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Preface

The Centre for Rural Development (SLE) belongs to 
the Albrecht Daniel Thaer Institute for Agriculture 
and Horticulture Sciences, a department of the Hum-
boldt-University of Berlin. As a postgraduate study 
program, the SLE prepares students for work in the 
field of international development cooperation, con-
necting both studies and profession, i.e., science and 
practice. Alongside SLE studies, the SLE further en-
gages in development cooperation through its other 
departments, SLE research, SLE training, and SLE 
advisory services.

The SLE postgraduate study programme involves six 
months application-oriented research cooperation 
between development organisations such as the 
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusamme-
narbeit (GIZ), the KfW Development Bank, the Food 
and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations 
(FAO) or non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
and are a core component of the study programme. 
As a rule, these research projects are worked on by 
teams of five SLE graduates with an experienced 
team leader and methodologically and professional-
ly supported by SLE staff (backstopping).

In 2021, the SLE carried out four study projects, three 
of them in North-, East and Southern Africa and one 
in Europe, i.e. Germany and Austria. In the African 
countries, research teams investigated questions of 
the sustainability of value chains in Zambia (milk and 
peanut) and in Uganda (fish and potato) within the 
scope and funding of the Green Innovation Centres 
co-financed by the Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ). A third study 
group worked on the resilience of the national food 
safety system of Tunisia, co-funded by the Federal 
Institute for Risk Assessment. 

A fourth team investigated the linkages between 
agroecology and rural development in Europe 
through case studies in Germany and Austria, there-
by exploring possible long-distance effects of action 
in the Global North on the Global South. The project 
was carried out in collaboration with the German 
Ministry of Development Cooperation (BMZ), Di-
vision 124 “Rural Development, Land Rights, For-
ests”. A specific expectation into the study was the 
identification of low-threshold, implementable, and 
fast-acting measures that promote agroecology 
transitions and sustainable rural development in the 
Global North and foster collaboration, learning and 
the co-creation of knowledge with the Global South, 
also called “low-hanging fruits”.  These are presented 

here, in this side product, under the title Initiatives 
that positively impact agroecology and rural devel-
opment under a global responsibility perspective.
 
1. Introduction 

This side product has been developed by a team of 
young international development professionals par-
ticipating in the postgraduate study programme 
in 2021 at the Centre for Rural Development (SLE). 
They carried out the SLE Joined International Re-
search Project (JIRP) called “Agroecology and Rural 
Develop-ment: Acting in the Global North − with and 
for the Global South” in collaboration with the Ger-
man Ministry of Development Cooperation (BMZ). 
The team was composed of five postgraduates from 
Germany, who also had the chance to be part of the 
SLE graduate study programme, and five postgrad-
uate development professionals from four African 
countries (Kenya, Zimbabwe, Benin and Nigeria) 
who joined during the research phase; and was sup-
ported in their endeavour by a team leader. 

The team investigated the linkages between agro-
ecology and rural development in Europe through 
case studies in Germany and Austria, and explored 
pos-sible long-distance effects of action in the Global 
North on the Global South. This included empirically 
describing and analysing transformation pathways 
for agroecology in rural areas of Germany and Austria 
and thereby identifying the mechanisms that should 
be used to further expand agroecology to promote 
agri-food system transformation. Long-distance ef-
fects of action in the Global North with positive and/
or negative implications for the Global South found 
consideration within a larger conceptual framework 
and was followed up on during the field research by 
the investigation of existing North-South linkages 
in areas such as joint learning and the co-creation of 
knowledge. The results of this re-search project are 
published under  https://www.sle-berlin.de/index.
php/publikationen and are currently in print. A short 
summary is presented hereafter.

A specific expectation into the study project was to 
identify and investigate ideas and/or projects highly 
relevant for the promotion of agroecology that can 
be realized in the short term. Many actions are nec-
essary to set in motion and to sustain the urgently 
needed agri-food system transformation and agroe-
cology is, as we point out, part of the solutions. How-
ever, as we also point out, a lot of the required policy 
changes are hard to contrive, demanding upstream 
shifts at national and international levels. In order 
to still offer real opportunities for relevant action 
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in the short term, the project team placed a focus 
on ideintifying low-threshold measures that have a 
rapid broad impact. These are so called “low hang-
ing fruits” that can be started and realised relatively 
easily and quickly. Building on existing best-practice 
examples, they are exemplary and represent a con-
siderable wealth of ideas and initiatives, found at 
various levels (from global to local). 

Reflecting the notion of “act local, thing global” the 
initiatives are to show impact in the Global South 
and take the stand the Global North and the Global 
South – especially the neighbouring continents of Af-
rica and Europe – can learn from and with each other. 
The research conceptualized this within the context 
of distant effects (telecoupling), joint learning, and 
the co-creation of knowledge further explained be-
low.

The team approached the tasks in three steps. First, 
active search and identification of promising ide-
as and projects in the study regions. The complete 
annotated tables listing all the initiatives that we 
identified and have taken into consideration during 
our field research is provided in section 5. Several 
projects were particularly appealing for their local 
wide-ranging participation, the ability of actors to 
bridge divides between interests or economic sec-
tors, or for the suc-cesses achieved in advancing 
sustainable agri-food system transformation. In sec-
tion 4, these selected initiatives are listed and briefly 
described. In the following section 3, we present the 
so called “low-hanging fruits”, the final output of our 
research study task, which involved further elabo-
ration of existing ideas and projects, as described in 
detail in the section 3, below. 

2. Summary of the research project

Three interlinked crises of global dimension - climate 
change, biodiversity loss and unsustainable food sys-
tems - have increasingly catastrophic consequences 
for land and people. Also referred to as the land use 
trilemma because they occur simultaneously and 
require integrated solutions , these challenges need 
to be addressed especially in rural areas. Approach-
es that focus on one of these crises in isolation are 
not sufficient to address the complexity and the ur-
gency of these challenges which have, besides the 
ecological element, important social and economic 
implications as well. Integrated solutions or multidi-
mensional, multiple win-win, strategies must be de-
veloped.

Furthermore, the Global North increasingly recogniz-

es the need to take responsibility for the global eco-
logical emergency the world is facing and that is pre-
dominately the result of its past and present actions . 
Inhabitants of the Global North begin to understand 
the consequences of their high living standards as 
an outcome linked the economic growth paradigm 
that is now pursued in many parts of the world. While 
most countries in the Global South remain with-
in their boundary fair shares, they started follow-
ing this same pathway, increasingly contributing to 
the ecological crisis as well. Hence, transformation 
strategies in rural areas need to be elaborated and 
applied in all parts of the world. In order to jointly 
master these global challenges, a new understand-
ing of development cooperation is emerging. The 
ability of the Global North to take action with and for 
the Global South is linked to joint North-South learn-
ing and co-creation of relevant knowledge to “think 
global and act local”. 

Magnitude and urgency of these challenges, facing 
agriculture and food systems in particular, demand 
profound changes in human activity that bring about 
real transformative change. Likewise, meeting the 
global development commitments of the SDGs, in-
cluding food security, improved nutrition and sus-
tainable agriculture, is impossible unless holistic ap-
proaches are put to action. Agroecology is such an 
approach, increasingly acknowledged for its poten-
tial to bring about these multidimensional and criti-
cally needed changes .

In our study, we explored agroecology - a holistic 
approach to transforming agricultural and food sys-
tems - and examined how agroecological transfor-
mation processes shape rural development in parts 
of Germany and Austria. 

As a discipline, agroecology came to life in the ear-
ly 20th century describing linkages between agri-
cultural production and ecosystems and identifying 
related ecological principles. The term underwent a 
number of changes until agri-food systems became 
known as an integrated discipline and agroecology 
emphasised as a holistic approach to agri-food sys-
tem transformation, integrating elements of agron-
omy, ecology, economics, and sociology.  

Resulting from an international consultation process 
that established a frame-work to guide and support 
member countries’ engagement with agroecology, 
FAO defines ten constituent, interlinked, and inter-
dependent elements of agroecology . These are ten 
elements, depicted in Figure 1 below, 1) diversity, 2) 
synergies, 3) efficiency, 4) resilience, 5) recycling, 6) 
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co-creation and sharing of knowledge, 7) human and 
social values, 8) culture and food traditions, 9) re-
sponsible governance, and 10) circular and solidarity 
economy. 

The aim of our research was to contribute to a bet-
ter understanding of how the Global North, as the 
main cause of global ecological crisis, can better ful-
fil its responsibility for socio-ecologically sustaina-
ble international development through local action. 
We have linked this to the premise that local action 
must be characterised by a greater awareness of its 
positive and negative long-distance effects (telecou-
pling) in the Global South. In an interconnected and 
interdependent world, these North-South relations 
are very complex and difficult to study in a compar-
atively short project period. Our interest was there-
fore in how we can become more aware of these in-
terconnections and harness them through improved 
South-North cooperation based on concepts of real 
co-learning and co-creation - without paternalism 
and without know-it-allism. 

The following research questions briefly summarise 
the problem of the project:  

What factors/measures promote an agroecolog-
ical transformation for rural development in the 
Global North?  

How can agroecology be supported and promot-
ed by international development actors as an 
approach to addressing global challenges in the 

Global North for and 
with the Global South?   

How can cooperation 
between South and 
North take into account 
the Global North’s re-
sponsibility for its ac-
tions and their negative 
consequences in the 
Global South? 

Methodological 
approach
The basis of our re-
search method was the 
integrated landscape 
approach, which we 
applied in conjunction 
with the tool for eval-
uating agroecological 
approaches, the TAPE 
tool. The TAPE tool 

was developed in international cooperation under 
the guidance of FAO . It is used to evaluate agroe-
cological approaches and practices implemented by 
local actors on farms and along value chains. For the 
assessment, 10 agroecological principles have been 
defined, which describe the concept holistically in its 
ecological, social and economic dimensions. In order 
to describe and analyse the respective agroecologi-
cal transformation path-ways within their framework 
conditions and their rural development context, we 
have included agricultural production systems, but 
also local political framework conditions as well as 
non-agricultural sectors, such as forestry, nature and 
land-scape conservation, renewable energies and 
tourism, in our considerations.

The field research was realised by means of four case 
studies in four rural regions: 1) in Barnim, a district 
in the north-east of Berlin, 2) in Wendland, a sparse-
ly populated rural region in the centre of Germany, 
3) in Oberallgäu and 4) in Großes Walsertal, both 
alpine mountain regions in southern Germany and 
Austria, respectively. In order to collect the neces-
sary data, we conducted extensive surveys with key 
stakeholders at several levels and on the different 
sectors. For this purpose, we used participatory rural 
appraisal (PRA) methods and elements of action re-
search. Qualitative data analysis was carried out us-
ing MAXQDA soft-ware. This allowed us to analyse 
the characteristics of local agroecological transfor-
mation processes in conjunction with the character-
istics of rural development in our research regions. 

Figure 1: The FAO 10 elements of agroecology 
Source: Food and Agriculture Organization. (2018). The 10 Elements of Agroecology. Guiding the 
Transition to Sustainable Food and Agricultural Systems.  https://www.fao.org/3/i9037en/I9037EN.
pdf
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In considering the possible long-distance effects of 
agroecological transformation in the Global North 
on the Global South, we focused primarily on how 
local knowledge generation and cooperation in the 
context of agroecology can be used for international 
development cooperation.

Results of the research study
Our research made it possible to describe agroecol-
ogy along local specificities in each of the four study 
regions and to shed further light on the respective 
local agroecological transformation dynamics. 
These particularities can be summed up as follows: In 
Barnim, the agroecological transformation was lim-
ited to self-initiated activities of local pioneers who 
set up their organic farms and their own vertical sup-
ply chains in order to gain better access to regional 
markets. In the Wendland, agroecology is primarily 
driven by small-scale actors - including a number of 
innovative solidarity-based agriculture (CSA) initia-
tives - some of which created cross-sectoral regional 
networks. Shared social values and ecological aspi-
rations are a strong unifying factor here, welding the 
actors together. In the Upper Allgäu, the agroecolog-
ical transformation is promoted by numerous small 
farmers and the identification of the population with 
the cultural landscape. These are embedded in lo-
cally existing political frameworks and sustainability 
strategies through which sectoral linkages, e.g. be-
tween tourism, agriculture and landscape conserva-
tion, are promoted. In the Great Walser Valley, the 
political framework conditions are similar to those in 
the Upper Allgäu. However, here, under the leader-
ship of the biosphere reserve, an even stronger inte-
gration of different agricultural and non-agricultural 
sectors succeeds, building on already existing par-
ticipatory political decision-making processes and 
well-established actor networks. 

As expected, agroecological transformation process-
es did indeed take place in all research regions, but in 
a very specific and individual way in each region. The 
first and important conclusion is therefore that there 
is not one suitable dissemination path for agroecolo-
gy, but numerous paths. This is the case even though 
there were no specific agroecology initiatives in any 
of the study regions. The transformation of the exist-
ing food system takes shape as a result of sustaina-
ble action, the manifestation of which can be deter-
mined by the elements of agroecology. This means 
that the principles of agroecology are applied even 
though agroecology is often not known as a term or 
concept. Therefore, we conclude that agroecology 
initiatives can be effectively built on the practices 
found in the sample regions. It is essential that agro-

ecological transformation goes beyond the applica-
tion of sustainable agricultural practices. While the 
expansion of ecologically certified farmland is, as ex-
pected, an important driving force of agroecology in 
Germany and Austria, the transformation paths are 
also shaped by local economic, social and political 
conditions. Actors outside agriculture also have an 
important influence on agroecological transforma-
tion dynamics. Thus, non-agricultural sectors can act 
as important allies of agroecology. We have seen this 
in the potential of sustainable tourism, nature con-
servation, forestry and community-based renewable 
energy projects. Last but not least, agroecological 
transformation can be effectively promoted or inhib-
ited by municipal governance structures and actors 
outside agriculture. Tangible agroecological trans-
formation emerges through joint action by different 
actors from agricultural and non-agricultural sectors. 
It requires strong local government institutions that 
promote locally determined, participatory process-
es. Effective support measures include appropriate 
remuneration of ecosystem services for smallholder 
farmers, more synergies in land use systems, local 
employment through regional value addition in food 
processing, and increased civil society engagement 
in sustainable food systems. The agroecological ele-
ments that address the societal and social aspects of 
change must therefore not be neglected.  

Three contributions of agroecology to sustainable 
rural development were particularly prominent in 
our research findings. 1) The special benefit of sus-
tain-able farming methods that maintain and en-
hance biodiversity, and thus not only increase the 
ecological value of a cultural landscape and make it 
more at-tractive for tourism. More diversity (also as 
an overarching principle) also transfers to other are-
as via products, services and value chain expansion 
and creates additional opportunities through more 
employment and income diversification. 2) The prin-
ciple of closing nutrient cycles in organic farming 
and the circular economy in all economic sectors 
originates from the same basic idea and in all cases 
contributes to increasing local value creation in agri-
cultural and non-agricultural sectors of the regional 
economy, especially in marketing and food process-
ing. 3) The principle of culture and food traditions 
helps to increase the appreciation of healthy and 
sustainable food and to bring the urban population 
back into direct contact with adjacent rural areas 
and agriculture. This increases the willingness to pay 
a higher price for locally produced food.  

Agroecology plays an important role in bringing peo-
ple and their food back into a closer relationship be-
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cause it promotes regional identity and regional mar-
keting in a positive way. We prove this with positive 
examples in the Upper Allgäu and the Great Walser 
Valley. In Barnim, regional identity and links to the 
food system are currently weak among people, but 
could be strengthened through local participation 
in agroecological transformation processes as a na-
ture-based solution to restore the natural landscape 
and food system. As the example of the Wendland 
shows, local identity and traditions need not always 
be rooted in time-honoured practices, but can also 
mean an emerging identification with contemporary 
social values and community. An important start is 
provided by regional food brands, which, promoted 
outside of purely profit-oriented marketing objec-
tives, provide a mechanism for disseminating and 
embedding these aspects of identity. 

Appropriate state institutions and policy frameworks 
favour agroecological transformation. However, our 
research shows that currently local initiatives pro-
moting various activities related to agriculture, food 
processing and land-scape management are the 
main drivers of agroecological transformation path-
ways. Civil society engagement has been a particular-
ly strong driver in the Wendland region, where ideals 
of an alternative mindset and aspirations to lead an 
alternative lifestyle are widespread. In Barnim, the 
Eberswalde University of Applied Sciences (HNEE) 
attracts young people who want to stay in the re-
gion and have started to promote sustainable living 
models. In the Alpine regions, citizen participation is 
more formalised through local inclusive governance 
pro-cesses, which favours community support for 
agro-ecological transformation.  

Nevertheless, state institutions and the design of 
supportive policy frameworks have an important 
role to play. It is important to recognise that it was 
not specif-ic local government and decision-mak-
ing processes that sought to promote the agroeco-
logical transformation as a model, but rather locally 
adapted forms of action based on existing culture, 
institutions and policies that promote change. In the 
Wendland, this is civil society engagement, networks 
established on top of it and, above all, local pioneers 
who are driving agroecology forward. In Barnim, 
due to incoherent policy implementation and weak 
networking of actors, it is mainly private sector in-
itiatives and scattered individual initiatives that are 
committed to agroecology. In the Upper Allgäu, 
strong local institutions that promote coherent poli-
cy frameworks and transparent, broad, participatory 
de-cision-making provide an extremely favourable 
environment for agroecological transformation. Last 

but not least, there is a strong sense of community in 
the Great Walser Valley, strong civil participation in 
the regional government and the governance of the 
biosphere reserve. Strengthening the capacity to act 
in support of agroecological transformation should 
therefore not follow a pre-scribed mode, but build 
on already existing processes and local capacities.  
Support from state institutions can then of course be 
extremely helpful!

3. Four initiatives promoting 
agroecology and South-North 
learning that are “Low-hanging fruits”

We propose the following initiatives as so called 
“low-hanging fruits”. They are an output resulting 
from our search for such ideas and projects in the 
study regions during our field-research. We added 
additional “twists” onto the existing projects that we 
came across and that we found particularly prom-
ising or al-ready successful in shaping sustainable 
food-system transformation pathway and/or es-
tablishing related learning linkages with the Global 
South. We thus developed four exemplary measures 
(one for each study region), described in detail be-
low. 

The four initiatives are based on our research un-
derstanding about existing needs for strengthening 
agroecology and the success factors of existing initi-
atives. They are designed to function as low-thresh-
old, implementable, and fast-acting instruments 
promoting agroecology transitions and sustainable 
rural development in the Global North that also fos-
ter collaboration, learning and the co-creation of 
knowledge with the Global South. They thus simulta-
neously achieve remote impacts in the Global South. 
It is important to note that development coopera-
tion - although impact will be achieved in places in 
the Global South – in the context of these measures 
there is no direct intervention of actors of the Global 
North in these places but the changes in the Global 
North and the self-determined actions of the actors 
in the Global South are the bases for the impact. 

We provide a brief description of each initiative, 
make suggestions for further development or expan-
sion of into an initiative that promotes agroecology 
and South North learning and co-creation of knowl-
edge, outline potential measures to be undertaken 
by international development actors—particularly 
the BMZ—to exploit these potentials, and describe 
the impacts this would potentially have in the Global 
North and Global South.
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3.1 Expand Bio.Regional.Fair. in the 
upper Allgäu and beyond

Bio-regional-fair is an initiative for “nutrition, so-
cial development and responsibility in a globalized 
world” by the One-world Network Bavaria . In 2021, 
the ad-ministration of Bad Hindelang, a munici-
pality in Upper Allgäu, Germany, em-braced the 
Bio-Regional-Fair initiative. In doing so the local 
government afforded locally organised civil society 
associations that have been supporting sustain-able 
consumption and fairtrade for many years already, 
as well as its own public engagement promoting sus-
tainable tourism and the town’s Fairtrade certifica-
tion, additional momentum. The Bio-Regional-Fair 
initiative combines several activity lines that are key 
elements of the regional development strategy of 
Bad Hindelang. These are its ongoing Fairtrade en-
gagement, the expansion of organic farm produc-
tion through the landscape maintenance project 
“Ökomodell Hindelang”, the promotion of regionally 
produced goods strengthening a circular economy 
and enhancing the awareness about the cultural and 
ecological value of the region’s alpine farming.  

The Bio-Regional-Fair initiative promotes the mar-
keting, sales and consumption of regional, ecolog-
ically sustainable and fair-traded products among 
the local population and tourists in Bad Hindelang. 
It primarily targets the local hospitality industry, in-
cluding hotels, guesthouses, restaurants, cafés, and 
small shops. These are encouraged to expand their 
offers of globally conscious, organically produced, 
and local products, augmented where necessary by 
imported produce purchased through recognised 

Fairtrade channels. The Bio-Regional-Fair is a quali-
ty label that is only granted to those who integrate 
a certain set percentage of imported Fairtrade food 
commodities from the Global South into their “food 
basket” menu or produce on sale. Restaurants and 
hotels meeting these targets are accredited in a mar-
keting scheme promoted by the municipality that 
is providing additional visibility to individual busi-
nesses and to the community as a Fairtrade town. 
Importantly, the initiative is not only merging “bio”, 
“regional” and “fairtrade” in Bad Hindelang. It is also 
a reflection of the collaborate action taken by public 
administration, civil society, and the private sector 
each playing their role in the promotion of local, sus-
tainable and fair produce. It is furthermore perceived 
as a flagship initiative through which the town aims 
to generate awareness – among the local population 
and the visitors of Bad Hindelang – about cultural 
and ecological values embedded in its landscape as 
well as the need to take action for global justice. 

While the initiative is still young and said to be in 
need of time as well as marketing and financial sup-
port to show its full impact, we would yet add anoth-
er layer of complexity into its approach. We propose 
an expansion of the circle of partners by identifying 
key countries with existing Fairtrade-certified ex-
port food commodities consumed in Bad Hindeland 
(in the case of chocolate for example Bolivia, Para-
guay, São Tomé, Dominican Republic) . The initiative 
should establish direct links to a number of groups 
of respective farm producers in these countries, for 
example through their producer organisations, and 
consider activities that create points of contact, sup-
porting a meaningful exchange between stakehold-
ers of the initiative in the Global North (Bad Hinde-
lang) and the Global South (selected local regions of 
production). 

Here, agroecology will become instrumental. It 
should be used as a universally applicable conceptu-
al framework and become the set of principles along 
which farmers in different countries and different 
farming systems can set local sustainability objec-
tives while gathering to share and learn from each 
other about respective production challenges and 
opportunities. The Bio.Regio.Fair will bring togeth-
er a while circle of interested parties, not the least 
consumers, who learn from the direct examples from 
producers in the Global South and Global North and 
have the opportunity to actively support these. Many 
possible spin-offs can be imagined here, important is 
that the initiatives also serve to promote agroecol-
ogy are a framework for agri-food system transfor-
mation in the regions, supported by diverse actors. 

Figure 2: Fairtrade Chocolate produced by Bad Hindelang
carrying motives showing local protected animal species
Source: Bad Hindelang Tourismus, 2021.
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The sustainability principles of the agroecology con-
cept also offer multiple entry points for engagement 
between farmers from the Global South and alpine 
farmers, the hospitality industry, and consumers. 
This would expand their understanding about con-
cerns and challenges that farmers and rural spaces 
face globally and about respective local solutions.  

Following we describe key characteristics of the Bio.
Regio.Fair initiative, especially the role that the BMZ 
can play in supporting the initiative.

Existing initiative and ongoing activities: 
The Bio.Regional.Fair. initiative is established in Bad 
Hindelang through a partnership of the municipality 
administration with local civil society initiatives and 
the private sector (tourism and hospitality industry). 
At least two organic, two regional and two Fairtrade 
products have to be combined in a product, such as 
for example a menu in a restaurant, by retail trade, 
restaurants, and/or hotels of the Bad Hindelang mu-
nicipality to become part of a marketing promotion 
campaign run by the town. 

Action for further expansion of the Initiative:
Integrate direct linkages to farmer organisation 
in countries in the Global South from where Fair-
trade-certified food commodities consumed in Bad 
Hindeland are imported, for example Bolivia, Par-
aguay, São Tomé, or Dominican Republic. Use the 
agroecology framework to establish meaningful 
farmer-to-farmer exchanges between these plac-
es and Bad Hindelang. Use this to create additional 
awareness and action for the promotion of ecolog-
ical and social sustainability, especially among con-
sumers. 

Action areas for the BMZ in support of the initia-
tive: 

-Assist in establishing direct contact between lo-
cal stakeholders in the Global North (organiser(s), 
participating outlets, and their customers in par-
ticipating municipalities) and in the Global South 
(farmers and producers of the Fairtrade products 
– identifiable through certification institutions 
like World Fairtrade Organisation, Fairtrade Inter-
national) through participation in global confer-
ences, face-to-face meetings, joint agroecology 
trainings, and the production of informational 
materials promoting awareness about sustaina-
ble consumption. 

-Expand the initiative in the region by providing 
additional financial sup-port. There might be ad-

ditional opportunities through cooperation be-
tween the BMZ with the BMEL, BMWi, and possi-
bly BMU. Organise out-reach initiatives targeting 
participating outlets, beyond the tourism and 
hospitality industry, both within and beyond the 
region. 

-Collaborate with production, marketing and 
trade actors along the production value chain in 
the Global South and offer incentives for the sup-
ply of Fairtrade products that are organically pro-
duced. 

Impact in the Global North: 

-Better understanding of local realities in distant 
places, and realities in an interconnected world 
where products are sourced and through com-
modity supply chains, particularly for products 
often originating in the Global South.

-Promotion of sustainable consumption, which 
will in turn stimulate sustainable production.

-Strengthened regional markets and circular 
economy as a principles of agroecology, resulting 
from enhanced change in consumer preferences 
for regional products. 

Impact in Global South: 

-Promotion of organic and Fairtrade production 
as part of agroecology frameworks, linked to Fair-
trade marketing systems.

-Fair prices and, thus, better working conditions 
for farmers and workers in the food production 
value chain.

-Shared learning within agroecology frameworks 
about sustainable rural development opportuni-
ties and principles.

3.2 Consolidate and promote 
agroforestry and climate adaptation in 
Barnim using an agroecology approach

The Ackerbau(m) project, started by the Universi-
ty for Sustainable Development (HNEE) in 2017, is 
agroforestry model project. The project is designed 
as a long-term study and addresses central questions 
of nature conservationists and land users. Adapta-
tion to climate change and increasing biodiversity 
on agricultural land play just as much a role as the 
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practicability and economic viability of agro-forestry 
systems.
 
It is novel study approach for research and practice, 
establishing agroforestry in the state of Branden-
burg, Germany. It utilizes around five hectares of 
farmland near the village of Großmutz in the Löwen-
berger Land in the north of Brandenburg. The entire 
project was designed, further developed and scien-
tifically accompanied by students of the HNEE. It is 
supported by the university, as well as owners and 
tenants of the land area, who support the project 
ideally and financially. Thus, a nucleus of a network 
is established, working collaboratively, and pursuing 
the goal of finding new ways for sustainable agricul-
ture. 

Out proposed initiative, and expansion of the Ack-
erbau(m) project – inspired by the dialogue of our 
research team with several project representatives 
– pro-motes participatory agroforestry in rural ar-
eas in the Global North in collaboration with actors 
from the Global South. The initiative will use the 
agroecological principles to stimulate opportunities 
while learning with and from the Global South where 
climate adaptation research and policy is at an ad-
vanced stage, especially in arid regions. A pragmatic 
suggestion is to consider the collaboration between 
Northern and Southern research institutes (for ex-
ample, with the Kenyan National Forestry Research 
Institute where one of our team participants is part 
of) could promote the application of agroecology in 
both regions. 

Existing initiative and ongoing activities: 
Ackerbau(m) project of the university of Eberswalde 
(HNEE). One of still very few projects actively pur-

suing agroforestry, applying modern teaching and 
re-search methods that involve a range of different 
stakeholders form the start. It is involving young re-
searchers from the university, with the participation 
and sup-port of farmers, foresters, and landowners.

Action for further expansion of the Initiative:
Expand the Ackerbau(m) project by adding the di-
mension of South-North collaboration, until now 
not well developed at the HNEE. In this regard the 
university can benefit from support through, for 
example the SLE international network and experi-
ence. The focus is in a first phase, learning from the 
Global South in terms of agroforestry technology, 
approaches and policy making. In the second phase 
novel approaches of South-North joint learning and 
co-creation of knowledge will be established by all 
partners. A potential partner in the Global South is 
the National Forestry Research Institute in Garissa, 
Kenya.  

Action areas for the BMZ in support of the meas-
ure: 

-Assist the HNEE and other agroforestry research 
institutions in Germany/Global North expand re-
search linkages to research institutions in the 
Global South. 

-Provide support structures to research exchange 
institutions such as the DAAD, Alexander von 
Humboldt Foundation, to facilitate joint agrofor-
estry action-research partnerships between insti-
tutions from the Global North and Global South 
(such as the Kenya Forest Research Institute). 

Impact in the Global North: 

-Enhanced agroforestry and integrated land use 
through agroforestry and related policy advisory 
services support as outcomes from the research.  

-Dynamic knowledge and awareness exchange, 
learning from and with actors from the Global 
South. 

Impact in the Global South: 

-Creation of an entry point for co-research with 
the Global North. 

-Dynamic knowledge and awareness exchange 
with actors in the Global North. 

Figure 3: Agroforst in a field of the Ackerbau(m) project
Source: HNEE, 2021. 



10

3.3 Protecting and using local 
knowledge in the Great Walser Valley 
biosphere using the agroecology 
framework

In the Großes Walsertal Biosphere Reserve sever-
al initiatives for biodiversity conservation and for 
maintaining local culture and social values (such as 
voluntary service and community support) are man-
aged by women associations, such as the Alchemil-
la Women project. Their efforts have preserved and 
revitalised traditional knowledge within sustainable 
development efforts in the region.  Within the in-
ternational network of UNESCO biosphere reserve 
development, the women associations can network 
with similar women initiatives glob-ally, thereby 
strengthening the role of women in cultural and nat-
ural landscape conservation and promoting agro-
ecology as a holistic approach to sustainable rural 
development.  

Existing initiative and ongoing activities: 
The networking activities of the UNESCO Biosphere 
Reserve in Großes Wal-sertal, Austria, aimed at nat-
ural landscape conservation and protection of bio-di-
versity. A focus is placed in multistakeholder engage-
ment for improved land-scape management, which 
includes the participation of the Alchemilla Women 
project, preserving and promoting local knowledge 
on the dietary and medicinal use of local herbs natu-
rally growing in the biosphere reserve. 

Action for further expansion of the Initiative:
Utilizing existing networks in the biosphere reserve 
Großes Walsertal and the UNESCO international 
biosphere framework, linkages to similar women 

group initiatives in the Global South, focus in African 
countries, are established. In this way women asso-
ciations preserving and promoting local knowledge 
on the dietary and medicinal use of local herbs are 
enabled to work together and support each other 
within an international network for joint learning and 
co-creation of knowledge. The agroecology frame-
work is used to facilitate dialogue about efforts by 
the groups to improve sustainable agricultural prac-
tices, social values and women participation in local 
governance processes. 

Action areas for the BMZ in support of the meas-
ure:

 
-Initiate and support the South–North collabora-
tion of local rural women associations working on 
landscape conservation with a focus on preserv-
ing and promoting indigenous crops species and 
herbs.
-Facilitate actor collaboration for common eco-
system governance and agroecology approaches 
within existing international UNESCO biosphere 
reserve frameworks.

 
Impact in the Global North: 

-Increased use and visibility of local, traditional 
knowledge in cultural land-scape conservation.

-Enhanced communal on landscape and ecosys-
tem governance through knowledge exchange 
using the agroecology concept and principles. 

Impact in the Global South: 
-Promotion of agroecology and improved recogni-
tion of the role of women in landscape and ecosys-
tem management, and enhanced utilization of tra-
ditional local knowledge in landscape conservation.

-Knowledge exchange on integrated landscape con-
servation.

3.4. Community supported agriculture 
for enhanced consumer involvement in 
agroecology transformation

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) is a novel 
form of socio-economic organisation of farm pro-
duction in which a group of consumers cooperates 
at local level with one or more partner farmers. The 
main objective is to create new forms of relation-
ships, or community, with a focus on ecologically 
and socially sustainable production and consump-

Figure 4: Products of the Alchemilla women group, Großes Wal-
sertal, Austria
Source: Biosphere Reserve Großes Walsertal, 2021. 
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tion. Food-sovereignty is also often an important pa-
rameter for the initiatives. Strictly market-oriented 
principles are less important than establishing com-
munity solidarity. The models used and developed 
vary, but typically involve monetary as well as in kind 
(time, labor, other) contributions by members. In 
many places, especially urban citizens are attracted 
to CSA schemes because they benefit from sustaina-
bly produced, healthy, fresh farm produce while be-
ing offered opportunities to directly engage in farm-
ing, for example, work in the fields in their free time. 
In our research we came across two main types of 
CSA initiatives, one, where all the members togeth-
er rent or are owners of the farm land, and another, 
where the land is owned or rented by few members 
while the other’s membership is based on the input 
of monetary and/or in kind contributions. 

There is a very high potential in the CSA type farm-
ing schemes to safeguard land ownership by small-
er scale farms while reconnecting urban consumers 
directly to agriculture. We thus propose to strength-
en the role of CSA models in the Global North as 
drivers for agroecology and connections between 
urban consumers and farming in rural areas. Simul-
taneously, CSA associations and small farmer asso-
ciations in the Global South can be linked for better 
understating of global interconnectedness, shared 
climate adaption issues, and North–South knowl-
edge co-creation. 

Existing initiative and ongoing activities: 

CSAs throughout Germany and specifically those in 
Wendland, where founders and participating mem-
bers have elaborated a range of working models, 
for ex-ample different forms of financial contribu-
tions that promote sustainable agricultural practic-
es (through membership fees, or company shares, 
time-shares) and participate in different models for 
decision-making, work schemes, and marketing, all 
geared at reconnecting urban consumers to the land.
  
Action for further expansion of the Initiative:
Connecting network clusters of CSAs in Germany 
with similar farmer-based organisation in the Global 
South with a shared objective to use the agroecology 
framework to collaborate in expanding the number 
of CSAs and similar locally adapted schemes that 
strengthen smallholder farm arrangement and make 
ecologically produced, healthy food available to ur-
ban (or where more appropriate to marginalized) 
consumers. 

Action areas for the BMZ in support of the meas-
ure:
 

-Expand farmer exchange programmes (such 
as IYFEP ) between the Global South and Global 
North by initiating contact between CSAs in the 
Global North and potential partners in the Global 
South.

-Incorporate trainings and platforms for knowl-
edge exchange on agroeco-logical approaches in 
the exchange programmes.

Impact in the Global North: 

-Joint learning with and from Global South farm-
ers. 

-Promotion of agroecology among CSAs in the 
Global North. 

Impact in the Global South: 

-Increased awareness of global interconnected-
ness.  

-Expanded networks for the promotion of agroe-
cology among farmers from the Global South. 

4. Choice of outstanding initiatives for 
agroecology transformation

In the next chapter, we present the full list of initi-
atives that we identified during our field research. 
They are representing the diversity of mostly but 
not exclusively grass-roots engagements aiming for 
local and global sustainability objectives. Many of 
them combine ecological, social and political (inclu-
siveness) agendas of sustainability. 
The extract below are those initiatives that the team 
found either particularly outstanding for the posi-
tive sustainability effects or considered easily over-
looked in terms of the impact and potential role 
these can assume when broadening networks to in-
tensify North-South exchanges in more direct ways. 
 

5. Project roster listing ongoing 
sustainability initiatives promoting 
agroecological transformation

Charged with the task to identify existing and/or to 
propose new initiatives that promote agroecology 
– ideally with known positive distant impact in the 
Global South – the team systematically searched for 
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and identified these in the study regions during the 
field research. When an initiative was identified to 
make a reasonably substantial contribution to ongo-
ing agroecological transformation processes, it was 
vetted by the group, described and listed.  The lists 
below dis-play these initiatives.

It is important to note that the initiatives support 
the agroecological transformation pathways in ways 
that are specific to the local circumstances and re-
quirements. We try to further specify how each initi-
ative contributes to agroecological changes depict-
ing the FAO Elements of Agroecology that are most 
central to the success of the initiative (1 = Diversity, 
2 = Co-creation and sharing of knowledge, 3 = Syn-
ergies, 4 = Efficiency, 5 = Recycling, 6 = Resilience, 
7 = Human and Social Values, 8 = Culture and Food 
Traditions, 9 = Responsible Governance, 10 = Circular 
and Solidarity Economy).  

We further clustered them in four blocks, namely 1) 
Cultural and natural land-scape conservation, 2) Lo-
cal pioneers, 3) Organic farming and downstream 
activities, and 4) Regionality promotion. The clusters 
are overlapping with some initiatives fitting several 
ones, but every initiative is only listed once. 
 

5.1. Cultural and natural landscape con-
servation (see table 1 in annex)

The outstanding features of the below listed activ-
ities are fostering biodiversity, maintaining water 
cycles, and promoting healthy forests within multi-
ple-use landscapes (cultural landscapes). The initia-
tives understand their mandate as maintaining and 
restoring the integrity of existing landscapes by en-
hancing the synergies between their different com-
ponents and types of utilization. It would therefore 
be misleading to perceive landscape conservation as 
primarily focused on the ecological aspects. It is as 
much a concern for the socio-economic dimensions 
of land-use needs and options. Furthermore, educa-
tion and learning, promoted through experiencing 
the landscape, are central to the conservation ef-
forts.

5.2. Local pioneers (see table 2 in 
annex)

Below listed initiatives are nuclei of social, ecological 
and economic innovations, typically started as pro-
ject or local groups. Pioneers drive change by doing 
“their thing”, but they are also often linking different 
sectors, people and ecology functions. The organisa-
tions listed here have matured to states where tasks 
and responsibilities are divided between a number 
of individuals – some assumed cooperative types 
organisation – allowing groups of people to partici-
pate, to make the contributions and to accumulate a 
critical mass of resources.

5.3. Organic farming and downstream 
activities (see table 3 in annex)

The regional or circular economy principle of agro-
ecology connects sustainable agricultural practices 
with the promotion of local processing and market-
ing. Often, this is key to local employment creation 
and regional value addition. The initiatives listed be-
low show how the promotion of local, organic and 
fair traded food can raise the awareness of consum-
ers about the need to shift diets toward regional, 
sustainable, and fair products.

5.4. Regionality (see table 4 in annex)

Human and social values are central to crafting local 
circular and solidarity economies. The initiatives list-
ed below speak to regional cooperation and identity. 
The more people relate to each other and the region, 
the stronger are the ties of social cohesion and the 
more people want to engage creatively in shaping it.

Centre for Rural Development (SLE)
Hessische St. 1-2 & Robert-Koch-Platz 4
10115 Berlin 
Telephone: +49 (0)30 2093-46890
Fax: +49 (0)30 2093-46891
Email: sle.agrar@hu-berlin.de
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