as the not-well-understood role of international trade in food sovereignty
(Burnett and Murphy 2014).

12.3.2 Agroecology as a Food Security and Sovereignty Strategy

Despite the negative impacts of petrochemical agroindustry, which include increased pest resis-
tance, reductions in insect pollination, water contamination, and pesticide drift (which has adverse
effects on human as well as environmental health), farmers continue to rely on petrochemical pes-
ticides, according to Wilson and Tisdell (2001). Two theories they propose are the low cost of
pesticides and the chemical companies’ pairing of the purchase of seed and chemicals, creating a
cyclical dependence on the part of the farmer on chemicals for higher yields. In contrast, as Altieri
and Toledo (2011) explain, “[a]groecological initiatives aim at transforming industrial agriculture
partly by transitioning the existing food systems away from fossil fuel-based production largely for
agroexport crops and biofuels toward an alternative agricultural paradigm that encourages local/
national food production by small and family farmers based on local innovation, resources, and
solar energy” (p. 588). So far these initiatives, including those that aim to protect and encourage
traditional and local food systems, show much promise as an alternative to agroindustrial systems
as they encourage genuine food sovereignty and not just security for the most vulnerable com-
munities. Research shows that agroecological systems can be just as if not more productive than
agroindustrial systems (Altieri and Toledo 2011) and have been shown to increase yields (De Shutter
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2011, citing Pretty et al. 2006; Pretty 2003). Furthermore, agroecological production is more resil-
ient to climate change and climactic disturbances and disasters (Altieri and Koohafkan 2008; Holt-
Giménez 2006a) and more energy efficient (Gomiero et al. 2008), both of which are key factors in
the contemporary era of energy and climate change debates. Altieri and Toledo (2011) delve more
deeply into the relationship between sovereignty and resiliency by arguing, “Agroecology provides
the principles for rural communities to reach food sovereignty but also energy and technological
sovereignty within the context of resilience. Agroecology provides the principles to design resilient
agroecosystems capable of withstanding variations in climate, markets, and so forth, while ensur-
ing the three broadly but inter-linked sovereignties” (p. 607). Thus, agroecology is a key strategy to
promoting community food sovereignty and security because it emphasizes local control over food
supply and distribution systems.

Agroecology and food sovereignty also share a focus on empowerment of local peoples over their
food systems; agroecology then becomes a critical tool to creating food sovereignty to achieve food
security, because it values and integrates local knowledge as an equal part of the toolbox that rural
peoples can use to gain control over their food systems, echoing Berkes” statement that “traditional
knowledge, especially of the ecological kind, have practical significance for the rest of the world”
(2008, p. xiii). In comparing food security and food sovereignty, agroecology makes the physical—
and especially the agricultural—landscape an actor in any study of multiscalar interactions that
involve food, placing an emphasis on the transformation of the food system (Giessman 2010).

Agroecological methods are increasingly positively linked to strengthening food security
(Altieri 2002, 2009; De Shutter 2011). This is in part because of agroecology’s multidimensional
approach to production that emphasizes environmental health, socioeconomic well-being, and
cultural preservation. This is particularly important for rural communities where the bulk of the
world’s hungry and malnourished reside (FAO 2010b), the majority of which are involved in agri-
culture and food production.” De Shutter (2011) points out that one of the greatest challenges will be
achieving food security for the world’s poorest, especially small scale farmers in the global South.
He argues for the benefits of agroecology as a vehicle to strengthen food security among small-
scale farmers, specifically its focus on empowering small farmers by revaluing their knowledge and
participation as experts; its potential to increase incomes of rural farmers with less dependence on
external inputs, thereby reinvigorating rural economies; diversifying local agricultural production,
which leads to more nutritional diversity; and enhancing environmental sustainability “by delinking
food production from our reliance on fossil energy (oil and gas) ... [and] mitigating climate change,
both by increasing carbon sinks in soil organic matter and aboveground biomass, and by reducing
greenhouse gases through direct and indirect energy use” (235). Douwe van der Ploeg (2014) adds
another dimension to this argument by arguing that peasant farmers practicing agroecology in the
form of peasant agriculture are not only made food insecure by factors of global capital, but more
importantly can also shape global capital if they can achieve the goal of producing enough food
(agricultural growth), and thus food sovereignty through peasant agriculture.

12.4 APPROACHES TO IMPLEMENTING AGROECOLOGY AS
AN FSS STRATEGY WITHIN A DONOR-FUNDED PROJECT
CONTEXT: A FOCUS ON HOMEGARDENS

Arguably the most common strategy implemented by development organizations to promote
increased household food security is production diversification for household consumption and income
generation through alternative markets, often in the form of homegardens. Homegardens have long
been acknowledged as critical components of rural food security because of their role as sources of

* See http://www.fao.org/hunger/en/.
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food and income (Marsh 1998, p. 4), but are now being adopted as a particularly important and increas-
ingly widespread strategy for supporting household food security in developing countries through their
potential for increasing dietary diversity, income generation, and health (Galhena 2013, p. 2). Their
value in addressing what the FAO is calling a world food crisis fits within the FAO’s call for a reinvigo-
rated focus on household subsistence agriculture as a way for the poor to participate in hunger allevia-
tion (FAO 2012). Furthermore, the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development has stated
that “we need to see a move from a linear to a holistic approach in agricultural management, which
recognizes that a farmer is not only a producer of goods, but also a manager of an agroecological system
that provides a number of public goods and services” (2013, p. 1). Thus the imperative of supporting and
strengthening homegardening systems includes not only food security and the preservation of genetic
agrobiodiversity, but also for other “services” that such agroecological systems may provide.

Governments and NGOs alike are increasingly promoting homegardens as part of food security
projects as a way to increase the availability and accessibility of fresh foods, increase household
income, and thus improve nutrition among rural families. We know little about how the growing fash-
ion of promoting homegardens as food security strategies through donor-funded projects affects the
form, function, and meaning of homegardens, and relatively little about their limitations in relation to
locally available inputs, environmental, and ecological conditions, gender and generational dynamics,
cultural preferences, and especially if they positively impact food security in any meaningful way.
Limitations of gardens as rural development strategies within a donor-funded project context include
poor project design, poor management, and poor monitoring (Marsh 1998, p. 4), which are all famil-
iar critiques of development projects in general. The benefits of homegardens to improving household
food production, nutrition, and income have also been established (Cleveland and Soleri 1987, p. 259).

There are various gaps in the homegarden strategy. First, questions remain as to the best ways
to promote or implement agroecological garden production among farming families that positively
and significantly impact household food security, or even if agroecology as a food systems approach
that effects food sovereignty (rather than as a set of production practices) can be promoted within
the context of a donor-funded project. Rural development projects have tended to emphasize the
“what” (homegardens or production diversification) rather than the “how” of improving household
food security. This is generally done through a top—down model in which the sponsoring organiza-
tion delivers packages of seed (often varieties or species that local farmers are not familiar with),
works with farmers to create Western-style homegardens with clearly defined boundaries, and sup-
ports farmers with training in garden management through to harvest. The challenge with this
approach is that it does not value existing farmer knowledge (Marsh 1998), nor try to disseminate it,
nor address why that knowledge is not being applied in the first place if it is not.

However, organizations working within the global food sovereignty movement have focused
rather independently from the international intergovernmental organizations promoting food
security, on the methodologies for acquiring knowledge and ways of knowing that facilitate food
sovereignty in local communities. La Via Campesina’s dialogo de saberes (knowledge dialogues)
among different communities worldwide has indeed led to its food sovereignty framework and has
greatly facilitated the dissemination of agroecology among peasants in different parts of the world
(Martinez-Torres and Rosset 2014). This focus on horizontal farmer-to-famer exchanges with an
emphasis on farmer capacity building and experimentation promotes farmer control and decision-
making over which foods she is producing, for what, and how. Campesino a Campesino piloted this
methodology among smallholder farmers in Central America in the 1980s and has recently been
applying it to promote farmer-based agroecological food production to specifically improve FSS in
Nicaragua, as part of the Union Nacional de Agricultores y Ganaderos (National Union of Farmers
and Cattlemen, UNAG), a government agency. This case study demonstrates how dissemination
of agroecology through farmer-to-farmer exchanges requires the continual adaptation of project
design to attain a multifaceted agroecological approach relevant to the particular context of small-
holder farmer beneficiaries and the social organization facilitating the process.


























































