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Background 

• Research conducted for PhD in Sustainability Science 

• Fieldwork in Uganda (between 2014 and 2017) 

• Partnering with civil society network SATNET 

(Sustainable Agriculture Trainers’ Network)  

• But also more broadly; how is ‘agroecology’ being 

employed in discourse and practice in the country? 



How can agroecology useful support 

sustainable agricultural development? 

• Principles for sustainable agriculture 

• Strong alignment with smallholder-oriented, pro-poor 

development (but a few cautions) 

• Not something to standardize into a label/certification 
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Why do I say ‘no quick fixes’? 

• The complex nature of the agroecology concept 

• The structural barriers in the existing system 



What do I mean by 

’structural’ contraints? 

SOCIAL 
STRUCTURES 

HUMAN 
AGENCY 

-Economic 

-Political 

-Cultural 

-Ideological 

 …. 



Understanding structural constraints 

to agroecology 

Two levels 

• Factors hindering/discouraging farmers from 

agroecology (under present conditions) 

• Factors hindering/discouraging actors and institutions 

in agricultural development to facilitate agroecological 

approaches (shaping future conditions) 
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Four interacting constraints 

Examples: 

• Very small, fragmented plots of land 

• Tenure insecurity 

• Better prices if specializing 

Farmers’ productive asssets  

(land, labor, capital) 



Four interacting constraints 

Examples: 

• Research divided into ’silos’  

• Research funding sources 

• Agricultural extension system 

= input provision 

• Agriculture education 

curricula 

 

”What the curriculum is preaching people to do is basically 

non-sustainable agriculture. Like . . . mostly constant use 

of pesticides. Basically they preach the use of external 

inputs, fertilizers, when you find the soils are not fertile. The 

quickest means.”  
 

(Secondary school teacher) 

Agricultural 

knowledge  

system 



Four interacting constraints 

Examples: 

• Dependence on foreign 

private investment 

• Low commitment of public 

resources to agriculture 

• NGO funding opportunities 

• Political insecurities of 

regime 

 

 

“If it’s a project that is promoting a herbicide or 

pesticide, maybe a certain company funds it. 

But it is still difficult to get funds for things that are 

concerning sustainable farming” 
 

(NGO representative) 

Political economy of 

agricultural change 



Four interacting constraints 

Examples: 

• Assumed superiority of ’modern’ technologies 

• Association of alternative approaches (e.g. 

organic agriculture, traditional methods) with 

’backwardness’ 

• Framing of ’sustainability’ as a western 

imposition 

Ideological/discursive dimensions 



“The moment you stand up and say I’m an organic farmer, or I work 

with an organic movement, then people just get biased . . . So you get 

people telling you organic cannot feed the world, organic is just 

nothing, it can’t do anything. You get all these crazy ideas of people 

thinking it is backwards”  

 

“And who are these people who are..” 

 

“Mainly people that are academicians, these professors in agronomy. 

People that are not so practical, classroom people. They see the world 

in industrialization, they think the farm works best if it has machines, it 

has robots, it has big, big chunks of hectares of land. To them that is 

sustainable, it makes business sense, it makes economies of scale. 
 

 
(Organic agriculture standards officer) 
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So what to do? What about that agency? 

SOCIAL 
STRUCTURES 

HUMAN 
AGENCY 



Short term vs. Long term 

• How can agroecological practices nonetheless be 

developed, shared/disseminated and taken up within 

these structures? 

• How can the structures be influenced to become more 

favorable to agroecology? 

• The two are interlinked! 



Short term examples 

• Funding agroecological research initiatives 

• Supporting the development of socio-economic 

arrangements that make agroecological practices more 

feasible and appealing (joint marketing, community 

level planning, farmer learning groups) 



Long term examples 

• Anchoring agroecology also within mainstream public 

institutions (for example national research institutes) 

• Creating space and incentives for domestic civil society 

actors to take a more politicized approach to agricultural 

development (capable of aiming at structures)  

• Consciously (re)framing agroecological approaches as 

conducive to inclusive development, not ’backwards’ (=the 

ideological dimension) 



SOCIAL 
STRUCTURES 

HUMAN 
AGENCY 



Can donors support the 

’politicization’ of agroecology? 

• A lot happens before social movements can exist 

• Two coupled processes to potentially consider: more active 

political engagement by NGOs, and broadening of civil society 

from just NGOs (e.g. farmer collective action) 

“I’ve been trying to read up on farmer movements in Latin 

America where you find one farmer group comprising of 

so many farmers and these farmers have power. You will 

find they have caused policy change and other things” 
 

(NGO representative) 



Thank you! 
ellinor.isgren@lucsus.lu.se  
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