
Today one of the world’s biggest challenges remains the precarious livelihood
situation of millions of smallholder farmers. Grounded in new types of
traditionally-based technologies and locally available natural and social
resources, agroecology seems to be a promising livelihood strategy, above all
for African smallholder farmers, many of whom cannot afford expensive
technologies and inputs. In fragile environments where entire families depend
on small-scale agriculture, as in Eastern Burkina Faso, it is of utmost
importance to understand whether agroecology can really improve livelihood
outcomes and under what conditions. 

The present study explores the process of agroecological transitions in a
developing cooperation context so as to understand how and why adoptions and
adaptations of agroecologically-based development programs impact on
farmers’ livelihoods. To encompass the complexity of agroecology in a
development intervention context, the study is built on a triple interdisciplinary
conceptual framework that combines the sustainable livelihoods approach, the
agronomy-based comparative agriculture approach and the development
anthropology-based ECRIS approach (Rapid Collective Inquiry for the
Identification of Conflicts and Strategic Groups). 

Thriving from extensive qualitative field research in Gnagna Province,
including semi-guided interviews with ninety smallholder farmers and
eighteen key personalities as well as participant observation, the research
shows the gap between agroecology’s potential in theory and its actual impacts
on various farmers’ livelihoods when deployed in a development cooperation
context.
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The study shows that development organisations choose among the manifold
interpretations of agroecology and often ignore its transdisciplinary,
participatory, bottom-up and action-orientated attributes. Nonetheless, results
suggest that the promotion of agroecology-based farming techniques by the
local NGO ARFA (“Association pour la Formation et la Recherche en Agro-
écologie”) makes sense in the given context of environmental degradation and
relatively weak livelihood asset bases of most farmers in the region and that the
adoption of these techniques has a positive overall impact on farmers’
livelihoods. 

A deeper understanding, however, reveals precisely how farmers with the
weakest livelihood asset base – manually-tilling, livestock-deprived, labour- and
time-constrained, illiterate, and with the poorest household situation in terms
of shelter, possession of everyday objects, diet quantity and quality, as well as
with the lowest social status and influence – in the end benefit least from
ARFA’s programs. Already better-off farmers typically become leader members
of ARFA’s farmer groups, that are used as a medium to transfer the promoted
agroecological techniques. These techniques are based on indigenous or
traditional knowledge gleaned from farmers elsewhere, which means that
farmers “targeted” by the program must acquire new knowledge, know-how, as
well as equipment and inputs. 

The study shows that ARFA uses the farmer groups as seemingly neutral
diffusion organs, failing to consider structural factors of a social, power and
relational nature within the groups. Internal power structures, however, decide
which group members have access to the best knowledge input via participation
in farmer field schools, as well as access to equipment distributed via the
groups. The benefits of belonging to new organisational structures more
equally affect all group members, especially in the form of enhanced
organisational capacities and new communication and social skills, yet the
imbalance between better-off and worse-off farmers remains in force.

By adopting a more aggregate perspective the study further demonstrates a new
dependency of farmers created by agroecological development programs, that
can be interpreted as conflicting with agroecology’s call for farmer autonomy.
Furthermore, the feasibility of scaling-up agroecology within the existing
transforming structures and processes at different levels is restricted. The
results indicate the limitations of the idea of propagating agroecology in
developing countries without simultaneously working towards a different
global food system.


