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“Agroecologycal systems as a strategy to promote sustainable development for small family farmers
”
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Abstract
This article analyses and summarizes the sustainable development experience based on agroecologycal systems developed by Agreco (a NGO), the Ecological Farmers Association in the Hillsides of Santa Catarina State, in south Brazil. The experience includes not only the organization, management and control of bio-physical systems (called “production systems” or “hard-systems”), but also aims to understand and develop interactions which characterize more abstract and complex systems (“soft-systems”), particularly the human relations and the sustainable development of the territory in which Agreco operates. It started with the initiative of people who were born in that territory but, like most Brazilian people, migrated to urban cities.  These “new urban people” did not loose their interest and connections with the territory neither their relations with their relatives and friends who remained in rural regions. Instead, some of them took advantage of a development opportunity that started with the commercialization of organic products produced in that territory. As a consequence, Agreco was created, involving initially an organized net of several small agro-industries which were constructed with the aim to process and add value to the diverse primary organic production as well as to facilitate commercialization. Other development actions and projects complemented the Association initiative. A rural tourism project was initiated in order to consolidate the relations between rural and urban people and create new revenue perspectives. A credit cooperative was also created as an alternative to the official financial system which small family farmers do not usually have access to. In addition to that, two important Forums were organized: The Solidarity Economy Forum, approximating urban consumers and rural producers, and The Hillsides Development Forum, which involves diverse stakeholders interested in a collective action in order to promote sustainable development in the region. In that territory more than 200 families are now associated with Agreco and interact with several other families (from urban and rural regions) with the aim to construct a sustainable life project.

History and characteristics of the territory which Agreco´s system operates
The hillside region of Santa Catarina State, in south Brazil, is a very beautiful territory in which many ”strategic” rivers for Santa Catarina are born and develop. These rivers form one of the largest and more important Catchments of the State, which includes some of the most populated cities of Santa Catarina, like Florianópolis (State Capital). The territory which Agreco´s system operates has approximately 2000 square kilometers, it is characterized by a hill country topography and its altitude varies from 400 to 1800 meters above sea level, offering a variety of climate conditions, soil and vegetation types. In the perspective of sustainable development, these characteristics offer opportunities for the creation of environmental parks, intensification of agro-eco-tourism and other environmental management projects.

Most villages in the territory have similar problems and characteristics. They have a small population, traditionally a rural economy and are located far away from the main roads, tourist and urban consumer centers. Initially, at the end of XIX Century and beginning of XX century, Germans arrived to this region, followed by Italian and Portuguese migrants.  Now, agriculture is the main economic activity of most (approximately 80%) families living in that territory, particularly small family farmers.

During the first colonization period, a “traditional” type of agriculture was practiced, characterized by a diversification of crops and livestock used manly for familiar subsistence. From the earlier sixties, regional agriculture experienced the first transformation process with the “partial modernization” of the tobacco crop stimulated by the tobacco industries. Tobacco became the main “cash crop” for most small family farmers in the region, who started to buy “modern inputs” (chemical fertilizers, pesticides and fungicides) and sell the harvest to the industries. However, at the beginning of the nineties, as in most regions of Brazil and other third world countries, the agricultural partial modernization process (which occurred particularly in crops like tobacco, soybeans, irrigated rice and apple) had been responsible for the increase in undesirable social and environmental impacts. Rural exodus, poverty, urban violence, environmental degradation, health problems and other social-environmental effects have reached levels never ever observed in that territory.

As a consequence, many people who were born in the region migrated to urban cities. However, many of these “new urban people” did not loose their interest and connections with the territory or their relations with their relatives and friends who remained in rural regions. Members of the Florentino Schmidt family, for example, who went to study and work in urban cities, decided to commercialize products produced in that region. Therefore, in 1982 the Schmidt family, motivated by negative effects in both environmental and human health (e.g. water course pollution, soil contamination, intoxication and diseases due to agrichemicals) as a consequence from the intensive use of chemicals in the tobacco crop, decided stop the tobacco production and return to the diverse production of vegetables, eggs, cheese and other products. They organized production in order to sell it directly to consumers in urban centers, delivering to family houses, Universities and other places. Later, other neighboring families joined this process, increasing the job and revenue opportunities in that region.

The foundation of Agreco and the sustainable development option based on agroecology

Since May 1991, with the realization of a local party in Santa Rosa de Lima, the First Gemüse Fest (Legumes Party), the relation between rural people who went to study and work in the cities and families who stayed in that territory has increased. Until then, this “link” was restricted to a small number of families. The Gemüse Fest has become an annual event and this party has begun to mobilize many other families in the region, facilitating meetings between regional farmers and friends or relatives who went to urban areas. From these meetings partnerships have been created with the aim of strengthening economic opportunities and alternatives, and in 1996 the Ecological Farmers Association in the Hillsides of Santa Catarina State (Agreco) was founded.

In July 1996, one of the owners of a local supermarket located in Florianópolis (the State Capital), born in Agrecos´ region, returned from overseas. During his trip he observed a meaningful increase in the demand of the European consumer for organic products. From this observation he brought a new development perspective for the small family farmers in the Hillsides of Santa Catarina State: a partnership in which farmers would produce organic products and he would guarantee the commercialization through his supermarket. In September 1996, four families started organic production of legumes and, in the following months, other families also began organic agriculture. In December 27, 1996, twelve rural family farmers (including some members who were working and/or studying in urban cities) founded the General Assembly of Agreco and elected its first directive board.

Agreco is a civil organization with no profit objective (a NGO) based in the city of Santa Rosa de Lima. The organization aims, through agroecology and organic agriculture, cooperation, solidarity and team work, to contribute to the transformation of the production systems of its associated family farmers (from chemical to organic systems), add value to their production through industrialization and commercialization processes, consolidate relations between rural and urban people and create new revenue perspectives through rural ecological tourism, promote technical and administrative assistance, farm management advice, access to financial resources as well as facilitating and motivating the organization of family farmers groups and small agro-industrial units.

In addition to these objectives, two important Forums were organized: The Solidarity Economy Forum, approximating urban consumers and rural producers, and The Hillsides Development Forum, which involves both urban and rural stakeholders interested in a collective action for sustainable development of the region.

The process of change

In contrast with other agricultural projects and actions which usually promote changes in order to improve existing systems, Agreco´s experience involves the construction of a brand new production, processing and commercialization system in that territory. Because it is a new process still under construction, the basic principles, main methodological procedures, results, problems and limitations only recently started been recorded, studied, discussed and published. This paper discuss the process of change in this section while the basic principles and methodological procedures are analyzed in the following section.

Agreco´s option for sustainable development based on agroecological systems and solidarity has occurred in the context of a social-environmental crisis which the “modern agriculture” has experienced. This process aims to develop agricultural policies and systems oriented by cooperation and solidarity instead of competition and individualism. It also seeks to associate traditional and artesian agricultural practices, still present among family farmers in that territory, with sustainable development principles and the ecological knowledge accumulated by science over the last decades. To reach this objective, Agreco has established partnerships with The Federal University of Santa Catarina (UFSC), with the Scientific and Technological Brazilian Council (CNPq - through the “Desenvolver” Program), with the Rural Development Ministry, with the Government of Santa Catarina as well as with other stakeholders and several Municipal Governments in the region.

In 1997, the first organic production system of legumes, honey, grains and fruits involved 20 families and about 50 people associated to Agreco. Later other organic production systems were organized, expanding Agreco´s operational territory, including more families and greater diversification of production. In 1998, Agreco had about 200 people associated, involving almost 50 families. Some of these new families asked to join while others were invited. Since the General Assembly in December 1999 the number of associated people has increased to about 500 today, directly involving more than 200 families of small farmers in the cities of Santa Rosa de Lima, Rio Fortuna, Anitápolis, Gravatal, Grão Pará, São Martinho and Armazém.

This numerical and spatial increase has been stimulated with the implementation of a organized net of 53 small agro-industries financed by the National Program to Empower Small Family Farmers (Pronaf) through loans particularly designed to the requirements and possibilities of small family farmers. This net of small agro-industries was constructed with the aim to process and add value to the diverse primary organic production as well as to facilitate the commercialization and create jobs for family farmers.  The agro-industries now involve about 120 small family farmers, generating 299 jobs in both the primary production and commercialization processes and 206 direct jobs in the transformation process (in the agroindustries).

The first 15 agro-industries started operation in August 2000, processing horticultural products, jam, tinned food, sugarcane brandy, honey and bread by 55 family farmers from the region. Now there are 27 agro-industries processing horticultural products, jam, tinned food, sugarcane, honey, milk, eggs and “colonial” chicken. There are 120 family farmers associated in these agro-industries (an average of 5 families for each), which offer 505 new jobs, and other 120 families associated  (in partnership) in the primary production. Most animal primary production farms are in the transformation process from conventional to organic systems while all other agro-industries are operating in the organic system since the beginning.
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Figure 1 – Agreco´s organized net of agro-industries

The organized net of Agro-industries, illustrated in Figure 1, has been very important in reversing the economic stagnation and consequent rural exodus in the territory, which still occurs in most other Brazilian regions. This system is offering family farmers new job alternatives as well as the ability to work in groups, add value and improve the quality of their agricultural products, processing them according to market demand and facilitating the approximation between producers and consumers.

Through the organized net of Agreco agro-industries, organic products from the region are being commercialized in more than 10 supermarket chains spread all over Santa Catarina State. Commercialization has also been carried out in local fairs as well as through direct deliverance of small baskets to urban consumers in Florianopolis, the State Capital. Recently, organic products from Agreco have started be consumed in Santa Catarina schools.

The basic principles and methodological procedures of Agreco´s sustainable rural life project

In January 2000, a project was developed with the aim to record, discuss and promote Agreco´s sustainable development experience as well as to create conditions to consolidate this process in the Hillsides of Santa Catarina, offering theoretical and methodological references which can orientate similar initiatives in other regions of Santa Catarina and Brazil. The project is titled “Sustainable Rural Life”, it was elaborated from the experience accumulated by Agreco and has been implemented with technical and financial support from The National Service to Support Small and Medium Business (Sebrae Nacional), an institution formed by a group of private enterprises. The focus is the development of a learning process to support the training of Agrecos´ associates as well as other interested people. This project is subdivided into six subprojects (or thematic topics): (1) animation (interest raising); (2) learning (including training); (3) Organic production and processing; (4) market, marketing and commercialization; (5) implementation of quality control, management and quality certification processes; and (6) agro tourism, communication and culture.

In the first year of implementation the project developed activities with the aim of animation, exchange of experience and groups organization, training in organic production, farm management and agro-processing. In the market and commercialization areas, several activities were developed with the aim to consolidate the Agreco “label” as synonymous of quality and ecological products (i.e., a form of organic self-certification and a way to show that all food produced through Agreco is synonymous of quality products).as well as to increase diversification and expand the commercialization process (e.g. through the definition of some basic principles and policies such as a specific period and procedures for transition from conventional to organic systems for farmers who want or are invited to produce, process and commercialize their products through Agreco).

The idea to increase the Agreco system through co-operation with other farmers' organizations with the aim to complement the production has been supported by many associates. In this perspective, an organized net with the aim to commercialize organic products in Brazil is under development. In the farm management, control quality and certification areas, the characteristics and cost of every single product has been established and monitored in order to support the “price policy” (a general policy which try to establish the final price of each product and the income of each person involved in the “production chain” according to the respective cost of the product in each phase of the “chain” - primary production, processing and commercialization). In 2002, the priority is to commercialize half of Agreco´s production in the institutional market (mainly schools) and through organized consumers as well as to consolidate the price policy based in the production costs and to increase farmers' organic training process.

One of the main characteristics of Agreco´s system is that its planning process starts at the “end” of the “multiple production chains”. In other words, it starts through the market and commercialization possibilities. The institutional market offers not only a possibility to expand production but also a way to approximate producers and consumers and contribute to increase the number of informed consumers and producers. In this process, schools offer not only a market possibility but also a learning opportunity for children and their parents, who will became very well informed consumers.

Agri-tourism as a way to create new revenue perspectives and to consolidate relations between rural and urban people

Since1997 Agreco has motivated some family farmers to start agri-tourism activities in their farms through a specific program included in its operational work plan. The organic production, processing and commercialization system developed by Agreco has attracted attention of technicians, farmers and many other people interested in knowing Agreco’s principles and operational processes.

The increased number of visitors motivated agri-tourism activities organized by family farmers members of Agreco’s system. As a result, in 1999 the Agro-tourism Association Acolhida na Colônia was created, involving 50 organic family farmers members of Agreco’s system. This Association follows the principles and name of the French association "Accueil Paysan
” which has supported this activity in the region. Other important financial support for Agreco’s agri-tourism activities has been offered by Pronaf and by the Brazilian Tourism Enterprise (Embratur).

One of the most important benefits from the Acolhida na Colônia Association activities is the creation of new revenue and job prospects for many family farmers in the region, particularly for woman and young farmers, who are usually the first to migrate to urban cities. Another important benefit is help to consolidate relations between rural and urban people, as the later are increasingly visiting the region in order to know who are the producers, where and how they live as well as to ensure that the products that they are buying and eating are effectively organic.

The credit cooperative: an alternative to the official financial system which small family farmers do not usually have access to

On one hand, the transition from conventional to organic Agriculture as well as the processing and commercialization of the production demand substantial financial support. On the other hand, small family farmers in the region have suffered the negative consequences of the economic process which has occurred in Brazil and most developing countries over the last decades (e.g. increasing poverty and rural exodus, increasing urban violence and revenue concentration).

One of the greatest difficulties for small family farmers is having access to the official financial system. Usually small family farmers do not have access to official credit possibilities because they cannot offer neither the minimum guarantee (e.g. land) nor other usual bank requirements (many farmers do not own their land and the landless movement is the largest NGO in Brazil). Seeking for financial alternatives, Agreco joined other local organizations in the effort to create in the region the Credit Cooperative called CrediColônia (or Credi, as it is known), with the aim to finance the production, processing and marketing of organic systems. Actually all Agreco’s financial resources operate through the Credit Cooperative and this procedure is being followed by most of Agreco’s associates. The credit co-operative operates like any other traditional bank except that, for loans, it does not require minimum guarantees or other financial requirements which cannot be offered by small family farmers as well as focusing its investments on both developing activities and agroecologycal systems in the region.

In addition to facilitate small family farmers having access to credit opportunities, the CrediColônia Cooperative is being developed as a strategic institution in the mobilization of local savings and financial support from other regions or countries as well as in the management and application of financial resources with the aim to promote regional sustainable development. Credi started its operations in the cities of Rio Fortuna, Santa Rosa de Lima and Anitápolis, but should increase its activities to the whole Agreco’s territory.

The Hillsides Development Forum: from individualism and competition to collective action and solidarity

As in most other regions of Brazil, the majority of infra-structure problems (such as energy supply, roads construction and maintenance, communication, education and health services) are common to all small villages in the hillsides of Santa Catarina. However, like in most other Brazilian regions, these problems remain without solution for years because they are far away to be solved individually by any small village. In order to be solved, these types of problem usually require a collective action planned at a regional level.

This situation has motivated Agreco to join forces with all stakeholders interested in a collective action with the objective of sustainable development  in the region. As a result, the Hillsides Development Forum was created with the aim, in the solution of common problems, to escape from individualism and competition and to promote collective action and solidarity among the diverse institutions and stakeholders in the region. The Hillsides Development Forum promotes sustainable development and tries to revert the economic stagnation and rural exodus of the territory, the main common problem of all small villages in the hillsides. This type of sustainable development is based on the principles of participation, solidarity and agroecology and involves partnerships at local, regional and national levels.

The Hillsides Development Forum involves participants from most cities of the region, all characterized by an essentially agricultural economy practiced by small family farmers and a severe rural exodus process. The Forum had its first open meeting in May 2001 at Santa Rosa de Lima and since then has alternated its monthly meetings among the cities of the territory with the organizational support from important institutions like The Federal University of Santa Catarina (UFSC).

In these monthly meetings (open to all interested people) diverse stakeholders are invited to discuss several actions and policies (manly infrastructure problems such as energy supply, roads construction and maintenance, communication, education and health services) with the aim to promote the sustainable development of the territory. Each meeting one stakeholder organizes and facilitates the discussion. The meetings have occurred in a very relaxed and friendly environment, facilitating the solidarity among the participants and definition of collective actions.

The main priority actions established in 2001 involved improvements in the communication and energy systems along with improvements in roads quality as well as in health and education services (particularly student lunch meals and transportation). These activities have been financed by diverse stakeholders, depending on the topic. For example, roads construction and maintenance as well as education actions have been financed by both the state and/or municipal governments through their specific departments while other activities have been financed by governmental, non-governmental and private organizations.

The Solidarity Economy Forum: expanding the system’s boundaries and approximating urban consumers and rural producers.
Agreco’s experience has interested several similar organizations located in both rural and urban regions. From the interaction with other farmer’s and urban consumer’s organizations through its commercialization process, a Solidarity Economy Forum was created in 2001 involving 22 farmer’s and urban consumer’s organizations of the most populated coastal cities of Santa Catarina.

The Solidarity Economy Forum expands the limits of Agreco’s sustainable rural development project and links urban consumers and rural producers. The main actions involve the organization of student organic lunch meals (to an increasing number of schools) and deliverance of organic baskets in urban centers (twice a week, about 150-200 baskets each time). This process facilitates participant’s perception that aspects related to food security, water contamination with agrochemicals, increasing poverty, environmental degradation and rural exodus as well as increasing urban violence and revenue concentration are interrelated phenomena which are caused by both urban and rural human activities.

In other words, these are viewed as common problems which interest and impact urban and rural citizens. As a consequence, the Solidarity Economy Forum activities open perspectives to increase collaboration and solidarity between urban and rural people who get together in order to promote sustainable life in both rural and urban regions.

Lessons learnt, results and perspectives

During its five years of existence, Agreco has promoted positive impacts in both environmental conservation and job/revenue generation as well as in raising the social-economic perspectives and the enthusiasm of the family farmers who live or have commitments with that territory. Other positive impacts have been observed in terms of the methodological aspects related to the common management of the network of small agro-industries (managed by a group of families each). Some of these positive effects have been studied by institutions supporting Agreco´s experience, like UFSC, CNPq, Sebrae and Pronaf, in order to become the basis for future public policies.

However, despite many positive results in a relative short time and the substantial job and revenue increase in it’s operational territory, Agreco’s sustainable development project based on agroecological systems has faced some difficulties. As illustrated in Table 1, about half of the initially planned 53 small agro-industries were implemented.

The National Program to Empower Small Family Farmers (Pronaf), the main source of financial support for the construction of the planned 53 agro-industries, has to use the traditional banking official system. However, this system requires guarantees (e.g. land) and other financial requirements which cannot be offered by most of small family farmers. In Agreco´s case, only 27 of the planned 53 small agro-industries were implemented because only 27 of the 53 groups of small family farmers (an average of 5 families each) who applied for financial support to construct the agro-industries could offer all banking requirements. This is the main reason why Agreco stimulated the organization of the Credit Co-operative, with the aim to raise founds to implement the remaining 26 of the originally 53 planned agro-industries as well as to invest in both developing activities and agroecologycal systems in the region.

Table 1 – Number of new jobs directly and indirectly generated by the first organized net of 27 agro-industries operating in Agrecos system

	
	Direct jobs 

(processing)
	Indirect jobs

	
	
	 Organic primary production 
	Commercialization 

	
	Family labor
	Contract labor
	Family labor
	Contract labor
	Family labor
	Contract labor

	Age
	Male
	Fem
	Male
	Fem
	Male
	Fem
	Male
	Fem
	Male
	Fem
	Male
	Fem

	< 20 years
	20
	40
	8
	12
	40
	10
	5
	2
	
	
	
	

	20 - 30 years
	25
	42
	4
	8
	80
	30
	5
	3
	1
	
	
	1

	More than 30
	10
	25
	4
	8
	80
	40
	0
	0
	1
	
	1
	

	Sub-total 
	55
	107
	16
	28
	200
	80
	10
	5
	2
	0
	1
	1

	Sub-total per sector
	206
	295
	4

	Total 
	505


The 27 agro-industries implemented involve 106 families (instead of 211 as originally expected in the 53 agro-industries) and generate 505 new jobs. These are important results for a territory characterized by small villages but represent just a small indicative of success if related with the job and revenue requirements of the whole country.  A very positive aspect which can be observed is the attitude change of most Farmer’s families, local and regional leaders towards the regional development perspectives: from accommodation and resignation with the economic stagnation and rural exodus process these actors have started observing new economic alternatives as well as new jobs, revenue and development opportunities.

In this context, the option for collective action and organic systems as the main sustainable development strategies deserves to be highlighted and Agreco is actually expanding its operational activities over the whole region. However, in the beginning the Association faced difficulties in increasing the number of associated families in the original territory (the city of Santa Rosa de Lima) as well as observing resistance to change from individual to collective action (consequence of the individualist culture, characteristic of human nature) in order to make a difference in the promotion of regional sustainable development.

This initial resistance may be explained because individualism is normal for most people. However, the ability and enthusiasm to work in groups have increased among farmers´ associates and participation and trust have increased as well. In this process, the pedagogy of example has been developed through exchange of experiences and this has been decisive in increasing enthusiasm, persistence and commitment to Agrecos´ system amongst associates and other interested actors or stakeholders.

Expanding its activities over the hillside region generated operational difficulties but also helped to promote collective action, particularly in cultural exchange and agro-tourism activities as well as in the primary organic production, industrialization and commercialization processes. Actually new market possibilities are being created, including the expansion of the student organic lunch meals and deliverance of organic baskets in urban centers as well as the commercialization through local fairs, regional supermarkets chains and the international market.

However, Agreco’s growth policy is not expanding its activities over the whole Santa Catarina State or other Brazilian regions. The idea is to serve as example and interact with other farmer’s and consumer’s associations, each one with its particular characteristics but operating as part of a larger organized net of organizations linked by the same interests and compromises with agroecological principles and sustainable development.

During its 5 years of operation, Agreco’s sustainable development project has received support from many governmental and non-governmental organizations. However, it is important to note that many other similar projects have received even more support from the same organizations but, in a shorter period, have completely failed.

The difference may be the constant presence and enthusiastic participation of local and regional leaders who have promoted the interaction among institutions and stakeholders as well as have been successful in stimulate the common enthusiasm for action. Agreco is actually an ecological farmers association that has attracted attention of institutions and people from all over the country as well as from overseas. As a result, it has been a reference of success for similar initiatives with the aim of constructing sustainable development based in agroecological systems and collective action.
The methodologies and principles used to develop Agrecos´ system have been systematized in order to serve as a reference for the implementation of similar experiences in other Brazilian regions or countries. This is the major objective of the Sustainable Rural Life project synthesized in a previous section of this paper. Methodologies have been based in the principles of agroecology, sustainability and solidarity as well as in the concept that human beings are the main actors of its own history.

In synthesis, Agreco’s experience has consolidated the perception of the people from Santa Catarina of the perspectives of a sustainable development project based on agroecolgical systems interacting with an organized net of small business developed by family farmers and urban consumers. This system validates organic production and ecological principles as well as empowers small family farmers and urban consumers who get together in the construction of a sustainable life project.
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� The main principles of the Accueil Paysan Association are: Tourism must complement (and not substitute) the usual farm activities and farmer’s families should wish to keep living in their farms. Accommodation must use the existing farm buildings which should be improved if necessary. Farmer’s families must have enthusiasm in receiving visitors and exchange life experiences with them. Farmer’s families must also have enthusiasm in improving the quality of their products and services as well as take care of the environment and offer reasonable (accessible) prices to visitors.
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