Agroecology Gets Growing Attention as Top Climate Solution
by Anna Lappé
April 13, 2022 (abridged) – The satellite imagery is staggering: an Antarctic ice shelf roughly the size of New York City collapsing into the ocean.  Its demise, captured and reported by NASA scientists in mid-March, was only the latest startling news from a region where temperatures have soared up to 40°C (72°F) above average.
From melting ice sheets to tornadoes ravaging New Orleans and wildfires sweeping Texas, it’s ever clearer that the climate crisis is here, now.  In its 6th major report since 1990, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) conveyed the urgency: “The scientific evidence is unequivocal: climate change is a threat to human well-being and the health of the planet,” said IPCC Working Group II co-chair Hans-Otto Pörtner.  “Any further delay in concerted global action will miss a brief and rapidly closing window to secure a livable future.”
Responsible for roughly 1/3 of the world’s carbon emissions, the global food system is one of the key places for transformative action.  Among the 3,675 pages of Working Group II’s report on climate impacts, adaptations, and vulnerabilities, the authors — 270 of them from 67 countries — share evidence for strategies that can be adopted rapidly to reduce the food system’s climate impacts, while strengthening resilience and improving health, food security, and the well-being of food producers.
One strategy the report highlights is agroecology.  Defined in the report as a “holistic approach” to farming, agroecology as a practice includes techniques such as intercropping and planting cover crops, integrating livestock and trees into landscapes, and deploying organic farming methods to enhance biodiversity and soil health, while eliminating dependence on external inputs like pesticides and synthetic fertilizer.  It’s a nature-based solution that can “contribute to both climate mitigation and adaptation,” the IPCC stresses....
A Science, a Practice, and a Movement
While its principles trace back millennia, agroecology’s roots in academia originate in the 1920s and 1930s, as agronomists increasingly looked at how farming and ecosystems could be integrated.  The term itself dates to Mexico in the late 1970s.  It was there that a group of researchers were beginning to raise the alarm about a suite of relatively new agricultural practices being promoted there and in other key regions of the world.  Dubbed the “Green Revolution” and underwritten initially by the Rockefeller Foundation, the approach centered on high-yielding hybrid seeds, whose vigor was only possible with annual seed purchases and massive investments in irrigation systems along with heavy use of fossil fuel-based fertilizers, herbicides, and other pesticides.
As Liz Carlisle, a professor at the University of California, Santa Barbara, describes in Healing Grounds: Climate, Justice, and the Deep Roots of Regenerative Farming, Mexican scientist Efraím Hernández Xolocotzi, Mexican plant pathologist Roberto García Espinosa, and Californian ecologist Steve Gliessman were documenting how agricultural practices long embraced by Indigenous Mayan farmers in Mesoamerica were producing high yields without the financial and ecological costs of Green Revolution methods.  As they spent time in the field, the colleagues “came to believe that these farmers’ approaches were far more effective than the ones being promoted by their own institution,” Carlisle writes.  They decided to develop a new academic program, one that would put these farmers’ voices “front and center.”
It was the summer of 1978 when they launched a master’s degree program at the Colegio Superior de Agricultura Tropical.  The focus?  What they called “agroecology.” From the beginning, they grounded the concept in wisdom from Indigenous communities and in the voices of farmers themselves.  Echoes of this work reverberate in the IPCC report today, whose authors stress agroecology’s roots in Indigenous and local knowledge around the world.
Agroecology proponents are quick to underscore that the concept refers not simply to these agricultural practices and the academic field that has blossomed around them, but as Maywa Montenegro, an assistant professor in the Department of Environmental Studies at the University of California, Santa Cruz, told Mongabay, “The field of agroecology includes the academy, but very importantly is not limited to it.  Agroecology is a science, practice, and a movement.”
Shifting Resources and Local Resilience
While the new IPCC report helps underscore just how much potential agroecology holds, the movement element of agroecology is critical because achieving the mitigation and adaptation potentials of agroecology will require major transformations in policy — and a substantial shift in public and private resources.
The report shows what benefits could accrue from such a shift, particularly for greater climate resilience.  By building healthy soil, agroecological practices like agroforestry provide “buffers against drought,” note the IPCC authors, and “reduce soil erosion during storms.”   Adopting agroforestry — integrating trees into farming landscapes — “shelters stock and crops in heat waves.”  Agroecology, which emphasizes multi-cropping, leads to increased “resilience to disease and pests,” say the authors.  With “high confidence,” they write, “adoption of agroecology principles and practices will be highly beneficial to maintaining healthy, productive food systems under climate change.”
Agroecology also significantly reduces food system emissions.  In one study the IPCC cites, a European Union-wide shift toward agroecology would cut the region’s emissions by 47%, compared with 2010 levels, without affecting its food security.  Another cited study echoed this finding, showing that these practices don’t just hold yields steady, but can actually increase them: Small-scale farmers adopting agroecological practices across Asia, Africa and Latin America on farms of 2 hectares (5 acres) or smaller saw their yields jump by 25%.
The resiliency benefits of agroecological practices in the face of the climate crisis have been well-documented.  Perhaps nowhere has this mattered more than in the Philippines.  Made up of more than 7,600 islands, the country’s geography has made it one of the most at risk from the climate crisis.  But leaders in the agroecology movement there have seen the results of decades of work.  Cris Panerio, the national coordinator of a food and farming NGO called MASIPAG at the forefront of that organizing, told Mongabay that their farmers have reported recovering faster after being hit by typhoons and floods — extreme weather events made worse by the climate crisis — compared with their conventional counterparts.  They credit agroecological practices, including planting rice varieties their farmers have bred for adaptation to such conditions.
Through farmer-led and participatory rice-breeding projects, MASIPAG has collected and developed more than 2,000 rice varieties since 1985.  “In contrast to the hybrid rice developed by IRRI [International Rice Research Institute] or PhilRice [Philippine Rice Research Institute],” Panerio explained, “seeds that need to be purchased year after year and require synthetic inputs to deliver high yields, MASIPAG varieties can be saved and shared among farmers, and flourish without pesticides or synthetic fertilizer.” Today, MASIPAG farmers are independent from the formal rice breeding sector, says Panerio, tapping their own seed banks and a central backup seed bank should they need it.
Panerio’s group fosters farmer-to-farmer learning, emphasizing rice and habitat diversity.  In the rice fields of their members, Panerio describes fish ponds integrated with raised beds growing a variety of vegetables, and livestock incorporated onto farms.  Native forest and fruit trees are also included whenever possible.  “You can only imagine the biomass from such a farm system,” Panerio said, “with everything, except the food itself and firewood, turned into bio-fertilizers through composting or mulching.” All this adds up to a much smaller carbon footprint than that of a farm dependent on purchased seeds and fossil fuel-based pesticides and fertilizer....
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