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There is one thing stronger than all the armies in the world, and that is an idea whose time has 

come.  ~ Victor Hugo 

 
 

The end of an era 

We are living at a turning point. Our economic model, based on an increased use of scarce resources, 
surpasses the limits of the planet. Business as usual is no longer an option. The consequences of a 
dead-end model are felt globally today: financial crisis, environmental crisis, food crisis, climate 
change and an expanding gap between the poor and the rich.  
 
The main problems that we see today are not the result of a rare setback or of the greed of some 
people. They are the result of an outdated way of thinking.  
 
That is seen also in the agriculture and food sector. Agriculture continues to be the largest industry in 
the world. It is also one of the most problematic ones of all global sectors and not sustainable at all: 

• the agricultural production accounts for 70% of the total water use, and for 15% of the 
emissions of greenhouse gasses; 

• on top of that comes another 11% of the total emissions, caused by the annual destruction of 
13 million hectares of forest, mainly for the expansion of agriculture lands; 

• there are widespread problems of soil loss due to erosion, loss of soil fertility, salinization and 
other forms of soil degradation; 

• Also, there is the suffocating dependence of fossil energy for the synthesis of nitrogen 
fertilizers and pesticides. 

If nothing changes, the global food system will continue to degrade the environment and to 
undermine the capacity to produce food in the future. The global population, already ascending to 
nearly 7 billion persons, will increase by 2050 with another 35 to 40%. This additional population and 
continued economic growth worldwide will lead to a higher demand for food, forage and fibre, as well 
as higher meat consumption. 
 
Every era eventually comes to an end. This will also happen with the industrial era which for generations 
determined our lifestyle and world view. However, just as the Stone Age did not end by lack of stones, the 
industrial era will not end because industrial production stops or by lack of oil.  The industrial era is on its 
last legs because individual persons, businesses and governments realize that their way of living and 
producing cannot be sustained. 



The beginning of a new era 

On a global scale, individuals, businesses and leaders from all kinds of sectors are searching for new 
production and consumption models in order to offer an answer to the global problems of a lack of 
sustainability.  

What does that mean for agriculture? A truly sustainable agriculture is an agriculture that fulfils the 
needs of the present generation without jeopardizing the ability of future generations to fulfil their 
needs.  In this respect there is no recipe available for a sustainable agriculture that could be 
implemented everywhere without too much worry. The beginning of the new era starts with a global 
search undertaken by citizens, consumers, farmers, private businesses and governments. The goal is 
well known, however the road to get there is often unclear. Successful initiatives are found 
everywhere. The challenge is in the propagation of the successes on a larger scale. 

Family farming: the cornerstone for a sustainable agriculture  

Family farming remains the cornerstone of the society, notwithstanding the many predictions during 
the last half century that it will disappear. The agriculture offers work to 1,3 billion farmers all over the 
world, and is the most important source of income for an estimated 86% of the 3 billion rural inhabitants 
in developing countries. Nonetheless, the farmer families don’t obtain much respect for their work. 80% of 
the more than 1 billion persons that suffer food insecurity are farmers. 
 
Yet there is growing evidence that organized farmer families are capable of clearing a way for 
themselves to carry out their mission as a cornerstone of society. Which is surprising, because in the 
past decennia especially the more industrial agriculture has been promoted, in which monocultures are 
grown on large areas (often of cleared tropical forest) with the use of impressive machinery and large 
quantities of artificial manure, pesticides and herbicides.    
 
Recent studies however, among which specifically the IAASTD project of the World Bank and the Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations, show that the small-scale agriculture usually 
provides a much better answer to today’s challenges: 

• by using the correct resources and technologies, the productivity can be much higher than in 
the case of large-scale monoculture. This form of agriculture can even provide a strongly 
growing world population with enough food; 

• family farming also causes far less damage to the environment; 

• the economical plus-value generated usually remains in the country, where it is a catalyst for 
the flourishing of other economic sectors. In the case of industrial agriculture, the plus-value 
reaches a handful of multinational businesses; 

• family farming provides work and income in rural areas, thus counteracting large-scale 
migration towards the cities and the rich countries in the North; 

• moreover, it stimulates the conservation of the socio-cultural life in rural areas, which is of 
essential importance for the balanced development of poor countries in the South. 

It is easily thought that small-scale family farming is in fact merely “romantic agriculture”, marginal 
and doomed to remain that way. Nothing is further from the truth. Precisely the organized farmer 
families have a specially creative and flexible way of dealing with the little they have. In that sense, 
they have the perfect profile for an entrepreneur. The only thing they lack in order to transform their 
farms into successful businesses is capital and other resources. To be successful, all players in the 
chain have to coordinate better. 



The business world: a partner in the chain 

In order to obtain a sustainable planet, all businesses will also have to invest in sustainable family 
farming. At present it remains unclear how exactly that can be tackled. According to Vredeseilanden, 
two levers are available for businesses: 

• businesses can investigate how they can purchase sustainable raw materials and agriculture 
produce from family farmers; 

• businesses can invest in the development of this sustainable family farming. For instance: by 
offering credit within the chain, by setting up outgrower schedules, delivery contracts, joint 
ventures etc. 

The governments: hammering out a new framework 

During the past fifty years, governments have withdrawn from supporting family farming. Leaving this 
support to the market has to a large extent caused the malaise in which agriculture got stuck. The 
governments are responsible for the frameworks in which family farming can develop: 

• to enable the development of the rural infrastructure (markets, roads,…); 

• to stimulate agricultural research and information; 

• to offer possibilities to credit institutions for investing in family farming; 

• to convince consumers to purchase sustainable products; 

• to protect agriculture land against speculation and (foreign) large investors; 

• to constrain wholesale and distribution monopolies; 

• and to enable the development of farmers’ organizations and inter-sectoral organizations. 

The knowledge institutions 

Knowledge institutions such as universities, colleges and research institutes not only focus on 
investigation, knowledge building and distribution; they also play an important part in (co-
)innovation: 

• by participating in networks together with businesses, governments and NGOs, the knowledge 
institutions can achieve a better feeling of the needs of the society; 

• moreover, through such cooperation new knowledge can be implemented faster and thus create 
its social and economical plus-value. 

The consumer: from wanting to do to doing 

There can be no sustainable agriculture without consumers that are guided by values of sustainability. 
Sustainable purchasing behaviour is one step beyond being convinced that products obtained from 
sustainable family farming are the best option. In and out of season, the witticism is heard that ‘the 
consumer’ wishes to consume in an ever more sustainable way. This is not entirely untrue, however the 
reality in the whole world is that consumers purchase as functionally as possible. They do not comb 
the area to fulfil their weekly needs of consumption – they prefer to buy everything as much as 
possible in one place. That is why sustainable agriculture chains are facing two challenges: 

• to make it possible for the consumer to purchase sustainable products; 

• to eliminate the barriers that impede this. 
A consumer that purchases sustainable food has an enormous influence on the policy and practice of 
farmers and businesses in the food sector. Moreover, unnecessary to say that consumers are also voters 
to governments and politicians.  



The development cooperation: mediator 

The role of the civil society in general and of development organizations specifically in the transition 
towards sustainable family farming is that of a mediator. Previously, agricultural development was 
merely seen as technological, driven from the top down. Only later the participation of farmers in the 
development of technology was promoted. Now it is becoming increasingly clear that innovation has to 
include a technological, social, political and economical aspect and has to involve businesses, 
governments, citizens and farmers. It follows that the development cooperation has two main tasks: 

• to develop the institutional framework for this innovation; 

• this requires an approach based on positively influencing all actors rather than an approach of 
protesting from the sidelines. An approach that supports individuals, organizations and 
collective initiatives in order to realize a transition towards sustainability. 

Where to start? 

Farmers who organize themselves in order to secure their incomes: according to Vredeseilanden they 
are the ones that stand at the cradle of the transition. It is they Vredeseilanden wants to support so 
they can invest in quality products, and produce on the scale and at a price the market requires. That 
is why we cooperate with economic farmers’ organizations that shape the necessary innovations such 
as new technologies that conserve soils, biodiversity and landscape, and that reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions to a minimum. 
 
They can only succeed in their mission if they form alliances with political farmers’ organizations, 
businesses, governments and the civil society. There are the limiting conditions for these innovations 
to succeed and to implement the successes on a larger scale so that a real lever for the future is 
originated. 
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