Food Ethics Council session at ORFC 2020. Day 1, 2:30pm, Long Room
TITLE: GEARING UP FOR AGROECOLOGY: what levers will transform publicly-funded research and
innovation for the public good?
"Join us to explore HOW to transform publicly-funded research for agroecology and help broaden
the coalition – initiated at ORFC19 (http://bit.ly/2PaipgD) – pressing for scientific, technical and
socio-economic research and innovation to prioritise the transformation towards a biodiverse,
food sovereignty-based, agroecological food system. Now, with many recent reports, and
heightened awareness, about the climate/ecosystem/nutrition crises, we need to claim our
definition of agroecology as the basis for a research agenda fit for real food and farming, through a
collective citizen/farmer-led approach. Let’s identify which: (mainly policy) levers to pull;
pathways to explore; drivers to enhance; hurdles to dismantle; actors to involve; and priority
actions to pursue."
Confirmed contributors/ speakers





Helena Paul, Co-director of EcoNexus
Nina Moeller, Associate Professor of Political Ecology and People's Knowledge, CAWR,
Coventry University
Adam Payne, Coordinating group of Landworkers’ Alliance (LWA)
Patrick Mulvany, Member of Food Ethics Council (Chair)

Purpose of session:
•
To forge a broader coalition to transform the research & innovation agenda on food &
farming in support of biodiverse, food sovereignty-based, agroecology
•

To identify 2-3 key actions on the ‘how’ we will do that, which we can coalesce around

Description:
There has been a deluge of reports and processes in 2019 related to the biodiversity and climate
crises (e.g. FAO SoW-BFA, IPBES, IPPC, HLPE/CFS, IPES-Food, IDDRI, RSA Food Farming & Countryside
Commission, multiple CSO publications). These re-emphasise why we need a new agroecological
paradigm, one that embraces food sovereignty, economic democracy and biodiverse agroecology.
This will require a radical transformation of technical, social and economic research and innovation
for real food & farming , at national, regional and international levels, in support of agroecology and
in the public interest, as summarised in our joint letter to ministers resulting from the ORFC19
session on food and farming research
(https://www.foodethicscouncil.org/app/uploads/2019/08/Joint-letter-on-food-and-farmingresearch_Feb-2019.pdf).
We need to ‘follow the money’ to show how the current research paradigm is almost entirely driven
by BigAg and powerful interests which are appropriating knowledge, nature, labour and food
systems for corporate gain, at the expense of society at large and the health and wellbeing of
citizens. The challenge is to know how to effect the necessary systemic changes especially in the
context of all the emerging new technology applications and proposed ‘false solutions’. There may
be opportunities to influence government through e.g. the ‘Dimbleby/Defra’ food strategy for
England, and the Agriculture and Environment Bills. But Brexit brings lots of risks, especially through
deregulation, abandoning the Precautionary Principle, and a ‘fourth (technofix) agricultural
revolution’ with its resource- and energy-intensive paradigm of proprietary GM/gene drives,

digitisation of genes, big data, blockchain, drones and robots requiring ever-more powerful 5G
networks. However, amidst all the turmoil, it might equally provide an opportunity for us
(citizens/farmers) collectively to take back control of the research agenda in order to realise food
sovereignty-based agroecology, and provide lasting solutions to the crises, at home and abroad.
To achieve this, we need to know which: (mainly policy) levers to pull at different levels of
governance; pathways to explore; drivers to enhance; hurdles to dismantle; and who the key actors
are. We also need to know how to establish in the minds of decision-makers (at all levels) what the
Agroecology Paradigm, developed in the framework of food sovereignty, must include/exclude (i.e.
what it IS and what it is NOT). We need a research system, which works for the public good, that can
respond to these questions and support genuine innovation led by biodiversity-conserving, realfood-providing farmers; a system that promotes agroecology and increases agricultural biodiversity
above and below ground and in waters – within our fields, in soils teeming with life, and on our
plates – underpinning nutritious, equitable and welfare-friendly food sovereignty at home and
abroad.
Join the Food Ethics Council and others to focus on HOW this could be achieved and how we can
forge a resilient alliance that will take this forward.

February 2019

We are writing to seek a meeting about the food and farming research agenda. Our recent discussions have
highlighted the growing need for a transformation of our food and farming research - its overarching aims,
priority areas and the way research agendas get decided and funded. We are keen to work with you to
make that shift happen.
At the tenth Oxford Real Farming Conference in January 2019, which was attended by over 1,000
participants, people from a wide range of interested organisations met to discuss what we need from UK
food and farming research [details here]. The discussion included innovative UK farmers who practise
agroecology (including, among others, organic, permaculture and biodynamic farmers), researchers,
industry representatives, charities, not-for-profits and other citizens, several of whom are signatories to
this letter. The meeting agreed that there is an urgent need for a shift towards research that delivers
biodiverse, agroecological (as defined in the 2015 Mali Declaration) systems that produce nutritious,
diverse foods, for localised food systems, directly benefitting people, crops, livestock and the biosphere.
The Eat-Lancet Commission has since echoed this with a call for “strategies to refocus agriculture from
producing high volumes of crops to producing varied nutrient-rich crops.”
There was a broad consensus that current priorities of publicly funded UK research on food and agriculture
need to change radically if our current nutritional, environmental, animal welfare and economic challenges
are to be met. There are many research challenges surrounding the optimisation and adoption of
agroecological farming practices that are not being addressed by the current focus of the Transforming
Food Production strand of the Industrial Strategy Challenge Fund on precision agriculture. Furthermore,
supporting different approaches that put farmers and citizens at the centre of research would enable UK
agricultural research to reach its full potential and deliver real impact. The UK’s Innovative Farmers
programme is putting farmers in the driving seat of innovation that is relevant at the field level, with more
than 80 ‘field labs’ linking farmers with researchers.
Farmers should be at the centre of the research, not merely treated as its targets and passive recipients,
and a cross-sector collaborative approach is the best way to achieve this. The Horizon 2020 EU funding
stream provides an example of how this can be done. It includes examples that can help to inform what
works and doesn’t work when delivering high quality applied research. Alongside ensuring continued access
to this funding, there is huge potential for UKRI to develop similar schemes for varying scales and
challenges. At a Europe-wide level, networks such as the European Agroecology Knowledge Exchange
Network offer incredible opportunities for peasant-to-peasant (or farmer-to-farmer) knowledge exchange.
This would require a reduction in public funding for genomics and hi-tech-driven top-down research that
are primarily geared to service industrial, export and academic needs. For example, many question the
relevance of the proposed field trials of GM and genome-edited crops to UK agriculture and the public
interest. There were strongly expressed views that the current focus of publicly-funded research - on new
technologies, including biotechnology and genomics, precision agriculture, robots, sensors, etc. that feed
big data rather than people - seems to be determined, in the main, by what would benefit global agri-food
corporations.

Instead what is needed is a reboot of the research system built on excellent existing practices for good food
and farming at many different scales from smallholdings to larger farms. These include participatory
research on agroecology, as defined by the International Forum for Agroecology, in all its scientific,
technical and social dimensions. Such approaches will require more biodiverse seeds, adapted locally. Any
research into plant (and animal) genetic resources should not be for the benefit of corporations, but for
the public good, and these resources and data, including genetic data, should by no means be patented,
privatised or commodified. This will enhance the food system on many levels, including collaborative
enterprise and organic whole farm approaches, and can deliver sustainable, healthy changes in production
and consumption patterns. We need a new research agenda for the public good that will deliver benefits
directly valued by the public. The new agenda should also provide government and its regulatory bodies
with the tools for the effective legal control of technological developments, applying the Precautionary
Principle to research, development and release of new technologies and products.
In sum, the meeting agreed that it is crucial that the type of research funded by the public purse is fit for
‘real food and farming’ i.e. to improve agroecology, food sovereignty and economic democracy. This is
important not only for food and farming research in the UK, but also for research projects funded by the
UK’s Department for International Development, which has given less than 5% of its agriculture budget to
projects supporting agroecology in the global South.
We are writing to seek a meeting with yourself and colleagues from other ministries that influence, or are
impacted by, food and farming research. The purpose will be to discuss how the framing of research
strategies and their funding priorities could be changed to be more responsive to what was described in the
ORFC session. We also want to discuss how the mechanisms of funding research, including the functioning
of UKRI, or a new council focused exclusively on food and farming research, could be opened up to more
democratic decision making. For both of these changes we advocate the inclusion of, and decisive
involvement by, those who share and contribute to the agroecological vision of food and farming outlined
above.
The matter is urgent as participants in the meeting repeatedly stated. A thorough overhaul of the research
agenda and the way in which government provides funds is needed. As highlighted in the Food Ethics
Council eMagazine ‘For Whom?: questioning the food and farming research agenda’, nothing less than the
future of food and farming is at stake.
Yours sincerely
Dan Crossley, Executive Director, Food Ethics Council
Rupert Dunn, Land Workers Alliance
Steven Jacobs, Business Development Manager, OF&G
Dr Nina I. Moeller, University of Manchester and Centre for Agroecology, Water and Resilience (CAWR),
Coventry University
Liz O’Neill, Director, GM Freeze
Helena Paul, Co-Director of EcoNexus
Dr Bruce Pearce, Director of Research & Innovation, The Organic Research Centre
Professor Michel Pimbert, Professor of Agroecology and Food Politics and Director of Centre for
Agroecology, Water and Resilience (CAWR), Coventry University
Kate Pressland, Soil Association (and programme manager for Innovative Farmers)
Colin Tudge and Ruth West, The Real Farming Trust

In the first instance, please address any reply to Dan Crossley, Food Ethics Council, Hub Kings Cross, 34b York
Way, London, N1 9AB or via e-mail to dan@foodethicscouncil.org

