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Introduction  
 
This expert meeting was organised to clarify different perspectives on agro-ecology and other 
approaches to promote sustainable agriculture, in the context of achieving food and nutrition security 
for all by 20301. Meeting outcomes were expected to inform the upcoming Food Security policy note 
of Minister Ploumen and Secretary of State Dijksma2, as well as the own practice of different 
stakeholders. AgriProFocus produced a preparatory briefing note to clarify key concepts used, which 
also included a series of examples from farmers’ and agri-business practice, and a set of possible 
policy options for discussion during the expert meeting. 
The meeting was attended by 87 experts from academia, civil society organisations, private sector, 
and the public sector3. They shared experiences and ideas for the policy agenda during workshops 
and plenary sessions. Details about the programme can be found here. 
AgriProFocus had chosen for an open debate, in which there was room for input from different 
stakeholder groups of the so-called ‘Dutch diamond’ (government, private sector, research 
institutions and civil society organisations) and for contributions from those working with approaches 
ranging from agro-ecology to climate-smart agriculture, to the landscape approach, to other ways of 
working without particular label. This was a deliberate choice and generated a lively debate in a good 
atmosphere, which confirmed the relevance of many of the existing practices of the Dutch 
organisations, institutions and Ministries present. Many participants evaluated this as useful, while 
they realised the debate mainly reconfirmed what they already knew, and added some further 
nuance to that. 

                                                                 
1 Food security for all and the other (draft) UN SDGs are the overarching aims that AgriProFocus intends to contribute to with 

this debate. 
2 Published 18 November 2014: http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten-en-
publicaties/kamerstukken/2014/11/18/kamerbrief-over-nederlandse-inzet-voor-wereldwijde-voedselzekerheid.html (Dutch); 
outline in English: http://knowledge4food.net/dutch-contribution-global-food-security  
3 Roughly 40% of participants were from civil society, 32 % from knowledge institutes, 14% from private sector, and 7% from 

the Ministries; the remaining percentage were others including the AgriProFocus team.  

http://agriprofocus.com/upload/Briefing-Note-Expert-Meeting-Sustainable-Agriculture-Agri-ProFocus1417623173.pdf
http://agriprofocus.com/upload/Program1417623691.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten-en-publicaties/kamerstukken/2014/11/18/kamerbrief-over-nederlandse-inzet-voor-wereldwijde-voedselzekerheid.html
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten-en-publicaties/kamerstukken/2014/11/18/kamerbrief-over-nederlandse-inzet-voor-wereldwijde-voedselzekerheid.html
http://knowledge4food.net/dutch-contribution-global-food-security
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Summary of key outcomes4 
 
1. Urgency. There was a broadly felt sense of urgency to support the further greening of agriculture 

in the context of the combined global food, environmental and climate challenges. Participants 
ranging from innovative private sector representatives, microcredit agencies, to civil society 
organisations agreed that food systems need to become more sustainable in order to feed the 
world sustainably by 2030. Many of them confirmed the need to raise agricultural productivity 
and the efficiency of food systems, under the condition that how this is done is subject for further 
(democratic) debate. 

2. Complementarities. During the meeting it became clear that the different approaches to 
greening agriculture (agro-ecology, climate-smart agriculture, the landscape approach, etc.) all 
have their merits. Therefore, the upcoming Food Security policy note should create an enabling 
environment and financial means for these approaches to build complementarities and to work 
synergistically together, based on a number of principles of sustainable agriculture: addressing 
the social, ecological and economic dimensions of agriculture in an integrated, responsible and 
effective manner. The meeting started the dialogue on these principles and on how these could 
work in practice, but didn’t finish it yet. AgriProFocus sees opportunities for a longer-term joint 
learning and knowledge sharing agenda to deepen knowledge on what is effective, on basis of 
practical experiences in several LMIC countries with the different approaches.  

3. Multi-stakeholder. The greening of agriculture needs a multi-scale and multi-stakeholder 
approach in which public sector, civil society, companies and knowledge institutions all have a 
role to play, with a special focus on entrepreneurial farmers producing for local and regional food 
markets. In this interaction between stakeholders, power dimensions are important and need to 
be paid attention to - including via a voice for the less powerful.  

4. Consumers. Whereas producers, consumers and other private sector actors are key drivers of 
more sustainable value chains, if there is a clear consumer demand for ‘green’ or ‘fair’ products, 
this will be a powerful push for sustainability throughout the chain. The government’s role is to 
generate the right enabling environment: ensuring that consumers can make (more) informed 
decisions on their consumption; and promoting that externalities are included in product prices.  

5. Nutrition security is highly important. Several approaches to sustainable agriculture also have a 
positive influence on the quality and diversity of food consumed, hence on the nutritional status. 
Consumers increasingly demand food that is both sustainably produced and nutritious. Private 
sector representatives at the meeting stressed this is a significant trend. 

6. Resilience. Fostering the opportunities for LMIC farmers to use green approaches is a multi-
faceted challenge. The local farming ecosystem needs to become a resilient system, and be part 
of a resilient local economy, which if it works well could positively influence national and global 
value chains. Access to finance, to land and other (agro-ecological) inputs are a key condition for 
all farmers, and in particular for female farmers. Local knowledge and (social & technical) 
innovation processes should be valued on their merits and supported by farmers’ organizations 
and others in order to generate context-specific solutions; e.g. when developing local biological 
pest control systems, or locally adapted varieties and seed systems.  

7. Social innovation. Innovations in the field of sustainable agriculture require change, not just at 
technical level, but more so at institutional level. Knowledge institutions need to work for 
collaboration between stakeholders and for diversification. Farmers and scientists need to 
collaborate much more often and better. Science has an important role to play in supporting 
farmers developing appropriate solutions, including on complex problems, as well as for linking 
local players to knowledge available elsewhere and to fundamental research. In the search for 
appropriate solutions, the private sector often is a valuable partner too. As partner in global 
research alliances, The Netherlands needs to favor the social innovation approach which 
emphasizes participatory approaches and local innovation, and could promote stronger linkages 
between scientists and farmers. 

                                                                 
4 These recommendations are based on the discussions in subgroups and the closing panel. These do not reflect the opinion of 

individual participants or organizations present, but present perspectives that were clearly voiced and received support from 
others during the meeting. 
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8. Farmers’ voice. Farmers as key actors, through their organizations, need a strong voice at 
different levels, particularly when policy is defined and when research agendas are shaped and 
decided on.  

9. Inputs. Regarding the use of local or external inputs: several participants agreed that one should 
not see that as either/or dilemma. Looking for example at integrated soil management: if there is 
a lack of nutrients in a particular context, these need to be added. At the same time, particularly 
at global level, the nutrient gap should be closed. Also, the relevance of ‘soft inputs’ should not 
be overlooked.  

10. Scale. The issue of scale was discussed several times. A panelist clarified that up-scaling a good 
practice does not immediately require a standardization of those practices. Policy makers should 
nudge that knowledge can be (quickly) shared horizontally between practitioners. 

11. Enabling policy environment. Good governance is a key aspect of greening agriculture, which 
Dutch embassies can address with partner countries’ governments. In addition, the Dutch 
government should reflect on, and where necessary adapt, its policies that are not directly 
related to food security and sustainable agriculture, to make sure policies are coherent. A 
Greening Agriculture checklist could be developed and applied for example for the Dutch Good 
Growth Fund, FDOV, PSD instruments, Top Sector Policy, etc.  
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Plenary introductions: setting the scene 
 
In her word of welcome, Hedwig Bruggeman, Managing Director of AgriProFocus, explained the 
background of this event. It originated from the AgriProFocus network’s policy group, which had 
developed the idea of an expert meeting, to explore how agro-ecology and other sustainable 
agriculture approaches could be mainstreamed in different farming systems and value chains, as input 
for the Food Security policy debate. The process of developing the programme of this event and the 
background paper was an enriching exercise in itself. It is only the start of a longer learning process, in 
which AgriProFocus would also like to involve interested members of the Agri-Hubs in several LMIC 
countries.  
 
The lead facilitator of the expert meeting, Cora van Oosten, senior advisor NRM at CDI/WUR, briefly 
introduced the debate: 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Economic Affairs staff are working on the policy note on Food Security, 
to be presented to Parliament before end 2014. It will align with the MDGs, the upcoming Sustainable 
Development Goals, and the UN “Zero Hunger Challenge”. The challenge for discussion today is that 
all food systems need to be sustainable by 2050. Currently, agriculture is one of the major 
contributors to CO2 emissions. A more sustainable approach is needed, which implies a stronger 
focus on agro-biodiversity, eco-agriculture, climate resilience and a context specific or landscape 
approach to agro-food systems. It requires integrated thinking.  
This meeting is meant as an opportunity for all participants to share ideas, experiences and latest 
insights from their different areas of work. Many are experimenting with how to shape (global) agro-
food systems in a more sustainable way. Approaches and practices differ, ranging from agro-ecology, 
area-based or landscape perspectives, to climate-smart agricultural techniques. These different entry 
points are also illustrated in the online consultation process5, where some plead for integrated land 
and water management, some add the importance of the socio-economic context, others highlight 
ecosystems, the institutional hindrances or the so-called “silos”. Most contributors make a plea for a 
more holistic and integrated approach to global agro-food systems. The question today is not “where 
are we heading to”, but “how will we get there”?  
Cora invited the audience to make a few comments on who participates, and why they participate. A 
comment was made that - while LTO Nederland’s participation was appreciated - a next time, it would 
be good to invite more farmers. 

Presentation by Laura Silici, International Institute for Environment and Development: Agro-
Ecology, what it is, what is has to offer, and how agroecological practices could be more widely 
adopted6  

 
Laura Silici presented the concept of Agro-ecology and how it evolved as a scientific discipline, a set of 
practices and as a movement. She mainly referred to agroecology as a set of practices – and more 
specifically to those farming and landscape management practices that apply “ecological concepts 
and principles to the design and management of sustainable agro-ecosystems.” 7 
The scale at which agroecology works is thus the agro-ecosystem, not the farm (let alone the field), 
and its objectives are to guarantee the sustainability of the agro-ecosystem by making smart use of 
natural functionalities8 and to provide both commodities and non-commodity outputs (such as 
conservation of agro-biodiversity, preservation of the rural landscape, and other ecosystem services). 
This multi-functionality is a fundamental difference with conventional farming approaches, and also 
with ‘greener’ approaches such as ‘sustainable intensification’ and ‘CSA’ which are ultimately defined 
by the objective of increasing agricultural productivity rather than ‘intensifying sustainability’. 

                                                                 
5 Online consultation facilitated by Food & Business Knowledge Platform: www.knowledge4food.net/consultation   
6 What is agro-ecology? Presentation by Laura Silici IIED: 
http://agriprofocus.com/upload/What_is_AE_IIED_LauraSilici1417775613.pdf  
7 Source: Altieri. See also the briefing note prepared for this expert meeting for background, definitions, full references 
8 Source: Titonnell 

http://www.knowledge4food.net/consultation
http://agriprofocus.com/upload/What_is_AE_IIED_LauraSilici1417775613.pdf
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Another important difference with other sustainable approaches is that agroecological practices are 
defined by the extent to which they apply a number of ecological principles, whereas e.g. sustainable 
intensification and Climate Smart Agriculture are only loosely defined by a number of objectives. 
There are documented benefits of agroecology, including economic and social benefits, higher 
productivity, livelihoods and food sovereignty. Yet, agroecology is not yet widely promoted in 
agricultural policies, research and extension. This is amongst others due to insufficient investments 
and resources for research and extension, lack of incentives for farmers to invest in agroecological 
management skills, insecure land tenure and access to natural resources, limited policy scopes and 
short-term policy plans. 
For a truly ecological transition, a fundamental cultural and philosophical shift is needed in the 
evaluation of what is regarded as ‘productive’ and ‘efficient’. The emphasis should be on optimising 
rather than maximising production (and profits), on equitable access and long-term sustainability 
rather than supply and short-term profits. This change should not regard only farmers and other 
productive agents, but the society (and the economy) as a whole.  
 
Q&A. 
- How about nutrition aspects of agroecology? Silici: Agroecological practice contributes to 

healthier soils, which offer crops more balanced nutritional value, and has the potential to fit 
better with consumer habits. 

- Some green farming practice may be unsustainable, if workers suffer from back problems as a 
result of working on the land with without tractors. Silici: a truly sustainable practice would take 
workers’ health rights into consideration. 

- Silici: We need sustainability to be productive on the long term, whereas in today’s systems we 
keep externalizing costs. It is time to realize we need a paradigm shift, and think about the 
policies needed for that. Obviously, agro-ecology offers lots of potential. Fiscal incentives are 
needed to create a level playing field. 

Presentation by Volkert Engelsman, Eosta: A business perspective on sustainable farming and value 
chains.  

Volkert Engelsman showed the key role of players in the 
value chain to contribute to more sustainable farming 
practice. The private sector is asked for leadership here. 
And the private sector and other stakeholders need to 
recognize that consumer markets are changing rapidly. 
Consumers change their ideas on important product 
characteristics: in the past, the quality and price of a 
product were their key concerns. Nowadays, they find it 
important that a product meets a range of additional 
criteria (or key performance indicators, in business terms). 
Global organic markets grow rapidly, and ‘organic’ is both a 
niche and mainstream. Still, it isn’t big enough yet! We need 
to move away from the old fashioned farming approach 
that is only based on production. So, what companies need 
to do is managing their impact not only on financial criteria 
but also on other criteria, and tell consumers and 
shareholders about these criteria. 
 

 
Q&A  
- Lead facilitator: The second presentation seems to be a subset of the first presentation that 

introduced agroecology? Engelsman: Yes, agree. 
- Audience: Dignity of people is an important concept 
- Groups of farmers designing their own future: this is a direction that LTO Nederland 

representative appreciates. 
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Recorded skype interview with Million Belay, Africa Food Sovereignty Alliance: Lessons learnt from 
Ethiopia 
 
Million Belay started with a case of communities of fisher folks and farmers living on the hills around a 
lake 200 kms north of Addis Abeba. They realized that drastic action was needed to address the 
multiple environmental challenges in their area. Together with the government, they decided to 
temporarily stop fishing in the lake, change their cultivating practices on the hill side, and started 
planting (fruit) trees. These actions successfully reduced soil degradation and created new sales 
opportunities. Lessons learnt: collaboration between key actors (fisherfolks, farmers, government) 
was key for success; the decision came from the local community, was not imposed on them; and the 
activities were built on local knowledge, with farmer to farmer exchange as a critical factor. To 
upscale such experience, one could replicate the higher level of learning. In this case it was important 
to work with a group of leaders, and to have a supportive national policy environment.  
What could be the role of international partners, e.g. EU or Dutch government(s), to foster such good 
practice? Changing their mentality, not having a productivist vision. Productivity needs to increase, 
indeed, but the question is ‘how’. Sometimes production is enhanced without increasing the 
nutritional value. Food must be culturally appropriate, and agriculture adapted to the changing 
climate. EU or Dutch policies should focus on diversity: agricultural diversity, knowledge diversity, 
seed diversity, biodiversity. Money and knowledge should be invested therein; and anything you do 
should not decrease diversity. Other relevant policy directions are building the soil, and paying 
attention to women, a/o. using the existing knowledge of women. Finally, it is important to facilitate 
the negotiation between the knowledge from the community and the formal knowledge. 

Presentation by Christy van Beek, Alterra/WUR: Fertile Grounds Initiative. Stakeholder 
collaboration for effective integrated soil management9  

Soil fertility is among the key sustainability challenges to 
be addressed. At present, one can expect a further 
polarization of depletion and accumulation areas at 
global and national level. There is a need for a transition 
towards sustainable nutrient management. The Fertile 
Grounds Initiative notices the ‘nutrient paradox’: because 
of not closing nutrient cycles, depletion areas face 
production decline and accumulation areas cope with 
pollution. The nutrient gap will increase if it is not 
replenished. In practice, many stakeholders face multiple 
challenges related to soil fertility. For example, the use of 
fertilisers has become very expensive: in Malawi, 65% of 
the agricultural budget is spent on them. Many actors 
propose using organic matter instead, in order to save on 
the amount of chemical fertilizer used; but: don’t 
underestimate the scarcity and multiple claims on organic 
matter.  

The best results are obtained by integrated use of organic and mineral sources of nutrients. This is 
proven in many sites by many scientists. Yet, Integrated Soil Fertility Management is still not common 
practice, and perspectives differ. Fertilizer companies are oriented towards the global market, and 
consider it the best option to apply fertiliser very precisely to minimize losses. Organic producers are 
oriented towards investing in soil quality. According to Van Beek, you need both because synthetic 
fertilizer works better when organic soil quality is better. Feeding the plant and feeding the soil; 
depending on context you need to choose the specific intervention. Unfortunately, there is 
suboptimal use of available nutrients.  
Conclusions and outlook: 

                                                                 
9 See powerpoint: Christy van Beek Wageningen University: http://agriprofocus.com/upload/Agro-
ecology_meeting_Alterra_ChristyvBeek1417775713.pdf  

http://agriprofocus.com/upload/Agro-ecology_meeting_Alterra_ChristyvBeek1417775713.pdf
http://agriprofocus.com/upload/Agro-ecology_meeting_Alterra_ChristyvBeek1417775713.pdf
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- To really make a transition towards sustainable food security a multi-scale, multi-actor approach 
is needed. 

- This is especially true for nutrients, as they are shipped around the globe with detrimental effects 
on each side. 

- Soil fertility is key to food security, the costs of not-acting are immense. 
- Nutrient replenishment (zero balance) should be part of global-G.A.P. 
- Soil fertility improvement is more about people than about nutrients  
 
Q&A, also responding to the lead facilitator’s question what elements are missing so far? 
- What is missing is attention for power relations and gender relations 
- The concept of labour is missing. Also, the enabling environment, the role of government: 

providing credits, markets, infrastructure.  
- The issue of scale hasn’t been touched upon thus far. 
- Interests of stakeholders  
- Finance hasn’t been discussed so far  in response to this remark, a Triodos representative 

confirmed this is certainly part of the equation; linking investors to producers is a key condition 
for success of any approach. 

- Policies supported by actors and by technical support agents 
- Policies that empower the masses of rural poor in the South. Therefore distributional aspects 

should be part of the debate. A facilitative role is for civil society.  
- AU Commission working on this. May help to get issues clear. 
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Make markets work for greening 
agriculture 
Workshop 1 

Facilitator: Hedwig Bruggeman, AgriProFocus 
Rapporteur: Rita Poppe, Hivos 

Participants in this and other workshops 
were asked to ‘vote’ for the policy options 
listed in the background note that they found 
most relevant to discuss. This group chose 
the following:  
- Provide adequate policy incentives and 

technical assistance to support small-
scale farmers and small and medium-
sized enterprises in the creation of local 
agro-ecological and other green business 
models, which can make appropriate 
inputs and nutritious food available in 
the market. 

- How to foster the opportunities for small-scale (or smallholder) farmers using agro-ecological or 
other green approaches to link independently with markets?  

- What enabling environment is needed for these small scale farmers and SMEs?  
The discussion started with the acknowledgment that in order to make progress towards greening 
agriculture, the farmer needs to be conscious that he/she is a making a business, and that he/she is an 
entrepreneur. This needs to be followed by the development of viable business models.  
Crucial factors in the process towards greening are the question of demand, connection with the 
markets and the possibilities of up-scaling.  
Hivos gave the example of its Coffee program (see brief description in the briefing note). Central 
element of this program is the common interest of coffee farmers and traders in the viability of coffee 
plants. The program’s success is mainly based on the fact that viable business plans of the diverse 
parties fit together, and that it can be easily scaled up.  
 
The discussion centered around diversification of production, the pro’s and con’s of certificates, the 
need for a continuous dialogue with larger production companies, the fact that knowledge is available 
but hardly shared or distributed, and the doubt about the willingness of companies to really invest in 
sustainability. The preferred position of farmers was also discussed: do they need support, and be 
pushed, to be part of global value chains or are they better off to be supported in their local context, 
in their current position, in order to do better what they already do? Good governance is crucial for 
the greening of agriculture to be successful: a stimulating government and policy supports farmers 
and companies in their efforts.  
The group formulated the following recommendations for Dutch policies: 
- The Dutch Good Growth Fund should become a Dutch Green Growth Fund.  

o Support initiatives that fit with the green/agro-ecology agenda.  
o Reflect on and address the negative side effect of the DGGF indicator regarding the 

effect on employment, as this causes the agricultural sector to be excluded 
- The Dutch policy’s business model is based upon the current economic model, which does not 

favour companies’ choice for sustainability. Policy is needed regarding taxation, inclusion of 
externalities in prices (true price) etc.  

- In greening agriculture, is there an explicit preference for the local market? We need consumers 
and producers to fit in one story. See for example cities, like Amsterdam, that have their own 
food strategy. This is still not the case for Dutch policy. 

- Quit subsidizing fertilizer  

http://agriprofocus.com/upload/Briefing-Note-Expert-Meeting-Sustainable-Agriculture-Agri-ProFocus1417623173.pdf
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- Pay for ecosystem services of farmers 
- Profit equally shared in the chain and equal position of farmers, companies, civil society and 

government in policy preparations, dialogues, etc 
- Support for intercropping: crops for the local market grown together with crops for the global 

market. 
- Focus more on the support and cooperation of farmers, e.g. via the forming of cooperatives 

(Dutch added value!) 
- Starting point is the local situation.  

o Support access to knowledge 
o Support local innovation capacity 
o Make use of locally available business models, and support the sharing of information 
o Invest in good governance 

- Trade agreements (eg TTIP) should be formulated in a way that they support local sustainable 
agriculture.  

 

Knowledge & science & practice for 
greening agriculture 
Workshop 2 

Facilitator: Jan-Willem Eggink, AgriProFocus 
Rapporteur: Peter Ton, Cordaid 
 
The workshop discussions centered around two main issues: 
- Integration of agro-ecological approaches in knowledge systems and science (both applied and 

fundamental). 
- Better involvement of farmers, pastoralists and other land users through participatory gender-

inclusive mechanisms, in the identification of problems and the formulation of solutions. 
 
Participants agreed on the need to greening agriculture by strengthening resilience of the systems 
and the self-learning capacity of the farmers, pastoralists and other users involved. The actors should 
be at the centre, as they are the managers of the system. Learning and resilience building therefore is, 
and needs to be, context-specific. The relevant stakeholders should be involved, which requires 
participatory approaches of knowledge creation and exchange. In this way, valuable local knowledge 
will also become manifest and can be elaborated upon.  
 
Research and science have developed a range of useful concepts and innovations, which can be 
offered to stakeholders. Yet, many things are only just about to be understood (e.g. the working of 
soil systems, the interactions between insects and insects and plants, etc.) and therefore continue to 
require more fundamental research as well. 
 
However, even more important than knowledge generation is the diffusion and adaptation to 
context. Dutch food security policies currently lack a vision on delivery models of knowledge and 
know-how, and on the processes facilitating needed transitions. There is no clear policy approach for 
generating behavourial change at the farm level. This is surprising as the Netherlands has a long track 
record and significant expertise to offer in the field of participatory approaches, agricultural 
extension, adult education and agro-ecological management of crops, land, waters and landscapes. 
 
The world needs integrated approaches to development, yet knowledge institutes (and ministries) 
continue to be highly compartmentalized. The representative of the Ministry of Economic Affairs 
expressed the need for a comprehensive tool to assess the various impacts business investment 
proposals may have on development at large. 
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Support sustainable land use by and for 
farmers 
Workshop 3 

Facilitator: Wim Goris, AgriProfocus 
Rapporteur: Sabina Voogd, Oxfam Novib 
 
Participants chose two subjects to discuss in the workshop:  
- How can farmers organizations in LMIC take the driving seat of promoting agro-ecology and other 

green approaches? 
- Is there a role for a Dutch multi-stakeholder initiative in developing a new set of indicators to 

measure the impact of policy and practice in the field of sustainable agriculture? 
 
Statements and important elements from the discussion: 
- How will transformation of the agricultural sector be organized? Too many young people leave 

rural areas for the city, which causes reduced labour capacity for agriculture 
- Private sector representatives described how they wanted to make sure that a certain form of 

agriculture is sustainable to use in their value chain, or to invest in. They check what farmers 
themselves were saying about it (farmers’ self-assesment) “If farmers are in the driver’s seat, that 
is usually good”. More voices in the workshop supported that farmers should decide what is 
sustainable, and should be given options to choose. 

- If agriculture in the Netherlands is not sustainable, why would they push farmers in developing 
countries to invest in sustainable agriculture? 

- It is better to create opportunities for farmers to discuss amongst themselves, amongst others 
through organizations in the countries. Make sure farmers can (continue to) learn from each 
other: “it takes one person that goes against the stream”. They can have debates with civil 
society organizations and policymakers. Dutch government should support local networks and 
civil society. 

- International exchange between farmers was proposed by some and dismissed by others: worlds 
between The Netherlands and Ethiopia are too different, “but we can always learn from our 
mistakes”. 

- The Dutch government could help organize interaction between farmers themselves and 
between farmers and other parties. 

- The Dutch government should take into account the final paper on the rights based approach to 
food from the former UN rapporteur on the Right to Food, Olivier De Schutter (also mentioned in 
briefing note AgriProFocus for this meeting). 

- Roles of farmers: farmer do not just deliver food security, but also landscape, employment, 
management of natural resources, culture. 

- Policy coherence is important: the Dutch government needs to look how other elements of Dutch 
policies ( trade, topsectors) influence the position of farmers in developing countries- a clear call 
for policy coherence! 

 

An enabling policy environment 
Workshop 4 

Facilitator: Nicole Metz, AgriProFocus  
Rapporteur: Eddie Krooneman, Woord & Daad 
 
Participants chose the following policy options listed in the background note for discussion:  
- Develop a coherent Dutch agenda which facilitates the use of multiple concepts, based on the 

similarities between the concepts.  
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- How to better include Civil Society including farmer organisations, private sector, and knowledge 
institutions in the participation in the Dutch government’s sustainability oriented initiatives.  

- How to support governments of partner countries in developing coordinated national plans for 
food and nutrition security.  

 
A list of additional issues that participants thought were relevant in this context: 
Infrastructure & roads; Land titling & property rights; Link to national sustainability, consumption, 
trade issues; Politics and political economy (power imbalances); Build on ongoing initiatives rather 
than starting all over again; Commission on Food Security (CFS) versus WTO; Food campaigns and 
education. 
 
The discussion started with a question for clarification: what do we mean when talking about an 
enabling policy environment? Answer: policy options for achieving zero hunger in 2030, feeding the 
world sustainably, looking at ecological, economic and social dimensions. 
What is the role of government, private sector and civil society? Policy is not just a government’s 
issue, it is relevant for many different stakeholders. All stakeholders should play their role, including 
farmers. Greening agriculture can only happen when the policy environment is right.  
Statement: Food security through sustainable agriculture is only reached when the Dutch government 
focuses on the creation of a multi-stakeholder dialogue with a special focus on local farmers. 
The influence of the Dutch government on other countries’ policies was discussed. This may be 
modest, but still The Netherlands can choose how to relate to other countries; it is a fact that we do 
influence policies in the South, e.g. when African states invite others to participate in their policy 
process. Dutch Embassies and The Netherlands representation to the AU are involved directly with 
host governments. The Netherlands can add knowledge, money, capacity, and e.g. promote the 
'Dutch diamond' model. 
There is a need to open up dialogues, finding the right spaces to influence the policies. In doing so, 
the Dutch government has a facilitating role, supporting and empowering Southern civil society.  
It was stressed that it is very important to get the front runners of the private sector active for a new 
sustainable agriculture paradigm. “A focus on the self interest in the short term (only ‘aid for trade’) 
will go against our own interest in the long term”. 
The role of consumers in the North was discussed extensively. Consumers can push the agenda 
further, can be a driving force for change. The Dutch government should engage with consumers in 
the North, to disseminate information and create awareness on sustainability matters in relation to 
agriculture. Still, markets do not solve everything, there needs to be an enabling environment.  
Statement: the Dutch government should ensure that consumers can make informed decisions on 
their consumption (production and nutrition transparency). 
Food security is more than just agriculture. There is also a relation with infrastructure, sanitation, 
health, security, and trade. Interventions outside agriculture have as much effect as interventions 
within the agricultural domain. There is a need to take away obstacles that hamper food security at 
macro level, such as market distortions.  
During the workshop, the coherence of Dutch policies was considered essential to come to a food 
secure world in 2030 as this policy suggestion got the most votes in the group.  
Statement: Dutch government should reflect on, and where necessary adapt, its policies that are not 
directly related to food security, to make sure policies are coherent. 
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Closing panel 
 
Participants: Edith van Walsum (Ileia), Peter Maes (Koppert BV), Laura Silici (IIED), Johan 
Gatsonides (Ministry of Economic Affairs) and Marcel Beukeboom (Ministry of Foreign Affairs). Each 
part of the discussion started with a brief summary of the discussion in workshops by the rapporteur. 
Moderator: Cora van Oosten (WUR/CDI) 

Make markets work for sustainable agriculture 
 
A business model for sustainable agriculture and sustainable agro-eco-systems, needs to be built on 
the entire food chain. The local farming ecosystem needs to become resilient, and be part of a 
resilient local economy, which if it works well could positively influence national and global value 
chains. Yet, participation in the chain is very complex for many local farmers who need to have the 
opportunity to build their firm gradually. Many of them want to be part of markets nevertheless, and 
this economic transition offers a ‘fertile ground’ to make the transition process happen in a 
sustainable way. At the other end of the chain, consumers can contribute with more sustainable 
purchasing behavior: ‘buying local is one of the most important things we can do’. 
Further debate with the audience:  

- Even if contextualized solutions are important, in the 21st century “we are way beyond the 
local solution”.  

- Regarding the use of local or external inputs: several participants agreed that one should not 
see that as either/or dilemma. Looking for example at integrated soil management, if there is 
a lack of nutrients in a particular context, these need to be added. 

- A multi-stakeholder approach helps to develop a demand driven supply chain. Good 
governance is important, and embassies instruments can be used for that.  

- There is no one size fits all, we cannot prescribe what fits for local value chains or local diets. 
The Dutch government only plays a modest role, in terms of policy influence and budget. 
“But with the current budget we cán have an influence”. 

Develop knowledge, science and practice for greening agriculture 
 
Local farmers are the managers of the agro-ecosystem, and need to become more resilient and 
strengthen their learning capacities, to address existing and new challenges. Young people need to be 
involved in particular. There is a lot of local knowledge, both in The Netherlands and in LMICs.  
There is no clear policy yet on the delivery models of knowledge, in Dutch food security policy. No 
clear view on how to engage people, nor assessment criteria for (research) proposals.  
The social capital is very important in learning processes. Innovations require changes, not just at 
technical level, but also institutional level. Innovators need to be supported. The scientific community 
can bring added insights, can help farmers to improve local practice, particularly on the more complex 
issues. Co-creation of knowledge is key and can be very powerful, also if one wants to upscale certain 
practices. It does not require a standardized type of knowledge building. Rapid horizontal sharing of 
knowledge can be as powerful. The role of government is to provide an enabling environment for 
such process, and to encourage different stakeholders to innovate, to push boundaries, and to 
challenge policy. Example areas in which the Dutch government hopes to foster innovation are in the 
field of integrated pest management, climate adaptation, greenhouse gas emissions mitigation. 
Further debate with the audience:  

- There is a lot of knowledge, but it is challenging to have access to the right knowledge. At the 
same time, there are gaps in fundamental knowledge that need to be addressed.  

- We need to get organized farmers have their say in the development of research, then ask 
universities to come in and help them. Farmers should have better access to those 
structures. This is already the basic principle of the new European Common Agricultural 
Policy and the principle and mechanisms could also inspire the Food Security policy. 

- Pay attention to the politicization of knowledge. There are power imbalances in knowledge. 
Knowledge is power. How could we solve this? Possibly by involving farmers.  
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- Current Food & Business Research programmes are open for both universities, NGOs, others, 
which may be a partial response to the above. The knowledge of private sector is tapped into 
as well. Still, the wider dissemination of the knowledge is a challenge. 

- Policy, science, business should be more often around the table, according to one panelist. 
Another panelist questioned that, and said that “if we want to support practices that require 
long term experimentation, we have to have public funding. Privatization of knowledge is OK 
but not for all issues.” 

- “The Netherlands should know everything about eco-systems. We can offer this knowledge 
as an example to someone else “ 

Support sustainable land use by and for farmers  
 
The key recommendation from the workshop was to give farmers choices, in the context of their 
different roles, as food producers and as guardians of natural resources. Farmers need to be involved 
in decisions. The Dutch government can contribute to that, fostering that farmers organize 
themselves locally, and then building multi-stakeholder collaboration on that basis. The Dutch 
government should also look at the effect of other policies on farmers, such as trade policies, and 
improve on policy coherence. 
The panel responded that much of this is already happening, for example through AgriProFocus, 
Agricord and Agriterra. And Koppert BV works with farmers groups, which exchange experiences, 
organize themselves and give input for further research. But the strengthening of farmers 
organizations could be systematized further. 
During the debate, several panelists called for a link between sustainability and health. Ileia referred 
to the significant health benefit of the transition to organic cotton production systems in India which 
the women labourers had experienced, as a result of much lower use of chemicals. Ministry FA said 
that the link with health isn’t always easy, for example at institutional level: preparations for the 
International Conference on Nutrition (ICN2) were difficult as WHO and FAO find it difficult to talk, 
amongst others as the WHO doesn’t allow companies in. “Internationally there is still a long way to 
go, in The Netherlands we are a few steps ahead”. 
Further debate with the audience: 

- In these discussions, we should also discuss the demand side, the consumers. The largest 
progress in nutrition security and real market transformations start with consumers. 

- The importance of education was stressed by a participant, who questioned why the Dutch 
government doesn’t really invest in that. Extension work is effective if the children can read.  

- Why don’t we operate more via nutritional security? More research on the link between 
agroecology and nutrition. 

An enabling policy environment. 
 
The workshop rapporteur: The role of the consumer is important, as he/she can be a driving force for 
change. At the same time, the enabling environment is important. The Dutch government should 
make sure that consumers can make an informed decision on sustainability. The discussion group also 
stressed that food security is more than agriculture: infrastructrure, sanitation, health, trade, are also 
very relevant. Obstacles for sustainable food systems need to be taken away. The Dutch government 
should try to adapt some its policies that are not sustainable, and make its policies more coherent, as 
current policies are not coherent. 
The panelists responded with different observations: 
- Gatsonides: In our policies we don’t endorse specific approaches on sustainability. There is room 

for diversity. Closing the yield gap, and finding the right ways to develop agriculture. 
- Beukeboom: We don’t have a coherent policy in The Netherlands, nor internationally, but Policy 

Coherence is on our agenda. Minister Ploumen is co-chairing the global partnership on effective 
development and we try to implement the Busan effectiveness agenda of course. But it is paper. 
There is a difference between the interests promoted in the Dutch trade agenda and the 
objectives of our development cooperation agenda, while there is an unique opportunity to have 
one Minister for both agendas. Still, there is a long way to go.  

- Maes: We notice a lot of enthusiasm, the willingness to cooperate. The challenge is to develop 
more cooperation between us to achieve the mutual cause. 
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- Silici: Appreciate the Ministry’s honest answer, the recognition we face trade-offs. Do we want to 
feed ‘easily’ a growing population with large-scale conventional agriculture or do we want to do it 
more sustainably? It is important to make sure the good policies that are there, are really 
implemented (which is not the case nowadays, for several reasons) and to guarantee farmers 
land rights. 

- Van Walsum: To what extent are we stepping out of business as usual? It is not too clear yet 
where the different perspectives fit and where we have different positions. We need to step out 
of our comfort zone. As a final remark: let’s keep in mind that the call for changes in the current 
system is also a movement, consisting of farmers who campaign for change, who want to be 
heard. 

- Beukeboom. People in the room and the panel: we have seen each other more often. Many of 
the things we do are confirmed here. We should not be lazy. I’ll take home the whole discussion. I 
realize – this discussion focused on agro-ecology, but I hear other angles too – we should not 
focus on one approach or the other. We should set the boundaries for efficient and responsible 
practice. Create the floor for different approaches. Current food security policy is from 2011 and 
it brought nutrition as a new angle. We now have to report results to parliament, but it’s is 
difficult to measure success, e.g. nutritional value in the diet. We hope we see progress over the 
years.  

- Beukeboom, continued. Thanks to AgriProFocus for this expert meeting. The policy letter process 
has the intention to ask input from multiple stakeholders and this meeting was a good 
contribution. 

Final words by Hedwig Bruggeman 
 
AgriProFocus thanks all participants for their contributions. During this expert meeting we have found 
some common ground. We were not here to choose one approach, so we will not draw conclusions 
on that. But the exchange of experience and the discussion on policy options has given lots of useful 
ideas for both the policy debates and for a further learning and exchange process on sustainable 
agriculture and value chains. We hope to continue working with many of the organisations and 
individuals present.  
AgriProFocus will work on the following next steps: 

- Summary of key outcomes will be available next week 
- A write up of afternoon will be produced thereafter 
- The AgriProFocus Policy group will contact MPs to bring across today’s discussions 
- AgriProFocus will develop a further platform for learning on sustainable agriculture together 

with the Agri-Hub members in countries to be selected. We will develop a process for that, 
and start in 2015. 
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