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The Agroecology Fund (AEF) was 
created in 2012 as a pool of funders 
to support grassroots collaboratives in 
their efforts to develop and disseminate 
agroecological solutions towards resilient 
food systems. The AEF’s main activity 
consists of awarding grants to grassroots 
collaboratives based on a participatory 
decision-making process. In addition to 
awarding grants, the AEF also seeks to 
facilitate learning exchange between 
grantees and the funder community. 

One of the five strategic directions of 
the Agroecology Fund is focused on 
amplifying messages and stories about 
the impacts of agroecology. To fortify 
the growing embrace of agroecology, 
there is a demand for evidence that 
agroecology provides solutions to the 
socio-economic and environmental 
crises generated by the way we produce, 
process, market and consume food. 

The way to approach evidence building was 
a key topic at the Global Learning Exchange 
organised by the Agroecology Fund in India 
in February 2020. From those discussions, 
which involved the AEF´s grantees, funders 
and allies, three important messages 
emerged: 

1.	 There is a need to develop a new 
narrative of what constitutes 
evidence; 

2.	 The process of evidence gathering 
must be participatory and creative; 

3.	 Participants recommended that 
the AEF should extend support 
to grantees for gathering and 
disseminating evidence for 
agroecology.

In line with these recommendations, 
the AEF partnered with Statistics for 
Sustainable Development (Stats4SD) in late 
2020 to launch the Grassroots Evidence 
for Agroecology (GEA) initiative. Stats4SD 
is a not-for-profit, social enterprise that 
promotes better use of statistical methods 
for decision-making to benefit society and 
the environment.

Throughout 2021 and 2022, four grantees 
volunteered to participate in the GEA 
pilot, receiving methodological support 
from Stats4SD. The GEA pilot tested 
and developed a process to support 
grassroots organisations’ efforts to build 
and communicate evidence to their target 
audiences and demonstrate their impact. 

During the pilot phase, participants 
developed four evidence-based cases: 

•	 Two cases by Slow Food International 
and Slow Food Uganda; 

•	 One case by Grupo Autónomo para la 
Investigación Ambienta (GAIA), from 
Mexico; 

•	 One by Centro de Desenvolvimento 
Agroecológico do Cerrado (CEDAC), 
from Brazil. 

This report presents the results of the 
GEA pilot phase. The purpose is to share 
the methodological learnings and present 
the cases produced by the partners who 
generously volunteered their time. 

The first section discusses the conceptual 
approach to evidence that guided the 
GEA methodology. The following section 
describes how the pilot was implemented, 
the challenges faced by grantees and the 
lessons learned. The final section presents 

INTRODUCTION
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the four cases developed during the pilot 
phase. These have been adapted for clarity 
as follows:

•	 Slow Food communicated its two 
cases in video format. For the 
purposes of this report, Stats4SD 
prepared a written piece presenting 
the contents of the videos and the 
logical framework that guided Slow 
Food’s development of the cases. 

•	 GAIA and CEDAC both communicated 
their cases in written format in their 
respective native languages. These 
have been translated into English and 
shortened for this report. 

An important result of the pilot was the 
development of an online course, produced 
by Stats4SD. Based on the lessons gained 
from the pilot, the course describes the 
GEA methodology and draws on the 
content covered in this report. It is free, 
open and available in English, Spanish 
and French. It can be accessed at: https://
statistics-training.org/course/view.
php?id=23. A free account is required to 
access the course; detailed instructions 
can be found in this video: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=nvj0W-pSCFI.  
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People working on agroecology and 
agroecological transformations are 
frequently challenged with demands for 
evidence by people interested in how, 
and the extent to which, agroecological 
approaches are an alternative to other 
approaches for food production and 
consumption. This evidence is needed 
for a range of purposes and audiences, 
including the following: engaging with 
people who are interested in finding out 
more about agroecology to decide whether 
to try it out; engaging with funders and 

decision makers; communications with the 
general public; debates with people and 
organisations that promote other food 
production, distribution or consumption 
paradigms. This represents a challenge for 
grassroots organisations as they:

•	 Are rarely set up to compile and 
present evidence. 

•	 Do not have the structures, 
personnel, and skills to produce 
evidence that meets the standards of 
academics and some professional or 
funding agencies.

WHAT DO WE UNDERSTAND BY “EVIDENCE”?
Carlos Barahona (Stats4SD)
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•	 May need to change their perception 
that evidence is equivalent to 
scientific findings.

The pilot was set up to learn how 
grassroots organisations may generate 
and use evidence in their interactions with 
multiple stakeholders they aim to influence. 

Because grassroots organisations, farmers, 
and others involved in agroecology are 
rarely considered researchers and their 
learnings are seldom published in academic 
papers, associating “evidence” with 
“research results” can be disempowering. 
Therefore, we started the process with the 
organisations that joined the pilot with a 
conversation about the question, “What is 
evidence?” 

A dictionary definition of evidence was a 
helpful starting point: 

“The available body of facts or information 
indicating whether a belief or proposition 
is true or valid.”

Facts and information can come from 
various sources and can also be of 
different types. In other areas of our lives, 
testimonies, objects, photographs, videos, 
etc., are accepted as valid information or 
facts when building evidence.

The definition also tells us that information 
or facts on their own are not evidence; 
they only become so when used to prove 
a belief or proposition. Action and agency 
are implied in the “use” of information, 
creating demands for those of us who aim 
at building evidence for a case. Therefore, 

we need to ask ourselves some questions 
before we begin collecting evidence. These 
questions include:

•	 What proposition or belief do we 
want to back up with evidence?

•	 To whom are we trying to 
prove our proposition?

•	 What type of information, 
facts or data are considered 
valid by the audience?

•	 How does the audience 
assess the evidence?

•	 What determines the weight 
of the evidence?

To help answer these questions, we 
developed and tested a guide to building 
cases for agroecology supported by 
evidence. The guide stressed that we 
are building cases (propositions or 
beliefs) that need to be proved using 
facts and information and that need to 
be communicated to a specific audience 
to get them to do something or think 
differently. To build those cases, we need 
to understand the audience we want to 
convince or influence. This understanding 
allows us to build cases which: 

•	 Use frameworks and assumptions 
that are already part of the audience’s 
system of knowledge;

•	 Provide information that the audience 
regards as valid; 

•	 Communicate the case through 
means and language that are 
accessible to the audience. 
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THE GRASSROOTS EVIDENCE 
FOR AGROECOLOGY (GEA) PILOT
Carlos Barahona (Stats4SD)

WHY DID 
GRANTEES 

WANT TO 
PARTICIPATE?

WHAT IS 
THE ROLE OF 

EVIDENCE 
AMONG THE 

PARTICIPATING 
GRANTEES?

Grantees’ reported motivations for participation included: 

•	 A need to systematise their experience to ensure the 
transmission of the learning over time within their 
organisations and beyond.

•	 A need to respond to demand from donors, partners 
and farmers for information about the results of 
agroecological approaches. They saw the pilot as an 
opportunity to learn about different ways to respond to 
those demands. An aspect highlighted was the challenge 
of bringing together information of different types to 
strengthen the arguments in favour of agroecology.

•	 The opportunity to develop information products that 
can have wider reach among their priority audiences.

There are two aspects to this, one in relation to the use of 
evidence and another about the process of gathering evidence. 
If we understand evidence as information used to argue a 
case, there is relatively little experience of using evidence 
among those who participated in the pilot. The organisations 
that participated in the pilot do not often engage in building 
cases supported by evidence, and they are more familiar with 
implementation of activities in the field and report writing. 
However, they are aware of the need to use those reports and 
other information to promote agroecology. For example, GAIA 
is particularly keen on systematisation of learning, a useful 
step to have information accessible so that it can become 
evidence when used for specific cases. 

The demand of donors for evidence about agroecology was 
highlighted as one of the reasons why some grantees are 
getting involved in the development of the cases.  In general, 
grassroots organisations do the work to promote agroecology 
and report based on contractual agreements with donors, 
and that determines the structure and purpose of monitoring 
and evaluation (M&E) systems. This implies that meeting the 
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demand from donors about evidence for agroecology often 
requires extra time and effort, since the cases they want to 
argue do not exactly match the indicators that are available in 
the M&E systems.

With respect to gathering evidence, the process of collating 
and organising evidence for the pilot was seen as beneficial 
by the grantees. It helped them and their intended audiences 
become aware of the benefits of their work and increased their 
ability to share their achievements. For example, referring to 
the process of compiling information with farmers for the case, 
Slow Food Uganda said:

“… [farmers] learned from their ecological work, because ... 
farmers took an extra step to understand how much they are 
injecting [into their farms] in terms of inputs, and also how 
much they have received in terms of harvests, and in terms of 
what they sold.” 

Monitoring and evaluation processes or data about 
performance of farming systems were used by all the pilot 
participants; these organisations used their M&E data to derive 
information that was used as evidence in the case:

“…So, we use it [M&E information] to develop case studies, but 
[information] more related to extract the outputs of our work. 
In this case ... the additional step we made is using this starter 
information we already had to produce case studies.” (About 
the process of compiling the case for donors, Slow Food 
International).
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Slow Food International and Slow Food Uganda were the 
first participating organisations that developed cases. Their 
approach had some notable strengths:

•	 Slow Food assigned a small team of people to the 
development of the case. This allowed them to work 
on the cases continuously, even when other priorities 
emerged and some team members were unable to 
participate in the support sessions.

HOW DID THE 
PILOT WORK IN 

PRACTICE?

WHAT WAS 
CHALLENGING 

FOR THE 
GRASSROOTS 

ORGANISATIONS?

The most important challenges had to do with needing to 
carve time out of normal activities to develop the cases, the 
lack of familiarity with formulating cases of this type, and how 
to manage the complexity of the cases that the organisations 
wanted to present. Focusing the cases on specific messages 
addressed to intended audiences – i.e., establishing the 
boundaries of the case – required considerable effort as well as 
iterative approximations.

“We first had to understand the process as this was new to us, 
and again we had to transmit it to the people we are going to 
work with, the farmers who are going to be involved in this 
case, in this process. Remember we had to go interview these 
people, we get information and all that. So, it was challenging 
for us”.

“So, at first it was a broad concept that it was quite difficult for 
both of us to easily conceptualise, but again we had to get a 
solution by dividing two cases evolved, one from Uganda and 
one from Italy.” (Slow Food)

Barriers that affected the pilot process included:

•	 Grassroots organisations putting together a team with 
the time and skills to develop the case. Poorly resourced 
efforts struggled at each stage of the process as they had 
little time to spend developing their cases. 

•	 Difficulties in communication. Language barriers played 
a significant role. Because of the language limitations 
of the facilitator, when the interactions were in French 
or Portuguese, we relied on written interactions and 
were unable to have online meetings. This meant that 
discussing the approach or providing feedback took 
longer and was less efficient.

•	 The day-to-day work demands of the organisations 
involved encroached on the time and energy allocated to 
the development of the cases. This resulted in long gaps 
between exchanges and some loss of impetus.
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•	 The team was able to engage with the support provided 
on a regular basis. About twelve virtual meetings were 
held between Slow Food and the facilitator. Shared 
documents were used to enable contribution from 
different members of the team. 

•	 An electronic whiteboard was used to brainstorm ideas, 
organise them, represent the logic of the cases and 
eventually build the strategy for presenting them. This 
helped by making complex ideas visually accessible to all 
involved.

•	 The team and the facilitator were able to easily 
communicate in English.

•	 Slow Food identified two cases that were aligned with 
current priorities of the organisation and achieved a 
synergy between the work of the case development and 
current information needs of the organisation.

The above allowed the two Slow Food teams to work steadily 
towards building the cases. The cases were developed as 
presentations. Written versions of the cases may be useful 
communication products but were not developed. Recent 
communication with the Slow Food teams indicates that they 
have been using both cases in their work. 

GAIA, located in Mexico, finished their case in June 2022. 
Throughout the pilot, GAIA engaged in an effort directed 
towards an internal team discussion, bringing together 
their communication officer and technical team members 
to enable systematisation of their experiences. While there 
was significant interest and goodwill among the GAIA 
team, the small size of the team and the multiple demands 
placed by the fieldwork, made it difficult to meet deadlines 
and have online meetings. This resulted in a process with 
intermittent communication and reduced opportunities to 
interact. However, the team developed an internal process 
of discussion and learning that they assert was beneficial 
and has encouraged them to continue the systematisation 
of experiences. The final document is valuable but does 
not follow the structure of the cases proposed by the pilot. 
This may not be too important as it makes progress toward 
systematisation that is useful for the organisation and will help 
them to present cases in the future.

CEDAC developed a case by June 2022. Their journey was 
different from Slow Food’s or GAIA’s. They attempted to 
develop the case by involving people from the organisation 
who already had other responsibilities, and eventually found 
that other tasks and priorities took most of their time and 
energy. Eventually, they established a collaboration with an 
academic who worked with them to produce the case. This 
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“I got lost in the details and it was difficult to me and was like 
a mental, a hard mental exercise to put, to try to keep all the 
aspects and the elements together. But was also, this was like 
a challenge, but also, I think the best part of the entire learning 
process.”

“… it has helped us to motivate the youths while practicing 
agroecology. They have been, like, motivated in a way that they 
feel we’ve organised that there are people who appreciate their 
work, if they can have their work disseminated, if they can 
have their testimonies shared”.

“… one learning that I expected from this process that I never 
saw, was the interaction with the other organisations. So, in 
my mind, at a certain point we were expected to have some 
exchanges in, by comparing the cases with other organisations 
and so on, that I, we didn’t see.”

“One of the benefits of our participation in this process was to 
profit from a learning process, and I think this is one of the most 
important things of our participation. Also, the opportunity and 
challenge to work with SF Uganda in a kind of double team. 
This was really interesting for us. Then, if we look at the case, I 
think that in terms of benefits, we also understood how we can 
collect evidence around a case in a kind of broadened view.”

WHAT DID 
GRANTEES 

LEARN FROM 
PARTICIPATING 

IN THE PILOT?

partnership was successful, and they prepared a written case 
that explains how the extraction of faveira, or fava d’anta, 
from the Brazilian Cerrado was transformed through collective 
action and agroecological approaches, and this in turn has 
demonstrated that it is possible to extract produce from the 
Cerrado in a sustainable manner. They established the link 
with agroecology through the 10 elements of agroecology as 
defined by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). Their 
case is particularly interesting because it refers to a process 
of territorial transformation that took place well before 
agroecology had reached as high a profile as it currently has. 
However, the collective action described in the case fits well 
within agroecology frameworks and provides a useful case to 
argue for agroecology-based transformations.



GEA METHODOLOGICAL GUIDE 
Carlos Barahona (Stats4SD)

The methodology applied in the pilot included the following steps:

STEP 1 
DEFINE THE CASE

•	 Who is the audience? Identify them clearly.
•	 Make the case explicit. What decision do you propose the audience should 

consider making? What action do you suggest they take?
•	 Specify what you expect the audience to do when the case is presented.

STEP 2
PREPARE THE CASE

Establish the logic of the case following norms acceptable to the audience. 

•	 On what basis do you make your case? 
•	 Is there a framework or set of rules that the intended audience accepts as 

valid? If so, what is it? Can you use it as the basis for your case? Or are you 
making a purely empirical case, i.e., by showing them data or facts?

•	 Do you need to compare your proposition with something else? For example, 
current practice or other strategies? The case for agroecology is usually made 
on a comparative basis, by contrasting the results derived from agroecological 
approaches with something else.

•	 Make your strategy for the case explicit. This will guide you in building your 
case and define how you present it.

STEP 3
BUILD THE CASE

•	 Compile the evidence: find the facts and information that you will present.
•	 Use the strategy or framework you chose to organise the information that 

supports the case.
•	 Decide the best tools, media and activities to present the case to the intended 

audience.
•	 Prepare the presentation of the case.
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STEP 4
CHECK THE CASE

•	 Assess the weak areas of the case. 
•	 You can test the case with peers or directly with the intended audience.

STEP 5
USE THE CASE

•	 Develop a communication plan to disseminate your case to the target 
audiences.
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GEA PILOT: BUILDING SLOW FOOD UGANDA’S 
EVIDENCE-BASED CASE FOR FARMERS

This section describes the process of 
developing Slow Food’s case for farmers; 
the process ultimately resulted in the 
definition of a methodology for building an 
evidence-based case, shown on page 17.

Defining The Case

Discussions to define the case helped 
grantees participating in the pilot move 
from reporting and informing to building 
cases that would generate debate and 
decisions. 

Using a graphical representation of the 
logic of the case was helpful during the 
pilot in narrowing the complex narrative 
down to the propositions that defined the 
case (see Figure 1). After a few iterations 
they formulated the proposition used for 
the case for farmers:

“If you participate in Slow Food 
engagements like the Slow Food Youth 
Academy, you will acquire knowledge on 
ecological pest management and practices 
related to soil and water conservation 
and seed saving. Thus, you will realise 
that you need to spend less money on 
agrochemicals. And, once you learn how 
to pass the knowledge practically to your 
fellow farmers, you will also be able to 
help your community and provoke a more 
sustainable agriculture model.”

Preparing the case and building the 
evidence

To support this proposition, evidence 
needed to be compiled about knowledge 
acquired by farmers, savings on 
agrochemicals and seed costs, and benefits 
for the community — as well as evidence 
of these leading to a more sustainable 
agricultural model.

Slow Food understood that farmers were 
being affected by the increase in the price 
of agrochemicals and seeds and that they 
were interested in finding alternatives 
that reduced costs without leading to 
significant losses of productivity and 
income. Because of this, the team decided 
to formulate the case as a comparison 
between conventional farming practices 
and an alternative based on training 
on agroecology and input substitution. 
The farmers’ case therefore stresses 
that farmers can reduce costs through 
agroecological approaches compared to 
conventional production. However, in the 
testimonies, farmers share other benefits 
– in addition to cost reduction – that 
result from the adoption of agroecological 
approaches. It is interesting to notice the 
type of information and facts Slow Food 
chose to support the case. For farmers, 
Slow Food decided to use testimonies 
from other farmers as the basis of the 
evidence. The argument was that farmers 
tend to believe the experiences of other 
farmers more than what they perceive 
as theoretical from non-farmer agents. 
Eventually, Slow Food built the case 
through a combination of viva voce from 
farmers describing their motivation and 
experience, photos of the products and a 
farmer-based cost-benefit analysis.

Slow Food argued the case initially 
through testimonies from farmers 
who had shifted towards agroecology. 
These testimonies were then reinforced 
through a farmer-led comparison of 
cost, prices and gross margins from 
the sale of agricultural products.

The case was compiled into a video that 
has been used by the Uganda Slow Food 
team to make the case for agroecology to 
farmers who they want to involve in the 
organisation’s activities.
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Figure 1	 Diagram representing the logic of the Slow Food case
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GEA PILOT: THE CASES
This section summarises the four 
evidence-based cases that were developed 
during the pilot. The organisations to 
which the cases belong have developed 
communication strategies and used various 
communication vehicles to meet their 
goals, which means that the cases take 
different forms as they are integrated 
into each organisation’s development and 
advocacy work. 

Among the cases, the first two, created by 
Slow Food, follow the pattern that emerged 
during the pilot, where a statement 
summarising the case is prepared to 
address an audience and propose a change 
of behaviour. The statement is set within a 
framework acceptable to the audience, and 
the evidence presented is structured based 
on that framework. 

In the third and fourth cases, by CEDAC 
(Brazil) and GAIA (Mexico), the reported 
experience of each organisation 
demonstrates, with evidence, what is 
possible to achieve over time through 
the use of agroecological principles in 
processes that affect socio-biophysical 
landscapes. These approaches are shown 
to deliver long-term benefits to people and 
the environment. 

The cases demonstrate how, while they 
require significant time – as well as social 
and human capital – to mature and become 
established, agroecology-based initiatives 

trigger changes in knowledge, attitudes, 
behaviour and norms, enabling systems 
to be more robust and healthier over long 
periods.

The pilot cases did not share the same 
timeline, nor did they receive the same 
intensity of support from Stats4SD. The 
cases by Slow Food were the first fully 
developed cases produced during the pilot, 
and the Stats4SD team was engaged in the 
details of each case. Slow Food defined 
a pattern for case development that was 
shared with and adapted by the other 
grantees. 

Eventually, Slow Food produced two 
videos that described their cases and 
were used to share the experience with 
the other teams involved in the pilot. 
They also served as the starting point for 
communication products for their chosen 
audiences. Since the Slow Food team 
did not write a document describing the 
cases, and given Stats4SD’s involvement, 
Stats4SD wrote the description and the 
analysis of the cases for inclusion in this 
report. In contrast, the other organisations 
involved in the pilot produced the written 
description of their own cases. 

As a result of this difference in the time 
and the process the organisations engaged 
with developing their cases, the cases 
described in the pages that follow are not 
all presented in the same way.
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In 2021, Slow Food Uganda presented 
an evidence-based case for agroecology, 
which was developed by John Kiwagalo 
(Programme Officer - Advocacy, 
Communication and Strategic Partnerships) 
and Edie Mukiibi (Executive Director). The 
case was especially conceived to address 
local farmers, and it was produced in 
the form of a video. The case has been 
summarised and reviewed by Stats4SD for 
this report.

The content of the video includes an 
introduction by Slow Food Uganda about 
the statement supported in the case, 
followed by the testimonies of two local 
farmers. The personal narratives of farmers’ 
direct experiences of having implemented 
agroecological practices are then combined 
with evidence from data about economic 
indicators, such as the units produced, 
their sale prices and the profit margins, 
compared to the results for the same 
indicators from conventional agriculture. 

The statement advanced in the case 
asserts:

“If you participate in Slow Food 
engagements like the Slow Food Youth 
Academy, you will acquire knowledge on 
ecological pest management and practices 
related to soil and water conservation 
and seed saving. Thus, you will realise 
that you need to spend less money on 
agrochemicals. And, once you learn how 
to pass the knowledge practically to your 
fellow farmers, you will also be able to 
help your community and provoke a more 
sustainable agriculture model.”

To prove the statement above, the video 
presents the testimonies of two farmers 
from Nabbaale village, Mukono district, 
Uganda. The first farmer, a 28-year-old 

man called Nsubuga Hudson, explains that 
he is a professional farmer from a farming 
family background. He is a member of the 
Slow Food Youth Network Uganda and an 
alumnus of the Slow Food Youth Academy 
2020. His and his family’s experience in the 
recent past was associated with practising 
conventional agriculture, where they used 
synthetic chemicals, artificial fertilisers and 
hybrid seeds purchased from the shops for 
each season. The reasoning behind their 
choice of this farming system, he states, 
was led by the belief that conventional 
agricultural methods are more profitable 
because the use of chemicals accelerates 
the crops’ growth and helps control pests 
and diseases. Upon joining the Slow Food 
Academy, he acquired both theoretical 
and practical skills in agroecology and 
sustainable farming systems, which 
prompted him and three other colleagues 
to return to their respective communities 
and engage in practising agroecology. 
They started with the creation of a 
demonstration garden, where they started 
planting indigenous and local crops. This 
activity allowed them to realise that they 
could grow their plants without using 
synthetic chemicals and artificial fertilisers. 
Moreover, they also became aware of the 
fact that they could reuse local traditional 
seeds that were saved by family members 
or sought within their community without 
needing to purchase them from the shops.

Their first harvest using agroecological 
practices allowed them to save 250,000 
Ugandan Shillings, (equivalent to 68.21 US 
Dollars), which would have otherwise been 
spent to purchase chemicals and seeds to 
plant an acre, thanks to the use of botanical 
pesticides and indigenous seeds saved 
by family members and provided by the 
community. 

SLOW FOOD UGANDA EVIDENCE-BASED CASE FOR 
FARMERS
John Kiwagalo and Edie Mukiibi (with edits and comments by Romina De Angelis, Stats4SD) 
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The materials used for botanical pesticides 
are made from different types of grass that 
are locally available and, unlike chemical 
pesticides, do not need to be bought. 
Similarly, rather than buying seeds, they 
were able to select the best seeds from the 
crops grown, including maize, groundnuts, 
beans, amaranths and tomatoes and save 
them for replanting in the following season. 
This process allowed them to save another 
180,000 Ugandan Shillings (49.11 US 
Dollars).

Regarding the harvest yield, on the one 
hand, the produce from agroecological 
practices was 10% less than that from 
conventional methods that employed 
chemicals and hybrid seeds. On the other 
hand, the prices of indigenous crops were 
higher than non-indigenous ones due to 

a higher market demand for the former. 
Therefore, the farmer and his family were 
able to obtain a better profit.

In addition, the farmer stresses how 
agroecology represents a culturally 
desirable approach to farming, as it allows 
him and his community to preserve their 
cultural values and norms. 

In view of the experience shared above, 
the farmer exhorts the audience to 
undertake agroecological practices as the 
most desirable solution for the future of 
agriculture, food and the environment.

The second testimony is by Justine 
Nabukenya, a 50-year-old female farmer, 
also from Nabbaale village in Mukono 
district, Uganda and also a professional 
farmer. She explains that she is a member 

Figure 2	 Still from Slow Food Uganda case for Farmers video



of the Nabbaale Traditional Seed Savers 
Slow Food Community, has been a farmer 
since 1987 and defines herself as an 
agroecological farmer. 

She shares her experience of employing 
conventional farming over a period of two 
years. During that time, she was intrigued 
by the potential offered by synthetic 
chemicals. However, by the end of the two 
years, she realised that she was not making 
any profits from her work and decided to 
return to practising agroecological farming. 
Using this approach, she has been growing 
crops like maize, beans, groundnuts, 
amaranths and more. 

She explains the preparation of maize 
seeds. She harvests only dry corn from the 
garden and only sorts the healthy-looking 

corn with healthy seeds, which are planted 
and germinated well. Afterwards, she 
threshes only the bigger parts and dries 
the threshed maize again to ensure that it 
is fully dry. She then takes a red chilli, and 
a jerry can with no other outlet apart from 
the top, which she fills up with maize and 
half of the red chilli before covering it. 

She then hangs the jerry can up in her 
traditional kitchen where the smoke can 
reach, in order to keep any insects away 
from the seeds. In this way, she prepares 
the seeds for the next season, and she 
follows the same process for other seeds 
such as beans and groundnuts. As farming 
is her profession, she dedicates a large 
amount of time to carrying out this work 
and preparing the seeds.
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She further explains that leafy vegetables 
like amaranths are harvested from the 
garden. The seeds are then laid on a mat 
or tarpaulin to dry in the sun. This process 
can take a whole week to ensure that the 
seeds are completely dry. For plants like 
amaranths, red amaranths, field peas and 
sim-sim, she removes the seeds from the 
stalks and stores them in bottles.

After the personal testimonies provided 
by the farmers, Slow Food Uganda 
explains that in the 2019-20 season, the 
comparison between agroecological and 
conventional farming showed that for 
the maize grown agroecologically, they 
harvested 620 kg/ha, whereas for maize 
grown conventionally, they harvested 750 
kg/ha. 

The price of the agroecologically-produced 
maize in the market was 1000 Ugandan 

Shillings (0.27 US Dollars) per kilogram, 
whereas the price of maize produced 
conventionally was 800 Ugandan Shillings 
(0.22 US Dollars) per kilogram. Similarly, 
the harvest for agroecologically produced 
beans was 300 kg/ha and 410 kg/ha for 
those produced conventionally. Their price, 
though, was respectively 2,500 Ugandan 
Shillings (0.68 US Dollars) per kilogram for 
the former and 2,000 Ugandan Shillings 
(0.55 US Dollars) per kilogram for the latter. 
This pattern of lower yield but higher sale 
price was also the case in amaranthus and 
groundnut production.

Furthermore, Slow Food Uganda adds 
that the total revenue from agroecological 
products was 4,370,000 Ugandan 
Shillings (1192.38 US Dollars), and that 
of conventional products was 3,804,000 
Ugandan Shillings (1037.94 US Dollars). 
Therefore, agroecological products 

Figure 3	 Still from Slow Food Uganda case for Farmers video



Grassroots Evidence for Agroecology – Pilot Report November 2023 | 27

had lower yields and higher prices than 
products from conventional farming, which 
instead had higher yields and lower prices.

The video then shows pictures of the 
harvest from the community and from 
Justine Nabukenya’s garden, which include 
both perennial and seasonal crops such 
as aerial yam, cassava and potatoes. Slow 
Food Uganda emphasises that, from the 
pictures of cherry tomatoes, it is possible 
to ascertain that no chemicals were used 
to grow them; the use of chemicals is 
often shown by their residues on the fruits, 
and the tomatoes in the pictures did not 
have any chemical residues on them. The 
pictures in the video then show other fruits 
– as the gardens have fruit trees as well – 
and indigenous seeds that were supplied 
by the farmers’ families and community 

members, such as seeds from pumpkins 
and different varieties of beans. Some of 
these communities, Slow Food Uganda 
notes, are also part of Slow Food, whereas 
others are local communities the farmers 
belong to. 

The evidence-based case for farmers 
proposed by Slow Food Uganda included 
an initial statement that urged farmers to 
join Slow Food’s agroecological activities, 
which was then proved by using evidence 
from farmers’ testimonies in combination 
with data about yields, costs and profits. 
Aspects related to agroecological practices 
respecting local cultural values and norms 
were also considered important in building 
the case for farmers.
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Figure 4	 Still from Slow Food Uganda case for Farmers video

Figure 5	 Still from Slow Food Uganda case for Farmers video



Analysis of the case

This section outlines the logic that guided 
the process followed by Slow Food 
Uganda to build their case for farmers and 
highlights the important aspects that made 
it effective. 

To start with, they made a statement to 
address farmers that constituted a call 
to action by informing them that if they 
participated in Slow Food activities, then 
they would be able to save money from the 
costs of production and make higher profits 
from their harvests, while at the same time 
being able to preserve their cultural values 
and norms. 

Accordingly, the initial statement was 
proven by using evidence that referred 
to economic indicators that are relevant 
to farmers and match their priorities, 
such as the costs of production and 
profit margins from market sales of their 
produce. This type of data was compared 
with the results for the same indicators 
using conventional farming practices. 
The comparison successfully showed that 
employing agroecological practices is not 
only more profitable for farmers but is also 
more aligned with their values. The choice 
to focus on these elements to support 

the initial statement was deliberate as 
it precisely targeted the interests of the 
audience the case was aimed at: in this 
case, local farmers. 

Another very well-planned choice was to 
include the testimonies from local male 
and female farmers through a video. In this 
way, Slow Food Uganda ensured that the 
audience could easily and personally relate 
not only to the information presented, 
but also to those who presented it, and 
this information was delivered through 
an accessible channel. helps make the 
information relatable and accessible for the 
intended audience

Personal accounts were combined with 
comparative data on yields and sale prices 
for agroecological and conventional 
products to reinforce the points advanced 
in the testimonies. The use of written 
information alone could have excluded 
illiterate farmers and would not have 
been as inclusive and effective as its 
combination with personal narratives 
presented visually. Moreover, the video 
also included pictures of different products 
and seeds, which provided the audience 
with tangible evidence of the information 
previously talked about and thus increased 
the effectiveness of the case.
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Slow Food International developed an 
evidence-based case for donors in 2021, 
which has been summarised and included 
in this report with comments by Stats4SD . 

In 2021, Slow Food International presented 
an evidence-based case for agroecology 
that was developed by Serena Alaimo, 
Valentina Meraviglia and Caio Dorigon 
from Slow Food International headquarters 
in Italy. The case was especially conceived 
to address donors, and it was produced in 
the form of a video.

In the video, Slow Food International 
starts with an introduction, outlining the 
structure of the rationale that guided the 
development of the case. Namely, they 
explain that the case’s proposal is based 
on three axes of sustainability followed by 
Slow Food:

•	 Environmental sustainability: where 
the quality and renewability of natural 
resources are preserved over time, 
together with biodiversity and the 
integrity of ecosystems. 

•	 Economic sustainability:  the 
generation of long-term jobs and 
income, while achieving eco-
efficiency and providing a competitive 
environment where quality is valued 
over quantity and prices match the 
real value of food. 

•	 Sociocultural sustainability: the 
acknowledgement of the cultural 
value of products together with 
guaranteeing fundamental rights 
and conditions for well-being and 
nurturing internal and external 
relationships within a community. 

SLOW FOOD INTERNATIONAL 
EVIDENCE-BASED CASE FOR DONORS
Serena Alaimo, Valentina Meraviglia and Caio Dorigon (with edits and comments by Romina De 
Angelis, Stats4SD) 
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Afterwards, they delineate the central 
statement of the case in the three points 
below:

If we share agroecological knowledge 
with farmers and they integrate 
it with their own knowledge and 
practices, there is a change.  

This change affects other farmers 
and their communities and 
brings positive environmental, 
economic and cultural impacts. 

We must continue our efforts in this 
direction, and we ask for donors’ support. 

Slow Food International frames 
their case as a comparison between 
the outcomes for farmers under a 
conventional farming system and under 
a system guided by agroecology. 

The case explains that, on a global 
scale, the value of agroecology has 
been challenged on the grounds 
that it does not ensure food security 
or meet nutritional requirements, 
especially in low-income countries. 
To counter this criticism, they present 
the results of a study that examined 
related evidence and concluded that:

“The majority of studies (78%) found 
evidence of positive outcomes from the 
use of agroecological practices on the food 
security and nutrition of households in 
low- and middle-income countries.”

Additionally, they include a statement 
from Vétérinaires Sans Frontières from 
the VSF International Position Paper on 
Agroecology and One Health: 

“Applied agroecology enhances animal 
and human health in the broadest 
sense, promoting the physical and 
psychological well-being of livestock 
and ultimately resulting in food security, 
appropriate breeding practices and 
use of breeds and species suited to 
the local environment and culture.”

Following these introductory statements, 
Slow Food International proceeds by 
looking at evidence related to the analysis 
of the performance of conventional 
agriculture. To do so, they refer to the 
proposition associated with conventional 
agricultural practices: the increase of yields 
through the use of technology and the 
consequent success of farming enterprises. 
Accordingly, they display a graph showing 
the change in the production of major 
food crops in Kenya in the 2-year period 
between 2018-19 (Figure 6). The graph 
highlights fluctuations in production, where 
maize and beans production declined, 
whereas potatoes, sorghum and millet 
increased. 

The causes of these drastic variations, 
as Slow Food International explains by 
showing another two graphs, can be found 
in the increase in the prices of inputs (such 
as fuel, power, fertilisers and certified 
seeds) and, at the same time, the decline of 
agricultural output prices (Figure 7). 

Thus, data show that, when using 
conventional agriculture, farmers had to 
pay higher prices for production inputs 
and received less for their produce. 
This does not measure up to the 
assertions advocated by conventional 
agriculture and highlights the risks 
associated with “high external” input-
based systems that are dependent 
on unregulated markets (Figure 8).
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Figure 6	 Change in production in major food crops in Kenya 2018 to 2019 

Figure 7	 Change in value of purchase of agricultural inputs in Kenya 2018 to 2019 
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The comparative analysis by Slow Food 
International then shifts the attention 
to the experiences of various Slow Food 
initiatives to exemplify agroecological 
practices. In this case, the outcomes were 
measured in relation to the three core 
elements that constitute the Slow Food 
approach, specifically the environmental, 
economic and sociocultural sustainability 
aspects. Particularly, regarding biodiversity 
conservation and resource management, 
the evidence collected shows that 
participation in the Slow Food Academy led 
to the reintroduction of local plant varieties 
together with young people sharing their 
importance with their communities. 
Moreover, interviews with farmers involved 
in the Slow Food Gardens project revealed 
that there was an increase in crop diversity, 
a reduction in water use and improved 
water management. The implementation 
of agroecological practices also reduced 
erosion, provided important nutrients for 

the soil, biological control of pests and 
decreased long-term incidence of pests and 
environmental risks that were caused by 
the use of chemicals.

After looking at the data from the results 
of different initiatives, they continue by 
sharing some testimonies from members of 
various Slow Food projects, such as Slow 
Food community gardens and Slow Food 
Earth Markets.

Regarding the Earth Markets project, Slow 
Food International explains that farmers’ 
participation in them can improve local 
communities’ crop production diversity 
and, consequently, their food security and 
sovereignty. 

In relation to the economic benefits of 
agroecological approaches, they present 
the results of a study conducted in three 
Slow Food Kenya gardens to demonstrate 
that farmers involved in the Slow Food 

Figure 8	 Change in price indices and terms of trade for agriculture 2018 to 2019 
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Gardens activities become increasingly 
self-sufficient as well as more food secure 
by becoming empowered to manage 
their own household’s food production. 
Additionally, they are also able to save 
money that can be used to fulfil other 
family needs. Namely, the study that was 
conducted in Karirikania, Kaki and Kinyas 
highlights that 78% of Slow Food Gardens’ 
farmers can have sufficient food supply for 
12 months, whereas 16% obtain supply for 
six months and 6% for three months. 

Data from a study conducted in 131 Slow 
Food Gardens in nine African countries 
in 2020 reveal that 72 gardens sold the 
surplus of their harvest, 69 gained new 
income or saved money from the gardens, 
and 46 emphasised economic benefits 
among the positive changes of participating 
in the initiative. 

Finally, Slow Food International presents 
the results related to the positive impacts 
of agroecological practices on sociocultural 
aspects. 77 farmers who participated in the 
Slow Food projects reported a decrease in 
diseases and improved physical strength. 
88 farmers noted that avoiding pesticides 
and preserving agents together with 
adopting agroecological techniques led to 
better quality of food produced. Moreover, 
49 farmers underlined the advantage of 
having additional products to enrich their 
meals.

Another study included 30 Slow Food 
Gardens members (both male and 
female) from Kaki community garden and 
Karirikania family/community gardens, 
where 41% of the respondents have 
reported improvements in their health 
conditions and 45% indicated improved 
eating habits upon starting a garden.

The testimonies of community members 
are then shared in the video:

“During the dry spell, we were directly 
affected by drought. Low production 
leaves us with very little food to feed the 

family. At the training, I was able to learn 
about alternative food crops like sweet 
potatoes, cowpeas and cassava, which are 
nutritious and can tolerate drought. Today, 
I am sure I can have food for my family 
even during the dry seasons.” (Zainabu 
Mwale, Ilula Twilumba Slow Food 
community garden, Tanzania)

“This is how Slow Food has trained us. 
The use of synthetic chemicals is very 
dangerous. The synthetic chemicals 
kill useful microorganisms in the soil. 
Harvested foods that have been exposed 
to chemicals cause unknown diseases. 
Sometimes, once taken to the doctor, 
it becomes complicated to identify the 
disease, yet it’s from the use of such 
chemicals. It’s important to use local 
products on our gardens such as manure 
from animal waste, using tobacco and 
spraying to plants. We are very happy 
about Slow Food’s training” (Mr Ngambe 
Sam, Kambimbi’s Slow Food community 
garden coordinator, Uganda)

“The Slow Garden has made me open my 
own homestead garden where I get food 
for my family, and I sell the surplus, which 
I use to buy school stationery.” (Pilirani 
Gama, a learner from Kamongo school, 
Malawi)

“I am involved in the school garden 
activities, and I do it voluntarily because 
at home I also do farming. I am an orphan; 
my parents passed on when I was six years 
old. Before the feeding programme started, 
I used to go without lunch but now I am 
guaranteed at least one nutritious meal a 
day. Working together unites us and we 
are able to learn about our food and where 
it comes from.” (Pauline Njoki, class eight 
pupil, Kiambu School Garden, Kenya)

“I have learned a lot about different types 
of vegetables. I learned how to cook them, 
and how to mix different vegetables to 
have a broad range of delicious flavours, 
and also that this mixture guarantees that 
our bodies have as many vitamins and 
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nutrients as possible.” (Daudi Thomas, 
student, Oysterbay Primary School 
Garden, Tanzania)

“We’re producing healthy food and are 
improving their knowledge of the use of 
medicinal herbs so we receive nutritional 
benefits from eating from the garden. 
The products can even be eaten raw since 
they’re not treated with agrochemicals.”  
(Member of Kiira Men community 
garden, Kenya)

In conclusion, Slow Food International 
observes that the Slow Food projects 
analysed showed communities’ improved 
nutrition and health conditions, knowledge 
transfer and learning processes deriving 
from the involvement in gardens projects.

The table below was developed by 
Stats4SD to compare the evidence 
presented by Slow Food International 
for the conventional system and for an 
agroecology-based system: 

CONVENTIONAL 
AGRICULTURE

AGROECOLOGY-
BASED AGRICULTURE

WHAT THE 
PARADIGM 
OFFERS

Successful agricultural 
enterprises derived from 
high productivity, based 
on increasing efficiency in 
production, leading to high 
yields that produce economic 
returns for farmers.

Production systems that 
are environmentally, 
economically and 
socioculturally sustainable.

ECONOMIC 
OUTCOMES

High risk in agriculture due 
to high input prices, variable 
yields and unreliable markets.

Enables farmers and 
communities to become 
self-sufficient, contributes 
to saving money, provides 
surpluses and generates 
extra income.

ENVIRONMENTAL 
OUTCOMES

* Increases biodiversity, 
reduces reliance on external 
inputs and uses resources 
efficiently.

SOCIOCULTURAL 
OUTCOMES

* Improves nutrition, health 
and learning processes.

* The case developed by Slow Food International did not highlight the externalities of 
conventional agriculture systems, which are often associated with adverse effects on 
the environmental and sociocultural dimensions.

Table 1	 Comparison of evidence presented by Slow Food for conventional and 
agroecology-based systems
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In view of the evidence shared above, 
Slow Food International concludes that 
agroecology is better than conventional 
farming systems. In their words, this 
is true from an environmental point 
of view, where agroecology increases 
diversity, reduces reliance on external 
inputs and uses resources efficiently. 
From an economic perspective, 
agroecology enables communities to 
become self-sufficient, contributes to 
saving money, provides surpluses and 
generates extra income. Finally, at the 
sociocultural level, it improves nutrition, 
health and learning processes. 

Slow Food International remarks that 
agroecology improves food security, 
sovereignty and livelihoods and that 
Slow Food intends to expand adoption 
of agroecology through education and 
awareness raising. To do so, they highlight 
the crucial role that donors can play in 
supporting agroecological transition 
through financing schemes focused on 
financial support, training and creating an 
enabling environment. 
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Analysis of the case

This section outlines the logic of the 
framework that guided the process 
followed by Slow Food International to 
build their case for donors and indicates 
the key elements that made it effective. 
Concurrently, it examines aspects of the 
case that could be improved.

In the beginning of their case, Slow Food 
International included a statement directed 
at donors which was rooted within a 
sound conceptual framework based on 
the relationship between agroecological 
practices and the three core aspects of 
environmental, economic and sociocultural 
sustainability. They also added a summary 
of how they support their case in the 
video, in which they explain that they will 
compare agroecological practices with 
conventional ones by measuring them 
respectively against what they promised to 
deliver.

In doing so, they were able to present 
multiple types of evidence that showed, 
on the one hand, that conventional 
farming practices do not deliver what 
their advocates promised (i.e., that using 
technology to generate higher yields and 
profits for farmers) whereas, on the other 
hand, agroecological practices fulfil their 
promises on all three aspects investigated 
(namely, environmental, economic and 
sociocultural). Slow Food International 
included evidence from different projects, 
such as Food Gardens in communities and 
individual households and Earth Markets 
from different countries, including Kenya, 
Malawi, Tanzania and Uganda.

Importantly, to persuade donors, 
studies based on information collected 
from groups of farmers across multiple 
Sub-Saharan countries were combined 
with personal testimonies of farmers and 
students from various locations. In this way, 
Slow Food used triangulation techniques 
to build a comprehensive picture of the 
impacts of agroecological initiatives. What 

is more, their choice of evidence and the 
way they presented it created a balance 
between hard facts and community 
members’ personal experiences, which 
enabled them to convey the importance 
of the role played by donors in supporting 
the expansion of these positive activities. 
The financial requests that Slow Food put 
forward to donors were also articulated 
towards specific aspects that showed 
preparedness for and awareness of their 
future plans. 

The basis for the comparison implied in the 
case can make it complex to communicate. 
In particular, the choice of using 
different indicators for conventional and 
agroecology-based agriculture may appear 
as an imbalance. However, it is important 
to note that – rather than comparing 
indicators for two different systems – the 
comparison is based on the assessment 
of the extent to which conventional and 
agroecological agriculture systems are able 
to deliver to farmers and their communities 
the benefits that are expected based 
on their respective deliverables-based 
paradigms. This approach exemplifies that 
evidence-based cases for agroecology 
help us challenge the dominant logic of 
comparisons. However, this case could 
have benefitted from drawing a contrast 
between the two production systems 
with respect to the environmental and 
sociocultural dimensions, which may 
have strengthened the overall case for 
agroecology.

A particular weakness of the case lies 
in the fact that the effectiveness of the 
two agricultural approaches is analysed 
at different levels. For conventional 
agriculture, a macro-level analysis is 
conducted, with data presented at 
country level. In contrast, the analysis of 
agroecological farming lacks the macro-
level evidence, and is instead mostly based 
at the individual farmer or community level 
(due to unavailability of data at broader 
levels for agroecological practices). The 



analysis of the conventional agriculture 
production system does not include 
primary data at farmer level. Despite the 
above, Slow Food International makes an 
implicit statement about the comparatively 
higher risk faced by farmers undertaking 
conventional agriculture who are not 
sheltered from the macro-conditions 
described in the case.

The shortcomings of the case identified 
above are intended as lessons learnt about 
the complexities involved in the process of 
building and developing a strong evidence-
based case. It is noteworthy that, despite 
there being room for improvement, the 
case developed by Slow Food International 
still constitutes a very sound and 
compelling one. 
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“Make everything as simple as 
possible, but not simpler.”

ALBERT EINSTEIN

Agroecology is a transformative movement 
that is gaining relevance in many countries 
due to the answers it can provide to the 
existential crisis we face today, which 
is reflected in the impacts of climate 
change. Agroecology is increasingly 
positioned as a key strategy to improve 
management and governance for farmers, 
their farms, and their produce, while also 
promoting social organizing processes 
(institutionality) to disseminate agricultural 
practices and models that respect the 
environment’s ever clearer limits.

Agroecological practice emerges from 
farmer knowledge, rather than a handful 

1	 Rosset, P. M., & Altieri, M. A. (2017). Agroecology: science and politics. Practical Action Publishing.

of recipes, with principles that respect and 
support the viability of agroecosystems, 
applied with respect for each farmer’s 
particular situation1. However, work at the 
plot level continues to be a constant, with 
few processes of articulation and scaling 
up at the territorial level. Documenting 
experiences that work both at the 
institutional level, where learning and 
exchange of knowledge have been key 
tools, and at the landscape-territory level 
is very relevant. This case seeks to share 
the experience of the initiative, “Sharing 
Knowledge and Strengthening skills from 
the Bottom Up (IFB, for “Intercambiando 
saberes y Fortaleciendo capacidades desde 
la Base”): taking agroecology from fields 
to landscapes”, which was carried out as 
a partnership between the Autonomous 
Group for Environmental Research (GAIA) 
and 12 small farmer organisations in three 

SHARING AND GAINING STRENGTH FROM THE BOTTOM UP:   
A PROCESS OF KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE TO SCALE UP SMALL-
SCALE FARMING AND THE AGROECOLOGICAL MOVEMENT IN 
SOUTHEASTERN MEXICO
Gonzáles Ortiz, M. A. and Vasco Villa Orson. Autonomous Group for Environmental Research (GAIA - 
Grupo Autónomo para la Investigación Ambiental). Oaxaca, Mexico
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states of south-eastern Mexico.

Why address this perspective 
and how is it relevant?

The process of exchanging and creating 
knowledge is perhaps one of the most 
controversial issues for people working 
in the field at the local level. The lack 
of systematisation and documentation 
by organisations often obscures the 
very existence of successful skill- and 
knowledge-building experiences at the 
local level. On the other hand, the design 
of many training processes, even when 
they seek to be relevant to farmers, are 
usually focused on integrating technical 
aspects into local work. The dialogue, when 
it exists, is only to transfer techniques in 
the form of the so-called “technological 
packages”, which rarely enable farmers 
to integrate and take ownership of 
knowledge.

The process that we have called IFB is a 
horizontal teaching-learning process in line 
with the constructivist principles of Paulo 
Freire2. It aims to promote a dialogue of 
knowledge towards horizontal learning 
that recognises farmers’ knowledge and 
their protagonist role within a scheme of 
collaborative management3. Therefore, 
IFB is based on the interactions between 
different actors working together to 
address problems in their territory or 
organisation. It promotes knowledge 
dialogue that leads to a co-learning 
process. 

Collective action theory holds that 
discourse is a key element in social 

2	 Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogía del oprimido México: Siglo XXI. Edición original.

3	 Bell, M. A., Peach-Fine, E. E., & Santibanez, M. P. (2014). The” ASK ME” framework as an innovation 
for teaching agricultural extension. In XXIX International Horticultural Congress on Horticulture: Sustaining 
Lives, Livelihoods and Landscapes. 

4	 Touraine, A. (1994). Crítica de la modernidad. Buenos Aires, Argentina.

5	 These two initiatives currently make up the Agriculture, Sustainability and Food (ASA) Programme 
implemented by GAIA.

mobilisation processes. When a common 
problem or a common identity is defined, 
the ability to establish a discourse or 
methodological framework that can be 
easily replicated helps to promote social 
action and reproduction by the collective4. 
IFB seeks scaling up of agroecological 
management processes through the 
adoption of specific practices and the 
exchange of experiences that, in a simple 
way, reinforce local knowledge. This 
knowledge is meant to be verbalised or 
discussed among families, establishing a 
common discourse that recognises the 
effectiveness of agroecological practices. 
But IFB also allows, through dialogue, the 
construction of new knowledge and the 
establishment of better political practices 
for territorial management.

Case – Exchanging and Strengthening 
from the Bottom Up

The IFB initiative emerged as part of the 
Water and Soils for Agriculture (ASA) 
programme in 20195, coordinated by GAIA 
in collaboration with the Catholic Relief 
Service (CRS), and later with the support of 
the Agroecology Fund (through the project 
“Capacity building in agroecological soil 
management and exchange of experiences 
for more resilient smallholder agriculture 
in Mexico”). In the time since its first 
implementation, IFB has generated a 
Learning Dialogue Network with 14 social 
organisations working with the coffee and 
maize farming systems in the states of 
Oaxaca, Chiapas, Puebla, Quintana Roo 
and Tlaxcala (see Box 1). The geographic 
coverage varies from year to year, 
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depending on each of the organisations’ 
planning and availability, but IFB reaches at 
least 9 organisations each year. According 
to our records, the Network has a presence 
involving around 113 municipalities, 423 
agrarian units, 10,837 farmers/families and 
37,939 hectares, connecting a permanent 
base of 164 promoters and 37 technical 
staff.

The process was not simple and involved 
strengthening and, where necessary, 
forming a permanent dialogue network 
based on the problems faced by 
smallholder families on a landscape and 

territorial scale. We moved from dialogue 
among farmers to the articulation of 
decision-making at the institutional 
level, reactivating some roles that 
have lost significance in the learning 
process (promoters, leading farmers 
and innovators). The IFB initiative also 
emphasised the incorporation of young 
people and women as an essential part of 
the dialogue structure and the strategy 
for generational integration and promoted 
gender equity.

In accordance with the IFB principles, 
several participatory workshops were held 

ORGANIZATIONS THAT PARTICIPATE IN THE IFB´S LEARNING 
DIALOGUE NETWORK

•	 Campesinos Ecológicos de la Sierra Madre de Chiapas (CESMACH)

•	 Centro de Desarrollo Integral Campesino de la Mixteca (CEDICAM)

•	 Centro de Innovación Integral para el Desarrollo Rural S.C. (CIINDER KUKOJ)

•	 Comité de Recursos Naturales de la Chinantla Alta (CORENCHI)

•	 Cooperativa Tosepan Titataniske (TOSEPAN)

•	 Instituto para el Desarrollo Sustentable en Mesoamérica, A.C. (IDESMAC)

•	 Red de Productores de Servicios Ambientales “Ya’ax Sot’ Ot’ Yook’ol Kaab” A.C. 
(REPSERAM)

•	 San Fernando 

•	 Sistema Comunitario para el Manejo y Resguardo de la Biodiversidad (SICOBI)

•	 Triunfo Verde

•	 Unión Campesina Totikes (UCT)

•	 Unión de Comunidades Indígenas de la Región del Istmo (UCIRI)

•	 Unión de Comunidades Productoras Forestales Zapotecos - Chinantecos de la 
Sierra (UZACHI)

•	 Vicente Guerrero

Box 1	 Organizations that participate in the IFB Learning Dialogue Network



with the organisations, in which farmers 
and technicians expressed the different 
problems they were facing. Most of them 
were related to productivity, soil fertility 
and soil health. This allowed us to jointly 
generate three questions to provoke action 
in the scope of the IFB initiative: 

•	 Why did production decrease? 
•	 What practices do I need to 

implement to ensure production? 
•	 What needs are there at the 

institutional level to sustain this 
improvement process? 

The answer to these questions came 
through a dialogue with experts and 
researchers through seminars and 
workshops. These conversations helped 
to understand the depth of the questions, 
the challenges involved, as well as to 
integrate information and methodological 

exercises to build an informed dialogue 
with smallholders and their organisations. 
This group of experts contributed to the 
discussions and sharing of knowledge, 
techniques and approaches, allowing 
smallholder farmers to reflect collectively. 
The result was a set of simple practices 
that could be applied by farmers and that 
would generate measurable evidence, with 
clear indicators that would make it easy to 
verify results.

IFB is divided into four levels of 
collaboration and dialogue (Figure 9). 
Farmers, families, work groups, community 
promoters and the technical team of 
the organisation are at the first level. 
Experimentation processes and the 
generation of evidence on the farming 
plots happen at this level. Participants 
generate the first layer of the dialogue 
and knowledge exchange network based 
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on their experience, the application of 
agroecological practices and the generation 
of evidence. This horizontal exchange 
process allows rapid learning ownership, 
but also generates new questions that are 
taken up in levels 2 and 3. At this level, the 
leading farmers and community technicians 
play a significant role in articulating and 
developing the dialogue and exchange 
network.

So far, IFB involves ongoing experimental 
processes in 594 plots (219 growing coffee 
and 375 milpas). These plots are the basis 
for producing evidence and are the first 
step in the scaling-up process (Table 2).

The second level of collaboration involves 
the institutional bodies of each of the 
small farmers’ organisations. At this 
level, dialogue takes place in technical 
roundtables that take the lessons learned 
and doubts from the previous level and 
integrates them into a micro-regional 
and community analysis and context. 
The process of territorial scaling takes 
place, moving from plots, where practices 
are the key element, to programmes for 
production systems management, with 
a view to building agroecosystems. The 
scope of the work changes and moves 
from the plot to territorial units (slopes, 
nano-basins, vegetation systems, etc.). 

Figure 9	 Diagram presenting the dialogue and collaboration levels in “Intercambiando 
saberes y Fortaleciendo capacidades desde la Base” (IFB). 
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This articulation of plot-level 
practices and the programmes for 
system management generates 
territorial organisational exercises that 
strengthen the institutional action of 
organisations at the landscape level.

A third level of action is the platform 
for inter-institutional dialogue that 
brings together technicians from all 
the organisations, leading farmers 
from different regions, academics, 
researchers, government programme 
personnel and agrarian authorities. At 
this level, the evidence and lessons 
learned are presented, analysed and 

synthesised in order to scale up the 
models and management programmes 
of the production system to regional 
and landscape levels. It is also the point 
at which adjustments may be made to 
the IFB initiative and agroecological 
practices. The results obtained lead to 
a third scaling process, moving from 
systems to territorial action. This involves 
the work of the organisations, reflected 
in community agreements, territorial 
planning at community or regional level and 
advocacy in public policies or government 
programmes.

PARTNER 
ORGANIZATION

TECHNICAL TEAM 
(NUMBER OF 
PEOPLE)

NUMBER OF 
PROMOTERS

NUMBER 
OF PLOTS

CEDICAM 6 10 83

KUKOJ 9 8 60

REPSERAM 3 - 32

SAN FERANDO 10 40 102

SICOBI 9 - 60

TRIUNGO VERDE 2 28 57

UZACHI 12 - 20

VICENTE GUERRERO 6 - 30

TOTIKES 10 30 150

TOTAL 67 116 594

Table 2	 Agriculture, Sustainability and Food Programme (ASA): IFB Results 
Source: Agriculture, Sustainability and Food programme database, GAIA 2022.
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Finally, a fourth level of IFB collaboration 
is in the dissemination and exchange of 
knowledge with external organisations. 
This happens during the annual learning 
seminar, in which the organisations share 
their experiences about the agroecological 
practices and the organisational and social 
work implemented in their territories. 
The research committee in turn shows 
the results at the landscape level and also 
makes recommendations.

The integration of the four levels of the IFB 
initiative contributes to the institutional 
strengthening of local stakeholders. By 
guiding decision-making, management 
plans and standards, it promotes strategic 
alliances among different types of 
organisations. This allows the development 
of a territorial management model that 
influences agroecosystem development 
based on the work in production systems 
and at the plot level.

PARTNER 
ORGANIZA-
TION

TECHNICAL 
TEAM 

(# PEOPLE)

NO. OF 
PRO-
MOTERS

NO. OF  
PLOTS

NO. OF 
FARMERS 
2022

NO. OF  
FARMERS 
2024

NO. OF  
FARMERS 
2026

NO. OF  
FARMERS 
2028

CEDICAM 6 10 83 166 332 664 814

KUKOJ 9 8 60 120 240 480 2,000

REPSERAM 3       -   32 64 128 256 3,756

SAN 
FERANDO

10 40 102 204 408 816 1,102

SICOBI 9        -   60 120 240 480 960

TRIUNGO 
VERDE

2 28 57 114 228 456 517

UZACHI 12    -   20 40 80 160 356

VICENTE 
GUERRERO

6                    
-   30 60 120 240 350

TOTIKES 10 30 150 150 300 600 1,200

TOTAL 67 116 594 1,038 2,076 4,152 11,055

Table 3	 Scaling up plan of the Agriculture, Sustainability and Food Program: Process of 
appropriation of an agroecological soil management model. (MMAS) 
Source: Agriculture, Sustainability and Food programme database, GAIA 2022.
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We want to emphasize that many of 
the problems in agriculture today and 
experienced by smallholder families will 
not be solved by implementing or applying 
agroecological practices on a plot-by-plot 
basis. These problems will only be solved 
when we truly build collective action 
processes at the landscape level. 

“The sum of the many does not make the 
whole, if the whole is not conceived within 
the purpose of the many.”

In this sense, we propose some projections 
based on the experience of four years of 
implementation and looking to expand 
the coverage of IFB as a tool that allows 
a scaling up of agroecology at the 
territorial level. For the projections, we 
assumed that every year the number 
of farmers involved in the IFB initiative 
would double. This metric allows us to 
have a more stable planning scenario, 
which we will continue to adapt as 
reality catches up with us (Table 3).

Conclusion

In the scope of IFB, we developed 
participatory assessments and baseline 
surveys. This has encouraged organisations 
to document the process, allowing them 
to better understand the problem and 
ways to address it. It also created an 
opportunity to start managing aggregate 
data and take a step towards evidence-
based agroecological management of the 
production system.

Continuous dialogue and debate between 
the organisations, technicians, promoters, 
farmers and experts led to the analysis 
and definition of the integration of 
agroecological soil management models 
(MMAS) based on 5 elements: soil 
management; water management (eco-
productive flow); productivity and yield; 
seed management; and insects and 
disease control. Indicators have been 

defined for each of the components, along 
with  respective baselines. Management 
protocols are monitored based on these 
indicators. 

Bioinput Production Units (BPU) were 
installed to produce beneficial soil 
microorganisms (fungi and bacteria), 
vermicompost and leachates. As of January 
2023, the network has 9 BPUs distributed 
in the organisations of Oaxaca (SICOBI, 
KUKOJ, UZACHI and CEDICAM), Chiapas 
(Finca Triunfo Verde and Unión de ejidos, 
communities of San Fernando and Totikes), 
Quintana Roo (REPSERAM) and in Hidalgo 
(Vicente Guerrero). The incorporation 
of these bioinput units enriched the IFB 
initiative, generating new topics and 
adding actors to the dialogue for the 
development of management protocols and 
implementation of bioinputs.

We can now confirm that promoting 
dialogue based on experimentation and 
the collective construction of evidence is 
an appropriate strategy. However, having 
evidence does not imply consolidating 
knowledge, much less creating new 
behaviours among smallholders. It is 
necessary to reinforce the process of 
documenting evidence, analysing and 
discussing it collectively and horizontally. 
It does not matter if the circumstances or 
conditions are different; the value lies in 
the review, analysis and systematisation 
of the findings and in the construction of a 
critical and collective stance.
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Cerrado: The Brazillian Savannah

Occupying an area of 2 million km2, the 
Cerrado (or the Brazilian Savannah) is South 
America’s second largest biome. Home 
to a rich diversity of fauna and flora, the 
Cerrado contains the headwaters of major 
river basins, making it the cradle of waters 
for the southern part of the Americas. In 
this region, multiple territorialities were 
forged by several Indigenous peoples, 
black populations who resisted and 
survived slavery, and peasants who shaped 
ways of being, living, and coexisting with 
nature. This socio-diversity has enhanced 
biodiversity and built landscapes along 
with a rich and diverse range of wild 
species collectors6 communities, known as 
geraizeiros, vazanteiros, quilombolas, fundo 
e fecho de pasto, and many others.

Over the past 50 years, the Cerrado and 
its peoples have been invaded by large 
landholders geared towards monocultures 
for export – self-styled agribusinesses. 
Commanding strong support from the 
Brazilian State, this sector has carried out 
an intense process of deforestation and 
pollution of the water, soil, and air. At the 
same time, they are taking over agricultural 

6	 In Brazil, “extractivists” or “agroextractivists”– in Portuguese called “extrativistas” or “agroextrativistas” 
– are the names given to collectors of wild species (leaves, flowers, fruits, bark, roots, etc.).

land and water catchment areas (the 
chapadas), driving out local populations 
in the valley bottoms and threatening 
their existence. This privatisation of the 
commons thwarts the maintenance of 
traditional practices and the existence of 
the peoples who live there. 

In addition, the Cerrado’s biodiversity 
has not only been destroyed but also 
cheapened by monocultures. The lack of 
investment in technological development 
or in research for the sustainable use of the 
Cerrado demonstrates great contempt for 
the food, medicinal, industrial, and cultural 
heritage of native (wild) species and for 
the knowledge of its traditional peoples 
and communities. These communities have 
been driven from their lands, and native 
food gathering persists only on land owned 
by others. 

The gathering of species from the Cerrado, 
an environment rich in biodiversity, has 
thus been downgraded in the economy as a 
rudimentary activity, performed only by the 
poor. Traditional peoples resist and fight 
to maintain their territories and cultures 
and thus prevent this treasure from 
being wiped out and replaced. This is an 

CONSERVING SOCIOBIODIVERSITY FOR CLIMATE 
RESILIENCE AND THE WELL-BEING OF THE PEOPLES OF 
THE CERRADO (BRAZILIAN SAVANNAH)
Based on the experience of: 

Cerrado Farmers and Collectors Solidarity Marketing Network (Brazil).

CEDAC- Agroecological Development Center of the Cerrado (Brazil)

COOPCERRADO - Mixed Cooperative of Family Farmers, Collectors, Fisherfolk, Vazanteiros, 
Settlers and Tourist Guides of the Cerrado

Authors: Alessandra Karla da Silva (CEDAC), Carlos Walter Porto-Gonçalves (Visiting Professor, 
Federal University of Santa Catarina), Marcelo Jacinto do Egito (COOPCERRADO)
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extremely unequal battle against the power 
and political strength of large landowning 
oligarchies who dictate the economics of 
farming and cattle-raising in the Cerrado, 
as if this were the only possible fate of such 
a rich biome. All these large-scale territorial 
changes in the Cerrado not only generate 
environmental collapse, but also leave rural 
communities even more vulnerable. 

One emblematic case is the exploitation 
of the forest species Dimorphandra mollis 
Benth - in Portuguese called “faveira”, 
“fava d’anta”, or “favela” - a species used 
by the pharmaceutical industry to obtain 
active ingredients. Until the year 2000, 
the marketing of the faveira depended 
on exploiting the gatherers (now referred 
to as wild species collectors in Brazil), 
through low prices paid for the product, 
keeping the gathering families ignorant 
about the marketing chain, disregarding 
socio-environmental aspects, and using 
child labour, among other factors. This was 
facilitated by the absence of any collective 

or community organisation of the gathering 
families and also by the wide dispersion of 
the species in the Cerrado.

Given this reality, these populations had no 
choice but to step out of their invisibility 
and take a leading role in finding other 
paths to preserve the socioenvironmental 
wealth and ensure their coexistence 
with Cerrado landscapes. The Solidarity 
Marketing Network of Cerrado Family 
Farmers and Collectors was set up in 
response to these challenges and to 
guarantee better fates for the Cerrado and 
its peoples.

Weaving the social fabric to value 
sociobiodiversity

The various collectors’ social groups 
gradually came to understand the common 
fate to which they were doomed, their 
political fragility and isolation, and the 
denial of any future for their way of life by 
an economy that devalues nature and the 



Grassroots Evidence for Agroecology – Pilot Report November 2023 | 49

Cerrado. Geographically too dispersed to 
territorialise their social organisation of 
producers, they began to develop different 
strategies for their own survival, resistance, 
and affirmation. In the year 2000, they 
began to build a dense political community 
organisation born out of the territories, 
leading to the creation of the Solidarity 
Trade Network of Family Farmers and 
Collectors of the Cerrado.

The Network expresses the political 
and community territorial dynamics of 
the Cerrado biome, with wild species 
collectors organised in community circles 
(núcleos, consisting of 5 to 15 families 
each). These groups discuss, plan, and 
carry out their agroecological production 
and the sustainable management of the 
Cerrado with solidarity and reciprocity. 
They are organised in both communities 
and municipalities as a network of 
territories. This dynamic emphasises social 
participation, through a horizontal network 
of families, promoters, consultants and 
advisors, with decision-making spaces in 
the Territorial Forums and in the General 
Assembly.

This social fabric organised into a network, 
as a form of self-governance, has allowed 
agroecological production and sustainable 
collection of wild species in the Cerrado 
biome to gain scale, connecting a variety 
of different social groups. In the process of 
building the Network, formal mechanisms 
were created, such as the cooperative 
COOPCERRADO (Mixed Cooperative of 
Family Farmers, Collectors, Fisherfolk, 
Vazanteiros, Settlers and Tourist Guides 
of the Cerrado), to optimise financial and 
technological resources for the benefit of 
biodiversity. Over time, they developed 
new products with added value, including 
native forest species such as the baru nut 
(Dipteryx alata) and the fruit of the faveira 
tree.

The Network’s originality in political 
organizing terms is that it arose to meet 

one of the biggest challenges faced 
by peasants: commercialisation. The 
economics of their geography seemed 
to work against the peasants, whose 
spatial dispersion left them in the hands 
of middlemen. Fair sales of forest species 
require different conditions. Each family 
or community alone cannot gather a large 
enough volume of products to fund the 
complex logistics that connect gathering 
all the way to the market. It is true that 
markets are part of life, but they are not all 
that life offers. By collectively organizing 
to market its biodiversity products, the 
Network also developed a sophisticated 
and solid political organisation, through 
which it democratically builds consensus 
and develops strategies. This governance 
system strengthens members’ identity 
as wild species collectors, which is 
based on community and agroecological 
principles and values. Therefore, it 
strengthens their struggle for land and 
territory, and conveys its own meanings 
for the reproduction of life and for the 
relationships that these individuals have 
with each other and with nature. 

This wild species collector’s economy that 
enhances biodiversity has been allowing 
the conservation of an intact, standing 
Cerrado. At the same time, it provides 
society with consumer goods such as 
protein-rich foods (baru nuts, for example), 
natural antioxidants that strengthen 
immunity, and has been used to treat 
the after-effects of COVID-19 (quercetin 
from the faveira), among other species. In 
addition, they help conserve the water that 
comes from the recharge and discharge of 
five river basins (Tocantins/Araguaia, São 
Francisco, Paraná, Amazonas-right bank, 
and Paraguay Rivers) harboured by the 
Brazilian Cerrado.

In their organizing process, the wild 
species collectors found in cooperativism 
a process that connects production to 
markets without compromising their 
values and principles (see Box 2), which go 
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PRINCIPLES OF THE SOLIDARITY TRADE NETWORK OF 
FAMILY FARMERS AND COLLECTORS OF THE CERRADO

RESPECT THE 
CERRADO:

•	 No burning;

•	 Gathering only fallen fruit on the ground and 
leaving some of the fruit for the animals;

•	 Not knocking down the fruit with a stick or any 
other tools;

•	 Cultivating fields in an ecological manner, 
ensuring biological diversity and the autonomy 
of wild species collectors.

GUARANTEE 
DEVELOPMENT 

WITH 
PARTICIPATORY 

DEMOCRACY 
AND JUSTICE:

•	 Not exploiting other wild species collectors, 
through the practice of buying fruit, or even 
hiring labour for harvesting;

•	 The work must be family-based, without 
participation by children up to 14 years of 
age in activities that could compromise their 
physical, moral, and intellectual integrity. 
Participating adolescents must be attending 
school;

•	 The participation of women with equal rights;

•	 Establishing a fair price and encouraging 
sustainable consumption.

STRENGTHEN 
THE IDENTITY 
OF CERRADO 

WILD SPECIES 
COLLECTORS:

•	 Valuing their traditional knowledge as a form 
of survival and autonomy;

•	 With the participation of families that carry out 
activities such as agriculture, collection of wild 
species, and fishing under a family economy 
regime;

•	 Struggling to ensure the means for social and 
cultural reproduction, such as land, water, and 
the biodiversity of the Cerrado.

Box 2	 Principles of the Solidarity Trade Network of Family Farmers 
and Collectors of the Cerrado
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beyond mercantile interests. Thus, in 2002, 
COOPCERRADO was incorporated to give 
legal support to their struggle to ensure 
fair prices for the community organisations’ 
products and to move forward with 
processing and sales under the brand 
“Empório do Cerrado7”.

7	 https://emporiodocerrado.org.br/site/

CEDAC’s staff of technical advisors has 
helped facilitate the social dynamics of this 
collective’s members, including families, 
promoters, board members, and advisors. 
Through their social practice, the different 
members of the Network become part 
of a community process, as full political 
subjects. These dynamics bind participants 
together and enable the continuity of the 
collective practices described below.

SOCIO-PRODUCTIVE 
DYNAMICS OF 

THE WILD SPECIES 
COLLECTORS 

NETWORK MEMBERS

SKILL-SHARING 
PROCESS AMONG 

THE WILD SPECIES 
COLLECTORS

This is one of the Network’s own political dynamics: to grant to 
the wild species collectors a greater autonomy over technical 
assistance, management, production, and organization. It 
works through a learn-by-doing process, to better share the 
technical and political know-how of the Cerrado collectors’ 
promoters. Promoters, chosen in a participatory process by 
the community circles, participate in a two-year agroecology 
training programme conducted in an alternating system: 
classroom activities at the Agroecology Training Center at 
CEDAC in Goiânia (Goiás state, Brazil) and monthly activities in 
the community circle.

What feeds and strengthens the work of the Solidarity Trade 
Network is solidarity, a principle that is continually sought and 
practiced by the members of the Network. This means sharing 
knowledge. The family must be the start and end point of the 
Network’s entire process. Another objective of this work is 
to value wild species collectors’ own knowledge and culture 
– that is, for wild species collectors to believe in themselves 
and in their own capacity to observe and understand nature. It 
means understanding that the solutions lie in their own reality, 
and not in instant solutions such as expensive agrochemicals 
that damage the environment and human health.

Collectors’ groups organised in community circles (consisting 
of 5 to 15 families each) to discuss, plan, and carry out their 
agroecological production and sustainable management of the 
Cerrado. They are organised in communities and municipalities, 
as a network of territories. This dynamic emphasises social 
participation, through a horizontal network of families, 
promoters, consultants, and advisors, with decision-making 
spaces in the Territorial Forums and in the General Assembly.

https://emporiodocerrado.org.br/
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Thus, the promoters are also committed to training 
families in the community circle, and organising meetings, 
workshops, field days, community task forces, agroecological 
demonstration fields, and monitoring areas. Each promoter’s 
commitment to their community circle is fundamental, in order 
to support the families’ own study process on agroecology. 
This enables them to generate knowledge, innovate, and 
actually manage agroecosystems, to increase their ecological 
efficiency and to maintain their productive capacity and their 
self-maintenance.

This farmer-to-farmer approach is being refined. In 2019, 
the Network started to expand its training spaces through 
the “Centers for Agroecological Community Experience in 
Network CEVCAR”, an on-farm innovation system to exchange 
agroecological knowledge. By territorializing our training 
spaces, we seek to scale up agroecology and sustainable 
collection of wild species at the local/municipal level.

NETWORK 
PARTICIPATORY 

GUARANTEE SYSTEM 
(PGS) FOR ORGANIC 

ACCREDITATION, 
GENDER EQUITY 

AND CREDIT

The PGS (SPG in Portuguese) was developed by the collectors 
who are members of the Network, based on the principles of 
agroecology. The PGS’s operations are built around gender 
equity and access to credit with social and community control. 
Through the direct involvement of the wild species collectors, 
the PGS seeks to stimulate self-management practices 
and equitable labour relations between men and women 
in the family production unit and in training, production, 
management, processing, and marketing activities, in a way 
that is responsible, transparent, fair, and in solidarity with 
the environment and the peoples of the Cerrado. Exchanges 
between local circles for monitoring visits have helped them 
to value and share more traditional knowledge. CEDAC is 
accredited by the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Supply, 
which recognises the Network’s PGS.

Alongside the PGS, in 2019 the Network established the 
Agroecology and Biodiversity Guarantee Fund (FGABio) to 
strengthen agroecology on a territorial scale. The FGABio 
is based on the principle of respect for values and culture 
associated with biodiversity. It seeks to provide funding 
directly and/or indirectly to farmers and collectors, along 
with technical support. The Fund promotes sustainable 
lifestyles, climate change adaptation and mitigation strategies, 
biodiversity conservation, agroecological production and the 
organization of collectors’ communities and family farmers. 
FGABio’s governance system incorporates the dynamics 
of participatory self-management with social control over 
decision-making on credit in the community circles. 



SELF-MANAGEMENT 
PROCESSES 

OF NETWORK 
ENTERPRISES

The collectors´ economy in the Cerrado involves a diversity of 
managed and/or cultivated species, many of which are already 
commercially used. However, they are generally subject to 
patterns of exploitation that pay a bare minimum to wild 
species collectors. The Network was developed to ensure fair 
prices and markets for the different products, strengthening 
the communities’ culture, their greatest asset, and the diversity 
of the Cerrado. 

The self-management of the enterprises in the Network is 
a shared system that allows decision-making based on the 
direct participation of families organised in the community 
circles. Here, they plan production and set fair prices for 
their products, subject to further discussion with the board 
members and advisors.

As part of the PGS and FGABio development process, CEDAC 
has been working with communities to provide evidence for 
the inclusion of voluntary standards that value the gender 
dimension. The idea is to create a socio-bio women’s seal that 
recognises the origin and the hands that made the products, 
making the work of women collectors visible and promoting 
gender equity in the family unit, in the community, and in 
social organizations.
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Leveraging biodiversity’s socioeconomic 
potential in the Cerrado 

The faveira or fava d’anta is a Cerrado 
forest species of great importance to the 
pharmaceutical industry. Rutin, an active 
ingredient essential for the production 
of some medicines, is extracted from 
the faveira. Through the organisation of 
families into a community network, training 
to sustainably manage the faveira with 
participatory monitoring in the gathering 
areas, and enabling them to access the 
market, those families’ situations and 
the management of this species was 
transformed.

The Brazilian Cerrado has the world’s 
largest reserve of faveira trees and 
produces about a thousand tons of rutin 
per year – about 62% of the world market. 
The exploitation of faveira trees is worth 
around 12 million US Dollars a year, of 
which 89% comes from rutin sales, 9% 
from quercetin and 1.8% from rhamnose, 
all active ingredients derived from faveira 
and used to make medicines, vitamins 
and food supplements. This connects 
the cultural practices of peoples and 
communities to product chains and to the 
lives of consumers of these products all 
over the world.

Besides the faveira, the Cerrado has 
other commercially valuable forest 
species that are also part of the biome’s 
sociobiodiversity. The baru fruit (Dipteryx 
alata), for example, is a forest species that 
the Network has worked hard to promote 
and to find room for in the market and 
in the taste of consumers. Efforts to 
transform the lives of families who extract 
baru fruit included developing technologies 
to process the fruit and creating new 
food products with the baru nut as an 
ingredient. Whole baru nuts are produced 
from the baru fruit, with or without salt, 
and can be peeled and/or granulated. 
Baru flour is used as an ingredient in the 
production of several products.

For baru, COOPCERRADO’s marketing 
strategy has diversified over time. In 2001, 
the first sales were made to Goiania’s 
municipal government to supply its school 
meals programme. This was an important 
step towards popularizing the traditional 
product consumed by rural communities 
in the Cerrado. Between 2003 and 2016, 
COOPCERRADO sold baru to federal 
government procurement programmes 
and to school meals programmes in 
other states of Brazil. It is significant 
that baru was one of the first 10 species 
included in the Minimum Price Guarantee 
Policy for Sociobiodiversity Products 
(PGPMBio), a subsidy launched by the 
federal government in 2009 in response to 
demands by collectors nationwide. 

Discontinuities in food procurement 
programmes forced COOPCERRADO to 
diversify its marketing channels. Thus, 
since 2016 the Cooperative has expanded 
sales to retailers and, in the past 3 years, 
began exporting to Arab, US and European 
markets. Their high protein value, low fat 
content and antioxidant characteristics 
put baru-based products in the superfoods 
category – a fast-growing food segment.

What has changed in the lives of wild 
species collectors? 

Weaving the diversity of the thin-spread 
Cerrado peoples into a huge mosaic of 
landscapes and ecosystems was a key 
factor behind transformations that have 
been underway since the creation of the 
Network. It strengthened their efforts for 
Brazilian society and public authorities to 
recognise traditional Cerrado populations 
and their territories, a recognition that 
is still beset by prejudice and lack of 
knowledge about their ways of life.

Demonstrating the economic sustainability 
of wild species collection – that is, the 
potential for family revenue from intelligent 
management of the Cerrado, as taught by 
rich indigenous, quilombola, and peasant 
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traditions – is a fundamental step towards 
making these important populations 
and their culture visible, and towards 
conserving the biodiversity of the Cerrado. 
The Network’s experience shows that, 
besides the economic and environmental 
dimensions, wild species collectors are 
capable of organising solidarity businesses, 
as shown by COOPCERRADO’s experience 
with baru and faveira.

The experience of sustainable management 
and sales of faveira products by the 
Network’s wild species collectors 
significantly improved family income 
and the community organizing process. 
Until 2000, collectors received only 
0.10 Brazilian Real per kg of dried fruit 
(equivalent to 0.06 US Dollars at the time). 
Now that sales are organised, they receive 
2.80 Brazilian Real per kg of fruit (0.56 US 
Dollars at June 2022 prices). With the work 
invested over the past 22 years, the area 

managed by the Network’s wild species 
collectors has grown from 1,400 hectares 
in the first year to 15,790 hectares. Per 
harvest, the gathering of faveira fruits 
alone generates an average annual income 
of 2240 Brazilian Real per collector (about 
448 US Dollars at June 2022 prices). 
The wild species collectors know that, 
as suppliers of the raw material, they are 
at the beginning of the chain and take a 
smaller share of the profit margin. For each 
kilo of fruit, the industry earns 4.16 US 
Dollars from the sale of rutin – about 8 
times more than the collectors. But without 
organisation, it is likely that this margin 
would be even greater.

For baru, CEDAC’s monitoring records 
indicate that, in 1 hectare with 5 trees, 
the average yield is around 43.9 kg of 
processed nuts. This provides a gross 
income of 2630 Brazilian Real per hectare 
per year (or 502 US Dollars as of June 
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2022). In comparison, 1 hectare of soy 
in the Cerrado produces around 60 bags 
in the most productive areas (or 3.600 
kg), generating a gross income of 9840 
Brazilian Real (1,879 US Dollars at June 
2022 prices). However, the production cost 
per hectare of soy under the conventional 
system for this level of productivity is 
estimated at 5516 Brazilian Real (1,053 
US Dollars). If GM seeds are used, the cost 
can reach 7500 Brazilian Real (1,442 US 
Dollars), reducing net revenue to only 3711 
Brazilian Real (632 US Dollars)8. It is worth 
remembering that, to venture into export 
monocultures, farmers need to have capital 
available for the early purchase of inputs 
and must hope that no adverse weather 
conditions will affect productivity.

Therefore, in spite of all the state-of-
the-art technology available for soy 
monocultures, financed mainly with 
taxpayers’ money spent on research 
at the Brazilian Agricultural Research 
Corporation (Embrapa), the economic 
viability and long-term sustainability of soy 
as a solution for the economic occupation 
of the Cerrado is questionable. If all the 
externalities – environmental impacts of 
deforestation, water and soil pollution by 
pesticides, and impacts on public health – 
are incorporated, the economic advantages 
disappear. Between 1985 and 2020, about 
26 million hectares of native Cerrado 
vegetation were replaced by agriculture 
and cattle ranching9.

We have described the examples of faveira 
and baru – native forestry species that 
leveraged the Network’s work in boosting 
the value of biodiversity. Currently, the 
Network works with 273 species managed 
and marketed collectively through the 

8	 CONAB (2022). Soybean production costs. Available at https://www.conab.gov.br/info-agro/custos-
de-producao/planilhas-de-custo-de-producao/itemlist/category/824-soja  

9	 MapBiomas (2021). MapBiomas Projet – Mapeamento Anual de Cobertura e Uso da Terra no Brasil- 
Coleção 6, accessed in June 2022. Available here: https://mapbiomas.org/en/vegetacao-nativa-perde-
espaco-para-a-agropecuaria-nas-ultimas-tres-decadas?cama_set_language=en 

Coopcerrado. Of these, 99 are cultivated 
species, and 171 are managed native 
species. Meanwhile, 16 species produce 
biomass for use as an energy source. 
Another 57 species provide inputs for 
cosmetic and pharmaceutical products. 
Among the species of economic value, we 
highlight: resins of the red ucuba (Virola 
sebifera), angico (Anadenanthera falcata), 
jatobá (Hymenaea stigonocarpa), diesel 
tree (Copaifera langsdoffii), dragon’s 
blood (Croton urucurana); papaconha 
roots (Hybanthus ipecacuanha), paratudo 
(Gomphrena arborescens), mamacadela 
(Brosimum gaudichaudii), purgative tapioca 
or potato (Operculina sp), catuaba bark 
(Trichilia catiguá), pink trumpet (Tabebuia 
avellanedae); marcela flowers (Achyrocline 
spp); amburana seeds (Amburana 
cearensis); and the fruits of the Cerrado 
vanilla (Vanilla pompona), which are all 
marketed directly to the pharmaceutical 
industry, as well as oils from souari 
(Caryocar brasiliense Camb.), baru and 
buriti (Mauritia flexuosa), and from 
macaúba palm (Acrocomia aculetta), which 
are sold to the cosmetics industry.

The importance of land 
and territorial rights

Establishing inclusive economic ventures 
and expanding market access are important 
ways of demonstrating that traditional 
ways of occupying and using the Cerrado’s 
biodiversity are viable. Another important 
factor is opposing the advance of 
agribusiness, which transforms this treasure 
into ashes. Therefore, the fight for rights 
and territory underpins the sustainability 
of the Network’s solidarity venture model.

Thanks to struggles led by Chico Mendes 

https://www.conab.gov.br/info-agro/custos-de-producao/planilhas-de-custo-de-producao/itemlist/category/824-soja
https://www.conab.gov.br/info-agro/custos-de-producao/planilhas-de-custo-de-producao/itemlist/category/824-soja
https://mapbiomas.org/en/vegetacao-nativa-perde-espaco-para-a-agropecuaria-nas-ultimas-tres-decadas?cama_set_language=en
https://mapbiomas.org/en/vegetacao-nativa-perde-espaco-para-a-agropecuaria-nas-ultimas-tres-decadas?cama_set_language=en
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in the Amazon in the 1980s, the National 
System of Protected Areas recognises a 
category for sustainable use by traditional 
communities, called Extractive Reserves 
(RESEX). Although these were originally 
intended for the Amazon, mobilisations by 
collectors in the Cerrado have led to the 
creation of some RESEXs in this biome. In 
2006, the RESEX Recanto das Araras de 
Terra Ronca and the RESEX Lago do Cedro 
Aruanã were founded in the state of Goiás, 
covering 12,000 hectares and 17,000 
hectares, respectively. The Network was 
directly involved in the demands behind 
the creation of these Reserves.

However, the lack of government action 
to expropriate and formalize the legal 
status of the areas ended up turning these 
RESEX into “protected areas on paper 
only” as they are called in Brazil. This 
situation of legal uncertainty has led the 
collectors into confrontation with people 
who claim to own the areas where the 
RESEX were demarcated. This exposes 

landless collectors to threats, and they are 
often denied access to the RESEX areas to 
gather fruit. At the same time, the areas are 
vulnerable to being cleared and burned by 
large landowners.

On the Network’s initiative, demands to 
create eight more extractive reserves in the 
Cerrado were filed as part of the campaign 
“The Cerrado does not live on its own: 
Extractive Reserves in the Cerrado”. The 
Network also demands governance models 
for the RESEX that are compatible with the 
territoriality of the peoples of the Cerrado.

Collective benefits

The Network has provided ways for the 
peoples and communities of the Cerrado 
to weave their lives together in a territory, 
valuing their remarkable knowledge and 
the rich biodiversity embodied in the 
myriad species they manage and market 
collectively. Their creative community 
organizing networks bring together 



indigenous peoples from northern Minas 
Gerais (Xacriabá people), Mato Grosso 
(Xavante people), Fundos e Fecho de Pasto 
communities in western Bahia, Geraizeiros 
and Vazanteiros in northern and north-
western Minas Gerais, Ribeirinhos and 
Vazanteiros in the São Francisco and 
Araguaia basins, collectors of the Lago 
do Cedro and Terra Ronca RESEXs, 
Quilombolas from Goiás, Bahia and Minas 
Gerais, people who pick wild flowers (such 
as star flowers, golden grass and jazida), 
agrarian reform settlers and small farmers.

Social organisation gives them the political 
strength to influence the Brazilian State 
in favour of structural changes for better 
conditions to scale up solutions developed 
by the Network. Achievements in the field 
of public policies bring direct benefits to 
society as a whole, including communities 
active in the Network. Among their main 
achievements, we highlight:

•	 Introduction of the baru 
nut into the menu of school 
meals in Goiânia in 2001.

•	 Ordinance #18/2002, by the 
Environmental Agency of the 
state of Goiás, prohibiting 
the felling of baru trees. 

•	 Approval of Law #15051, on 
December 29, 2004, which reduced 
the Circulation of Merchandise and 
Services Tax (ICMS) on industrial 
production of typical Cerrado 
products from 17% to 7%. 

•	 Creation of the first two 
Extractive Reserves in the 
Cerrado biome in 2006.

•	 Law #1336, on December 14, 
2021: a municipal organic school 

meals programme approved in 
the municipality of Lassance, 
state of Minas Gerais. 

•	 Bill filed to create a municipal public 
policy for organic school meals in 
Goiânia, capital of the state of Goiás.

By introducing a network model for 
community organizing in the Brazilian 
Cerrado, based on the principles of 
agroecology, and employing a creative and 
inclusive market strategy, the Network, 
with support from CEDAC and the 
COOPCERRADO, has helped to conserve 
875,000 hectares of Cerrado and to 
avoid the emission of at least 134.7 MT 
of CO2. At the same time, it generates 
income for about 29,850 people in 270 
rural communities. This includes the 820 
farmer promoters who promote and scale 
up agroecology in their communities and 
municipalities. The PGS, the FGABio, and 
the Centres for Agroecological Community 
Experience (CEVCAR) are innovative tools 
that make networking more effective. 

This way of using and living in the Brazilian 
Cerrado generates benefits both for 
individual participating collectors and on 
a collective scale. Unlike agribusiness, 
sustainably managed standing forests 
protect water, soil, and biodiversity, 
while reducing pressures on the climate. 
In addition to generating income for 
vulnerable sectors of the population, 
sustainable collection of wild species 
connects the Cerrado to people all over the 
world: consumers of nutritious food from 
its fruits, medicine from its leaves, roots, 
and seeds, and the beauty offered by its 
oils and fragrances.
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CONCLUSION

The following points summarise the main learnings from the pilot process:

•	 The concept of evidence is still confused with the concept of information. While good 
information derived from science, M&E, testimonies, etc., is the basis of evidence, such 
information only becomes evidence when it is used for a purpose within a set of norms 
to trigger an analysis that will lead to a decision or action. 

•	 Grassroots organisations have significant amounts of information about their experience 
and practice of agroecology and agroecological transitions. However, they have not 
yet made extensive use of that information for building evidence-based cases for the 
promotion of agroecology. There is scope to improve on this situation.

•	 The process of developing a case takes time; it becomes useful when it is aligned with 
the priorities of the organisation. In consequence, any future cases to be developed 
must be closely linked to the needs and priorities of the grassroots organisations. 

•	 Grassroots organisations have expressed a strong interest in developing evidence-based 
cases for agroecology. However, the pilot has also highlighted the challenges they face. It 
is clear that their interest and experience need to be complemented with analytical skills 
that may be brought in from outside the organisation, perhaps from allied academics. 
These academics, who are more familiar with the culture of making statements and 
testing them against evidence that emerges from practice and experience, can provide 
valuable support.

•	 An improved model for how to support the AEF grantees in the process of building cases 
for agroecology has been proposed for a next phase. It includes potential solutions to 
some of the problems that arose during the pilot phase, including providing resources 
for grassroots organisations to bring in local technical support. A short online course has 
been created; it explains the logic of building an evidence-based case and uses the pilot 
cases as examples to share the pilot’s learning with other grassroots organisations. 
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