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Building sustainable food systems involves 
creating, exchanging and disseminating 
knowledge and skills that can meet the 

challenges of our time, the needs of farmers and 
the specificities of each territory.

Farmers worldwide hold a great deal of 
knowledge, passed down from generation to 
generation, acquired through experimentation, 
shared with peers, learned in education sys-
tems or through agricultural extension services. 
Society as a whole also holds a great deal of 
knowledge about food systems: diet and nu-
trition, marketing, processing, production of 
inputs, waste management ... Some knowledge 
is valued and recognized, other knowledge is 
ignored and remains marginalized or disap-
pears. At the peak of knowledge stands unders-
tanding validated by the scientific method. The 
knowledge produced, shared and taught has a 
major influence on food systems and agricultu-
ral models. Do the mechanisms for the produc-
tion and dissemination of agrifood knowledge 
and understanding support the transition to 
sustainable food systems? Do they meet the 
needs of family farmers? It is this theme of 
knowledge, and its influence on food systems, 
which is developed in this barometer.

The theme is topical because, with the United Na-
tions Food Systems Summit (UNFSS), the creation 
of a new interface between science and policy 
for food systems is on the agenda. Providing de-
cision-makers with an in formed opinion on com-

plex matters is a laudable goal. But in this case, for 
many scientists and social movements, it is an at-
tempt to instrumentalise science by targeting the 
needs of the market, and avoiding questioning the 
balance of power in food systems. The premise of 
this new interface, “The UNFSS Scientific Panel is 
not transparent; its composition is unbalanced 
and its perspectives and sources of knowledge 
are biased; it does not reflect on relationships be-
tween food systems and society; and it is pursuing 
a business-oriented “technology and innovation 
programme”. 1 Behind the “machine” for produc-
ing and disseminating scientific knowledge and 
understanding lie important issues of power and 
control of the food system.

In this barometer article, we will ask ourselves 
whether or not the production of knowledge and 
science is neutral. We will discover that agrifood 
research remains largely at the service of indus-
trial agriculture and the status quo, and that this 
can be exploited or even manipulated to benefit 
certain private interests. In the interviews, we will 
explore with Fernando Lopez how research can 
meet the demands of family farming; we will learn 
with Charlotte Pavageau how to develop interna-
tional research so that it supports the agro-eco-
logical transition; and with Pierre Stassart we will 
find out that, despite numerous initiatives within 
universities, there is still a long way to go for a real 
consideration of agro-ecology. 

| INTRODUCTION |

Notes 
1  IPES-Food, AN ‘IPCC FOR 

FOOD’? How the UN Food 
Systems Summit is being used 
to advance a problematic new 
science-policy agenda, 2021.

For four years, the Family Farming Barometer has been addressing 
issues affecting family farming and to which family farming 
responds. It has been investigating the transition to sustainable 
food systems, which would ensure food security for everybody, 
now and in the future.  

Creating shared knowledge  
at the service of family farming
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Faced with the major environmental, social and health turmoil 
associated with food systems, a growing number of actors, 
especially scientists, are calling for a radical transformation of 
our food systems, based on the principles of agro-ecology 2. 
Despite this broad consensus, it is clear that the knowledge and 
skills suitable for agro-ecology remain poorly supported and 
are the target of limited scientific research (see infographic and 
interviews). The “machine” for the production and dissemination 
of knowledge still conforms to the paradigm of the green 
revolution today.3 

Agrifood:  
when science takes sides

Is science therefore neither neutral nor de-
void of value judgement? And what obsta-
cles must be overcome in order to change 

things? As we will see, science can also be used 
to defend a certain world-view or certain indus-
trial interests. These interests can even interfere 

with and manipulate the process of creating 
and disseminating scientific knowledge. The 
survey invites you to dive into the world of the 
production and the dissemination of agrifood 
knowledge, to better understand and trans-
form it.

Overview of the integration of agroecology into agricultural 
research for development funding in 3 case studies (in %) 

Source : Biovision, IPES-Food
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Agrifood:  
when science takes sides

Such limited investment in agro-ecolog-
ical knowledge leads us to question the 
science. Is the system that produces and 

disseminates agricultural and food knowledge 
neutral and objective? And is “science” in gen-
eral objective and free from any value judge-
ment? 

Science must search for the truth. Ideally, it is 
free from values (value free science), it makes 
judgements based on observations, describing 
the world as it is and not as we would like it to 
be. This bias-free science can then help politi-
cians to make the right decisions: experts can 
explain certain parts of reality to decision-mak-
ers, advise them and legitimize their decisions.

This ideal neutral science, without bias and to-
tally free of private interests, is unrealistic and 
has been widely discredited4. Indeed, we are 
beings of belief and our knowledge, even sci-
entific knowledge, is created within systems 
of values, of grids through which we read the 
world which can only appear as one facet of 
«the truth». There isn’t one single scientific 
truth, with an agreed method of finding it. Sci-
ence involves value judgements, scientific com-
munities and their priorities are shaped by the 
society to which they belong and on which they 
depend. However, if science is not neutral, that 
shouldn’t prevent us from believing in science: 
there are several ways to enhance scientific ob-
jectivity despite this inherent bias. 5 

The best example for demonstrating that sci-
ence is not neutral is science policy. This is a 
policy that makes choices in terms of resource 
allocations and research priorities6. Research 

Is knowledge production neutral?

choices are fundamentally political and ethi-
cal and “scientific agendas are constructed by 
different actors, who are themselves made up 
of the beliefs, values and worldview they pos-
sess and the stories they have learned and re-
produce”. 7 What is prioritized, such as varietal 
selection in agrifood sciences, implies that cer-
tain other fields are deprioritized, for example 
ecosystem services, associated crops or soil mi-
crobiology. 

If scientific knowledge depends on political 
values and choices, then it is also not free from 
important power games that make it possible to 
highlight certain world-views and defend par-
ticular private interests. This reality also applies 
in the field of agrifood sciences, and in particu-
lar in the financial flows linked to international 
agricultural research. 

[Indicative example]

2  For a summary of the main 
scientifically supported argu-
ments in favour of a profound 
transformation of food sys-
tems based on the principles 
of agro-ecology: https://www.
coalitioncontrelafaim.be/ccf/
wp-content/uploads/2021/06/
CCF-PositionPaper-Agroeco-
logie-FR_210601_web.pdf

3  The green revolution can be 
defined as a set of public 
policies aimed at intensifying 
agriculture to improve 
its yields by focusing on 
specialization, mechanization, 
irrigation, variety selection 
and the mass use of synthetic 
fertilizers and pesticides..

4  IPES-Food, “An ‘IPCC for 
Food’? How the UN Food 
Systems Summit is being used 
to advance a problematic new 
science-policy agenda”, 2021.

5  Douglas, H, Rejecting the Ideal 
of Value-Free Science, Oxford 
University Press, 2009.

6  Even in the internal stages 
of the scientific process, 
non-epistemic norms and 
values play a role: when 
adopting particular metho-
dological approaches, when 
characterizing events so that 
they can be transformed into 
data, when interpreting given 
results

7  Biovision, IPES-Food, Money 
Flows: What is holding back 
investment in agroecological 
research for Africa ? 2020.

food for thought 

>  All knowledge, even scientific knowledge, 

is created within value systems and is only 

one facet of ‘truth’.

>  Research choices are political choices.
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The international agricultural research 
stakeholders and their agendas

A t international level, agricultural research is funded and carried out 
by different types of stakeholders. Each institution, and each actor 
within these institutions, conveys beliefs and values. This strongly 

influences the scientific questions that are asked. 

Unable to mobilize their own resources, poor countries are very depend-
ent on international funds for agricultural research, so donor priorities 
are essential. Since the 1960s, this research has developed to support 
the green revolution, with massive investment in varietal selection pro-
grammes and ultra-specialized research.8 

Who are the international agricultural researchers and what are their 
agendas?

Multilateral organizations are key players in ag-
ricultural research, particularly in the countries 
of the South countries. They act like brokers: 
they connect the different stakeholders and 
bring together resources. This gives them a key 
role in influencing the overall agricultural re-
search agenda but also in defining the national 
priorities of the countries of the South. 

These major institutions include the World 
Bank, the CGIAR (Consultative Group for In-
ternational Agricultural Research) and the 
FAO (World Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion). With regard to the World Bank, its loans 

Research and development by private compa-
nies contributes 25% of all agricultural research 
spending, and this share is even larger if the 
food sector is also taken into account11.

Private research focuses primarily on improving 
the productivity of certain varieties, via patent-
ed and marketable technologies and solutions 
in order to generate a financial return (ma-
chines, seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, digital solu-
tions). Research financed by the private sector 
therefore focuses on the production of private 

and grants are the largest source of funds for 
research in most of sub-Saharan Africa coun-
tries. This institution is much more concerned 
with the efficiency and modernization of agri-
cultural systems than with the transformation 
and sustainability of food systems. Regarding 
the CGIAR, it is still mostly focused on varietal 
selection and the efficiency of production sys-
tems9. Finally, the FAO is the only multilateral 
organization that lists agro-ecology as a route to 
a sustainable transition, while at the same time 
continuing to strongly support the approaches 
of the green revolution.10 

Multilateral organizations

The Private Sector

food for thought 

>  Multilateral organisations continue to support 

the Green Revolution heavily.

>  The private sector focuses on the production 

of private goods and neglects certain aspects 

of food systems.

>  Philanthropic foundations have an increasing 

say in agricultural research and support science 

that focuses on technological innovations.
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Philanthropic foundations

The participation of philanthropic funds in ag-
ricultural research remains modest and is highly 
concentrated. However, it is growing in scope, 
such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation - by 
far the most important foundation in the funding 
of agricultural research. Between 2013 and 2015, 
foundations invested $ 7.7 billion in agricultural 
research.15

These actors gain influence through their direct 
funding but also by participating in coalitions of 
actors and by funding, through close collabora-
tion, and by sitting in multilateral institutions and 
other research institutes. These foundations, in 
particular the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 
therefore have huge influence in determining 
the agenda of international agricultural research.

Philanthropic foundations have a penchant 
for photogenic science, which delivers rapid, 
quantified and tangible results, through 
technological innovations (mechanization, 
digitalization, variety selection). Foundations 
selectively circulate the solutions they like, 
ignoring certain areas of research or key aspects 
of food systems. Thus, the historic Ford and 

goods where a win-win situation is required: an 
innovation of interest to the farmer and a finan-
cial return for the company. It cannot aim to de-
velop public goods, such as the strengthening 
of ecosystem services or the development of 
techniques that can be easily appropriated by 
other actors. Social and environmental aspects 
are largely neglected12.

The agribusiness market is increasingly concen-
trated and is now dominated by three large 
companies: Bayer, Corteva and Chemchina. 
These three mega-companies also dominate 
agricultural research and development.13 This 
major concentration of the sector has led to a 
decline in the diversity of research funded by 
the private sector. 60% of private funding has 
been invested in only three crops: corn, wheat 
and soy beans14.

8  By this we mean research that 
is interested in a specific plant, 
a genome, a treatment.

9  Biovision, IPES-Food, Money 
Flows: What is holding back 
investment in agroecological 
research for Africa ? 2020.

10  The recent trend of the 
donors of these organizations, 
States and lead foundations, 
is to provide funding for 
specific, short-term projects 
rather than for institutions in 
general, which reduces their 
room for manoeuvre but 
also the consistency of the 
allocations ( 1).

11  Hainzelain et al., “How could 
science-policy interfaces 
boost food system trans-
formation?”, Food Systems 
Summit Brief, 2021.

12  Biovision, IPES-Food, Money 
Flows: What is holding back 
investment in agroecological 
research for Africa? 2020.

13  These three companies 
invested $ 15.6 billion in 
research and development in 
2014 (1)

14  Ibid.
15  Inter-Réseaux Développe-

ment Rural, Le rôle croissant 
du secteur privé dans les 
politiques agricoles et alimen-
taires en Afrique : contexte, 
formes et enjeux, 2019.

16  Biovision, IPES-Food, Money 
Flows: What is holding back 
investment in agroecological 
research for Africa? 2020.

Rockefeller foundations have largely supported 
and shaped the green revolution internationally. 
The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation focuses 
85% of its current investments in agricultural 
research on industrial agriculture.16 
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T hose involved in international agricultural 
research continue to prioritize hyper-spe-
cialized research rooted in the green rev-

olution. But beyond the researchers themselves, 
various factors internal to research also make it 
difficult to change direction. 

Business led research:  
public-private partnerships
Increasingly, public-private partnerships have 
developed in international agricultural re-
search, with some donors even making them 
mandatory for funding This massive opening up 
to the private sector has also taken place with-
in universities17. As a result, the priorities of the 
private sector have also imposed themselves on 
public funding, whilst ruling out other areas of 
research. Public-private partnerships therefore 
enable the private sector to influence the direc-
tion of public research, for a limited investment. 
While these partnerships are undoubtedly use-
ful in certain cases, they guide the emergence of 
knowledge and delay the production of certain 
knowledge: those that may be detrimental to 
the economic powers in place.18

Fund raising and the figure of 
the entrepreneur researcher
Within the world of research, there is fierce 
competition between researchers, between 
institutes, between laboratories. Researchers 
must find funding to survive and public re-
search has collapsed19. Some researchers are 
now linked, directly or indirectly, to private 
firms. The figure of the researcher-entrepre-
neur is increasingly emphasized: a researcher 

capable of producing knowledge but also of 
entering into financial partnerships and filing 
patents with large firms. This poses a problem 
for the production of independent knowledge 
and for avoiding conflicts of interest when re-
search has to assess the risks of certain products 
placed on the market20 for instance. 

The inertia of the scientific 
world and agricultural 
research
Research trajectories are also highly resistant 
to change: researchers are pushed to develop 
their research where their institution, and their 
key funders, have experience and a compara-
tive advantage. This reinforces very specialized 
trajectories within a discipline and prevents 
the emergence of transformative, inter- and 
trans-disciplinary approaches, which are not 
highly valued. 

The publication of peer-reviewed articles in rec-
ognized scientific journals is a key indicator of 
the productivity of scientists. The top-rated sci-
entific journals, however, focus on one discipline 
and publish technical and experimental science. 
Mixed methods, interdisciplinary knowledge 
and more holistic research are more often pre-
sented in less well-rated scientific journals.21 

Agricultural research institutes are therefore 
often ill-suited to research methods associated 
with agro-ecology, namely trans-disciplinary 
approaches, approaches requiring the co-crea-
tion of knowledge with farmers and approaches 
that go beyond short-term performance and 
productivity indicators to work on long-term 
sustainability. 

Barriers to change in research

food for thought 

>  The development of public-private 

partnerships is reducing the scope of public 

research.

>  Finding funding is part of a researcher’s job, 

which can undermine their independence.

>  Research trajectories are highly resistant to 

change.

| Science and agrifood knowledge8



While science and those who shape it 
are not neutral, science is regularly 
invoked in public debate to advance 

a solution, to defend a point of view. Passing off 
one’s ideas for scientific truth is indeed a strate-
gic activity for many actors. This helps influence 
public opinion and decision-makers so that they 
make the desired decisions. 

Any initiative invoking science or scientific truth 
to put forward a particular solution must be 
analysed with caution because, as we will see, 
some of these initiatives all seek to defend 
industrial interests. Indeed, industrial actors 
quickly understood the importance of passing 
their solution off as a scientific consensus, and 
of preventing the emergence of a scientific 
consensus unfavourable to their interests. They 
therefore undertook systematically to eliminate 
health and environmental concerns that threat-
ened them, by invoking science, progress and 
reason. 

For example, Rachel Carson, who denounced 
the effects of DDT pesticides on the environ-
ment in the 1960s22, faced violent accusations 
about the quality of her work and about her 
personality, described as hysterical and emo-
tional23. So on one side there would be the 
defenders of “science”, of progress, of reason, 
of the objective analysis of reality, and on the 
other side the emotional, alarmist, irrational re-
actions. Here are a few examples of this instru-
mentalization of science.

The No Fake Science 
collective
In 2019, an opinion piece flourished in vari-
ous European newspapers on the treatment 
of scientific information in the media. It called 
on journalists to combat fake news and to treat 
scientific subjects without sensationalist and 
ideological distortion. In essence these inten-
tions seem laudable. But this collective insists 
that science cannot be ideologically biased (we 
have shown above that this is not completely 
possible) and it takes the opportunity to cite 
a few of these so-called indisputable scientific 
truths. Thus, we find side by side the benefits 
of vaccination for human health, the lack of evi-
dence for homeopathy, the effects of human ac-
tivity on global warming but also the absence of 
health risks from GMOs, regulatory consensus 
on the non-hazardous nature of glyphosate and 
the low carbon dioxide emissions generated by 
nuclear power.

We therefore see here a collective claiming to 
defend science, by putting scientific consensus 
(anthropogenic warming, vaccination, home-

Science as an argument 
for industrial propaganda

17  Horel, Foucart, Laurens, 
« Les gardiens de la raison : 
Enquête sur la désinformation 
scientifique », 2020.

18  Foucart, S., « Et le monde 
devint silencieux », 2019, 
P.103.

19  Huneman, P., « Science 
et politique : la question 
des valeurs en science », 
Intervention lors des Journées 
Scientifiques de l’Environne-
ment, 2021.

20  It is increasingly difficult to 
find free experts, inde-
pendent of firms, because 
scientists are asked to seek 
funds from private companies 
to finance their research 
https://www.techniques-inge-
nieur.fr/actualite/articles/
retrouver-la-confiance-dans-
les-agences-devaluation-des-
risques-66548/

21  Biovision, IPES-Food, Money 
Flows: What is holding back 
investment in agroecological 
research for Africa? 2020.

22  Carson Rachel, Silent Spring, 
1962.

23  Horel, Foucart, Laurens, 
« Les gardiens de la raison : 
Enquête sur la désinformation 
scientifique », 2020.

food for thought 

>  Many initiatives claiming to be ‘science’ are a 

front for industrial interests.

>  These initiatives seek to equate science, 

technological innovation and progress, and 

dismiss any criticism as irrationality, alarmism, 

emotion and anti-science.
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opathy) on the same footing as the defence of 
politically and scientifically highly controversial 
technologies, by citing the latter through asser-
tions which are not technically false but which 
can be misleading and do not take account 
of all aspects. What about the increasing de-
pendence of farmers on GMOs? What about 
the many safety and environmental questions 
(excluding CO2) posed by nuclear power? Not 
to mention glyphosate, where the forum high-
lights the consensus of the agencies responsible 
for authorizing products and not a scientific 
consensus. Through these assertions, the opin-
ion piece departs from its own recommenda-
tion not to “choose what suits us and leave on 
the shelf what contradicts our opinions.”24 

What the opinion piece seeks to tell its read-
ers is to listen to science and that sience clear-
ly gives us the direction: with nuclear, GMOs 
and glyphosate. It seeks to minimize the issue 
of political options and choices, which must be 
determined by the values that society wants to 
carry collectively. Behind these self-proclaimed 
guardians of science, we find the fierce defence 
of certain industrial interests.25

The Cornell Alliance  
for Science
Endowed with the prestige and neutrality of 
the honourable university which hosts it (Cor-
nell University) and the words “for science”, 
the Cornell Alliance for Science (CAS) is an in-
stitute which seeks to display serious scientific 
legitimacy. This institute was founded in 2014 
with funding from the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation. Its objective is to depolarize the 
debate around GMOs. In fact, this institute is a 
tool for the systematic defence of GMO seeds 
- which only would have health, environmental 
and productive advantages - and for the equal-
ly systematic discrediting of agro-ecological 
approaches - which would be economically 
and socially regressive and not scientific. One 
of its key communication strategies is to pro-
mote stories in which biotechnology is equated 
with “science” and criticism of biotechnology is 
equated with anti-science.26

An important dimension of CAS’s activities is to 
train young African talents and managers work-
ing in agriculture, research and technology. 
These trained young people will then engage 
in major advocacy, in their own countries, for 
the promotion of biotechnologies, and the dis-

The Cornell Alliance for Science
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crediting of agro-ecological approaches. The 
fact that this advocacy is carried out by young 
nationals, and not by external institutions, 
strengthens the legitimacy of these discourses 
and contributes to reducing the democratic 
space on these questions in a series of key coun-
tries in Africa, to the benefit of the interests of 
major international seed companies.27

The innovation principle
A final example of science being invoked as a 
tool for defending industrial interests can be 
found in the challenge to the precautionary 
principle. The precautionary principle is the 
principle, recognized in particular at European 
level, which makes it possible to prevent the 
authorization of a product or a technology in 
the absence of certainty about the damage it 
could cause in the short or long term to the en-
vironment or to health. For its opponents, the 
precautionary principle reflects an irrational 
aversion to risk, which would have prevented 
the development of “the steam engine, the 
microwave oven, the mobile phone and radi-
ography”.28 They wish it to be replaced by the 
innovation principle,29 which in principle trusts 
in the new technologies and products of inno-
vation as long as they have not proved harmful. 

We should therefore trust “science”, technology 
and progress, and ensure that these terms are 
used as synonyms, giving a very limited pur-
pose to the production of knowledge. Behind 
the promoters of the innovation principle, we 
find the producers of chemicals, pesticides, 
GMO seeds and biotechnologies.

Through these different cases, we see similar 
mechanisms at work in defence of industrial 
interests under the guise of a defence of “sci-
ence”, a science which would be prescriptive, 
one-way and neutral and which would suffice 
on its own to decide many social debates. We 
should be mindful that knowledge is always so-
cially located, reflects the balance of power and 
is mobilized to defend certain conceptions of 
the world. 

A neutral science  
that would be sufficient in itself to settle 

many social debates.

24  https://www.lemonde.
fr/les-decodeurs/
article/2019/07/26/les-
evidences-relatives-de-la-
tribune-de-no-fake-science-
sur-l-information-scienti-
fique_5493749_4355770.
html

25  Horel, Foucart, Laurens, 
« Les gardiens de la raison : 
Enquête sur la désinformation 
scientifique », 2020.

26  Agra Watch Report, “Messen-
gers of Gates’ Agenda: A 
Case Study of the Cornell 
Alliance for Science Global 
Leadership Fellows Program”, 
August 2020.

27  Ibid.
28  http://eriforum.eu/

uploads/2/5/7/1/25710097/
erf_ip_monograph_brie-
fing_note_002.pdf

29  Horel, S., Un « principe d’in-
novation » porté par l’indus-
trie chimique pourrait entrer 
dans le droit européen, Le 
Monde, 10 décembre 2018.
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Industrial manoeuvres  
to deliver tailor-made science

Beyond the invocation of science and 
progress to defend certain industrial in-
terests, it is also possible to manipulate 

the process of creating and disseminating scien-
tific knowledge to favour industrial, especially 
agroindustrial, interests. When financial inter-
ests are significant, such manoeuvres are com-
monplace: manipulation of studies, influences 
on funding, on the construction of regulatory 
standards and on the structuring of knowledge 
within learned societies.30

The aim is to create a science which favours cer-
tain financial positions, or which prevents cer-
tain forms of knowledge from developing too 
quickly. On topics such as the damage caused 
by cigarettes, global warming, the health and 
environmental effects of certain pesticides, 
every year in which regulation is avoided trans-
lates into vast profits. Manufacturers therefore 
need to create doubt in order to delay scientific 
consensus and therefore regulation.

Tobacco companies 
invented everything
In 1953, a meeting of ten worried men was held 
in New York. They were the great captains of 
the tobacco industry and they were very wor-
ried about a serious study that had just been 
published on the carcinogenicity of cigarette 
tar. John Hill, one of the pioneers of public re-
lations, then offered them a plan that can be 
summarized as follows: “do not oppose science 
because you have no chance of defeating it; use 
it”.31 According to Hill, science could be trans-
formed, an agenda could be imposed on it and 
it could be made a tool of public relations.

He therefore suggested that tobacco compa-
nies pump funds into cancer studies, create a 
cancer research and information committee, 
and draft a book on the issue. This is not a ques-
tion of cheating, but of diluting the risks and 
responsibilities of cancer for public opinion 
and policy makers: to create doubt to avoid 

food for thought 

>  There are many manoeuvres within the science 

construction process itself to create knowledge 

favourable to industrial interests.

>  The aim is to create and promote tailor-made 

science, and to prevent the emergence of 

scientific consensus unfavourable to business. 

>  Strategies are also developed to ensure that 

knowledge favourable to industrial interests is 

put forward in the public debate and to policy 

makers.
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search introduces the misleading idea that cur-
rent knowledge is insufficient to act into the 
public debate. 31 When there is doubt, the im-
peratives of economic competitiveness and the 
short term systematically win over health, the 
environment and the long term. Industrial inter-
ests therefore prevail. 

To create doubt, we must highlight counterfeits 
and highlight alternative causalities. Take the 
example of the dramatic decline in bees since 
the 1990s. Although neonicotinoid insecticides 
have a proven role in the decline of bees and 
insects in general, and the start of their use co-
incides with the start of the massive decline of 
bees, the scientific literature contains 5-6 times 
more studies dealing with effects of varroa (a 
bee parasite) than neonicotinoid pesticides. 
The fact that the scientific literature dispropor-
tionately highlights the varroa mite is the result 
of a counterfeit strategy by agrochemical com-
panies. 31

regulations. In 50 years, the cigarette industry 
has injected more than $ 300 million into can-
cer research, hired several Nobel Prize winners 
and funded more than 6,000 studies. These are 
not fake or faked studies, but studies capable 
of fuelling the industry’s storytelling, and find-
ing other causes of lung cancer. “Tobacco is not 
removed; it is buried under a pile of alternative 
causalities, multiplied ad infinitum”. 31

These strategies have been taken up by many 
industries, in particular by agro-industrial firms 
to keep their products on the market. 

Doubt and counterfeits:  
“more research is needed” 
We saw it with the tobacco companies - the 
key is to maintain a scientific dispute in order 
to continue to sell the product and delay reg-
ulations and bans for as long as possible. More 
research is needed: the call for ever more re-

30  Foucart, S., « Et le monde 
devint silencieux », 2019. 
P.103.. 

31  Ibid. 
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The following are the main techniques used to create doubt and maintain 
counterfeits in scientific knowledge:

Recruitment of researchers
Many researchers have been recruited by indus-
trial interests to feed their narrative. 

It may happen quite consciously, as in the case of 
Rylander, a lung specialist hired by Philip Morris. 
This great researcher set up the laboratory that 
knew most about the risks of passive smoking, 
not to denounce it, but precisely to identify pos-
sible alternative causalities to lung cancer. This 
enabled the tobacco company to understand 
exactly what it needed to finance studies on in 
order to maintain doubts. Mr Rylander has be-
come an expert on confounding studies - studies 
that focus on all other explanatory factors.32

Many researchers also participate in a less di-
rectly conscious and fraudulent way in the sto-
rytelling of industrial interests: if their thesis is 
initially favourable to industrial interests, they 
are offered funding, visibility and positions of 
responsibility. Thus, the leading scientist on the 
decline of bees in the United States was also a 
member of Monsanto’s scientific council on bees. 
He is convinced that varroa is the main problem 
with bees.33

Banned 
Conversely, many researchers are demoted, cut 
off from funding and see their careers endan-
gered because they have dared to take a stand 
against certain industrial interests.34

Funding of studies: 
the funding bias
As we have seen, researchers have to find fund-
ing to support their laboratory, particularly 
from the private sector. However, it has been 
demonstrated that there is funding bias in sci-
ence, i.e. the outcome expected by funders is 
more likely than the opposite outcome. This 
bias is widely documented, it is not necessarily 
corruption or unethical behaviour, we just have 
a natural inclination to be more lenient with 
those who fund us.35 The funding bias also plays 
a role in the nature of what we are looking for: 
if we work on bees, funding for varroa mites will 
be easier to obtain than funding for neonico-
tinoids.

Researchers often have the impression that they 
have set up safeguards to guard against this 
bias, but, according to Stéphane Foucart, “the 
long history of funding of tobacco companies 
and biomedical research shows that it is impos-
sible: all funding ends up weighing heavily”.35

Secret financing  
and “ghost-writing”
A more obscure practice regularly used to man-
ufacture bespoke pro-industry science is to 
fund studies but not mention it, co-write them 
without wanting to appear among the authors, 
or write the studies entirely and have someone 
else sign them - known as ghost-writing. The aim 
is to give the impression that the results obtained 
are free of any link with the industry in question, 
to increase the credibility of the knowledge 
produced. Examples of ghost-writing and secret 
funding can be found in particular in the famous 
Monsanto papers, Monsanto’s confidential doc-
uments that were made public by the American 
courts.

Methodology:  
setting the rules upstream
The methodology used influences the outcome. 
Participating in technical committees responsi-
ble for developing methodologies for regula-
tory tests that manufacturers must comply with 
is another way of influencing knowledge. With 
regard to pesticides, these methodologies are 
largely constructed by the manufacturers them-
selves 35.

What happens  
in the public debate 
Industrial interests influence the production of 
knowledge, but they also influence the dissem-
ination of this knowledge to the general public, 
to stakeholders and to decision-makers. When 
the results of a study are released, will they be 
repeated over and over again? Or will they fall 
into oblivion? The quality of the study obvi-
ously plays a major role, but many very robust 
studies receive little attention in the public de-
bate. Conversely, a technical article without any 
statistical ambition published in a confidential 
periodical can make its way to the most impor-
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tant media and be systematically highlighted 
on social networks, when it corroborates in-
dustrial narratives.35 Scientists often content 
themselves with producing knowledge and 
passing it on to a very small audience. Public 
relations firms that promote the interests of 
large industries know how to reach a large 
audience, or the right audience. 

Today, influencer campaigns are increasingly 
digital, including through micro-influencers 
on social networks, whose voice is perceived 
as reliable and disinterested. This is the case 
for selling make-up, it is also the case for sell-
ing an idea. Digital influencer campaigns are 
the new El Dorado of public relations agen-
cies for spreading certain ideas and knowl-
edge. New tools include the identification 
of influential accounts, distributing targeted 
content to them via content-farms, with out-
of-the-box arguments and images. There is 
also the management of fictitious accounts 
under pseudo names, or the writing of tar-
geted comments. Public debate is increas-
ingly taking place digitally, and so are the 
means whereby it can be influenced.36 

32  Cuveillier, Franck, « Agno-
tologie : la mécanique de 
l’ignorance », La série 
documentaire, France Culture.

33  Foucart, S., « Et le monde 
devint silencieux », 2019, 
P.103.

34  Many cases are recounted in 
S. Foucart’s book.

35  Ibid.
36   Horel, Foucart, Laurens, 

« Les gardiens de la raison : 
Enquête sur la désinformation 
scientifique », 2020.
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and indigenous knowledge are others. Large 
global centres of expertise such as IPBES and 
HLPE now recognize the importance of the 
multiplicity of knowledge and the plurality of 
perspectives.38 This recognition of the multi-
plicity of knowledge must be accompanied 
by a fundamental transformation of scientific 
agrifood research. This must place itself more 
at the service of peasants, by integrating them 
into the process of knowledge-building. It must 
broaden its indicators beyond performance. It 
must come out of its technical silos to embrace 
and promote trans-disciplinary approaches 
that are no longer interested only in one single 
speculation, but also in interactions between 
organisms, ecosystem services, as well as social 
sciences, and interactions between food sys-
tems and society. 

Research must be at the service of the common 
good, which requires moving beyond the im-
peratives of the private sector and its focus on 
the search for patentable and non-reproduci-
ble technologies and services. To achieve this, 
it is important to boost public research, serving 
the various actors in the food systems, and with 
sufficient safeguards to avoid instrumentaliza-
tion by industrial interests. Creating and dis-
seminating agrifood knowledge tailored to the 
challenges of the 21st century and at the service 
of family farming is of fundamental importance: 
the transformation - or consolidation - of food 
systems depends greatly on what happens in 
this knowledge factory. 

As we have seen, science is neither neutral 
nor free from manipulation, and it is not 
easy to change its mechanisms and direc-

tions. This is why many peasant movements, like 
the Via Campesina, reject a science geared to-
wards the needs of the private sector, in which 
they do not feel heard or represented, and 
whose results do not improve their situation. 
Instead, peasant movements promote partici-
patory approaches in which innovation comes 
from farmers, and responds to their specific 
needs37. We then speak of peasant to peasant 
exchanges, of schools in the fields, of participa-
tory action-research: methods of knowledge 
creation and exchange in which farmers occupy 
a central place and are not the simple recipients 
of knowledge built without them. 

There are different types of knowledge: sci-
entific research is not the only source, peasant 

Science  
at the service of family farming

37  Biovision, Ipes-Food, Money 
Flows: What is holding back 
investment in agroecological 
research for Africa? 2020.

38  Hainzelain et al., “How could 
science-policy interfaces 
boost food system trans-
formation?”, Food Systems 
Summit Brief, 2021 

Creating and disseminating  
agrifood knowledge that is suited  
to the challenges of the 21st century  
and that serves family farming 

is fundamental.

food for thought 

>  Methods of knowledge creation and exchange put 

farmers at the centre.

>  Scientific research must better recognise the multiplicity 

of knowledge and the plurality of perspectives; it must 

transform itself to better integrate them.

>  Research must serve the common good, which means 

freeing itself from the imperatives of the private sector.
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?
Where does family farming stand with regard 
to research and science in general?

Research is not a “safe” subject. Science can 
generate a lot of progress, but it can also be 
destructive. One of the main challenges facing 
family farming is to be able to participate in all 
processes and in all phases of research, which is 
why participatory research is so important.

In Uruguay we use the concept of co-innova-
tion, because research in itself is irrelevant if it 
does not transform into innovation and a practi-
cal application of the technology or research to 
improve the initial situation. There is no point in 
having the best technology if it does not bring 
concrete benefits to farmers and their commu-
nities.

With regard to family farming, participatory re-
search and the joint co-innovation process are 
essential, as they help to identify challenges and 
obstacles, pinpoint situations that are suscepti-
ble to research, ways forward, and ways to link 
technologies with farming realities to generate 
innovation and practical applications. The co-
operation of farmers and farmers’ organisations 
is crucial in order to make innovation sustaina-
ble and to scale it up.

It is often the case that a researcher works in the 
field with a farmer and comes up with useful 
results that end up in a drawer. This is a major 
challenge for research: how to translate research 
into practice, on the ground, in order to im-
prove the living conditions of farmers and their 
communities. In Uruguay, an external evaluation 
has shown that many research recommenda-
tions are not put into practice by farmers. It is 
therefore important to establish a partnership 

Fernando Lopez is a Uruguayan family 
farmer, a member of CNFR (National 
Commission for Rural Development) of 
Uruguay and a member of the steering 
committee of FORAGRO (Forum of the 
Americas for Agricultural Research 
and Technological Development) as 
representative of the Confederation of 
Family Producers’ Organisations of the 
Enlarged Mercosur (COPROFAM).

Participatory research  
is essential

INTERVIEW: FERNANDO LÓPEZ
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between research institutes, extension services 
and farmers’ organisations.

In this way, research will be able to respond to 
the demands of family farming. But family farm-
ing is not a priority for many lobbies, as other 
sectors with greater economic impact dictate 
the research agenda. Nevertheless, it is neces-
sary to be part of the process and of govern-
ance, despite the difficulties. 

?
If you had a magic wand, what key elements 
would you highlight to address the challenges?

>  Reverse the graph that reflects the decline in 
public investment in agricultural research in 
South America. There are very few countries 
where it is above 1% and 8 countries fall be-
low 0.4%. The first thing would be to halt this 
decline, which in turn would allow everything 
else to change. These investments refer to ag-
ricultural research to avoid talking about spe-
cific research into family farming.

>  Increase applied research programmes specif-
ic to family farming.

>  Advocate family farming organisations being 
represented in decision-making.

>  But the most important thing is to have im-
pact indicators that show whether the lives of 
family farmers are improving as a result of the 
research and innovations developed by pub-
lic research institutes.

 

Improving  
farmers’ living conditions through 

research which is suited to the field.

© Harry Wedzinga/ istockphoto.
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?
Tell us about your experience as a family 
farmer in regional and international research 
forums such as the Global Forum on Agricul-
tural Research and Innovation (GFAR).

Generally speaking, this is a recurrent problem 
at all levels: national, regional and internation-
al. When it comes to defending our interests, 
there is a gap between family farming organi-
sations and major research centres and univer-
sities. Participation in these forums is unequal, 
despite the fact that one of their objectives is to 
incorporate key actors. For example, English is 
the hegemonic language in which these debates 
take place.

However, we see that the cooperation crite-
ria are often quite rigid and reflect the fund-
ing agencies’ vision of their own reality. There 
may be a mismatch between the reality of the 
countries where these agencies are based and 
the progress achieved in certain regions where 
the programmes have supposedly been imple-
mented.

On the other hand, in Uruguay there have been 
advances since 2018: we have a law dedicated 
to agroecology that establishes the formation 
of an honorary committee made up of the 
public sector and civil society organisations to 
draw up a national agroecology plan. In 2020 
there was a change of government that intro-
duced modifications to the plan and has led to 
a resurgence of debate about how to generate 
transition processes towards agroecological 
systems within family farming, with the support 
of public policies that can provide resources 
and institutions all rowing in the same direction. 
This coherence between institutions is already a 
challenge in itself.

The law establishes that research institutes must 
carry out specific research programmes on 
agroecological models. Until now, agroecology 
had no place in Uruguay’s strategic plans. This 
perspective belonged to the field of sustaina-
bility and was mentioned on some occasions.

?
How would you rate the state of research to-
wards an agroecological transition?

Things are changing little by little, at the same 
time, but at a global level, it is still insufficient. 

There is an urgent need 
to transform food systems  
in a global way.

Although progress is slow and not very visi-
ble, we start from the idea that in these forums 
where there is a place for family farming, it is 
precisely these farmers who should occupy this 
place. If not, others will come and speak on 
their behalf. It is essential that the perspective 
and demands of family farming are present in 
these spaces.

?
Have you noticed that funding agencies re-
quire compliance with criteria related to 
agroecology? Do you find that these criteria 
are aligned with your work? 

Agroecology is a criterion that is becoming 
more and more important for funding bodies 
such as the European Union. We do indeed see 
an increase in programmes favouring the devel-
opment of agroecological systems or the transi-
tion towards these systems. 
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Research obstacles 
are deep-rooted

INTERVIEW: CHARLOTTE PAVAGEAU

Charlotte Pavageau is the programme 
manager at the Biovision foundation in 
Geneva.

?
What has Biovision established regarding in-
ternational cooperation investments in the 
agriculture sector?

By analysing what lies behind the flows of re-
search financing for agricultural development, 
we have confirmed three important aspects.

Firstly, most agricultural research funding con-
tinues to support destructive industrial agri-
culture. In most cases, the most sustainable and 
resilient agroecology standpoints receive less 
than 15% of the funding. 

On the other hand, when agroecology prac-
tices appear in research programmes, they are 

usually isolated and limited to their biophysical 
dimensions. In other words, the socio-political 
and economic dimensions are not considered. 
Questions related to implanting a circular and 
supportive economy or inclusive governance 
of land have still not been studied sufficiently, 
even though they are fundamental to transform 
food systems sustainably.

Finally, we have been perplexed to observe 
that only a small share of the funding for re-
search into Africa goes directly to Africa. Re-
search institutions located in northern countries 
continue to run most of the development re-
search projects and attract the most significant 
funding. However, our analysis shows that pro-
jects coordinated from African institutions are 
more agroecological on average and consider 
the food system as a whole.
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?
What recommendations would you make for 
research to evolve in the agriculture sector?

We have determined six major recommenda-
tions regarding ways of financing research and 
the type of collaborations or the way of meas-
uring research outcomes. One of them involves 
working towards long-term funding models 
that match the agroecology time frame. This 
involves removing obstacles to funding in the 
final phases of the same project or programme. 
Current financing rules are not sufficiently flex-
ible for planning and financing programmes. 
Alliances of donors with overlapping financing 
periods might contribute to carrying out long-
term research programmes, as just one example.

Another recommendation is to set quantified 
objectives for funding awarded to Africa-based 
organisations, particularly projects that they 
run themselves. Fairer research collaborations 
should be encouraged between North and 
South and between the different types of 
stakeholders. Furthermore, setting up South-
South exchanges and collaboration in systemic 
agroecological research would strengthen the 
institutions’ capability to attract funding. If the 
research organisations, the NGOs, the groups of 
farmers and the social movements can form a 
lasting association, attractive regional skills cen-
tres could be set up.

?
One of the principles of agroecology empha-
sises the importance of co-creation of knowl-
edge jointly by producers and researchers. 
As a researcher, what do you think about 
this principle? Are there any experiences of 
co-creation of knowledge led by producers 
and university researchers?

I believe that this is a fundamental point for the 
future of research in food systems while also 
a need, so that innovation is not left gathering 
dust in the laboratories. Joint work projects be-
tween researchers and farmers can be highly 
fruitful and lead to completely innovative solu-
tions. However, right now, there is a pressing lack 

?
What are the main obstacles identified to de-
veloping research in the agroecological sector?

Obstacles for agroecological research are 
deeply rooted, but not impossible to over-
come. Concerns such as complexity, sizing or 
the capacity of agroecological projects to meet 
very short deadlines frequently emerge among 
the research community and financing organi-
sations. When interviewing philanthropic do-
nors, it is very clear that fast, tangible returns 
on investment remain their preferred selection 
criteria for these research projects, thereby pri-
oritising solutions that are purely technological. 
However, scientific proof regarding the profit-
ability of agroecology and its multiple benefits 
are increasingly consolidated and better known.

The real obstacle is the continued dominance 
of discourse inherited from the green revo-
lution and compartmentalised thinking which 
proposes that farming must feed the world. 
This is reflected in how research is assessed and 
paid, starting with publication in top scientific 
journals, where interdisciplinary focuses are not 
usually selected.

?
Which elements might bring changes to this 
situation?

There can often be a change in the trajectory 
of the research projects, such as due to a crisis 
or when there are worldwide scientific evalua-
tions that promote a new ‘consensus’. For exam-
ple, the climate crisis is a particularly promising 
entry point to shoehorn agroecology into many 
institutions. However, this requires people or a 
group of stakeholders who share the same vi-
sion and can constantly make the most of these 
entry points with enough backing. This might 
refer to defenders inside the key institutions or 
researchers who make the most of gaps in cur-
rent programmes to promote alternative stand-
points. Finally, presenting donors with scientific 
proof demonstrating the climatic resilience of 
agroecological systems is an excellent way of 
changing the research programme.

>>> Continued on next page
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of bridges joining up the various worlds of re-
search. I am referring to academic research and 
research that is carried out by farmers. One of 
the participatory action-research initiatives that 
we are supporting in Malawi has been running 
for over 20 years and tackles questions such as 
soil fertility, forgotten crops and nutrition. Its 
success is due to long term collaboration rely-
ing on trust with groups of farmers organised 
around a common training and learning cen-
tre. Special attention has also been devoted to 
providing a democratic environment. There are 
other success stories in the field of participatory 
plant selection as well. Farmers have always had 
outstanding selection skills, but their criteria do 
not usually match what the scientific communi-
ty would choose. For farmers, flavour and early 
maturing are decisive elements for selection, 
while selectors generally seek improved resist-
ance to diseases or economic yield. Through 
joint research, farmers and scientists have man-
aged to develop varieties that are better adapt-
ed to farmers’ needs and conditions, thereby 
increasing the rate of adopting new varieties 
and reducing the time between research and 
dissemination of the seeds.

?
How would you qualify research support to-
wards the agroecology transition? Excellent, 
good, satisfactory, poor, very poor...

Poor. But it’s not all bad news. There are also en-
couraging examples, such as financing institutions 
and research organisations that wish to strengthen 
their support for agroecology, that are on the in-
crease in Switzerland or Germany. 

Northern research institutions  
continue to lead the majority of 
projects. 
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Sow Yaye Mbayang is an economic 
planning engineer and manages the 
Senegal NGO federation monitoring 
and evaluation service (FONGS Action-
paysanne).

“In Senegal there are some donor organisations, NGOs mainly, that promote co-creation of 
agroecology. We run diagnostics with them on agroecology practices, also concentrating on 
technical, social and institutional aspects. However, work with other donor organisations only 
considers technical aspects. We must be able to share our vision of agroecology. In certain re-
gions of Senegal, we have managed to get agroecology included in local policies. For example, 
authorities in the Podor region have worked with us on our diagnostics concerning agroecology 
practices. Subsequently, we could see that these authorities considered our standpoint when 
making certain decisions. Consequently, I believe that we have managed to arouse an interest 
in agroecology among the provincial council, and, above all, we were able to show them the 
diversity and span of the concept. 

However, we must think nationally. Provinces and regions do not have sufficient political means 
to transfer competences. 

When fighting for agroecology, we must ask the following question: are the producers going 
to find a market for their agroecological products? All too often, the consumer on the ground 
thinks about quantity and not quality when they analyse the sales price. There is still a dearth of 
research on this matter.

Another aspect is related to the tough conditions of farming work. It’s all too easy to spray the 
ground with pesticides and herbicides but removing the weeds one by one takes time and man-
power. For farmers, these factors are particularly relevant when they decide how they are going 
to work. This arouses debates and divergences regarding agroecology consumables. Some say 
that there is less yield, other say there is more. We hope the scientists will provide us with a bet-
ter understanding in this type of controversy.”
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1  The IAASTD (International 
Assessment of Agricultural 
Knowledge, Science and 
Technology for Development), 
promoted and managed by 
the World Bank and several 
United Nations agencies, set 
out to prospectively assess, 
between 2005 and 2008, the 
contribution of agricultural 
research and technologies to 
the Millennium Development 
Goals. 

?
The IAASTD study 1 carried out more than 
10 years ago by more than 300 researchers 
highlighted the need to change the agricul-
tural model. Did the conclusions of this study 
have any repercussions on the agricultural re-
search sector in Belgium? Which?

First of all, the publication of the IAASTD re-
port inspired and decisively influenced Oliv-
ier De Schutter, who consequently published 
his report for the United Nations on the link 
between the right to food and agroecology. 
Since then, Olivier De Schutter, as a recognised 
expert, has advocated for legitimising and cata-
lysing agroecology, especially within NGOs that 
have acted as a nexus with farmers’ associations 
linked to Via Campesina.

In December 2016, the Agroecology in Action 
event in Brussels brought together most of the 
actors interested in agroecology in Belgium. 
This meeting supported the appropriation of 
agroecology by civil society and broadened its 
base to include actors from the health sector 
(mutual insurance companies), from the strug-
gle against poverty and major environmental 
associations (such as IEW and Greenpeace). 
This has strengthened the link between agricul-
tural production and food in the food systems, 
something that the industrialisation of agricul-
ture had destroyed.

However, given the strong sectorisation and 
corporatism of the historical structures of agri-
culture in Belgium (with strong agricultural trade 
unions), it cannot be said that agroecology took 
hold immediately. In fact, we had to wait until 

Pierre Stassart is an environmental 
sociologist and professor in the 
Department of Environmental Science 
and Management at the University of 
Liège (Arlon campus), where he teaches 
analysis and management of ecological 
transition and citizen science. 

Agroecology research  
remains on the side lines

INTERVIEW: PIERRE STASSART 
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Agroecology research  
remains on the side lines

2019 to see the first reference to agroecology 
in the regional political declaration of the Wal-
lonia government. 

Nevertheless, over the last 15 years, numerous 
practices have been developed in the country, 
driven by groups of committed producers. We 
can cite the various experiments that have been 
carried out in the field of soil conservation agri-
culture, no-till farming, research on fodder au-
tonomy and autonomy in livestock farming and, 
of course, the development of numerous initia-
tives in the fields of horticulture and permacul-
ture, often led by young farmers who have not 
grown up in an agricultural environment.

So, today we can confirm, from a sociological 
point of view, that agroecology has become a 
legitimate concept (which makes sense and is 
relevant) although, on the contrary, we are still 
far from the objective, from the view point of 
the economic actors.

As far as universities are concerned, training 
programmes in agroecology have developed 
gradually. In fact, an inter-university diploma in 
agroecology and transition to sustainable food 
systems has been introduced, which is clearly 
a by-product of the IAASTD report and the 
GIRAF group (Interdisciplinary Agroecology 
Research Group of the National Fund for 
Scientific Research). This first experience has 
led to curricula being adopted by several 
universities. At the Catholic University of 
Louvain (UCL) elements of agroecology 
have been introduced step by step with the 
help of several professors, including Philippe 
Baret from the Faculty of Agronomy. With the 
creation of a master’s degree in agroecology at 
Gembloux Agro-Bio Tech (ULG), which is part of 
the University of Liège, and the Free University 
of Brussels (ULB) in 2016, a full programme 
has been developed with specific agroecology 
courses that are gradually being implemented. 
Therefore, progress is indeed being made in 
the faculties of agronomy.

In terms of research, the GIRAF group has been 
created, which brings together the historical 
network of agroecology researchers and also the 
CO-CREATE programme in the Brussels region, 
which is a good example of the development 
of another transdisciplinary research model 
in which participants are recognised as “co-
researchers” and remunerated accordingly. 
This research has had an impact because it 
was framed within the “Good Food” public 
policy of the city of Brussels, something that 
is completely lacking in the Walloon region. 
Here, despite fragmentation, a great deal of 

work is currently being carried out in different 
sectors of agriculture such as potato cultivation, 
livestock breeding, etc. In my opinion, the 
current challenges facing research are the 
question of the purpose of livestock farming 
and meat consumption, a subject that continues 
to be controversial, as well as the question of 
synthetic pesticides, where the debate on the 
use of Roundup is symbolic, and finally the 
question of soil fertility. 

However, there is still a long way to go before 
agroecology is truly taken into account in re-
search.

?
Although there is a consensus in bodies such 
as the HLPE (High Level Panel of Experts on 
Food Security and Nutrition) on the need to 
change the agricultural model, we have the 
feeling that research on the agroecological 
approach continues to occupy a marginal 
place compared to conventional research. Do 
you agree with this point of view? What is 
the reason for this situation?

Indeed, research on the agroecological ap-
proach continues to play a marginal role. This is 
simply due to the fact that this concept of agro-
ecology is not yet integrated into public pol-
icies and that, without sufficient resources, it is 
impossible to develop coherent and substantial 
research programmes.

Moreover, despite all the talk of interdisciplinar-
ity and transdisciplinarity and all the talk about 
the need to involve all relevant actors, in reality 

Building knowledge with 
farmers takes time.
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of knowledge between university researchers 
and producers. After the research work that 
lasted more than three years, an important 
work of capitalisation has been carried out. 
This has resulted in several publications that are 
useful for producers on the one hand, and for 
the research sector on the other (one example 
is the publication of “Transitions to fair and sus-
tainable food in Brussels” by Audrey Vankeer-
berghen and Julie Hermesse in March 2020).

Several lessons can be drawn here, such as the 
fact that the co-construction of knowledge is a 
complex exercise for researchers.

There is a problem of temporality, because a 
research project lasts a maximum of 4 years and 
a thesis lasts 3 years. However, for the co-con-
struction of knowledge with producers, we 
should be able to act over longer periods of 
time. 

In addition, there is the question of competen-
cies, as it is necessary to train young researchers 
who can bring with them collaborative dynam-
ics and processes, which have nothing to do 
with the classical university curricula. There are 
few places and also possibly little reflection on 
how we currently train researchers in this type 
of inter- and transdisciplinary research.

Finally, we need to define the scale of the terri-
tories on which we are reflecting and in which 
we are going to carry out research. This is not so 
simple if we consider the social and economic 
stakes involved (for example, whether it is really 
interesting to tackle urban horticultural pro-
duction when, from an economic point of view, 
this production is clearly more efficient within a 
radius of 40-60 kilometres).

>>> Continued on page 30

there are few research projects that go in this 
direction. Finally, research in agroecology suf-
fers from a lack of funding because it is mainly 
limited to the university world, and in Belgium 
there is a general problem of university funding. 
The FNRS, with the support of the Walloon re-
gion, has launched a programme called WISD 
(Walloon Institute for Sustainable Develop-
ment) dedicated to sustainable development, 
but there has only been one call for research 
projects when it was expected there would be 
many.

Ultimately, in my opinion, the greatest difficulty 
lies in being able to develop inter- and trans-dis-
ciplinary research that involves the actors on the 
ground. To do this, researchers need to be able 
to produce three types of products: on the one 
hand, publications that have academic recogni-
tion; on the other hand, products that can be 
useful to the actors involved (manuals, instruc-
tions, indicators); and finally, a reflexive produc-
tion that focuses on the ways in which research 
is conducted and on how to improve methodol-
ogies to involve actors in the field and research-
ers from different disciplines at the same time. 
Clearly, this is complex and highly demanding, 
and much remains to be done to make progress 
in this regard. The profession of the researcher 
needs to be reconsidered.

?
One of the principles of agroecology empha-
sises the importance of knowledge co-crea-
tion by producers and researchers together. 
As a researcher, what is your opinion on this 
principle, and are there any experiences in 
Belgium of knowledge co-creation by pro-
ducers and university researchers? If so, what 
can be learned from these experiences?

 Of course, I support the importance of this 
principle of co-creation of knowledge in agro-
ecology. Agroecology is agriculture that is 
framed in an ecosystem, and knowledge can 
no longer be generated without reference to 
a specific geography. It must take into account 
the territory in which it is located. This means 
that producers must participate in its construc-
tion.

The CO-CREATE experiment in Belgium is a 
benchmark experiment in the co-construction 

Agroecology  
has become legitimate 
in universities.

| Science and agrifood knowledge28



Producers need to be motivated

Although several researchers and producers agree that the agroecological transition is nec-
essary today, Julie Hermesse feels that there is a bias: “ As we form a small microcosm around 
agroecological research or militancy on this issue, we have the impression that a lot of things are 
being done. The truth is that, in Belgium, research is still very scarce compared to that carried 
out in the agro-industry.”

“The case of France is a clear example”, Julie Hermesse continues, “the appropriation of agroe-
cology by research institutions and collaboration with them can become important drivers for 
the agroecological transition. I think it is a duty to avoid privatisation of these institutes that 
would force research to be geared solely towards agro-industry. We need large research insti-
tutes working on agroecology. Some of them are slowly starting to show interest.”

“If we want a transition in the agricultural production environment, we have to ask ourselves 
how we reach those people who are traditionally enfolded in conventional farming and who 
may be keen for their production to be more autonomous, but for whom the term “agroeco-
logical” represents a very radical stance that prevents them from slowly transitioning to another 
model. This is why we need to be vigilant and push those things that are already in motion. If 
we want to move towards a conversion that will bring about real change, the obstacles must be 
removed little by little. This will not be achieved by creating a system that reinforces the dichot-
omy of our agricultural models, but by one that recognises the difficulties, effects or barriers 
that we will face.... We have to motivate, not blame these producers.”

Julie Hermesse is a researcher at the 
prospective anthropology laboratory at 
UCL. Together with Audrey Vankeer-
berghen, she is the author of the book 
“Transitions for fair and sustainable 
food in Brussels”, published by Academ-
ia editions (2020).
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?
To conclude, how would you rate research 
support for the agro-ecological transition: 
excellent, good, satisfactory, insufficient or 
very insufficient? Why?

I must explain my answer, as the situation is not 
entirely clear-cut. I believe that in terms of re-
sources, research support for an agroecological 
transition is insufficient. Despite this, it must be ac-
knowledged that there has been some progress. 
Whereas only ten years ago it was virtually un-
heard of, the subject of agroecology is now fully 
legitimised at university level and more and more 
students are becoming interested in it.

Of course, there are still many areas of research 
that need to be explored further, such as the 
question of land ownership systems and the de-
bate on how our food should evolve in the future. 
Another challenge for research is to penetrate 
major sectors such as livestock and cereal crops.

Finally, it is important to reflect on how we can 
involve citizens in this debate on their territory 
through advisory councils. These councils are still 
mostly agricultural in the municipalities, but they 
could become food advisory councils. In short, 
food is likely to remain one of the most concrete 
ways for citizens to become part of a debate on 
the changes we are witnessing in the world we live 
in and the challenges of the society we wish to 
build in the future. 

Reconciling research and 
action in a participatory 
dynamic framework

Julie Hermesse has been 
involved in different co-creation 
experiences.

“The project (Ultra Tree) that studies small horticultur-
al areas in urban and peri-urban land in Brussels has 
allowed me to work with a transdisciplinary team (an-
thropologists, economists, agronomists and producers) 
for three years. This has taught me that the concept of 
time that producers and researchers have is quite dif-
ferent. For the farmer, the concept of full time has other 
dimensions and it will be very difficult for him to sit at a 
table and start working on accounting, calculating yield 
indices, etc. 

Following our research on co-creation, we developed a 
“feasibility compass”. This is an open source tool that is 
still used today to accompany and train producers. They 
have a huge number of different tasks to do in terms 
of administration, economics, distribution, marketing, 
production, management, etc., and sometimes they find 
themselves immersed in their tasks, without the possibil-
ity of taking a break, of realising their own discomfort, 
of analysing what they could do without... Thanks to this 
compass, horticulturists can get feedback on their own 
practice.

We have also carried out another project with “Nos 
Oignons”, an association that accompanies the integra-
tion of more fragile people in the fields. I use the meth-
od of group analysis in which experiences are shared 
on the basis of stories related to a problem that is de-
cided beforehand. It is a friendly space where people 
tell each other things. Having special attention paid to 
your story, told in your own words, can be transforma-
tive. Everything that comes out of these moments of en-
counter and co-creation is interesting: visits to the field, 
collective meetings or feedback from other producers 
allow the horticulturist to share and feel less alone in his 
trade. As a researcher, I would be happy to invite the 
actors of the associative sector to contact us to advance 
in research into co-creation”.
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