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Abstract

P. Migliorini, P. Bàrberi, S. Bellon, T. Gaifami, V.D. Gkisakis, A. Peeters, and A. Wezel. 
2020. Controversial topics in agroecology: A European perspective. Int. J. Agric. Nat. 
Resour. 159-173. Seven potential controversial topics in agroecology are presented and 
discussed from a European perspective comparing the position of Agroecology Europe (AEEU) 
obtained from an iterative, participatory approach with members and compared with published 
literature, including views from other parts of the world. The seven controversial topics are: i) 
use of agrochemicals; ii) small-scale and peasant farming versus larger farms; iii) technological 
innovations in agriculture and precision farming; iv) biotechnology and genetic engineering 
in agriculture; v) local and short food circuits; vi) social justice; vii) gender perspective. The 
analysis shows that there are diverse points of view related to geographical area and sociopolitical 
contexts. However, there are several convergences towards the ambition of redesigning farming 
and food systems, as a lever acting on several topics, and in considering agroecology with a 
holistic, participatory, multiactor approach for a transition that is needed.
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Introduction

The use of the term “agroecology” has developed 
more strongly across Europe over the last three 
decades than in other parts of the world, although 

the term was already in use at the beginning of 
the 20th century (Wezel & Soldat 2009). Since 
the end of the 20th century, as scientists started to 
use the term to refer to the application of ecologi-
cal principles to agriculture, the term’s scale and 
dimensions have grown tremendously (Wezel et 
al., 2009). Additionally, the definition of the term 
“agroecology” has evolved since the one put forth by 
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Altieri (1987 and 1995) by extending the concept to 
include “the ecology of food system[s]” (Francis et 
al., 2003). Today, three elements and interpretations 
of agroecology as a science, a social movement and 
a set of practices coexist (Wezel et al., 2009). In this 
framework, the transition towards more sustain-
able food systems should include environmental, 
economic, social, cultural and political issues. In 
this regard, agroecology reflects a paradigm shift 
that fundamentally challenges the existing cul-
tural and structural power dynamics of the current 
unfair and unsustainable food system and places 
the self-organization of food producers and food 
eaters as a means and an end (De Molina, 2013). 
Agroecology, in its most transformative and political 
version, represents a framework that is centered on 
the synergistic relationships between, on the one 
hand, people and nature and, on the other hand, 
knowledge and the rights of food, in addition to the 
decentering of profit, market, technology transfer 
and similar elements of “mainstream development” 
(Anderson et al., 2019).

The agroecological approach has become in-
creasingly relevant in Europe, where significant 
environmental and social problems emerged 
after the intensification and industrialization of 
agricultural and food systems, such as the loss 
of biodiversity, the contamination of soils, water, 
and food with pesticides, the eutrophication of 
water bodies, the high use of antibiotics in the 
livestock sector, and the decline of farm numbers 
and farmers’ revenues, which have led to serious 
problems for human and agroecosystem health 
and for rural communities.

Agroecological approaches are now mentioned and 
included in the EU biodiversity strategy (European 
Commission, 2020a) and the EU Farm to Fork 
strategy (European Commission, 2020b), which 
guide the policy and management of biodiversity, 
agriculture and food systems for the next decade 
and set targets until 2030.

Since 2014, the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion of the United Nations (FAO) has played a 

strong role in facilitating the global and regional 
dialogue on agroecology through nine regional and 
international multistakeholder meetings, which 
culminated in the 2nd International Symposium 
on Agroecology held in Rome in 2018, which 
brought together the lessons learned from the 
regional meetings (Loconto & Fouilleux, 2019).

In 2019, the “Ten Elements of Agroecology” report 
was released. This was the first FAO report dealing 
prominently with agroecology (FAO, 2018a). Later, 
the HLPE report on “Agroecological approaches 
and other innovations for sustainable agriculture 
and food systems that enhance food security and 
nutrition” developed the concepts of the first 
publication (HLPE, 2019). The report defined a 
concise set of 13 agroecological principles and 
pointed out, among other things, that there has 
been much less investment made in research on 
agroecological approaches than on other inno-
vative approaches (for the 13 principles and 10 
elements, see also Wezel et al., 2020). This report 
placed agroecology at the forefront and illustrated 
topics and issues that are highly debated within 
agroecology and in relation to other approaches, 
such as sustainable intensification and climate-
smart agriculture. The recognition of agroecol-
ogy as one of the pathways and alternatives to 
develop sustainable agriculture and food systems 
became visible in the global policy arena with 
the publication of the IAASTD Report (2009) 
and the IAASTD + 10 report (Herren, Haerlin & 
IAASTD+10 Advisory Group, 2020).

Agroecology Europe (AEEU) is an association 
founded in 2016 with the goal of placing agro-
ecology high on the European agenda of the 
sustainable development of farming and food 
systems. It intends to foster interactions between 
actors in science, practice and social movements 
by facilitating knowledge sharing and action. It 
aims to create an inclusive European community 
of professionals, practitioners and citizens who 
are engaged in agroecology. To do this, two 
Agroecology Europe Fora have been organized; 
the first was held in 2017 in Lyon (France), and 
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the second was held in 2019 in Heraklion, Crete 
(Greece). Each of them gathered approximately 
300 multistakeholders to discuss different chal-
lenges (Wezel et al., 2018), exchange point of 
view and present several contributions (Gkisakis 
et al., 2019), involving large numbers of young 
agroecologists. Some controversial topics in the 
agroecology debate have emerged, especially in the 
last five years, as agroecology has become more 
debated in the international arena. In accordance 
with its intended goal of fostering Europe-wide 
participatory action and debate around agroecol-
ogy, AEEU has engaged in an open discussion 
with its members on some of these topics over the 
last three years, with the objective of presenting 
a shared position. The process and outcomes of 
this participatory process are presented and dis-
cussed herein, along with other opinions found  
in the literature.

Methods

For the future development of agroecology in Eu-
rope, it is important to better identify the current 
fields of application and implementation, as well 
as the constraints and barriers that hinder broader 
development. The first round of discussion was 
based on a World Café session consisting of ap-
proximately 300 participants that was held during 
the 1st Agroecology Europe Forum in Lyon, France, 
in October 2017, where some of these topics and 
issues were identified (Wezel et al., 2018b) and 
a first analysis of agroecology development in 
Europe (Nicot et al., 2018; Wezel et al., 2019b) 
was performed. Subsequently, to better frame 
the discussion, a consultation within a working 
group of Agroecology Europe was carried out, 
from which a list of seven “controversial topics” 
was developed and worked out in more detail. 
Reduced from an initial list of approximately 10 
topics, the seven topics presented here represente 
the most important for the future development of 
agroecology in Europe and relate to important issues 
that were identified in HLPE (2019) as contested 
areas in agroecology by divergent perspectives. 

By “controversial topics”, we mean issues of key 
importance for the ongoing debate on sustainable 
agricultural and food systems, whose vision and 
interpretation from an agroecological perspective 
have not been unequivocal. A draft text for each of 
these topics was then presented and discussed at 
the 2nd Agroecology Europe Forum in Heraklion, 
Greece, in September 2019, where comments 
and proposals were collected. In a fourth step, 
a second round of comments and feedback were 
collected via an online consultation among AEEU 
members, and included in the final text versions 
published on the AEEU website in March 2020 
(AEEU, 2020).

A European perspective on controversial 
topics in agroecology

In the following section, we present the seven 
controversial topics for agroecology and how 
they were debated; this format is approached by 
not only using European perspectives but also 
by relating such perspectives to the literature on 
these topics, thereby including views from other 
parts of the world. The seven controversial topics 
are as follows:

•	 Use of agrochemicals;

•	 Small-scale and peasant farming versus 
larger farms;

•	 Technological innovations in agriculture, 
including digitalization, information and 
communication technologies (ICT) and 
precision farming;

•	 Biotechnology and genetic engineering 
in agriculture;

•	 Local and short food circuits;

•	 Social justice; and

•	 Gender perspective.
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Use of agrochemicals

Generally, industrial agriculture, also called 
conventional agriculture, is characterized by 
the intensive use of external and commercial 
inputs (Kremen & Miles, 2012), while agroecol-
ogy aims to reduce strongly the use of external 
inputs; however, the origin of these inputs (e.g., 
synthetic or organic) is not fully specified (Al-
tieri, 1995; Gliessman, 2007; IPES-Food, 2016; 
Watts & Williamson, 2015). Scenarios for 2050 
predict that the need for chemical fertilizers and 
pesticides will increase in an effort to increase 
crop production and feed a growing world popula-
tion (FAO 2018b). Certain aspects of production 
increase linked to conventional agriculture are 
also argumented within the sustainable intensi-
fication paradigm (Wezel et al., 2015; Bernard 
& Lux, 2017).

With an agroecological approach, agroecosys-
tems should be managed sustainably by fostering 
synergies and beneficial ecological interactions 
between soil, plants, livestock and other organ-
isms occurring across multiple scales (field, 
farm and landscape), as well as by integrating 
local and traditional knowledge (Altieri, 1995, 
Gliessman, 2007, Wezel et al., 2020). These 
beneficial interactions are fostered by the diver-
sification of practices and production systems and 
the implementation of agroecological practices 
(Wezel et al., 2014, Migliorini & Wezel, 2017). 
For example, enhancing soil health is key for crop 
production and nutrient recycling and for disease 
and pest control (Bàrberi, 2019; HLPE, 2019). 
Other efficient nature-based strategies exist for 
controlling weeds, as well as livestock diseases 
and parasites (Bàrberi, 2019). For instance, the 
use of 1) cover crops is fundamental in reducing 
weeds as well as maintaining soil fertility, 2) 
extended crop rotations help to avoid pests and 
diseases, 3) intercropping cereals and legumes 
allows for the supply of nitrogen to cereals, 
facilitated by competitive interactions between 
species, and 4) targeted and timely cultivation is 
useful to control weeds.

To date, there are no commonly agreed rules or 
certification schemes regarding the use of synthetic 
inputs under agroecological production, although 
their use is highly debated. In organic farming, 
synthetic inputs are not allowed (for example, in 
Europe according to Regulation EU 2018/848), 
but some products can be used if they are included 
in a positive list (e.g., in Annex list of EC 2008). 
In general, synthetic substances are prohibited 
in organic crop and livestock production unless 
specifically allowed, and nonsynthetic (natural) 
substances are allowed for crop and livestock 
production unless specifically prohibited.

A first certification scheme that also deals with 
external input reduction is the high environmental 
value (HVE) scheme, which was launched by a 
French policy in 2011 and is considered by policy 
makers as a potential agroecological certification 
(Wezel & David, accepted for publication).

HVE certification aims to promote farmers’ en-
gagement in environmentally benign practices. 
This promotion should encourage them to decrease 
their negative environmental impacts related to 
pesticide use, improve the management of fertil-
izers and water and enhance on-farm biodiversity 
conservation (Ministère de l’Agriculture, de 
l’Agroalimentaire et de la Forêt, 2016). This scheme 
is intended to be similar to organic certification 
and is also seen as a premium for farmers when 
marketing agroecological products. In April 2019, 
the first supermarket chain in France decided to 
enlarge their products with an HVE certifica-
tion to favor the development of agroecology 
(AgroMedia, 2019).

Regarding the use of chemicals, AEEU’s position 
is that “agroecological systems should use neither 
synthetic agrochemicals nor organic contentious 
inputs, also during the transition period towards 
agroecology, because in most cases the use of, e.g., 
pesticides or antibiotics, counteracts the ecological 
functions of ecosystems that agroecology aims 
to enhance” (AEEU, 2020). However, during the 
transition towards agroecological systems, there 
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might be cases in which some use of agrochemi-
cals may be required, e.g., to face unexpected 
pest outbreaks. In these cases, synthetic and 
organic pesticides with the lowest environmental 
impact should be used, and only where no other 
ecologically based solutions or agroecological 
techniques can be immediately implemented. 
These applications should be considered as one-
shot treatments to face emergency situations and 
to complement nonchemical methods and never 
as stand-alone treatments (AEEU, 2020). This 
is because “the final goal of any agroecological 
system is to eliminate synthetic fertilizers and 
pesticides and increase resilience by enhancing 
the use of renewable and internal resources and 
through system diversification” and redesign 
(AEEU, 2020).

Small-scale and peasant farming versus larger 
farms

Smallholder farmers are still producing most of 
the world’s food supply nowadays (Rapsomanikis, 
2015; HLPE, 2019; Ebel, 2020). Family farmers 
are the traditional keepers of knowledge and 
wisdom and can help boost rural economies 
(Rapsomanikis, 2015; Ebel, 2020). Therefore, 
family farmers around the world are likely the 
key actors for producing food in an agroecological 
way (FAO, 2020). In contrast, larger farms are 
often seen as having a comparative advantage 
regarding production and economies of scale 
meeting the food needs of a growing population 
(Godfray et al., 2010).

The assertion that small farms are a priori more 
sustainable than large farms is not supportable, 
as sustainability does not depend on size but 
on many other factors. There is some evidence 
that small farms are more sustainable than large 
farms, but this outcome mainly depends on 
management strategies (e.g., less dependence on 
commercial inputs; the use of on-farm or regional 
resources such as manure and compost; diversi-
fied cropping and livestock systems; the use of 

landraces; high agrobiodiversity; the provision of 
multiple ecosystem services; less equipment and, 
therefore, lower fossil fuel consumption). These 
types of strategies are typically more frequently 
applied on small farms. As a consequence, agro-
ecological management practices often increase 
the environmental and economic (van der Ploeg 
et al., 2019) sustainability of small and peasant 
farms. The actual farm size that defines small-
scale farming varies from country to country; 
for example, the USDA defines small farms in 
the USA as farms with less than $100,000 in 
value of annual production and distinguishes 
them from “noncommercial” farms that make 
less than $50,000 per year (Ikers, 2008). Herrero 
et al. (2017) considered as small and medium 
farms those with less than 50 ha. Globally, 
these farms produce 51 to 77% of nearly all the 
commodities examined. In regions where large 
farms dominate, such as North America, South 
America, Australia and New Zealand, these farms 
contribute between 75% and 100%, for example, 
of all cereal, livestock, and fruit production. In 
contrast, small farms (≤20 ha) produce more than 
75% of most food commodities in sub-Saharan 
Africa, South-East Asia, South Asia, and China.

Farm size cannot be reduced to farm area. A 
farmer can manage important surfaces of mountain 
areas while being a small farmer because live-
stock densities and numbers on these mountain 
grasslands are low. In contrast, a factory farm 
that raises thousands of sows and piglets on less 
than one hectare can be considered a large farm 
by the number of animals and the importance of 
income generated.

A five-hectare vegetable marketing farm is large, 
for instance, while the surface is small and animals 
are absent. It is large because income per ha and 
per labor unit is important, and several people are 
needed for managing it. A thirty-hectare arable 
farm can be considered small even if it is six-fold 
larger than the five-hectare example in terms of 
surface area because income is modest and can 
easily be managed by a single person.
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Some authors and organizations1 have tried to 
use economic parameters to define small farms. 
Under this scheme, small farms can be identified 
by their small income per farm or per labor unit. 
This implies that small farms can never generate 
high income per labor unit, which is of course not 
an element that can attract farmers’ successors 
or newcomers in the business.

The Peasant Confederation, which is a French 
alternative Farmers’ Union and a member of 
Via Campesina, proposes, for instance, a system 
that is a combination of income, surface area 
and livestock number (Confédération Paysanne, 
2016). However, this Farmers’ Union considers 
that the definition of the small farm cannot be 
harmonized across Europe because the reality 
of agriculture diverges strongly among European 
countries and that every country should define 
small farms from its own reality.

AEEU acknowledges (AEEU, 2020) that “small-
scale and peasant farming represents the vast 
majority of farmers worldwide and is still of 
great importance in Europe. These farmers 
play a vital role in food sovereignty and social 
cohesion in large parts of the world. At the same 
time, agroecological approaches and solutions 
can help larger farms escape the locks-in of 
specialized industrial agricultural production 
and initiate the transition towards diversified 
and truly sustainable systems. Their engage-
ment in agroecological farming is also expected 
to provide agroecosystem services across wide 
geographical areas.” Furthermore, larger farms 
are likely to have more chances to invest in an 
agroecological transition starting with only a 
part of the farm, without the risk of irrevers-
ible economic damage. “Either small or large, 
it is important that agroecological principles 
are applied in order to provide benefits for the 
environment and society while farming activities 

1The French statistical system identifies small farms on an 
income basis.

are contextualized to their social and ecological 
environment” (AEEU, 2020).

Technological innovations in agriculture

A new phase of agriculture, supported by in-
dustry and by innovation policies in Europe and 
around the world, promotes the development and 
integration of information and communication 
(ICT), sensor-based and data technologies into 
farming activities. This new trend has recently 
become a mainstream narrative of innovation in 
agriculture, including novel high-tech approaches 
such as cloud computing, specialized software, 
drones and the Internet of Things, all of which 
are presented as key tools to increase yields, 
reduce costs and, notably, promote agricultural 
sustainability (Gkisakis et al., 2017). Technologi-
cal innovations, either high- or low-tech, have an 
important role in agriculture and may create the 
conditions needed to develop innovative tools 
and provide solutions.

However, a major question is which of these 
technologies are acceptable in agroecology. 
Additionally, it should be clarified which new 
technologies are specifically needed to develop 
further agroecological production. Agroecological 
practices are not in opposition to ICT but need 
to question what the current effects of the use of 
these technologies are (Carolan, 2017). These new 
technologies are often clearly market-oriented 
and might be costly and thus less accessible 
tools for smallholder farmers and do not always 
pay back. The question of profitability of these 
technologies is central in this issue. There are 
increasing discussions on the contribution of 
these new technologies to agroecology; however, 
only a few scientific publications have analyzed 
this topic thus far, and they have used different 
criteria, e.g., environmental impacts during the 
development/production of tools and technologies, 
social impacts, cost-benefit analysis and economic 
dependency. In addition, ICT tools, including 
social media and e-commerce platforms, might 
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play an important role in directly connecting 
stakeholders of the food system, such as farmers 
and consumers, thereby allowing them to share 
knowledge and experiences and create alterna-
tive food chains.

Agroecological approaches also need to focus 
on democratic governance, agency and knowl-
edge systems in regard to ICT (HLPE, 2019). In 
particular, they need to better evaluate what is 
being attempted through the use of big data, by 
whom, and what kinds of future food systems 
are being fostered through their application 
(Madsen et al., 2016; Carolan, 2018; HLPE, 2019). 
Current applications are mainly developed by a 
highly concentrated industry that first focuses 
on profits, prioritizing convenience and social 
status with ICT use (Gkisakis & Damianakis, 
2020), rather than on the key issues of sustainable 
food systems, such as ecological health, political 
agency, human rights, diversified knowledge 
systems and equity.

Traditional and novel technologies are not neces-
sarily in opposition to agroecology (AEEU, 2020). 
They can provide site-specific solutions and solve 
local issues by optimizing natural resource use. 
However, AEEU (2020) considers that “techno-
logical innovations, including the recent advent 
of digital and data-sharing tools, are not expected 
to be the main drivers of the transition towards 
agroecology and truly sustainable food systems. 
In particular, patented technological innovations 
developed with a top-down approach are unlikely 
to serve the purpose of agroecological systems 
because they clash with the participatory approach 
to knowledge cocreation, which is at the heart of 
agroecology.” Only with the active engagement of 
farmers and other local actors in the codevelopment 
of ICT-based innovations (e.g., decision support 
systems, smartphone applications, etc.) will the 
creation and uptake of technological innovations 
be maximized, facilitating the build-up of mutual 
trust between scientists, technology developers 
and farmers. “Participatory approaches will also 
minimize the risk of inappropriate use of personal 

data and will likely provide tools at an affordable 
cost for small-scale farmers.” Precision farming 
and ICT-based technologies are not in line with 
agroecological principles where seen only as a 
way to optimize the efficacy of agricultural inputs. 
However, these technologies might be supportive 
of an initial step in the transition from conventional 
to agroecological systems or apply fine-tuned 
technologies in an already redesigned system.

Biotechnology and genetic engineering in 
agriculture

While genetically modified organisms (GMOs) 
are strictly banned for ethical reasons in organic 
farming, there are no clear related standards in 
agroecology. A recent paper discusses whether 
genetic engineering and agroecology are com-
patible (Lotz et al., 2020). In particular, three 
grades of modification are examined, namely, 
cisgenic modifications to make potatoes durably 
resistant to late blight, the use of CRISPR/Cas 
to make rice resistant to bacterial blight, and 
transgenic Bt crops. The authors conclude that 
genetic engineering and agroecology certainly 
have synergy in the context of agroecology sci-
ence components. By contrast, its acceptability 
may vary depending on the norms and ethical or 
cultural values of social movements. However, 
some scientists (e.g., Ceccarelli, 2014) have sug-
gested that GMOs can only be a short-term solu-
tion, as the main weakness of GM crops is that 
they ignore the fundamental theorem of natural 
selection. Genetically modified crops belong to 
the category of unstable solutions to the problem 
of protection against pests; this is why, in the best 
hypothesis, they only provide a temporary solu-
tion, which in turn, as described above, creates 
a new problem (a resistant pest), which requires 
a different solution (a new GM variety), thereby 
creating a never-ending technological loop that 
is clearly unsustainable.

There is a difference between vertical resistance 
(i.e., the single-gene resistance providing com-
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plete crop protection) and horizontal resistance 
(i.e., multiple gene-linked resistance providing 
different degrees of protection), from a minimum 
to a maximum (Robinson, 2009). Horizontal 
resistance provides stable protection because it 
is beyond a pest’s capacity for microevolutionary 
change. Consequently, new pest strains do not 
emerge, and if they do, they do not have a selec-
tive advantage (Robinson, 2009). This is because 
horizontal resistance does not represent such a 
strong selection in favor of new strains, as does 
vertical resistance.

The acceptability of biotechnologies in agro-
ecological farming and food systems depends 
on their intended use (AEEU, 2020). If the use 
of biotechnology is in line with the principles of 
agroecology and sustains biodiversity-based ag-
ricultural and food systems, including their social 
components, it might be a valuable addition. This 
could include biological and molecular techniques 
for the screening, selection, conservation and use 
of germplasm/organisms suitable for agroeco-
logical farming (e.g., marker-assisted selection 
(MAS), quantitative trait loci (QTL) mapping, 
genome-wide association studies (GWAS), in vitro 
culture and DNA banking in gene banks). This 
applies to plants, animals and microorganisms of 
agricultural and food/feed interest. Contrary to 
the current form of genetic engineering, includ-
ing GMOs and new plant breeding techniques, 
agroecological farming and food systems are 
based on the importance of diversified farming 
and food systems for agricultural sustainability 
that promote and increase agrobiodiversity from 
the soil to the territorial level, stress the impor-
tance of conservation and sustainable use of local 
resources, and distribute power in the hands of 
various actors, thereby sharing open innova-
tion systems and valuing farmers’ knowledge, 
food sovereignty and cultural diversity. “AEEU 
supports agroecological methods that provide 
a more sustainable way of producing healthy 
food, that are efficient because better adapted to 
local systems, more diverse, able to cope with 
the continuous evolution of pests and diseases 

without depending on chemical control and on 
technological ‘silver bullets’, and more resilient 
to climate change and unfavorable economic 
circumstances” (AEEU, 2020).

Local and short food circuits

Local and short food circuit systems have been 
regaining recognition and importance in the last 
decade (IPES Food, 2016), and they are seen 
as indispensable elements for building future 
sustainable food systems. One major goal is to 
reconnect producers and consumers and to cre-
ate direct economic links among the partners of 
the economic exchange. These systems include 
direct sales as local food markets or community-
supported agriculture along with local food chains 
that could include no more than one intermediary 
between the producer and the consumer. Local 
food systems have generally been defined as sys-
tems where the production processing, trade and 
consumption of food occur in a defined reduced 
geographical area that include short supply chains 
characterized by a reduced length of the chain 
in terms of the number of stakeholders involved. 
(Roep & Wiskerke, 2012; Kneafsey et al., 2013; 
Praly et al., 2014).

AEEU supports and defends smallholders and 
family farming, farmers, networks of farmers, 
advisors/technicians and other actors who wish to 
reconnect consumers, producers and rural com-
munities with local and short food supply chains 
and reach out for food sovereignty (AEEU, 2020; 
Peeters et al., accepted for publication). Local and 
territorialized food systems have huge potential to 
build up a wealthier, healthier and more just society, 
and —as such— they should be prioritized through 
targeted regulations (AEEU, 2020). They should 
not just focus on local and short food chains but 
should embed diversity at all levels, from seed to 
food processing and retail. Food and retail com-
panies need to be engaged through a regulatory 
process, with food companies genuinely embracing 
alternative business models supporting local and 
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territorialized food systems, lowering the importance 
of intermediates, strengthening the connections 
between producers and consumers, promoting 
food quality, fair food prices, and increasing 
farmers’ contractual power. Hybrid food networks 
that link conventional and alternative marketing 
channels can promote processes of social growth 
and ecological sustainability. Such networks can 
be enhanced through support measures such as 
peri-urban storage hubs, accessibility of urban and 
peri-urban land for agroecological farming (espe-
cially to young farmers), promotional campaigns 
and regional development plans for quality food.

Social Justice

Social Justice is included in the 10 FAO Elements 
of Agroecology as a “human and social value” and 
as a principle of agroecology in HLPE (2019) under 
“social values and diet.” Although social aspects are 
not always included in the different interpretations 
of the term “agroecology”, they are fully considered 
in the food sovereignty and political agroecology 
paradigm in opposition to climate-smart agriculture 
(González de Molina, 2013; Pimbert, 2015). The 
search for a sustainable food system implies a change 
in the current food regimen dynamics that can only 
come from social agents by means of institutional 
mediation. Within the framework of agroecology, 
social movements, such as La Via Campesina2, fight 
for peasants’ rights; climate and environmental 
justice; access to land, water and territories in the 
face of land grabbing; and private appropriation 
of natural resources, including genetic resources. 
Moreover, agroecological principles encourage 
a reconceptualization of farm work. Farmers are 
continuously stimulated to develop skills and acquire 
valuable experiential knowledge on local ecosys-
tems and agricultural techniques. This contributes 
to the development of a number of capabilities 
and leads to more bargaining power, facilitating 
self-determination. Therefore, farm work is made 

2https://whyhunger.org/our-work/resources/agroecology/

more attractive to a younger generation, which is an 
essential factor for safeguarding the continuity of 
family farms (Timmermann & Félix, 2015).

Regarding social justice, agroecology supports 
rural communities and revitalizes rural areas 
in promoting rural employment and enlarging 
social inclusion (AEEU, 2020). Therefore, it 
helps transform societies into more inclusive 
ones. AEEU also favors a fair distribution of 
the wealth produced in and by agroecological 
farming. This helps ensure fair prices and ad-
equately functioning distribution systems. AEEU 
“supports the inclusion of young farmers and 
new entrants into agriculture. This implies the 
construction of needed support structures (land 
banks, access to cheap credits, mechanisms for 
sharing experiences, machinery, seeds and labor, 
etc.).” It is also important to involve and protect 
minorities of all kinds. There is the danger that 
parts of the agricultural labor force are mobi-
lized and contracted in illegal ways and/or are 
extremely exploited. Such exploitation could 
include low wages, bad housing, and danger-
ous working conditions. Migrant populations 
especially are often the victim of such practices. 
AEEU is entirely opposed to these practices and 
will denounce them wherever they occur (AEEU, 
2020). Moreover, the inclusion of disabled people 
in farming should be enhanced, requiring the 
purposeful creation of the needed conditions 
needed to facilitate their participation (AEEU, 
2020). Overall, AEEU “defines and supports 
smallholders, peasant farmers and pastoralists as 
integral and indispensable parts of civil society.”

Gender perspective

Women play a vital role in agriculture, includ-
ing the maintenance of sustainable systems of 
production and consumption. Furthermore, they 
are often the guardians of biodiversity, as they 
are responsible for the maintenance of local seeds 
and local gardens and of the diversity within 
communities. They are also in charge of keep-
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ing traditional knowledge on local varieties and 
species, especially local herbs for nutrition and 
health. Globally, women make up almost half of 
the agricultural workforce. However, they face 
significant barriers to sustainable development 
in terms of lack of access to land, technical and 
financial assistance and other forms of support. 
Women and girls remain economically margin-
alized and comprise one of the most vulnerable 
groups in our societies (Timmermann & Félix, 
2015; FAO, 2020). Although feminism has been 
an important current in agroecological thought 
(Altieri & Rosset, 2018), gender inequalities 
continue to be well established in the agri-food 
world, i.e., in fields, families and kitchens around 
the world. We cannot, therefore, assume that food 
sovereignty and peasant agroecology are already 
feminist by themselves (Soler Montiel, Rivera-
Ferre & García Roces, 2020). Proponents of food 
sovereignty need to address gender systematically 
as a strategic element of its construct and not only 
as a mobilizing ideology (Young Park & White, 
2015). Additionally, by analyzing the scientific 
literature and agroecological scientific texts from 
a gender perspective, it can be seen that women 
seem to have remained at the margins of the 
political aspect of the literature, which has been 
driven by identifying both the androcentrism of 
the subject’s author (i.e., the scientific practices) 
and the androcentrism of the texts (Prévost, 2020).

Female farmers have a long history of carrying 
out agroecological practices (AEEU, 2020). In 
the first phase of the green revolution in the 
1960s, starting with the pressure caused by the 
industrialization of agriculture, many farmers 
changed to monocultures, and the diversity of 
produce was reduced. However, “especially female 
farmers often continued to grow different types of 
vegetables and maintained fruit trees and gardens 
with flowers, livestock for noncommercial use and 
(medicinal) herbs to ensure on-farm biodiversity, 
nutritious food for their families and a healthy liv-
ing environment” (AEEU, 2020). In this respect, 
female farmers can be regarded as the guardians 
of seeds in holding knowledge about selecting, 

storing and planting them. Often, they did not 
want pesticides on the food they grew for their 
families and thus developed and implemented 
agroecological practices in gardens or on their 
farms, as well as in their communities, which 
are trends that continues today.

For this reason, “their work should be highlighted, 
and they should be recognized for this work and 
for their important role” (AEEU, 2020). However, 
in many parts of the world, female farmers have 
been—and in many cases still are—excluded from 
heritage, land, financial autonomy, and agricultural 
extension. “They should be offered an equal voice 
in all levels of public decision-making”.

To ensure the next generation of agroecological 
farmers, “gender equity, women and LGBT rights 
have to be an integral part of efforts to advance 
agroecology.” The creation of a more horizontal 
relationship between humans and nature is needed, 
but this relationship must also be established be-
tween individuals, different generations, genders 
and populations. This is the social biodiversity 
related to agroecology. AEEU further “acknowl-
edges that there are different feminisms related to 
different oppressions and that practical actions can 
be coconstructed based on the local experiences of 
female peasant and small-scale farmers and their 
organizations” (AEEU, 2020).

Overall considerations, different views and 
conclusions

The aim of this paper is to discuss, understand 
and clarify some controversial topics within 
agroecology with a participatory approach. The 
explicit ambition is to provide a larger discussion 
and promote research and innovation in the sector 
with guidelines to be used to design future action.

Regarding the use of agrochemicals, the position 
of AEEU is in alignment with many studies on the 
development of sustainable agriculture but differs 
strongly in that the final goal proposed is to eliminate 
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agrochemicals. This is strongly in contrast to views of 
conventional agriculture proponents that sustainable 
intensification is needed to feed the growing world 
population and that this can only be achieved with 
the indispensable use of agrochemicals.

In regard to small-scale and peasant farming 
versus larger farms, there are opinions that larger 
farms can better contribute to feeding the world in 
2050, mainly because of economies of scale and 
higher yields. However, small farms contribute a 
large amount of food produced today. The major 
problem lies in the definition of what is a small 
and large farm and what they produce, with inputs 
and labor. The position of AEEU is therefore not 
on which farm size is more favorable but that it 
is important that agroecological principles be 
applied, be it on smaller or larger farms.

For technological innovations in agriculture, includ-
ing digitalization, ICT, and precision farming, the 
position of AEEU is that they are welcome when 
supporting the principles and practices of agroecology.

Regarding biotechnology and genetic engineering 
in agriculture, AEEU is in line with the Nyéléni 
Declaration (2015) and food sovereignty issues 
regarding the protection, respect and insurance of 
the stewardship of biodiversity and the implementa-
tion of producers’ rights to use, sell and exchange 
their own seeds and animal breeds. Biotechnology 
and genetic engineering are top-down approaches 
to innovation, which are often framed in terms of 
economic growth in a competitive global economy 
rather than being integrated in farmers’ priorities 
and local, autonomous feeding systems.

Concerning local and short food circuits, social 
justice and gender issues, AEEU recognizes the 
indissoluble connection between ecological, eco-
nomic, social, cultural and political dimensions 
of sustainability and the need to care more for 
vulnerable groups, as well as to strongly recog-
nize food security aspects. If food sovereignty 
is to have an intellectual future within critical 
agrarian studies, there is a need to reconcile the 

inherent contradictions of the ‘we are all the same’ 
discourse, undertaking the analysis of social 
differences as a starting point. This approach 
is in contrast with the reductionist one seeing 
agroecology only as the application of ecological 
practices to agriculture, neglecting the economic 
and social principles and aspects of agroecology.

The participatory approach of AEEU to debat-
ing controversial topics is not an easy process. 
Nevertheless, it is an important way to come to a 
shared consensus and clarify some critical aspects 
of agroecology. Indeed, some topics - e.g., bio-
technology and ICT - might need to be revisited 
in the light of fast technological progress.
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