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Introduction 

In this policy brief we argue that the agroecological approach to food production offers 
more hope of combating hunger in a sustainable fashion than does the more conventional .. green 
revolution" strategy. While agroecological technology is suitable for small farmers, has positive 
impacts on equity and is environmentally friendly, the green revolution and similar approaches 
have caused serious land degradation and have accentuated rural inequality-the root cause of 
hunger. 

Hunger and the Green Revolution Approach 

Hunger and malnutrition affect nearly 800 million people in the developing world. By and 
large those problems are not due to an absolute scarcity of food, but to the more complex issues of 
who grows food and how and where it is grown, how it is distributed, and finally, who has access 
to it. In this complicated web of causality, inequality is the outstanding driving force behind 
hunger. Misuse and over-exploitation of natural resources are other factors underlying food gaps. 
Any technological policy for rural and agricultural development must be judged on, among other 
factors, whether it tends to increase or decrease inequity in the distribution of and access to 
resources and food, and whether it ensures sustainability of resource use.l 

Proponents of a 'second' green revolution (GRIT) generally argue that scarcity and low 
agricultural productivity cause food insecurity and will also aggravate global hunger in the future. 
Those holding this perspective usually believe that "overpopulation" and food scarcity cause 
hunger, and likewise, dwell on aggregate global food production/consumption figures to justify 
GRIT, but-·seldom look at distribution and disparities at the local or regional level. Therefore they 
propose a new wave of agricultural intensification based on increased fertilizer and pesticide use in 
Africa and pans of Latin America, bioengineered crop varieties, and trade policies that would allow 
northern food supplies to cover for any 'food gaps' remaining in the South after GRII. 2 Likewise, 
they usually promote the agroindustrial model that stresses uniformity, standardized technologies 
for large scale high-input and mechanized systems, aimed at maximizing yields of commercial 
crops, to fuel a global food system. 

THE GREEJ.'\f REVOLUTION3 

The term .'green revolution' refers specifically to a strategy launched in the 1960s to 
alleviate hunger by boosting crops yields in third world countries. Strictly speaking, the strategy 
was based on breeding new varieties of key grain crops (wheat, rice and com), which had a greater 
yield response to fertilizer and controlled irrigation than did the traditional varieties planted by most 
farmers. These varieties were thus called 'high response varieties,' or HRVs. In practice the 
HRVs were usually accompanied by 'technological packages' that included externally applied 
chemical fertilizers, pesticides (herbicide, insecticide and/or fungicide}, and irrigation systems. 
While the broad application of this strategy during the 1960s, 70s and 80s coincided with 
significant increases in per capita grain production, critics point out that all too often it was not 
accompanied by a reduction in hunger. Reasons for this paradox include the failure of this strategy 
to address distributional issues of access to food and land, an inherent bias favoring larger fanners 
because of the costs of purchased inputs, and the tendency of large fanners to later mechanize, 
reducing rural employment. Critics also highlight ecological problems generated in these 
production systems, which threaten long-term productivity, including soil degradation, pest 
resistance to pesticides .. and ~owing weed problems. 

FOOD FIRST Policy Brief October. 1998 

Institute for Food & Development Polley 



The Potential of Agroecology .......................................................... p. 2 

Ye~ evidence from the first green revolution suggests that the GRIT approach is unlikely to 
be the appropriate strategy to end hunger. Serious concerns have been raised by economic 
analysts, NGOs (non-governmental organizations), and farmers in many parts of the world. The 
original green revolution technological packages have in many cases generated soil, pest, and weed 
problems, sometimes leading to long-term yield decline. 4 At the same time inequality has usually 
grown, as larger farmers have benefited earlier and disproponionately from adoption of costly 
inputs.S The GRIT emphasis on capital-intensive, off-farm, chemical inputs, is likely to both 
reinforce yield leveling or decline, and generate further inequity, thus making it a less than ideal 
policy package for attacking hunger. Furthermore, the dumping of Northern country food 
surpluses is already a key factor depressing productivity in the South, casting doubt on the 
soundness of further trade liberalization in basic foodstuffs. Finally, bioengineering usually 
produces varieties that are not locally adapted and whose purchase is difficult for cash-strapped 
farmers. The widespread introduction of such varieties poses environmental risks and can reduce 
the genetic diversity of food crops and varieties, elevating risk and food insecurity for farmers in 
many areas.6 

Agroecology: A Better Approach 

In contrast, the agroecological approach favored by increasing numbers of farmers, NGOs, 
and analysts around the world, offers several advantages. 7 First, it is a alternate path to 
agricultural productivity or intensification that relies on local farming knowledge and techniques 
adjusted to different local conditions, management of diverse on-farm resources and inputs, and 
incorporation of contemporary scientific understanding of biological principles and resources in 
farming systems. Second, it offers the only practical way to actually restore agricultural lands that 
have been degraded by conventional agronomic practices. Third, it offers an environmentally 
sound and affordable way for smallholders to sustainable intensify production in marginal areas. 
Finally, it has the potential to reverse the anti-peasant biases inherent in strategies that emphasize 
purchased inputs and machinery, valuing instead the assets that small fanners already possess, 
including local knowledge and the low opportunity costs for labor that prevail in the regions where 
they live. Thus it is an approach that is likely to decrease, rather than exacerbate, inequality, and 
also enhance ~ustainability. 

THE MEAN1NG AND PRINCIPLES OF AGROECOLOGY8 

Agroecology is a scientific discipline that defines, classifies, and studies agricultu~al 
systems from an ecological and socioeconomic perspective. It is considered the scientific 
foundation of sustainable agriculture as it provides ecological concepts and principles for the 
analysis, design, and management of productive, resource-conserving agricultural systems. 
Agroecology integrates indigenous knowledge with modern technical knowledge to arrive at 
environmentally and socially sensitive approaches to agriculture, encompassing not only 
production goals, but also social equity and ecological sustainability of the system. In contrast to 
the conventional agronomic approach that focuses on the spread of packaged, uniform 
technologies, agroecology emphasizes vital principles such as biodiversity, recycling of nutrients, 
synergy and interaction among crops, animals, soil, etc., and regeneration and conservation of 
resources. The particular methods or technologies promoted by agroecologists build upon local 
skills and are adapted to local agroecological and socioeconomic conditions. The implementation of 
such agroecological principles within the context of a pro-poor. farmer-centered rural development 
strategy can generate healthy, e_guitable. sustainable, and 2fOductive systems. 
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