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Introduction

● University-community climate policy 
engagement 

● Background in university-led 
international development & 
community engagement

● Raised in 5 different countries

● Avid home gardener of food and 
flowers

● Equally avid cyclist
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Agroecology is….

SCIENCE PRACTICE MOVEMENT

(Wezel et al., 2009)

https://peoplesdispatch.org/2018/07/24/agro
ecology-in-puerto-rico-building-alternatives-
to-colonialism-and-capitalism/

https://www.fao.org/agroecology/knowledge/sc
ience/en/
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10 Elements of Agroecology

Responsible 
Governance

Human & 
Social Values

Recycling       Efficiency

Diversity

Synergy

Co-creation & Sharing of Knowledge Culture & Food 
Traditions

Resilience Circular & 
Solidarity 
Economy
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(Food and Agriculture Organization, 2019)



Levels of Agroecological Food System Transformation

Level 1: Reduce 
input use and 
environmentally-
damaging inputs

Level 5: Build a new 
global food system 
based on participation, 
fairness, and justice

Level 4: Develop 
alternative food 
networks to reconnect 
consumers & 
producers

Level 3: Redesign 
agroecosystems

Level 2: 
Substitute 
conventional 
practices for 
agroecological 
alternatives

Incremental & Agroecosystem change Food System Transformation

(Wezel et al., 2020)
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Agroecology Open to “Co-Optation”

(Alonso-Fradejas et al., 2020)
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Agroecology as a Discourse

(Anderson et al., 2021)
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USAID Policy & Agroecological Opportunities

● In 2018, USAID oriented its entire policy 
framework to achieve self-reliance (United 
States Agency for International Development, 2019)

● Self-reliance varies (Hébert & Mincyte, 2014)

● Agroecology and self-reliance share some 
similarities (Agarwal, 2014; Altieri et al., 2012; Altieri & Nicholls, 
2017; Altieri & Toledo, 2011; Anderson et al., 2021)

● It is unclear what USAID means by self-
reliance means, how that influences 
agroecology, and how that impacts land 
grant universities international 
agricultural work

Photo credits: USAID The Journey to Self-
Reliance policy materials
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Research Questions

How is self-reliance 
represented in a 
selection of policy 
texts from The 
Journey to Self-
Reliance between 
2018 to 2020? 

How, if at all, does 
the discourse of 
self-reliance reflect 
agroecological 
possibilities?

What are the material 
implications on 
international food 
security development 
praxis for land-grant 
universities? 
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Why study agroecological possibilities and land-grants?

● The current food system is problematic (Holt-Giménez & 
Altieri, 2013; IPES-Food, 2020; Morens & Fauci, 2020; Wittman, 2010)

● Agroecology tied to increased food security, 
nutritional outcomes, climate-resilience, pest 
management, and environmental restoration (Altieri 
et al., 2015; Anderson et al., 2021; Bezner Kerr et al., 2021; Leippert et al., 2020)

● Agroecology not widely adopted or prioritized at 
the policy and funding levels (Pavageau et al., 2020; Wise, 2020) )

● Land-grant universities (LGUs) complicit in current 
food system (Buttel, 2005; Hudzik & Simon, 2012; Peters, 2006)

● For some, to change these systems, we must 
influence land-grant praxis (Anderson et al., 2021; Fraser, 2017)

https://www.agroecologynow.com/lume/
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9 USAID Policy Texts (Corpus) from 2018-2020 

Policy 
Guidance
Marketing 

USAID 
Project 
Design

Innovation 
Lab Project 
Solicitation

Monitoring 
& 
Evaluation

Self-
Reliance 
Achieved

1. Full Policy 
2. Executive  
….Summary 
3. Blog Post 
4. Fact Sheet 

1. Fact 
….Sheet 

1. Request for 
….Applications 
….from 2 Land 
….Grant Cases

1. Fact Sheet 
….and FAQ

1. Fact 
….Sheet 
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Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as Theory & Method

● Policy texts communicate what SHOULD 
happen and what COULD happen (Fairclough, 
2003)

● CDA blends word choice with human 
interpretation, and then meaning-
making/praxis together (Fairclough, 2003, 2012) 

● Analyzed 9 different texts according to 
agroecological frames & CDA 

● Presented CDA findings to focus groups 
with 2 land-grant universities

Three-dimensional conception of discourse. Reprinted from Discourse and 
social change (p. 73), by N. Fairclough, 1992, https://doi.org/10.2307/2074659. 
Copyright 1992 by Polity Press. Reprinted with permission.
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Select Enabling/Disabling Findings

Li
ve

lih
oo

ds
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“Where local partners have 
already identified strategic 
research areas…[the project 
should] support these partners’ 
ability to implement their 
agenda” (PRCI RFA, p. 17)

“I do appreciate the effort to give 
my work a voice, it’s kind of, you 
know, to self-determine the agenda 
within some boundaries…but at 
least my voice as a researcher in this 
part of the world can be heard in 
terms of determining the kind of 
matters and issues that we like to 
look into” (Mary, Economist from Ghana) 

Corpus Focus Group
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“this Innovation Lab Applicant may have 
the opportunity to promote climate 
resilience by analyzing possibilities for 
government policies to promote climate-
sensitive inputs, technologies, and 
practices through its policies and 
programs” (PRCI RFA, p. 19)

“…it depends on how you define 
agroecological…If we relax that definition, and 
think about agroecological approaches, as I'm 
simply paying a lot more attention to issues 
like soil health, right? Water quality…insect 
populations and other animal populations…. If 
you take that broad approach to agroecology, 
while, not excluding the idea of using external 
inputs, then I think that there is a lot of scope 
for doing it” (Dwayne)

Corpus Focus Group
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• “This [IL] will identify and implement a 
global research agenda to inform critical 
global food security policy and strategy 
challenges, such as those pertaining to 
stagnant productivity” (PRCI RFA, p. 14)

• “[Advanced self-reliance] programs might 
seek to (but are not limited to) further 
mobilizing private capital, deepening  trade 
relationships and access to international 
markets…” (Strategic Transitions FS, p. 2)

“I mean, the conversations I have with 
people who are the soil scientists and the 
agroecology people, they have a math 
problem. That, the basic math involved in 
feeding and producing food in the 
developing world is moving entirely in the 
wrong direction…” (Keith)

Corpus Focus Group
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Research Question 3 –
Material implications on 
land grants’ 
international 
development praxis

Key Findings:
• Agroecology represents 

epistemic tensions.
• Participatory discourse and 

land grant partners.
Lia Kelinsky-Jones, 4/20/2022



Epistemic Complexity of Agroecology

• “As economists, we have a certain framework that we're working with, and 
certain terminology that we're accustomed to using…So agroecological, for me, 
would not have suggested that it is a label for a much broader approach” (Elliott)

• “I don't see them to be necessarily exclusive from one to another so you can still 
be food sovereign and feed the world...So, we see that with so many big countries 
probably like the U.S. where we grow so much of our food and we're also 
exporting…” (Violet) 

• “I've often found the rhetoric of La Via Campesina sort of almost naïve…but, you 
know, unless you make land a non-marketable commodity, which, you know, you 
can certainly try to do that. Right? I'm not sure that's actually a very smart thing” 
(Matthew)
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Participatory Discourse & Global South 

• “So, you know, so the traditional model funds researchers at land-
grants…with the “All In” program, we took a portion of our research 
budget, and we put it out to bid to PIs who are based in African 
research institutions, sort of taking out the land-grants completely… If 
that Journey to Self-Reliance language had not been there, I'm not sure 
we would have actually tried” (Matthew) 

• “[the J2SR will change] the funding relationship from development agencies to 
land-grant institutions will change from direct recipient of funds to sub-
recipients (via local institutions)” (Maya) 
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Research Institutions as Primary Land Grant Partners

“…as a land grant institution, we're working on better partnering, with 
the universities we work with, and the universities in these countries of 
research, to create research systems that are self-reliant and can 
address local problems, come up with local solutions, do local 
research, [and] I think that's going to have an, I hope that's going to 
have an enduring impact on both the way in which U.S. institutions, 
particularly land-grants, like ours, work with local research 
organizations, I hope that endures” (Tiffany)
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Conclusions

● Scientific agroecology most possible (Bellamy & Ioris, 2017; Gliessman, 2016)

● Agroecology for LGU’s reflects epistemic tensions (Clapp & Ruder, 2020; 
Montenegro de Wit & Iles, 2016; Niewolny, 2021)

● Agroecology’s social agenda less commonly employed (DeLonge, Robbins, & 
Basche, 2020)

● Without engagement with civil society, food system transformation 
likely to be limited (Gaventa & Bivens, 2014; IPES-Food & ETC Group, 2021; Niewolny, 
2021; Stephenson, 2011)
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Recommendations/Where do we go from here?

1. USAID to deliberate on 
agroecology as an approach 
to food systems 

2. Prioritize civil society 
engagement 

3. Pilot agroecological 
research via an Innovation 
Lab in W. Africa with the 
Alliance for Agroecology (69 
organizations) (IPES-Food 
2020)

(United States Agency for International Development 2021) 
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Future Directions: 
Using Agroecology as 
a Lens for Policy

• How can we use agroecology as a 
guide for policy towards sustainable, 
just, and resilient food systems? 

• Worked with the Town of Blacksburg 
(2020-2021) to develop policy 
possibilities through an agroecological 
lens 

• Example: Consider Good Food 
Purchasing Program for public 
procurement 
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Thank You, Questions, & Discussion

● What do you already do that 
aligns with agroecology? 

● Do you see agroecology 
being a useful framework 
for community development 
and/or food system policy 
work?

lkelins1@jhu.edu;    @LKelinskyJones
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