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Future food dilemma exi t

Feedstuffs Magazine

Figure 2: Food and Agricultural challenges

3

4



4/28/2024

3

@MSUCRFS

@MSUCRFS

Talk Structure from here
aka “Where are you going with this?”

• What is agroecology?

• What is the evidence that it’s “got what 
we want”?

• If it’s so hard to handle, how will we get 
there?
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The Agroecology Family
1. But it has your last name: Agroecology and 

Science
— “Ecology”: coined in 1866 by Ernst Haeckel: study of 

“the household” (organisms & their environments)

— ”Agroecology” first recognized to have been used 
by Russian agronomist Basil M. Bensin in 1928

— So “agro-ecology” could simply mean “study of the 
interactions of organisms and their environments in 
agriculture.”

— Also can refer to “study of agriculture’s impacts on 
non-human ecological systems”

@MSUCRFS

The Agroecology Family
2. Researching and Practicing on the Ground: 

Agronomy
— Heritage from agronomy (the “management of 

agriculture”) and horticulture (“cultivation of 
gardens”) (coined in the 17th & 18th centuries)

— So agroecology could be “the application of ecological 
science to inform agricultural practice” (e.g., improving 
resource use, pest management, productivity, hardiness, 
stability, etc.)

— Also: focus on what practices work for farmers, and why 
and where  idea of agroecology as a set of practices 
broadly proven to be better for the environment and/or 
farmer livelihoods
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The Agroecology Family
3. Your parents used to call themselves “Radicals,” too 

(Movements):
Reactions against “modern” systems & identifying with social 
movements

— The history of industrial systems has also been the history of 
resistance to industrial systems

— Justus von Liebig: from “Law of the Minimum” to capitalist 
agriculture as robbery: rich countries from poor ones; cities from 
countrysides; ongoing admiration from Marx (Foster 2000)

— Organic agriculture (agroecology) pioneers like Howard, Balfour, 
Steiner, Rodale, etc. came to doubt or compare “modern” 
chemical systems to alternative practices, many times inspired 
by traditional farming practices 

— Rachel Carson, José Lutzenberger, Masanobu Fukuoka, George 
Washington Carver, Booker T. Whatley, Owusu Bandele…

@MSUCRFS

The Agroecology Family
4. Our grandparents taught me this: 

Agroecology as traditional agriculture 
(History/Tradition/Lived Science):
— Agroecology as honoring, recognizing, and celebrating 

traditional practices

— Examine & emphasize traditional agricultural systems 
because they largely developed to be locally sustainable: 
using ecological principles, integrating with landscape 
and culture, incorporating diversity, & avoiding 
dependence on excessive external inputs

— Different from uncritical calls to “go back to the old 
ways”

— Seeks to learn from the best of traditional practices, and 
to support, implement, and expand them where they 
can be helpful to both people and the environment
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So What Is Agroecology, Then?

Descends from:
— Ecology

— Agronomy/Horticulture

— (Scientific & popular!) Countermovement

— Tradition, Culture, and “Lived Science”

Now often defined as: Science, practice, and 
movement

@MSUCRFS

Why agroecology?

Agroecology is unique in organically containing all 
four (science, practice, movement, AND 
traditional/indigenous knowledge & science)

Arguably are not doing agroecology if you aren’t 
engaging all four

The need for movement is obvious from 
examination of the other three aspects
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Why do we need to change? And what do we want?

Food Security:

“When all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic 
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their 
dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life…” 
(FAO 2003)

And:

Diversity, Regeneration, Resilience, Equity, Justice, Sustainability 
(e.g. Reversing Climate Change, conserving Biodiversity, and more)
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Hunger (unnecessarily) persists

An estimated 735 
million to 2.4 billion 
people in the world 
today who lack food 
security
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Hunger and starvation are very rarely the 
result of insufficient food availability.

They are usually caused by an inability to 
access food, with poverty being a primary 
reason. (Sen 1981)

A famine-free world depends on “improved 
governance and peace; it is as simple—or 
difficult—as that.” (Ó Gráda 2009)

Food Security: 40 years of research

@MSUCRFS
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80% of malnourished children in the 1990s lived in 
countries with food energy surpluses

US average daily per capita intake is ~3,800 
kcal/person; over 20 years of data, every year, 
there are >10% of US households who cannot 
consistently afford to feed their families

India, which produces sufficient dietary energy, 
nonetheless has the highest prevalence of 
underweight children (“wasting”) in the world, and 
a comparable number of hungry people to all of 
Sub-Saharan Africa

Food Supply Isn’t Typically
the Problem

FAO 2006, 2008; Holt-Giménez 2008;  Smith et 
al. 2000, Chappell 2010; USDA 2023

@MSUCRFS 18

“Here, we present evidence that an unyielding—de-emphasizing the 
importance of yields alone—is necessary…
Focusing on yields places the emphasis on one particular outcome of 
agriculture, which is only an intermediate means to the true endpoint of 
human well-being.”
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“We have to ask what it would take to have 
the world reflect our values and then do it.” 

--Parke Troutman

“If what I really want is self-esteem, I will not 
pretend to achieve it by buying a fancy car… I 
want permanent prosperity, not unsustainable 
growth.”
--Donella Meadows
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Between 1970 and 2010:

— 46% drop in prevalence of stunting 
among children in “Majority World” / 
“developing” countries: around 100 
million fewer children who suffered 
from stunting

When & where food security has 
improved, how has it happened?

“Reducing Child Undernutrition: Past Drivers and Priorities for the Post-MDG Era,”
Smith and Haddad 2015
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How food security has been improved to 
date

Smith and Haddad
2015

Contributions of underlying determinants to total 
estimated reductions in stunting, 1970–2010 (percent)

@MSUCRFS

Figure 2. Estimated reduction in prevalence of stunting due to a 
10 percentage-point increase in determinant over its range.

Lisa C. Smith,  Lawrence Haddad

Reducing Child Undernutrition: Past Drivers and Priorities for the Post-MDG 
Era
World Development, Volume 68, 2015, 180–204

Dietary Diversity

Smith and Haddad
2015
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“[S]ome sectors, such as food 
producers, would have no profits left if 

they had to pay the full cost of their 
negative environmental externalities 

and took no mitigating actions” –
KPMG 2012, 2014
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Three approaches to food 
security/hunger analysis
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First Approach: Productivism, 
Food Availability Decline, and 
Neo-productivism
Share common worldview focused on population 
& how much food is produced as the key 
questions about hunger or starvation 

Picture of Thomas 
Malthus; John 
Linnell/Wellcome
Library

@MSUCRFS

Critiques of the First Approach

The focus on production is problematic and radically 
incomplete based on extensive existing evidence

Productivism has been connected to too much human and 
environmental tragedy to let stand as a major proposal

It is also still the dominant, and most intuitive, discourse in 
mainstream economics, agriculture, and among media and 
governments
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Second Approach: Hunger, entitlements, and 
food security

@MSUCRFS

Second Approach: Hunger, entitlements, and 
food security

Hunger
— Can reiterate the First Tendency

— Can be extended to cover all who have been affected by 
it (effects into adulthood)

— Can be thought of as structural violence
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The Entitlement Approach
• Entitlement approach deals with ability to acquire 

“commodity bundles” (i.e. food)

• E.g., idea that one is “entitled” to things like food 
through different channels – from your own 
production, to work, to trade, to transfers from 
family members or the government

• Important for the idea that social conditions are 
fundamental to hunger, not just amount of 
production

Amartya Sen, 1981

@MSUCRFS

Common definition of Food Security

“When all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to 
sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and food 
preferences for an active and healthy life…” (FAO 2003)

Including:

— Availability: sufficient food supply of appropriate quality

— Access: adequate resources (economic and physical) to actually acquire food

— Utilization: ability to actually consume and benefit from an adequate diet

— Stability: consistency and resiliency of access

Recently recommended additions: Agency; Sustainability
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Third Approach: Food Justice 
and Food Sovereignty

Take power, justice, and distribution as key 
questions from the start

@MSUCRFS

Food Justice

A movement that demands 
agrifood systems provide 
dignified and equitable access 
to safe, sufficient,   and healthy 
food for all
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Food Justice

— Seeks to address legacy of structural discrimination along 
race, gender, and class lines

— Food system as just another site of discrimination, not its 
origin (compare with Environmental Justice)

— May work within current (unequal) power relationships rather 
than seek to undermine & challenge them

@MSUCRFS

Food Sovereignty

A social movement that urges (re)consideration of the 
political economic relations governing food and 
agriculture.

Demands democratic control and participation in 
building sustainable agrifood systems. 

Communities have the right to                        decide 
what they eat, what they                      grow, and how 
they grow it. 
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Tripartite Models of Sustainability

THE “THREE-LEGGED STOOL” THE “TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE”

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-ALzRD_bQEBg/U2lnCb15PFI/AAAAAAAAAC8/Z-
Gl8eGA9Pg/s1600/stool.gif

http://www.britviclearningzone.com/assets/images/production/environmental_impact/cr_goal
s.png
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Critiques of Tripartite Models

Problems of definition and measurement (particularly, 
“social sustainability”)

Social, economic, and environmental issues are co-
dependent; the division of them does not necessarily 
lead to productive questions or answers

The economic leg has been the focus, to the detriment 
of the others

The model is conservative, without questioning 
capitalist logic and growth as the ultimate goal.

@MSUCRFS

Agroecology & Sustainability
No approach can be called sustainable without explicit planning for and 
realization of procedural and distributive justice

This means fundamentally addressing who gets access to resources and 
the processes to determine this access (e.g., education, land, gender 
equity, infrastructure, credit, market access, affordable inputs and 
affordable food; means of “value-adding” and processing): FOOD 
JUSTICE

It also requires active and equitable participation of small farmers, the 
food insecure, and indeed society in general in decisions affecting them: 
FOOD SOVEREIGNTY

Agroecology, with food sovereignty and food justice, is uniquely 
positioned to support the realization of these principles and needs.

Chappell and Schneider 2017; Chappell et al. 2013; Loos et al. 2014
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The need for the “new three-legged 
stool”

The battle is on over defining and the future of our food 
systems

Agroecology alone is necessary but insufficient for 
sustainability – we also need food sovereignty & food 
justice—or writ large:

—Democracy, justice, and ecology

@MSUCRFS

Citizens’ Juries

Participatory 
Budgeting

Carlson and Chappell 2015
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Talk Structure from here
aka “Where are you going with this?”

• What is agroecology?

• What is the evidence that it’s “got what 
we want”?

• If it’s so hard to handle, how will we get 
there?
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How food security has been improved to 
date

Smith and Haddad
2015

Contributions of underlying determinants to total 
estimated reductions in stunting, 1970–2010 (percent)
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We can’t change without moving

“The need for movement
is obvious…”
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Belo Horizonte, Brazil: 
Fulfilling the “Five A’s”

Beginning to End Hunger: Food 
Security and the Environment in Belo 
Horizonte, Brazil (UC Press, 2018)

@MSUCRFS

Food security in Belo Horizonte: 
The first 25 years
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Mortality of Infants Under 1-year Old
(Mortality of Children Under 5-years Old)
National Mortality rate of Infants Under 1-year Old
(Hospitalizations for Diabetes, All Ages)
Hospitalizations of Children Under 1-year old for Malnutrition

City-wide hospitalization 
due to diabetes: -33%

Infant hospitalization due 
to malnutrition: -61%

Infant & Under-5 
mortality: -70% and -60%
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https://tinyurl.com/PBHebook2020

@MSUCRFS

“If it has been done before, it can be done again…” 
-– Da Silva et al. 2019 

“No permanent victories; no permanent defeats”
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“Deep” thoughts on strong 
reciprocity

Voluminous evidence indicates that reciprocity is a 
fundamental human characteristic

So: in organizing, movement building, and outreach, 
we should ask: how much can we ask others to 
sacrifice, change, or participate in our priorities… if we 
do not sacrifice, change ourselves and our actions, and 
participation… in their priorities?

@MSUCRFS

• Building shared (and on-going) analysis
• Coordination and cross-connection alongside mass 

mobilization; and detailed, co-created, shared agenda 
between more structurally “privileged” activists 
(researchers, scholars, religious leaders, musicians, 
writers) and “frontline” members

• Working together once is much less effective than 
working together repeatedly

• Effective solidarity with the most marginalized (which 
begins with listening and being present)

• Creation, maintenance, and expansion of empowered
institutional spaces

What BH–and others—have to teach 
us
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What do we do then?

JOIN 
SOME
SHIT

@MSUCRFS

How political change happens

Policies

Problems

Politics

Policy Window
(Joining the 
streams)

Academic allies, policy specialists

Civil society & social movements

Politicians, “entrepreneurs” and program administrators

 “Multiple 
streams” 

framework of 
policy change
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What do we do then?

CONNECT 
SOME
SHIT

JOIN 
SOME
SHIT

@MSUCRFS

QUESTIONS?
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