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Introduction
Tropical forest frontier areas are undergoing
unprecedented changes, leading to environmental
degradation, increasing people’s vulnerability,
reducing biodiversity and contributing to global
climate change (1–3). The Tropenbos International
(TBI) network attempts to reverse such unsustainable
development processes by promoting multifunctional
climate-smart landscapes (4). Here, smallholders
maintain a mix of fields, agroforests and forests,
contributing to their resilience, climate change
mitigation and biodiversity conservation.
Smallholders are thus central to the TBI concept
of climate-smart landscapes. At the same time
however, in the landscapes where TBI members are
active, young people are not always interested in
land-based livelihoods, and may prefer to leave the
countryside to look for jobs elsewhere. This raises
fundamental questions concerning TBI’s vision and
strategy. Is it naïve to support smallholder-based
agriculture, agroforestry and forest management?
What other perspectives are there on the role of
smallholders, and what can we learn from those?
As part of efforts to reflect on these questions,
this booklet compiles different views on the future
role of smallholders in forested landscapes. It

first characterizes three archetypical narratives
of the role of smallholders in sustainable rural
development, followed by 11 interviews with
international experts that address the role of
smallholders from various angles, with specific
attention to the position and preferences of young
people.

Smallholder narratives
Most farms are smallholdings. Together, they
produce a significant part of the world’s food (5,6).
Smallholders typically cultivate relatively small
areas of land — usually less than ten hectares,
and often less than two hectares. They use family
labour, and depend on farming for both food and
cash income (7). Their access to good quality land,
technology, information, finance and markets is
often constrained, limiting their ability to take risks
and reducing the scope for realising profits (8).
Moreover, they are disproportionally vulnerable to
climate change. Changes in temperature and rainfall
patterns, and the increased occurrence of extreme
weather events, directly impact both their income
and food production, while they often have limited
resources to adapt (7).
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It is widely acknowledged that men and women
smallholders play a key role in efforts against
poverty, food insecurity, biodiversity loss and
climate change (5). However, there is no consensus
about the ways in which they could help to address
these global challenges. Loosely based on the work
of Sophia Murphy (8), the following three narratives
about the future role of smallholders in sustainable
rural development can be distinguished.

consumption are viewed as being better when they
are decentralized, and controlled by communities
and local governments. People have the right to
choose for themselves what food they produce,
and how they shape their food and agricultural
policies. This is captured in the concept of food
sovereignty (9). The narrative has been embraced
by the International Peasants’ Movement (La Via
Campesina) and several international NGOs.

Smallholders at the heart of the solution
This narrative argues that smallholders can and
must be the foundation for agriculture and food
production. Smallholders produce with local
resources, based on local traditions, for both
subsistence and local markets. Their production
systems are more likely to be environmentally
friendly, depending less on chemical fertilizers and
pesticides compared to large scale agriculture.
Transnational corporations have no place in this
narrative, as they are seen as the main cause of
inequality, marginalization, and environmental
degradation. Agricultural production, trade and

Agroecology is a key concept in this narrative.
It stresses that agricultural production can be
enhanced by mimicking natural processes, creating
beneficial biological interactions and synergies
among the different components of agroecosystems.
The focus is thus on interrelationships of all
components and the dynamics of ecological
processes. Agroecological practices are claimed
to improve productivity with less negative impacts
on the environment and the climate as compared to
‘conventional’ agricultural techniques (10).
Agroecology is often presented as the antithesis
of industrial agriculture. Although it started as a
scientific discipline, agroecology grew into a social
movement (11,12), linked to other social movements
such as slow food. In recent years, the number of
agroecological initiatives has been growing, often
led by young people (13–18). The narrative is
rooted in rights-based approaches, and stresses the
need for justice and gender equality.
Smallholders as a part of the solution
This narrative also emphasises the need to protect
and improve the livelihoods of smallholders, with
specific attention to marginalized groups and
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gender equality. It sees agroecology as one of the
ways forward, but acknowledges that specialized
monocultural production may sometimes be a more
attractive option for smallholders. Smallholders
may choose production systems with high economic
productivity but low ecological value, leading
to environmental degradation (19, 20). In such
cases, the challenge is to sustainably intensify those
production systems. Sustainable intensification refers
to approaches to increase agricultural production
from existing farmland in a way that puts less
pressure on the environment. This can imply various
techniques, including adopting high yielding
varieties, changing harvest methods, improving plant
nutrition, pruning, and controlling pests and diseases
(21–23).
Although the narrative recognizes that the
development ambitions of smallholders may differ
greatly according to the context, it assumes that most
smallholders aspire to increase their income. For this,
there is a need for capacity building, organization,
and increased access to information and finance
(24). In this narrative, medium and large scale
commercial actors are not necessarily villains. Under
the right conditions, there may be opportunities for
smallholders to enter partnerships with larger scale
commercial actors, assuming that they can benefit
from each other. Smallholders thus exist alongside
industrial farmers, and there are market connections
with agroindustry (25). Some people may also move
from farming into non-farm activities (26).
The narrative stresses the need to integrate
agricultural production and the delivery of
environmental services. This integration can be

achieved at different spatial scales. Sometimes it is at
the plot level, e.g. through agroforestry. Sometimes
it is at the landscape level, e.g. by maintaining
forested patches that regulate water cycles, reduce
erosion, and promote biological pest control (27).
There may be tradeoffs between conservation and
development objectives, that need to be minimized.
Achieving a balance between conservation
and development goals in tropical forest frontier
landscapes requires policies that provide economic
incentives for smallholders to maintain environmental
functions. It also requires ecosystem-based
spatial planning and strengthened environmental
governance (19,20,28).
Smallholders as an anachronism
In this narrative, smallholders are a distraction from
the kind of development that is seen as needed to
tackle global challenges
related to poverty, food
security, biodiversity and
climate change. The focus
here is on private sector
investment in larger scale
agricultural development,
financed through global
capital flows, and mostly for
export. It is viewed as the only
way to secure food for the
growing world population.
The argument is that larger
producers have an advantage
over smallholders in terms of
skills and technology, finance
and access to capital, and,
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the organization and logistics of trading, marketing
and storage (29).
In this view, it is inevitable that small scale farmers
gradually disappear from the countryside.
Ultimately, this is seen as a good thing. Moving out
of smallholder farming is a way out of poverty, as
non-agricultural sectors create more income earning
opportunities. Governments should therefore couple
investments in larger and established agricultural
companies with efforts to promote education and the
non-agricultural economy, to absorb labour (8,30).
The proposed type of agricultural development in
combination with urbanization will result in the most
efficient use of available land, leaving space for
nature, which contributes to biodiversity and climate
objectives. This has become known as land sparing
(31).
The view that agricultural development hinges on
large scale agroindustries remains dominant in
many governmental policy circles (8). In China,
for example, the government is actively pushing

for larger scale, more commercialized and more
industrialized farming, among others by promoting
the transfer of land from smallholders to large scale
producers (32). This is backed up by claims that
farmland consolidation and increasing the scale of
farming will increase production while lowering the
costs (33).

Perspectives on the role of smallholders
The following 11 interviews with experts from
within and outside the TBI network cover questions
related to smallholder production systems, the
role of smallholders in maintaining environmental
services in the landscape, the roles and perspectives
of young people, and the way in which an
organization like Tropenbos International can help
to shape a sustainable future for smallholders. The
interviews yield a variety of (sometimes conflicting)
perspectives. Although most can be placed in one of
the above-mentioned narratives, they also illustrate
that the boundaries between the narratives are
fuzzy. For Tropenbos International, they provide at
least three valuable lessons.
First, agroecology and intensification are often
presented as mutually exclusive options, but this
may well be a false dichotomy. In some places,
agroecological practices such as the integration
of trees in diverse agroforestry systems, provide
opportunities to improve smallholder incomes and
resilience, while maintaining environmental functions.
In other situations, agricultural intensification is a
more attractive option for smallholders. To achieve
a climate-smart landscape, the emphasis then shifts
to maintaining or increasing environmental functions
outside of agricultural plots. A dogmatic approach
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should be prevented. This is in line with the second
narrative presented above. To design meaningful
interventions to support smallholder production
systems, it is important to understand the possibilities
in terms of ecology and markets. It is equally
important to understand smallholder aspirations,
their ideas about the future of their landscapes, and
the main bottlenecks. Several interviewees stress
that it is crucial to be humble, and to listen to what
smallholders have to say.
Second, many forest frontier landscapes are in
transition. Smallholders may be moving from shifting
cultivation to agroforestry, they may be converting
agroforests into monoculture plantations, or they
may be diversifying monocultures by introducing
different trees and crops into their farming systems.
Young people are increasingly moving to urban
areas in search of jobs and education, but often
maintain strong links with their communities. They
may decide to return to their home village, at least
for part of their time. This is facilitated by the fact
that many of the things that young people used
to look for in cities are now also available in the
countryside, due to improved transport networks
and infrastructure, and increased communication
connectivity, among other developments. Across
the board, the importance of rural-urban linkages is
growing, and this may create new opportunities for
smallholders and their communities. For example,
urban areas provide growing markets for products
and services provided by agriculture, agroforestry
and forestry. Moreover, young people are
increasingly educated and can bring valuable skills
and knowledge back to the countryside, with several
interviewees stressing that young people need to be

more actively involved in decision making structures
at the community level.
Third, smallholders can play increasing roles in the
management of forests in climate-smart landscapes.
The success of community-based forest restoration
and management efforts depends on a variety of
factors, including local traditions, external support,
economic incentives, spatial planning, regulation,
and enforcement. In areas where smallholders are
making a good living from their agricultural plots,
there may also be increased appreciation of the
non-monetary values of forests. Again, opportunities
differ per context. One of the key roles of TBI
network members is to better understand these
contexts, needs and priorities, and to work with local
stakeholders in developing appropriate solutions,
while also building local capacity. Ultimately,
the experiences of TBI members with stakeholder
engagement and co-creating context-specific
solutions in their focus landscapes will need to be
shared more widely, to inspire changes that support
the emergence of climate-smart landscapes in other
parts of the world as well.
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Turning away from
investment-driven
development
Annelies Zoomers
Annelies Zoomers is professor of International Development Studies at Utrecht
University, and chair of WOTRO Science for Global Development. She is the cofounder of the Netherlands Land academy (LANDac), which focuses on the impacts of
large scale land investments that are currently taking place in Africa. She has published
extensively on sustainable livelihoods and poverty alleviation, land grabbing, and
international migration.
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“Smallholders are
losing ground”

Which narratives about the role of smallholders do you encounter in your work?
There are many. On the one hand, there is the narrative of smallholders as a very poor and
vulnerable group without secure land rights, which limits their possibilities to have decent
lives. This view is prominent in debates about land grabbing and community rights, where
smallholders are mainly seen as victims. Local people are forced to leave their land, or
become enclosed by large scale plantations. In this debate, the focus is very much on
supporting communities to protect their land, with less attention on individual households, and
it is less about agriculture.
On the other hand, there is the counter narrative of smallholders in inclusive businesses. This
emphasizes the positive contribution that individual smallholders can make in high end value
chains of commodities such as cacao, coffee and palm oil. Inclusive businesses are expected
to contribute to poverty reduction, economic growth, employment generation, gender
equality and improved wellbeing. Within this narrative there is a tendency to look at the direct
— 13 —

benefits, with little attention on indirect or unintended consequences such as implications on
local food prices and for others outside the project area.
It is important to acknowledge that there are different types of smallholders that cannot be
lumped together. In Indonesia for example, smallholders play increasingly prominent roles in
oil palm cultivation, with negative implications for peatland areas. Many of these smallholders
are newcomers with interests and priorities that are very different from other groups of
smallholders such as small scale rice producers and indigenous peoples.
Has the debate on climate change influenced the narratives?
I think so. More priority is being given to the role of Indigenous smallholders in nature
conservation and reducing deforestation, such as through community forest management.
However, the opportunities to benefit economically have so far been limited. There are also
dilemmas. Efforts to increase economic returns from forest management will attract newcomers
who are looking for new opportunities, and further monetarization of the economy will induce
changes in production and consumption with direct and indirect environmental consequences.
Moreover, the climate change debate is simultaneously resulting in the expansion of biofuel
crops which may cause deforestation.
Your research group looks at smallholders from the perspective of land acquisition and
land governance. Have you developed your own narrative based on that research?
The narrative is more about changes in landscapes that push smallholders aside. First, large
scale investments decrease smallholders’ access to natural resources. Investments in food and
biofuels are leading to the rapid expansion of monoculture plantations of soybean, oil palm,
sugarcane and eucalyptus, but also of cacao, coffee and banana. Second, investments in
nature conservation, ecotourism and through REDD+ are leading to green enclosures and
no-go areas. Third, investments in mining, hydrocarbon extraction and dams are causing
environmental destruction. Finally, investments in urban infrastructure, industrial parks and new
city developments are pushing the urban frontier. On top of this, we see a rapid expansion
of unused land — idle land with no people left. This may be due to land speculation, or due
to failed projects. Smallholders are often not even informed or consulted about large scale
investments, which makes it very difficult for them to defend their space, or benefit from new
opportunities that are coming from the outside.
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So smallholders are losing out?
Yes, smallholder farming is under pressure and smallholders are losing ground. But that is not
the whole story. Increasing numbers of the rural poor have been diversifying their income
strategies and now have multiple income sources. They do some farming, but earn most of
their cash income from construction or domestic work. Many are no longer rooted in one
place, and though they maintain relations with their home communities, they are also attached
to other places and function in larger networks. The idea of a small scale and full time
farmer is increasingly outdated. We always talk about local people and local communities,
but in reality, people do not stay in one place. They go in and out. People are looking for
opportunities to improve their lives, and sticking to farming is not always the best strategy.
What does this mean for an organization like Tropenbos International,
with its focus on smallholder agroforestry and community forestry?
Focusing on smallholder agroforestry and community forestry can help to counterbalance
the trends that I just mentioned. It can help to reduce deforestation, restore biodiversity and
prevent displacement. However, it is important to acknowledge the diversity of smallholders.
Local communities are not homogeneous, and people do not live in containers. Smallholder
agroforestry and community forestry might help to build climate-smart landscapes, but who
are the ones that decide? How to share benefits? How to make sure that economic benefits
are good enough to meet smallholder and community expectations? These are questions that
we need to think about.
Tropenbos members work with stakeholders in forest frontier landscapes.
What can they do?
They can facilitate processes of bottom-up planning. This is key to move away from
investment-driven and commodity-based development in the direction of people-driven and
nature-based development.
Has your research group looked at the perspectives of young people?
To escape poverty, young people often go to cities, in search of education and urban
employment, and often pushed by their parents or other family members. Young people’s
interest to stay in the countryside will very much depend on whether there are opportunities to
live a good and dynamic life. Rather than living in isolated places, they want to have access
to urban services, such as electricity and good education.
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In some parts of the world, you increasingly see youth initiatives that focus on
sustainable and organic farming, especially for local and regional markets.
Indeed, there are various examples, not only within Europe, but also in the Amazon region.
These are often young people, who after finalizing their studies, return to their areas of origin
to start a new business. However, for the moment, organic farming remains mostly a niche
market in the west. I do not expect such markets to develop locally.
You know the frontier areas in the Amazon well.
How do you hope they will develop?
I hope that we can find feasible ways to conserve biodiversity while putting smallholders
and communities centre stage in defining future landscapes. We should turn away from
investment-driven development. Currently most developments start with a business plan. If
lucky, these are followed by an environmental and social impact assessment, and a process
to obtain the free and prior informed consent of local people. This is not the best way.
Instead, we should start locally, putting smallholders and forest communities first in making
plans for climate-smart landscapes, based on their vision of the future. As soon as such plans
are available, investors could be selectively invited to come in. Planning should always be
bottom-up and people-based.
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Rice fields in West Kalimantan, Indonesia [Photo: Roderick Zagt]
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Global conservation scenarios
and the role of smallholders
Mark van Oorschot
Mark van Oorschot is senior researcher on international biodiversity policies at the
Department of Nature and Rural Areas of PBL— the Netherlands Environmental
Assessment Agency. He has worked on integrating the forestry sector in global models
on land-use and biodiversity. In recent years he has focused efforts on evaluating
Dutch international policies on the sustainability of supply chains for wood and
agrocommodities, and on integrating values of biodiversity and natural capital into
private and public decision making.
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“In the Netherlands,
small scale agricultural
production has not proved
to be a successful business
model, so how could it be
in the Global South?”

PBL recently developed two new global conservation scenarios.
Could you sketch them?
We produced two scenarios for the upcoming meeting of the Convention on Biological
Diversity in Kunming, where a new global biodiversity governance framework will be agreed
upon by members to the Convention, including targets for the coming decade. First, there is
the ‘half earth’ narrative, based on the idea raised by some conservationists to protect half of
the earth from human influence. In this view, the focus is on the intrinsic value of nature and
biodiversity. The emphasis is on land sparing, and that agricultural production and nature are
separated from each other. In agricultural areas, productivity is increased through sustainable
intensification using modern technology to stay within global ecological boundaries, and
indigenous peoples and local communities are recognized for their role in conservation and
sustainable land use. The second narrative is called ‘sharing the planet’. This implies that nature
is not only conserved within protected land, but is also integrated in wood and food production
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areas. This implies preserving natural elements within productive landscapes based on a more
functional view on nature’s values and its contributions to people. The dominant production
landscape is heterogeneous — a mosaic.
What can you say about the different outcomes of these two scenarios?
We evaluated the long-term effects of the scenarios by using the IMAGE-GLOBIO integrated
modelling framework. The starting point is that both scenarios aim to achieve global
sustainability objectives in terms of biodiversity conservation, climate change and food
security. And indeed, it was possible to design coherent storylines to do so, by combining a
large set of measures in different sectors. But we also found that there are different tradeoffs.
For example, in the half earth scenario we see that future deforestation is reduced and
that more carbon is stored, but at the same time we also see that food prices rise because
agricultural land becomes scarcer. In the sharing the planet scenario, yields are lower,
requiring more agricultural land to meet demands, leaving less land available to set-aside for
strict protection.
What is the role of smallholders in these scenarios?
The scenarios provide a background for the kind of agricultural systems we think are
necessary to feed the world and meet the targets of climate and biodiversity conventions.
The scenarios were not designed around the role of smallholders, so I can only speculate. In
the half earth scenario, the role for smallholders is not clearly articulated, but I could imagine
that it would imply some level of land concentration and agricultural intensification. Some
smallholders might be able to adapt and scale-up, depending on whether they can acquire
capital for investments, but many of them will probably have to find other sources of income.
That doesn’t necessarily mean they would leave the agricultural sector, because there may be
employment in supply chains that serve both local and international markets. In the sharing
the planet scenario, smallholders may have a more prominent role. They make use of nature’s
services in diverse agricultural systems in mosaic landscapes, where there is less emphasis
on agricultural intensification and inputs. For smallholders, the overall question is whether
they can generate enough revenue streams and income from their agricultural practices, and
whether they will be fairly paid for producing sufficient and healthy food, and for providing
ecosystems services such as carbon storage and clean water.
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Do you doubt that smallholder farming will be economically viable in the future?
Indeed I wonder. The incomes of Dutch farmers have been under pressure, and consequently
we have seen a steady increase in farm size in the last few decades, requiring large
investments. In the Netherlands, small scale agricultural production has not proved to be a
successful business model, so how could it be in the Global South? I realise that you can’t
really compare smallholders in the South with Dutch farmers who are mostly focussed on
producing efficiently for international markets. But we should acknowledge the fact that small
scale agriculture can sometimes also function as a poverty trap, and that change is needed.
You often hear ‘small is beautiful’, but I don’t think that should be a starting point. I am not
saying that small scale farming is never an option, but it may require a completely different
form.
What would that form of smallholder farming be?
What we see in the Netherlands is the development of mixed enterprises with various
revenue streams. A farmer may combine agricultural production, with recreation and
marketing that emphasizes local production, trying to make value out of more sustainable
production methods. A big question is what are the options for such small scale mixed
enterprises in the South. I see most potential in the application of modern, locally appropriate
techniques, giving a better family income. Hopefully, this can be combined with sustainable
intensification, for example via regenerative agroforestry systems, that could improve
smallholder resilience in the face of climate change and market fluctuations, while maintaining
and improving ecosystem connectivity.
What type of support would smallholders require for this?
First of all, farmers need to be sure about land ownership before they can invest.
Empowerment via cooperatives or even broader landscape partnerships can support this.
We also have to set better prices for ecologically produced agrocommodities and pay and
reward farmers for managing their systems in combination with, for instance, water and
carbon services. Specific support programmes can be used to provide smallholders with
knowledge and capital to invest in sustainable practices and adapt to new market dynamics,
either local or global.
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What is the value of the scenarios for an organization like Tropenbos International?
Scenarios can stimulate the thinking about the future of agriculture and smallholders. They
provide insight into what needs to change in order to solve major global problems. They are a
lens through which you can look, helping to get a clearer view of the choices that have to be
made, in different regions and for different groups of actors. But, of course, scenarios sketch
abstract archetypes. In practice, we have to look at local and regional sustainability needs,
and then see how those can best be met. This is likely to involve a combination of the elements
of both scenarios, depending on the local situation and context. In reality, I don’t really think
it will ever be a case of ‘either or’. The next step for more detailed scenario development
should involve ground truthing and reality checks. Tropenbos could be part of this challenge,
bringing in valuable experience from the field.
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Small farm in the Andes, Quindío, Colombia [Photo: ©luigipinna - stock.adobe.com]
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Smallholders as
landscape stewards
Pablo Pacheco
Pablo Pacheco is WWF’s global forests lead scientist based in Washington DC, after
previously spending many years as principal scientist at the Center for International
Forestry Research (CIFOR) in Bogor, Indonesia, among others. His main research
areas include forest governance, smallholder and community forestry, landscape
transformation, and sustainable and inclusive value chains.
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“We need to co-develop
tailor-made solutions
that better value the role
of smallholders, while
acknowledging the diversity
of realities on the ground”

How would you define a smallholder?
Smallholders are rural households whose livelihoods fully or partly rely on the piece of land
that they control or own. Smallholders typically depend on their own family labour and may
combine subsistence and commercial farming systems. In many situations they also depend
on different types of non-farm income.
What different types of smallholders are there?
The most obvious factor used to distinguish smallholders is the size of the land they manage,
and there are significant variations between regions. For example, in some parts of the
Brazilian Amazon, smallholders may have up to 100 hectares, whereas in Indonesia,
smallholders tend to have less than five hectares. Smallholders can also be categorized by
looking at other factors such as the availability of family labour, their geographical location,
access to markets and logistics, the type of production system adopted, and access to capital
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and services. When you look at these factors, we see many different types of smallholders, so
it is hard to generalize.
How has their role changed over the last decades?
When we look at smallholders in forest frontiers in the tropics, changes are associated with
the penetration of markets and commercial agriculture. These are areas in transition, and
the livelihood strategies of smallholders are also changing. Large scale companies often
play a role in these transitions. In Indonesia for example, the involvement of smallholders
in establishing oil palm plantations was triggered by companies that built roads, set up
mills, put market logistics in place, and attracted rural labour to work on their plantations.
This stimulated local smallholders to establish oil palm plantations. Also, plantation workers
turned into smallholders when they had earned enough money to invest in their own piece of
land. In the Amazon we have seen a similar process associated with cattle ranching, where
smallholders took advantage of the logistics and markets provided by mid- to large-size
ranchers and slaughterhouses, and public finance.
Are there advantages to smallholder-based development?
There are. Landscapes dominated by smallholders tend to be more mixed and heterogeneous
compared to landscapes dominated by large companies. Smallholders often tend to diversify
their livelihood portfolios, which translates into more diverse mosaic landscapes. Also, in
landscapes dominated by large-scale farmers or companies, we often see a concentration
of land and income. So, there also is a distributional aspect associated with smallholder
economies in more diversified landscapes.
As a researcher at CIFOR and WWF you have been studying the role of smallholders in relation to
global conservation, development and climate objectives. What have been your main insights?
My main insight is that there are lots of tradeoffs. In areas far from cities, environmental
integrity is high, but smallholders do not have access to services like health care and
schooling. Thus, they struggle when they face a health crisis, or when they need to send
their children to school. In less remote areas we see that smallholders have better access to
services and may be better off, but they face challenges in maintaining the environmental
integrity of their farming systems and the landscape.
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Is it realistic to envision climate-smart landscapes where smallholders improve
their livelihoods while maintaining ecological diversity in the landscape?
Such landscapes provide different social, environmental, and economic functions. The value
of these needs to be acknowledged more explicitly, and smallholders should somehow be
compensated for their role in protecting the environment. While smallholders usually have a
more intimate relationship with the land and nature, it is not always the case that they have
certain intrinsic attributes that make them protect the environment. It is also likely that markets
will continue to penetrate rural areas and transform smallholder economies. Smallholders
have aspirations and needs too, which are also changing. They may want to have cell phones
and motorcycles. And they want education and health care. Eventually, public and private
actors will need to value and compensate smallholders for their role in protecting nature, to
actively play a role as landscape stewards, and to secure key contributions of nature to the
wider society. In addition, it is important for smallholders to continue increasing their political
bargaining power vis-à-vis these public and private actors.
What are the prospects of agroforestry?
Agroforestry may help to sustain the livelihoods of smallholders and the environmental
integrity of landscapes, and it may play a role in restoration processes. There are discussions
about the possibility to introduce intercropping systems that could help smallholders to
diversify their land uses and economies, and to also enhance resilience and reduce climate
and economic risks. For example, there are proposals to intercrop oil palm with other crops in
smallholder farms in Indonesia. This is technically possible, but I doubt whether smallholders
will eventually adopt this practice, since they tend to see oil palm as a high-income and
low-risk crop. That doesn’t mean that agroforestry is not a good option in other contexts. In
some areas of Brazil for example, smallholders have had negative experiences when they
were overly dependent on one crop, and they now prefer mixed agroforestry systems to help
spread risks. But agroforestry is labour and knowledge intensive, which works against its
wider adoption.
What about young people — are they staying in the countryside?
Many young people decide to leave, but that doesn’t mean that they disappear from the
countryside altogether. Many spend a part of their time in the city, and a part of their time
in their place of origin. They don’t want to lose links with their communities. However, if they
decide to stay as farmers, their opportunities for accessing land may be constrained, and their
search for a livelihood places additional pressures on frontier lands.
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Will urbanization help with reducing pressure on the land?
Maybe, but many young people are struggling in the cities, since there are not many
opportunities for decent jobs. Young people engage in informal economies with low quality
and temporal jobs, especially those who have not received formal education or training. That
may be part of the reason why they maintain links with their villages or communities.
Can smallholder economies benefit from these new rural urban linkages?
Yes, I think so. Many young people are now part of two worlds, and they can be a force for
transformation. They may also help with developing a wider appreciation for the smallholder
economies, and building more interconnected local rural-urban value chains. For example, if
urban people have cultural attachments to the countryside, this translates into preferences for
local food items, offering opportunities to strengthen local food markets. Also, people in cities
tend to be more aware of the environmental benefits that properly managed landscapes may
offer, such as regulating water flows and water quality.
Worldwide, the attention for restoration has been increasing.
Can this create opportunities for smallholders?
Financial resources for restoration are increasing, but much of this will be private money.
Will companies that are looking for carbon offsets be willing to pay for smallholder-based
options? And will there be a business model that makes restoration attractive for smallholders?
If there are no attractive restoration models for smallholders, it is likely that finance for
restoration will target large scale plantations of fast-growing species. Smallholder restoration
systems will be successful only if there are systems in place that reward the provision of
additional social and environmental values.
We speak of smallholders when we talk about agriculture, while we speak of communities
when we talk about forest management. Does the distinction make sense?
It is understandable, but it is a false distinction. Agriculture is assumed to be practiced in
individual plots, but that is not necessarily the case. Smallholders may combine individual
and collective management systems. In contrast, forestry is assumed to be undertaken by
communities or smallholder groups, but this is not necessarily the case, as some forests may
be managed by individual smallholders. An issue with many community forestry initiatives is
that models of forest management were inspired by commercial operations involving large
areas of forest. The promoters of those models tended to target community land, with a very
limited understanding of local systems of forest management.
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Is smallholder forestry an option?
There have been attempts to develop smallholder forestry, but they mostly failed because they
were just replicating corporate forestry models with the use of heavy machinery. Smallholders
were expected to do inventories and develop management plans, even for relatively small
forest patches, and they were banned from using chainsaws. This obviously doesn’t work.
But there are places where the model of forest management has been adopted to the local
situation of smallholders, for example in Ecuador. Adapting forest management models to
local conditions offers a lot of potential. Yet, this also implies that forestry agencies must learn
to rely on the capacities of smallholders to manage their forests, and to work with them.
How do you see the role of the members of the Tropenbos International
network in such developments?
There is a new generation of projects, often adopting landscape approaches, that aim to
achieve positive impacts on carbon, people and nature. These projects have the potential to
attract large amounts of finance. Tropenbos needs to share more widely its experiences with
developing high quality interventions, to inform these new projects. Tropenbos needs to offer
lessons about meaningful ways to involve local people, acknowledge local values, and tailor
interventions to local aspirations and needs. Along with smallholder social organizations,
we need to co-develop tailor-made solutions that better value the role of smallholders, while
acknowledging the diversity of realities on the ground.

Community agriculture plot, Guarayo, Santa Cruz, Bolivia [Photo: Miguel Manchego Chávez/IBIF]
— 29 —

Insights from research
on Indonesian oil
palm smallholders
Diana Chalil
Diana Chalil is a researcher and lecturer at the Universitas Sumatera Utara, Indonesia,
and the founder and coordinator of the Consortium Studies on Smallholder Palm Oil
(CSSPO), with members from five universities in Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand.
Her research interests focus on oil palm smallholders within the palm oil industry and
value chain, including palm oil certification, bilateral trade, inclusivity, landscape
management and smallholder welfare. She is now coordinating a research project
on oil palm smallholders in the South Tapanuli landscape in the province of North
Sumatra, among others.
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“The oil palm system is
very well developed, but
other commodities don’t
have that luxury”

How would you define a smallholder?
The official national definition of an oil palm smallholder in Indonesia is a farmer with less
than 25 hectares. According to the definition of the RSPO [Roundtable on Sustainable Palm
Oil], a smallholder has less than 50 hectares. Both definitions are based on the size of the
land.
What different types of smallholders are there?
In our research we distinguish between several types. First, there are smallholders who are
part of a company’s plantation scheme, and those who are independent. Second, there are
smallholders who are organized and those who are not. Third, there are smallholders who
partner with other actors, and those that do not. And, fourth, there are certified and noncertified smallholders. This results in eight categories of smallholders.
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What do you mean with smallholders who partner with other actors?
Today, most oil palm farmers are independent, but they often lack resources and skills to
improve their agricultural practices. In many areas we now see that companies and NGOs
are supporting independent smallholders. We have called these the partner smallholders. We
compared three types of partner smallholders: those that receive support from companies;
those that receive support from NGOs; and those that receive support from both. We
found that the latter group performed best. This is because companies are usually good in
providing support in agronomic aspects, while NGOs are usually good in actively engaging
smallholders and helping smallholders to organize. The latter is important, as it helps to
achieve economies of scale.
What is the objective of these partnerships?
Most of them focus on certification, such as the RSPO certificate. This is especially so when oil
palm is produced for the international market. For the domestic market there is a certification
programme as well, which will become mandatory for smallholders by 2025. So this is
also becoming more important. Certified smallholders cannot produce within areas that are
classified as state forest lands.
Part of your research focusses on the South Tapanuli landscape in the province of North Sumatra.
Can you describe the landscape?
The area is famous because it is the place where a new species of orangutans was recently
discovered. The landscape has a high conservation value. There are four large scale oil palm
plantations in the region, and an increasing number of smallholders are cultivating oil palm.
How would you describe a typical smallholder in the landscape?
Smallholders in the area used to cultivate rubber, but since the late 1990s most have
converted to monoculture oil palm plantations, because it offered a better and more stable
market than rubber. The average size of the landholdings is between two and four hectares.
Are smallholders expanding into the forested areas?
There is a national moratorium on oil palm expansion into state forest land. Although it is not
perfect, I would say that it is successful in slowing down expansion. We found that smallholders
who receive support to increase their productivity are less likely to expand. This is partly
because many of these farmers are located in hilly parts where expansion is quite difficult and
expensive, so they prefer to focus on improving productivity within their existing plots.
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If current trends continue, what will the landscape look like in 30 years?
If you look at the data since 1996, you see that deforestation rates have been particularly
high in the secondary swamp forest zone, and that some of the hills have been cleared,
leading to problems such as landslides. Currently, we see that there is a lot of support from the
government and donors to help smallholders by increasing their productivity and awarenessraising on sustainable management as part of the national action plan for sustainable oil
palm. Annual deforestation rates between 2011 and 2020 were half of those in the between
2006 and 2011. Because of this, I am optimistic that we are in a transition phase, and that
areas within the state forest zone will remain forested.
What are the prospects for young boys and girls in the landscape?
You see that many smallholders have started earning higher incomes, enabling them to
send their children to school in other areas of Indonesia or even abroad. Some parents
prioritize boys to study in higher education. Many of these young people do not return to
the landscape to become farmers. Of the young people who stay in the landscape, some
are taking up oil palm farming, while others have started experimenting with environmentally
friendly agriculture and agroforestry.
Do you think those environmentally friendly farming practices have potential?
Some products that can be grown in agroforestry systems, like citronella oil, may fetch
high prices, and can be processed locally. This is especially interesting for farmers who are
currently located on the forest border, with limited access to capital. Environmental NGOs
have been supporting farmers in this area for several years now. But much more work is
needed to make it successful. At the moment, environmentally friendly farming initiatives
remain heavily dependent on support from donors, and markets are not yet well developed.
It is difficult to set up a new system for production, processing and trade. Clearly, the oil palm
system is very well developed, but other commodities don’t have that luxury.
Could smallholders integrate other crops alongside oil palm in diverse agroforestry systems?
There has been quite a lot of research on this, but I don’t think that it is realistic. It neither
benefits oil palm nor other crops. You cannot properly harvest oil palm when there are other
plants in the way. You need space for a harvesting path, and harvesting fresh fruit bunches
could damage other plants growing under oil palm trees.
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What needs to be done to ensure a sustainable future for smallholders in this landscape?
We need to improve the productivity of smallholders so they can make a good living, while
preventing further expansion into natural forest areas. We also need to support agribusiness
systems of other commodities so that they can be as profitable as oil palm. This should offer
alternatives to smallholders with land that is less suitable for oil palm. And we need more
coherent planning and coordination. Currently, district governments have spatial plans,
but decisions about land-use permits in some areas are controlled by national government
agencies. Also, alternative funding needs to be found, as some international donors that are
active in the area will end their programmes soon.
How can the dependency on such international programmes be decreased?
We need to build capacity among smallholder organizations so they can more effectively
support smallholders with good agricultural practices and certification. Next to that, we need
to invest in the human resources within district governments. Only then can they decrease their
dependency on donor funded projects.
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Oil palm smallholder collecting fresh fruit bunches, Ketapang, Kalimantan, Indonesia [Photo: Irpan Lamago]
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Don’t fixate on
smallholders
Stefan Dercon
Stefan Dercon is professor of economic policy at the Blavatnik School of Government
and the Department of Economics at the University of Oxford, and Director of the
Centre for the Study of African Economies. He is also development policy advisor to
the Foreign Secretary at the UK’s Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office.
Between 2011 and 2017, he was chief economist of the Department of International
Development (DFID). Most of his research has focused on the causes of poverty and
how to achieve change, mainly in Africa. He has written critically about development
programmes that support smallholder agriculture as a way out of poverty.
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“Never forget that farming
is a tough job”

You published an article in World Development about the role for smallholders in the future of
agriculture in Africa, in which you criticize the model that you say is favoured by donors.
What is that model?
It is the idea that all development starts with agriculture, and in particular with smallholders.
The idea that all poverty reduction efforts should be directed at making them better farmers.
What’s wrong with that idea?
It does not consider what is needed to have growth trajectories. If you start to think about
growth trajectories we are likely to see that many smallholders will have to move out of
farming. Wanting to keep them in farming is like trapping them. This is only becoming more
urgent in the context of climate change, as many smallholders are highly vulnerable. And the
solution really isn’t to provide them with better seeds. It is true that smallholders are often poor,
but that does not mean that poverty reduction strategies should start there. Low productivity
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smallholder farming is a dead end. It is almost impossible to make enough for a decent living.
We need to get away from that fixation on smallholders and focus on a development model
that actually improves livelihood opportunities.
What does that alternative model look like?
There will be fewer smallholders. That is not because I don’t like them; it is because I don’t
want to see them trapped in poverty. I want them to have better lives. Of course, we should
not push smallholders out of agriculture, but we should structurally transform economies,
focusing on high productivity activities so that smallholders’ children will have better prospects
in other sectors. This is already happening in many areas. Youth are leaving the countryside,
and that’s not a bad thing. People don’t want to be poor for ever. There are good examples
in Asia where cities in coastal areas have become centres of growth. The transformation may
imply that farms will grow larger, with more machinery and higher productivity, to make
sufficient returns.
How would you define a smallholder?
Farmers in highland Ethiopia measure their land in Timads. This is what an oxen can till in a
day. An average farming family, which is there not larger than about five people, has two or
three Timads, and that is what they can manage in terms of weeding and other tasks. To me,
this exemplifies what a smallholder is. It is a family farm of a size that can be managed by
their own manual labour and some hired or own animal traction. Often this is barely enough
to make ends meet, but there are exceptions. In Thailand, there are small scale vegetable
farmers near cities that make a decent living. In Ghana, there are small scale cocoa farms that
provide attractive livelihood options. But when I talk about smallholders, I refer primarily to the
vast number of marginalized and highly vulnerable farmers who have little or no opportunities
to improve their situation — many of whom are in Africa.
In Africa, the majority of smallholders are women. What are the gender implications of the
model you envision?
First, the statement that most African smallholders are women needs some nuance, as there
are large differences between the vastly different farming systems across the continent.
Second, a model that focusses on growth potential does not mean that women are negatively
affected. Quite the opposite. Look at India and Bangladesh, where research shows that
growth of non-farm employment has increased the bargaining power of women. In India it
was found that rural women are inspired by the urban women they see on television, and
pursue higher education to get out of farming. Never forget that farming is a tough job.
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What types of value chains would be dominant in the alternative model you envision?
I am definitely not against international value chains; in fact, for many farmers they have
provided attractive livelihoods. However, I think domestic value chains have a lot of potential
too, as an important source of growth and diversification away from just growing basic low
return staples in Africa. At the moment, the large cities in Nigeria and other West African
countries for example, import food from abroad, and people live imported lifestyles. In
an increasing number of countries, we notice that urban centres including rural towns are
growing markets for diverse agricultural products cultivated in the region. Historically, this was
seen in rural areas east of Paris – the Jardin de Paris – which used to be deeply impoverished,
but which ended up benefitting from agricultural value chains linking them to the city. Rural
areas can grow organically with urban areas.
Does the future of agriculture depend on local demand?
We must think much more about the demand side of agriculture, as demand will drive
growth, and better livelihoods. This is very different from the usual model. A lot of agricultural
strategies start with the supply side. They start with improved seeds and agricultural
techniques. And then one hopes for the best that someone will buy the produce at a decent
price. But that’s the wrong starting point. Any businessman will tell you that you should never
start a business from the supply side. You need someone to buy your stuff!
Have you researched the aspirations of youth?
We did a study with youth in Ethiopia. They want education, and they want to leave
agriculture. That makes sense to me. Once you have human capital, it is logical to want a job
that is not just brawn, but also brain. When I talk to young people in rural Ethiopia, no one
will tell me they want to be a farmer. They don’t want the existence of their parents. However,
there is a problem when young people’s aspirations do not match the actual possibilities. A
proportion of youngsters go to cities, attracted by an urban lifestyle, but end up disappointed.
Any growth strategy needs to include efforts to drive and guide urbanization in a sensible
manner, so it can absorb these people. Again, I think the solutions to rural poverty are not to
be found in agriculture, but elsewhere.
Do you think this will decrease pressures on the environment?
We are doing a study near Virunga national park in DR Congo that is thinking in this
direction. This area has all kinds of problems: environmental degradation, poverty and
conflicts. Smallholders are encroaching on the forest. The traditional approach is to put a
fence around the park, but that is not really working. Young farmers need a living, so they
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expand, and I fear that another honey or wild herb project is not going to work at the scale
required. As part of our study, we have created hundreds of apprenticeships in the nearest
city, Goma. This is to give alternative options to young farmers. The senior management of the
park believes that the solution to protecting the park lies in the city, and our study is testing
one possible way of supporting this.
Will international climate finance create possibilities for smallholders to
earn a living from maintaining trees and forests in the landscape?
We are starting to realize that urban lifestyles will probably need to be taxed to finance
better forest management for carbon sequestration, and smallholders could benefit from
that. But we want to be careful. There is not enough thinking about what should be done with
the carbon money. Are you going to pay cash to smallholders, or are you going to invest
in an alternative future? I am constantly arguing with ministers here in the UK. There is much
talk about nature-based solutions, but we really need to boost the quality of the supporting
evidence. And what works at a small scale is rarely scalable. Our hopes and beliefs should
not stand in the way of evidence.
Tropenbos International promotes multifunctional landscapes, where smallholders manage
agricultural plots, agroforests and natural forests. How does that fit in your vision of the future?
Europe gives us ideas. Sheep farmers in Wales get paid for maintaining the landscape. We
pay them for the services they provide. Eventually, people living in urban areas will have to
pay people in rural areas so they can make a decent living from maintaining environmental
services. It may be possible to achieve multifunctional landscapes, but we must think about
their economics. And that also means that just like in Wales, it will only involve a small fraction
of the farming families that used to make a living there. There are options, but don’t fixate just
on smallholders. Look at the bigger picture. Sometimes farming can be a trap, and there will
be better opportunities elsewhere. It is important to be aware of that.
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Cocoa smallholder in Ghana [Photo: Frank van Schoubroeck]
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Increasing
smallholder productivity
Rudy Rabbinge
Roelof (Rudy) Rabbinge is emeritus university professor of sustainable development and
food security at Wageningen University and Research (WUR), and member of the High
Level Panel of Experts Steering Committee of the Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations (FAO). Between 2003 and 2012 he was chair of the board of
Tropenbos International. His research interests include sustainable development, food
security and the role of smallholders in development trajectories.
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“Economic development
usually begins with
agriculture, so we must
take smallholders as a
starting point”

How would you define a smallholder?
The definition is arbitrary, but usually the term is used for a farm of less than ten hectares,
which is managed by one family. Unfortunately, you often see that the smallholder is
romanticized. The small scale is cherished. But it shouldn’t be a goal to keep smallholders
small. Smallholders also want to earn income which they can use to send their children to
school.
Do you mean that the average farm size of smallholders will have to increase?
It is likely that the average farm size will increase, but this shouldn’t happen abruptly, and we
should not be moving towards large scale plantations of thousands of hectares. Moreover,
expanding the acreage is not the only way for a smallholder to grow. Growth can also be
achieved by increasing productivity.
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Stefan Dercon of the University of Oxford suggests that it may be more effective
to invest in non-agricultural sectors to fight poverty. What do you think?
I am sure that many people will disappear from agriculture in the long run. Currently, about
80% of the workforce in some African countries is engaged in farming. In the Netherlands,
this is 2-3%. I think that in many countries we will end up somewhere in between those two
extremes. But we cannot assume that the non-agricultural sector will lead the way. Stefan
Dercon’s argument is not new. For many years, advisors of the World Bank have been
telling African countries that they can eradicate poverty by investing in industrial and service
sectors, instead of their agricultural sector. This has proved to be an illusion. In large parts of
Asia, hunger has decreased significantly because of investments in agricultural productivity.
In Africa this has not happened, and hunger has been increasing. Economic development
usually begins with agriculture, so we must take smallholders as a starting point. This is
where we need to provide incentives. One of the main obstacles is that smallholders — often
women without property rights — are not able to get finance from banks to invest in their
farms. Financial institutions must therefore urgently change their regulations to allow these
smallholders to access credit. There is also a need to stimulate agriculture-related processing.
Turning a potato into a bag of chips is relatively easy and very profitable. And, of course,
increasing smallholder productivity is a priority.
There is a debate between proponents of agroecology and proponents of agricultural
intensification on how to best increase smallholder productivity. How do you see that discussion?
The problem is that people tend to use caricatures. Some imply that agricultural modernization
would disregard ecological knowledge. But that is not true. Agricultural innovations that
do not take environmental factors into account are bad innovations. Agroecology is a nice
concept, but unfortunately it has been taken over by ideologists. These are people who reject
any external input to increase productivity. That is harmful to development, and ultimately
causes hunger. Agroecology as an ideology is disastrous.
What is the key to increasing smallholder productivity?
I was once asked by Kofi Annan of the United Nations to lead research into why the
productivity of African agriculture remained low, while the agricultural productivity in other
parts of the world had been growing rapidly due to the Green Revolution. This resulted in
the ‘Realizing promise and potential of African agriculture’ report. After that, we founded
the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa and started several large programmes. A key
component of the solution lies in the soils. Soil poverty in Africa is very high. That is why we
started working together with the International Fertilizer Development Centre, and great
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progress has been made since. But we have been struggling against an ideology that
despises anything to do with fertilizers.
Tropenbos International focuses on agroforestry and community forestry. How do these practices fit
into the agricultural development that you envision?
Agroforestry is interesting if there is enough land available. But in situations of land scarcity,
agroforestry might be a poverty trap, because the productivity per hectare is relatively
low, especially for food crops. Community forestry is different, in my opinion, because it
has a societal function. Forests provide all kinds of environmental services and increase the
attractiveness of the landscape. This must be paid for with public funds. I think things often go
wrong when forests are managed to make money. If you compare it to agriculture, there just
isn’t that much money to be made from forestry.
Could the carbon market provide economic incentives for sustainable forest
management by communities?
Perhaps the carbon market will provide new opportunities, but the problem is that permanent
grasslands absorb more carbon than forests. If you want to capture carbon, it makes more
sense to focus on those grasslands. I think forests are best managed by nature conservation
organizations, paid for with public funds.
But aren’t communities increasingly expected to take on the role of forest managers?
I think communities can collaborate with nature conservation organizations. If they have forest
tenure rights, they can even lease the forest to these organizations.
Is the goal to manage forests for the public good, while investing in agricultural productivity to
support smallholders?
Yes, and when increasing productivity, we must look at what is possible at which location.
I did some research on how to improve agricultural productivity in Europe. As it turned out,
the differences in potential were enormous. There is very little suitable agricultural land in
Greece, and a lot in Denmark. This must be taken into consideration when developing a
food system. The Greeks already understood that 2000 years ago. They didn’t have enough
grain, and therefore each household’s second son had to go to colonies in Sicily and North
Africa, to produce grain on the fertile soils there. The grain was brought back to Greece in
large boats. My research showed that you can produce enough food in Europe on half of the
current acreage, with 80% less pesticides, and half the costs. But that means that we will have
to focus agricultural production on the most fertile and suitable lands, and use the marginal
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areas for other purposes such as carbon storage. Unfortunately, agricultural policy works
against this, because if you give marginal land a different destination, then you will no longer
receive agricultural subsidies. That’s bad policy.
You have been chairman of the board of Tropenbos International. How do you see the role of
Tropenbos International?
Tropenbos must do what it does best. It must look at the facts. What are the characteristics
of a landscape? What is possible in which location? What are the different interests? These
insights must be shared with those directly involved, the people who live in the landscape, and
with decision makers. Tropenbos must provide insight into the choices. Because, eventually,
choices will have to be made. Without making choices, things get messy.
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Farmer collecting rubber in the community forest of Lamang Satong, West Kalimantan, Indonesia [Photo: Irpan Lamago]
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Empowering indigenous
youth in Kalimantan,
Indonesia
Sumarni Laman
Sumarni Laman works for the Ranu Welum Foundation, promoting environmental
justice and empowering indigenous youth in central Kalimantan, Indonesia. A lot of her
work focusses on restoration. In 2020, she became a restoration steward under a joint
programme of the Youth in Landscapes Initiative and the Global Landscapes Forum,
which supports and highlights the work of six young restoration practitioners and their
teams.
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“We want to inspire
young people to become
restoration warriors”

What are the main activities of the people in the villages where you work?
They are mostly smallholders, cultivating cassava and rubber, among other crops. Some
people fish, or work with community-based forestry enterprises. A small number work for
commercial logging and mining companies that are active in the territory. We see that many
young people are leaving the villages, looking for employment in the city. In some villages
there are no young people left anymore. You have to understand that the indigenous Dayak
people have always had a strong connection to the forest. However, when Kalimantan
became part of Indonesia, their tenure rights were not recognized, and their traditional
territories were given to big companies. The Dayak people lost access to their food, their
medicines, their construction material. And, there are very few alternative possibilities to
make a living, because these villages are very remote, without good roads and without good
education possibilities.
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Do you talk with young people about their own wishes and aspirations for the future?
Many young people are looking for another lifestyle, but there are not many opportunities.
Most would like to study in the city. However, interestingly, many of them would like to come
back to the village again. They hope to work in their own community as civil servant, teacher,
or nurse. They don’t want to be farmers. Their parents are smallholders, and their incomes are
too small.
Are there differences between boys and girls?
Boys are expected to be the breadwinners. They prioritize finding a job. The sad reality is that
most girls are looking to get married, even when they are still very young. I was really upset
when I first learned this, but after spending a lot of time in the village I began to understand
that this is related to the economy. Girls don’t want to burden their families financially, so they
look for a man to support them.
What types of activities do you undertake with indigenous youth?
The areas surrounding the villages are degraded due to logging, mining and forest fires. We
therefore conduct restoration training with young people, where we combine indigenous
knowledge with modern knowledge. We also organize exchange trips, bringing young
people from the village to the city, to connect them with young people there.
What is the use of organizing such exchange trips, when young people are leaving
for the cities anyway?
Most young people end up looking for employment in smaller provincial towns, but we bring
them to Palangkaraya, which is the provincial capital. This is a very diverse place, and it has a
university. We want to open their minds. We want them to talk to other young people who are
studying in university, to have a conversation about the future. We want them to see the world
outside the village, and spark enthusiasm.
Enthusiasm about what?
Enthusiasm for higher education, and also enthusiasm for the environment in their indigenous
territory. It is not that we want to inspire them to migrate to the city, but we want them to learn
from meeting people with different perspectives. Ultimately, we want them to learn about the
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importance of maintaining their own environment, and the risks associated with logging and
mining. We want to inspire young people to become restoration warriors. Restoration is not
just about planting trees. It is about much more, and it needs dedication.
Has this been successful?
There are some success stories. I remember one boy, he was still in senior high school. He did
not want to pursue further education. He just wanted to start working as soon as possible.
We invited him to a two-week exchange trip to the city where he met with students and
researchers, and he joined a forest fire training course. When he came back to the village, he
told his parents he wanted to study forestry, to protect the forest. The trip changed his outlook
of life.
What are the main challenges you encounter?
We can provide young people with ideas and influence the way they think, but it is more
difficult to change someone’s behaviour. Most of these young people have felt helpless for so
long. We aim to create a spark, but that is not always strong enough to change practices.
You can discourage young people to work for a logging or mining company, but what
alternatives are there?
That is the big question, and we are working on the answer. We are now looking into
agroforestry systems with pineapple, banana, and cassava. This could also be used to restore
degraded lands, while providing alternative income to the community.
Can that be competitive?
Working for a logging or mining company will probably give more income, but it is hard
for villagers to get such a job because these companies prefer to get their workers from
other provinces. I believe that, in the long run, agroforestry can provide a good alternative,
supporting local food security and helping to protect their ancient forests. The problem with
agroforestry is that it involves a lot of work, and people don’t immediately see the benefits. But
village elders have a lot of valuable knowledge about the best ways to practice agroforestry,
so we are stimulating young people to learn from them.
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Are young people open to learning from the elders?
Definitely. Young people in the villages still respect the elders. But young people’s capabilities
are often underestimated. Even when given the opportunity to speak, young people are not
actually listened to. That is something we need to work on.
What is the key lesson you have learned from working with young people in indigenous communities?
Most of all, I learned to listen. I learned to be humble. I am from the city, and finished
university, so I used to go to these villages pretending to know everything. Now I know that
the people there have so much knowledge that I don’t have. I have learned to listen so we
can learn from each other.
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Indigenous youth from Lamang Satong village, West Kalimantan, Indonesia [Photo: Koen Kusters]
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Agroecology is about the
whole system
Pablo Tittonell
Pablo Tittonell is a principal research scientist in Argentina’s National Council
for Science and Technology, with a seat at the Instituto Nacional de Tecnología
Agropecuaria. He also holds a part-time WWF-endowed chair professorship on
resilient landscapes at the Groningen Institute of Evolutionary Life Sciences in the
Netherlands. He serves as an external professor at the Ecole Doctorale GAÏA of the
University of Montpellier, France, and at the National University of Lomas de Zamora,
Buenos Aires, Argentina. His areas of expertise include farming systems analysis and
agroecology.
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“The technologies we
offer smallholders are
destroying the ecological
base of agriculture”

You are critical of conventional agricultural programmes supporting smallholders,
what is the essence of your criticism?
First, they haven’t worked. There has been a focus on improving agriculture through modern
technologies for many years, but farmers are not adopting them. Why? Because the approach
is based on the idea that the lack of technology is the problem, while it isn’t. The problem is
much broader. There are political, social, economic and ecological factors at play. Second,
the technologies we offer smallholders are destroying the ecological base of agriculture. They
result in overuse of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. Some people claim that intensification
of production will take away the need for agricultural expansion, but we see that in active
forest frontiers of the Amazon region, higher yields are leading to increased expansion. So
that is an illusion.
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Some would say that increasing productivity helps to reduce pressure on the forest, when it is
combined with regulation to prevent agricultural expansion, and its enforcement.
In the Colombian Amazon, the government cannot even control coca production and the
guerrilla, while those are government priorities. In many tropical forest frontier areas, the
density of institutional control is very low. They are often conflict zones, and enforcement is
extremely difficult.
What is the advantage of agroecology over industrial agriculture, in the context of global
biodiversity and climate challenges?
There is a tendency to see agriculture as an obstacle to achieving biodiversity and climate
objectives, but you can turn that around. Agriculture can be the solution. It requires an
agricultural system that is productive, affordable, profitable, produces enough healthy
food, conserves biodiversity, and contributes to climate mitigation. This is the ambition of
agroecology. It may take different shapes in different locations, depending on the local
context, but it is always based on certain agroecological principles, such as diversity,
synergies, efficiency and resilience.
The debate between proponents of industrial agriculture and proponents of agroecology seems
to focus on whether to use chemical fertilizers and improved seed varieties that have been
developed in a lab.
No, the debate is much wider. Agroecology is about much more than only agronomy. It is
a movement to change the whole system. Also, it is a misconception that agroecology is
banning the use of certain agricultural inputs. The question we ask is whether these inputs
are improving the situation of the smallholders and the environment. The so-called improved
varieties are produced by commercial companies and eventually result in higher pesticide
use, and farmers who are in debt. I wouldn’t call that an improvement. And the benefits
of genetically modified seeds are overstated. Look at golden rice; it has been developed
to address Vitamin A deficiency, but you must eat a full bag of rice to get the vitamins of
one carrot. To improve vitamin intake, you’d better increase the variety of your agricultural
production.
In parts of Indonesia, smallholders have converted their diverse agroforestry systems into monoculture
plantations of oil palms, which generate good incomes. They are showing little interest in diversifying
their plantations.
Agroforestry is not always what people want or need. We need to be pragmatic. Some crops
are difficult to grow with other crops. In such monoculture systems, it is important to look at
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diversity from another angle, specifically the soil. Take sugar cane, for example. If you grow
sugar cane in cycles of three years, there is very little biodiversity in the soil, but this improves
significantly in the case of organic sugar cane, which is replaced after only 20 years.
Is it also possible to apply the agroecological principles at the landscape level
rather than the plot level?
Exactly, that is key. A big shortcoming with the expansion of organic agriculture in Europe
has been that it was not done at landscape level. Certain principles of organic farming, like
natural pollination, are very difficult to realize if your neighbour is operating an industrial
farm. Again, this stresses the point that agroecology is about the whole system, including
landscape governance.
Young people may be eager to leave remote areas, looking for jobs in the cities. Have you worked
with young people? Do they even see a future in agriculture?
I did research in a village in the Patagonian Andes. For this, I was reading reports that had
been written about the area in the 1980s. These reports were all mentioning that youth were
leaving. They were predicting that young people would disappear. When I went there 30
years later, there were still plenty of young people. Many had left, and many had returned.
These are the dynamics, and they may bring innovation to remote areas. Young people can
be engines behind new economic opportunities. In Colombia, for example, we are working
with young people to develop value chains from biodiversity — we call it bioeconomy. We
are producing a lip balm, made from a native plant, which can be sold in large cities like
Bogotá. This is just one example, there are many other biobased products being developed.
In Puerto Rico, young people have started agroecological initiatives, but I have the impression
these are often middle-class urban youth. Would youth in marginalized and remote areas in Africa
be interested in such initiatives as well?
You are right about Puerto Rico. There, young people mainly, but not exclusively from urban
areas are revolting against the dominant agricultural model, which has been destructive.
I also agree that the situation in some parts of Africa is very different. Still, we should not
underestimate these dynamics. Today, young people in remote areas are connected to the rest
of the world. In some places they will walk five kilometres to charge their phones. They are
aware of global problems, they know about their rights, they can be inspired by people from
the other side of the world.
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Much of your work takes place in the Amazon region. How do you envision these landscapes 30
years from now?
Outside of protected areas, I envision them as dynamic mosaics. As a smallholder you start
with annual crops like maize, then you move into more permanent crops, like cassava. Then
you slowly bring in trees like cocoa and palms, and after many years you get an agroforest.
Eventually you may need to start from the beginning again. Ideally, you will end up with a
landscape where you have this system in different stages of succession.
Do you think that partnerships between smallholders and companies can be beneficial?
Yes. However, in conventional partnerships, smallholders are often overly dependent on one
commodity, which makes them vulnerable. Beneficial partnerships require companies that
acknowledge the need for diversity at the level of smallholder systems. This should include
maintaining food production for consumption within the territory, which is often forgotten
when there is a gold rush on one commodity.
The members of the Tropenbos International network work with stakeholders at the landscape level,
in support of smallholder agroforestry and community forestry. How do you see their role?
There is a need for basic agroecological knowledge, but we also need innovation platforms.
These platforms should ensure that local knowledge is used in combination with scientific
knowledge to support innovations. We call this co-innovation. The platforms should also
facilitate the wider uptake of agroecological practices. For example, I have a student who is
developing a system that will help make smallholders less dependent on the use of fire. This
is very important work. But, what will happen after the thesis has been written? People in the
village where he is doing his research may adopt the system, but what about the neighbouring
village? This type of knowledge needs to be shared. Not only in the form of publications, but
also through actual community engagement. I think that the Tropenbos members can play an
important role there.
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Agroforestry in the Brazilian Amazon [Photo: ©Alexandre Laprise - stock.adobe.com]
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A critical
perspective on agroecology
Nassib Mugwanya
From 2014 to 2019, Nassib Mugwanya worked with the National Agricultural
Research Organization in Uganda as an outreach officer with smallholders. Since
2019, he is a doctoral student of agricultural and extension education at North
Carolina State University in the USA. He is particularly interested in the role of
agricultural innovations in transforming small scale farming systems in Africa.
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“Anyone who claims to
have the best solution, is
wrong”

Which narratives about African smallholders do you encounter in your work?
I think there is some consensus that the situation for smallholders in Africa needs to change.
But there are different ideas about how to achieve that transformation. I see two dominant
narratives. First there is what I call the productionist paradigm, which essentially says that
smallholders need to produce more, for which they need access to better seeds and more
fertilizer. According to the second narrative, the problem isn’t so much that smallholders
don’t produce enough. It calls for a more holistic approach. The whole food system needs to
change, to become fairer. This is also where the concept of agroecology comes in.
You wrote an article in ‘outlook on agriculture’ criticizing agroecology.
What is the essence of your criticism?
I tried to be open minded. I wanted to understand how agroecology could help to achieve
change. But I realized that it is essentially arguing for a status quo. It is presented as a model
to achieve transformation, but at the same time it limits access to options. It locks people out
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from advances in science, such as modern inputs, hybrids and genetically modified seeds.
We are confronted with changing circumstances due to climate change, and I don’t think
that relying on only nature-based approaches gives enough headway to tackle the complex
challenges that smallholders face.
How does agroforestry fit into this?
Just like agroecology, we should not be pushing a conservative version of agroforestry in
places where it could be detrimental to outcomes for smallholders. Agroforestry would only
make sense in places where it can maximize benefits.
Isn’t the problem that the system that brings maximum short term economic benefits may not bring
maximum long-term returns, especially when factoring in environmental outcomes?
The concerns about the environment are valid, but the discussion is too narrow. Some
genetically modified varieties increase yield while reducing environmental harm. For
example, if you use better maize varieties, you do not have to spray pesticides. And, by
increasing productivity, you can reduce the amount of land that you need and prevent
expansion. Of course, there is much diversity among smallholders and between regions. For
some, agroecological practices may be a good fit, but we should not promote it as a blanket
approach, because the contextual realities of smallholders in Africa are heterogenous and
complex. Agroecology should not become a pair of handcuffs. It’s better to see it as one
tool in a toolbox. It shouldn’t be an ideology. We need to be pragmatic. We are all trying
to address the same problems. No one side has all the answers. Anyone who claims to have
the best solution, is wrong. We cannot be arrogant when dealing with complex problems; we
need humility.
The concept of agroecology seems to have been growing momentum in
recent years. Why do you think that it is such a powerful narrative?
I think the main selling point is its holistic view, that we shouldn’t only focus on production,
but also think about social and political aspects of food systems. That is very valuable. Who
wouldn’t agree with an approach to farming that is beyond the technical aspects?! That
makes it a powerful narrative. However, if we truly want to be holistic, we should not lock our
doors to innovations that could help with some of the challenges. The narrative is about social
justice, democratizing food systems, and putting farmers at the centre. I like that! But how
democratic is it to block farmers from access to innovations if that is what they want? I feel that
activists have hijacked the agroecology narrative. And this is potentially dangerous, because
it limits people’s options to earn a decent living from agriculture.
— 62 —

Have you worked with young people? Do they even see a future in agriculture?
As an extension officer in Uganda, young people were one of my target audiences.
Their perspective to farming is clear: They want to make money. Many young people are
reluctant to stay in farming, because they see it as a poverty trap. They see their parents and
grandparents, and do not want to live a similar life. My grandparents were smallholders. If
you had asked me when I was 18 what I wanted to become, I would have told you anything,
except being a farmer. I did not want to be close to what my grandparents were doing.
There are people who romanticize that type of farming. No! My grandparents used a hoe
because they were poor and couldn’t afford modern equipment. It was physically hard work
for extremely little money. The only way to make farming attractive to young people is to
innovate, based on scientific advances. Those who promote traditional farming — whatever
that means — are out of touch with the real-life farming challenges that smallholder farmers
face every single day.
You mentioned your grandparents were smallholders. How does this inform your position?
It is my prime motivation. My grandmother ran a small farm, and during school breaks I would
help her. I saw first-hand the struggles that smallholders go through to feed their families. That
inspired me to take on this career. I want to help smallholders like my grandmother to have
access to innovations that can help to feed their families and communities.
Some argue that investments in non-agricultural sectors may ultimately be the most effective way to
get people out of poverty. What do you think?
I have heard that argument before, and I think it is interesting. We tend to think that everyone
in the countryside should be farming, but some people are looking for a way out. Farming
should not be seen as the only option. I think the argument is helpful, because it forces us to
take a broader perspective.
Tropenbos International envisions multifunctional landscapes where smallholders practice
a combination of agriculture, agroforestry and community forestry. Is that a realistic vision,
according to you?
We need to have an honest conversation. In Uganda, smallholders on the forest frontier
are depleting the soils, so they must move on. Farmers will not think twice about cutting
down forests when they are hungry and need to feed their families. This type of agriculture
is ultimately detrimental to the forest. We need to help them to cultivate agricultural produce
without depleting the soils. It should enable them to make a decent living, without further
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deforestation. When agroforestry provides good income, it can be an attractive option, but
it can never be dogmatic. In some cases, other forms of agriculture might provide better
opportunities.
How do you see the role of an organization like Tropenbos International?
It is important to make knowledge accessible to everyone. That is a key role for an
organization such as Tropenbos International. But knowledge organizations tend to
operate on the assumption that there is a knowledge deficit; that people don’t have enough
knowledge about farming and the environment, and therefore need to be informed. This
approach is problematic. People aren’t destroying forests because they don’t know about
environmental values and services. They do know! They often know much more than external
actors. We need to have a humbler approach. There is a need to understand the factors
that influence smallholders’ options and decisions. Only once we get to the bottom of the
problem, can we start designing context specific knowledge packages to solve context
specific problems.
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Smallholder farming in West Africa [Photo: ©Riccardo Mayer - stock.adobe.com]
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Youth
engagement in
community forestry in Mexico
Constanza Mora
Constanza Mora Sanchez has worked with many NGOs in Latin America and the USA
on projects that raise young people’s environmental awareness. She recently received
her master’s degree from the School of Environment and Sustainability of the University
of Saskatchewan in Canada, with research on the engagement of youth in community
forestry in Oaxaca, Mexico.
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“Young people want to
stay connected to their
homes”

You interviewed young people in two communities, Jalapa and Analco, about their aspirations for
the future. What did you find?
In both communities, many young people go to the city of Oaxaca for schooling. They want
higher education. Many want to finish university and pursue a professional career. This goes
for both boys and girls. They would mention psychology, engineering, computer science,
etcetera. The role of their parents is interesting as well. I found that most parents expect their
children to leave the village for schooling, as it is seen as the way to a successful future. So
there is some social pressure to leave the village.
Does this mean young people are settling in the city?
Although most young people leave the community for schooling, they do not aspire to fulltime city life. Most young people want to stay connected to their homes. In Jalapa, which is
close to the city, young people can travel between their village and the city on a daily basis.
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Analco is further away, so young people that go for higher education may spend part of
the week in Oaxaca city, and the other part in the village. Some of those who spend part
of their time in the city for schooling said that this had only increased their appreciation for
the community, in terms of access to nature, better air quality and less noise pollution, and
because it feels a safer place to be.
Do some young people want to become farmers?
Actually, farming is not a main activity in these villages. In Jalapa people work in construction,
or as carpenters, nurses, and taxi drivers. Analco has a bit more farming, but mostly for
subsistence, and mostly part-time. Construction is probably the main source of income. Not
many young people see themselves as farmers, at least not as their main activity.
Are young people engaged in community forestry practices?
I found a lack of youth involvement in both communities. Young people doubt whether
community forestry can provide a meaningful livelihood. They show little interest. I remember
once when the authorities organized a training workshop on how to use chainsaws, and
youth just did not show up.
So that doesn’t bode well for the future of community forestry?
I am not so negative. My research shows that youth clearly value communal territories and
forests. They just don’t know much about community forestry. They think of it as risky and
heavy work. They don’t really have an idea of what it entails, and the possibilities that may
exist, for example in processing, administration, marketing, and even tourism. Moreover, they
are currently not involved in the decision-making processes. They feel left out.
Can this be fixed?
I think so. This concerns the community institutions that govern community forestry. Currently
they don’t provide a place for young people. They don’t listen to them. And this is especially
the case for girls. This will have to change. Youth cannot remain on the periphery of decisionmaking processes. They want to voice their thoughts and opinions. And this means that
community institutions will need to become more flexible. They need to actively engage
youth who are living in villages, but also those that are temporarily living outside but want to
remain part of the community. Related to that, more can be done to involve young people
that come back to the village after schooling. They bring valuable skills that can be used
to set up enterprises, such as trade in forest products, and ecotourism. We already see this
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happening. For example, a group of young people came back from university and started a
project to design and produce handicrafts, and sell them online. Community Institutions need
to embrace such initiatives.
Will there be enough opportunities for youth in the villages?
It will be important to improve accessibility. To improve connections. So there is a need for
better roads, and better public transportation. And, of course, there is a need for reliable
phone and internet connections.
So rural-urban linkages may provide new opportunities?
I found that youth in Jalapa, the village close to the city of Oaxaca, appeared more excited
about forest management. Jalapa’s proximity to the city may provide opportunities for timber
sales as well as for other activities such as ecotourism. My only worry for this village is that the
city is closing in on the community. It may even become a suburb, eventually. However, in this
case the forest is still an hour’s walk from the village, so the forest might not be in danger.
Members of the Tropenbos International network support community forestry. What could they do
to increase youth engagement?
Young people are an important source of societal change. As a start, it is crucial to look at the
place and role of youth in community and societal spaces. We need to actively engage youth
in discussions about the ways in which their lived realities, aspirations, and ideas fit within
the communal context. Initiatives to engage young people in such discussions should be led
by young people themselves. If young people’s own aspirations and capacities are taken as
a starting point, I believe that community forestry can benefit from the knowledge, energy,
creativity, diverse points of view, and cultural resources that young people provide.
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Smallholders in
transition in DR Congo
Alphonse Maindo
Alphonse Maindo Monga Ngonga is the director of Tropenbos DR Congo, and
professor at the University of Kisangani. Trained as a political scientist, he was also
the director of the Center for Political and Social Research in Africa, and honorary
dean of the Faculty of Social, Administrative and Political Sciences at the University of
Kisangani. With Tropenbos DR Congo, his work focuses largely on the Bafwasende
landscape in Tshopo Province with a forest cover of 98% and a very low population
density.
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“Young people are
staying in the countryside,
because they see new
opportunities”

Can you describe a typical smallholder in the Bafwasende landscape?
Indigenous people often practice slash and burn agriculture, on plots that average about
one hectare per household. They cultivate mainly rice, cassava, maize, peanuts and banana.
They may sell some surplus for income to cover expenditures, but it is mainly for subsistence
use. They harvest natural resources from the forest, such as honey, rattan and bush meat, and
may sell trees to artisanal loggers. In recent years we have seen an increasing number of
people from neighbouring provinces moving into the area, who are introducing new forms of
land use. They are cultivating perennials such as cocoa in agroforestry systems. Their farms
are larger, between five and ten hectares per household. And their idea is not to produce
for subsistence but for the market. These migrants are also engaged in small scale artisanal
logging, using chainsaws.
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How does the influx of migrant smallholders influence the indigenous population of
shifting cultivators?
We see that a transformation is happening. Some young people in indigenous communities
are starting to adopt land-use practices introduced by migrants, and some have started
chainsaw milling. Some are building houses with bricks instead of sticks and mud, and roofs
of metal sheets instead of leaves. We see them purchasing motorcycles and cars, and solar
panels and generators for electricity, all with money from farming and artisanal logging.
Are some young people leaving the area?
A few years ago, most young people were leaving the landscape, going to cities to look
for work. However, most failed to improve their lives. Even when they were schooled, they
couldn’t get jobs. Now migration to the cities has slowed down. Young people are staying in
the countryside because they see new opportunities. The possibilities for smallholders to earn
money are increasing. They can improve their livelihoods. They can have access to electricity,
they can even watch movies through satellite connections. These are the things they used to be
looking for in cities.
If current trends continue, what will the landscape look like, 30 years from now?
There is a risk that we will lose a lot of forest, simply because people are going to cut trees
and expand farms. We need a better regulatory framework to guide development and
stabilize the forest frontier. It is very important that the authorities start implementing the land
use plans that have been developed for Tshopo province and Bafwasende.
Could community forestry play a role in stabilizing the forest frontier?
Yes, these days more and more communities receive community forest concession titles from
the government, giving them formal rights to their forests. These can provide incentives to
maintain the forest. There are possibilities to earn money with forest entrepreneurship, for
example through artisanal logging, and in non-timber forest product trade. Stabilizing the
forest frontier will prevent that people lose access to the forest resources they depend on.
Later, there may be increased possibilities for communities to earn money from tourism, or
even from carbon credits.
Community forestry is a collective practice. When incomes from agriculture rise, will smallholders
still be interested in collective activities?
The collective, and solidarity between community members, remain extremely important
in these villages. It is what children learn from the elders. At the same time, we see that
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smallholders increasingly prefer to invest in private over collective practices. We tried
to support community-based agroforestry activities, but it was a big failure. Community
members were not interested. We learned that they preferred to develop individual
agroforestry farms.
Is the collective tradition disappearing?
When young people watch television, they see another way of living that prioritizes individual
benefits. They are caught in between those two worldviews. But, overall, you still see strong
elements of communal traditions that run very deep. There is a local expression, “If you are
rich alone, you are under threat.” This is a warning that if you don’t share, people will try to
take your money from you. People are also afraid that others will use witchcraft against them.
In the villages and cities, you see that richer people pay for the schooling of poorer people.
They take care of people who need healthcare. I don’t think this tradition will go away, at
least not in the short term.
Is this collectivist tradition important for community forestry?
Yes, people engage in community forestry as a contribution to the collective. They know that
it benefits the community as a whole, for example by generating money to build a school, a
health facility or a road. And maintaining the forest is also considered important to sustain
animal populations close to the village, for hunting. So, community forestry depends to some
extent on this collectivist tradition. This is different for agriculture and agroforestry. In local
traditions, the forest belongs to the community, but as soon as you clear part of the forest for
farming or agroforestry, it becomes yours. Even when you leave it to regenerate, it does not
return to the collective. It stays in your family.
How do young people perceive community forestry?
It seems that young people are not so interested, but I think this is primarily because they don’t
have a strong voice in community decision-making structures. They are considered as the
cadets. They are not taken that seriously, and the same goes for the women. It is the older men
who take all the decisions. In some communities we have actively supported the involvement
of youth and women in training courses related to community forestry, and there we saw that
they would take an active role, committing their time, energy and ideas to community forestry.
What do you think the children of today’s smallholders will be doing in 30 years’ time?
I think most of them will still be smallholders. The way I see how cities are developing in the
area, I don’t think they will offer enough employment opportunities. So far, they are mostly
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causing disillusions among the young people that migrate there. The key is to develop resilient
and sustainable agriculture. We need to innovate. We need to support agroforestry, so that
smallholders no longer have to shift their plots. These agroforestry systems include perennials
as well as food crops, livestock and poultry.
There is debate between proponents of agroecology and proponents of agricultural
intensification about the type of agriculture that best fits development and conservation
objectives. What is your position?
My position is clear. It is possible to produce more on lands that are currently being farmed
by using natural methods, like organic fertilizers and the smart use of trees and nitrogen
fixing plants in agroforestry systems. Agricultural intensification is often accompanied with
some form of land concentration, transforming smallholders into poor agricultural workers.
It also requires more chemicals, which will impact the environment. But if needed to feed a
growing population, maybe it is possible to develop smart combinations of agroecology and
agricultural intensification.
What role can Tropenbos DR Congo play to ensure that future generations of smallholders
in the Bafwasende landscape can make a living, without more deforestation?
First, we should produce and share knowledge about resilient and sustainable agriculture —
not only based on scientific research, but also on the knowledge of indigenous people and
migrants coming to the area. Second, we should capacitate smallholders through training.
Third, we should try to improve policies and practices of other stakeholders. This includes
banks and financial institutions, who play a key role to increase smallholder access to credit,
which they need to invest in sustainable practices. And we should support people to sit
together and develop a common vision for the landscape, with active engagement of youth,
women, indigenous people, migrants, companies, religious leaders and traditional chiefs. In
the end, the future of the landscape is a collective responsibility.
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Collecting cassava in Tshopo, DR Congo [Photo: Tropenbos DR Congo]
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