
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Patricia Ann Zavala  

2018 

 

 



The Report Committee for Patricia Ann Zavala 
Certifies that this is the approved version of the following Report: 

 
 

Deconstructing Climate Smart Agriculture: Why Resource Distribution 
and Power Matter in Addressing Climate Change in Colombia  

 
 
 
 

 

 

APPROVED BY 
SUPERVISING COMMITTEE: 

 

 

    
Catherine Weaver, Supervisor 

Raj Patel 

 



Deconstructing Climate Smart Agriculture: Why Resource Distribution 
and Power Matter in Addressing Climate Change in Colombia  

 

 

by 

Patricia Ann Zavala  

 

 

Report 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degrees of  

 

Master of Arts  

And  

Master of Public Affairs 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 
December 2018 



 Dedication 

 

I dedicate this work to my mother and father: Vicki and Napoleon Zavala. I love you.  

 

 



 v 

Acknowledgements 

 

Thank you, Dr. Catherine Weaver, for your guidance, encouragement and infinite 

support. Your calm, soothing but tough advising approach gave me exactly what I needed 

to reach my academic goals. I am lucky to have had the opportunity to learn from you and 

be inspired by your excellence as a teacher, advisor, researcher and friend.  

Words are not enough to express my gratitude to you, Dr. Raj Patel.  Thanks for 

holding me accountable to my roots as an activist and community organizer. I thank you 

for nudging me forward, setting the bar high, reminding me why I am here in the first place 

and helping me to propel to me to the finish line. Also, Dr. Pat Wong, your insightful and 

ruthlessly honest observations were often the most motivating pieces of advice pushed me 

to my maximum potential. I would like to offer a special thanks to James Stevenson, 

Miguel Perez, Nubia Padilla, Fabian Pachon, Victor Ramirez Builles, Liliana Patricia Paz 

and Luis Alfonso Ortega, all of whom went out of their way to help me in the field. I owe 

the data collected for this project to them.  

To my family, Mom, Dad, Grandma Charlotte, Tony, Anne, Dalton, Austin, Suzy, 

Bobby and Jeff, thanks for always being there for me in every way possible and no matter 

what. My dreams would never come true without your love and support.   

To my friends, Paige, Charlotte, Rebecca and Jen, thank you for believing in me. I 

love all of you.  

 

 

 

 



 vi 

Abstract 

 

Deconstructing Climate Smart Agriculture: Why Resource Distribution 
and Power Matter in Addressing Climate Change in Colombia  

 

 

Patricia Ann Zavala, M.A. and M.P.AFF. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2018 

 

Supervisor:  Catherine Weaver 

 

The focus of this thesis is on farmers and climate-focused agricultural development. 

This thesis first describes the objectives international development framework called 

Climate Smart Agriculture (CSA) which aims to improve farmers’ livelihoods, increase 

resiliency to climate change while also reducing greenhouse gas emissions. It then explains 

the evolution of the CSA approach and prevailing criticisms. Using an in-depth case study 

of three farming communities in Colombia and insights from interviews of IGO staff 

instrumental in the conceptualization of CSA, I find that CSA promulgated by the major 

IGO’s such as the UN Food and Agriculture Organization often overlooks the role that 

resource distribution and power plays for smallholder farmers that are attempting to adapt 

to climate change. This leads to numerous problems in CSA implementation and has 

practical implications for sustainability and success. Qualitative fieldwork provides 

observations that suggest that the countries in the Global North benefit disproportionately 

from CSA policies, which thus far have not disrupted the systemic inequalities in food 
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trade and international agricultural policies that perpetuate dependencies in the Global 

South. I argue that CSA is misguided in its attempt to improve farmers’ livelihoods. The 

CSA concept overlooks the context of the political infrastructure, reifies systemic 

inequalities and thus has little positive consequence or impact, especially for farmers that 

are engaged in broader struggles for equitable resource distribution and food sovereignty. 

I provide a recommendation to modify the CSA concept to improve outcomes. 
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1. Background 

1.1 INTRODUCTION  

Smallholder farmers in Colombia are increasingly forced to adapt to the unpredictable 

weather patterns brought by climate change and subsequent threats to their livelihoods.1 

Coffee yields have been affected by drought, warming temperatures and disease 

epidemics thus impacting the global supply chain and vital income for farmers.2 In 

response to growing trends of such climate change related threats to food security and 

agricultural production,  the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 

launched the concept of Climate Smart Agriculture (CSA) in 2010. 3 CSA is an approach 

to transform agricultural systems to become more productive, more resilient and emit 

fewer greenhouse gases, under conditions of a changing climate.4 The CSA approach is 

not a new farming or production system but rather a framework for guiding actions for 

sustainable agricultural development given the challenges to food security that are 

multiplied by climate change.5 According to the CSA sourcebook (2013), “CSA is a 

holistic approach to agriculture that tackles three main objectives: (1) Sustainably 

increase food security by increasing agricultural productivity and incomes; (2) Build 

resilience and adapt to climate change; (3) Develop opportunities for reducing 

                                                
1 ‘Smallholder’ in this context refers to the 500,000 farmers who cultivate coffee on small farms and 
mainly rely on family labor, most of them have small landholding of 5 hectares or less.  
2 Julian Ramirez-Villegas et al., “A Way Forward on Adaptation to Climate Change in Colombian 
Agriculture: Perspectives towards 2050,” Climatic Change 115, no. 3–4 (December 2012): 611–28, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-012-0500-y. 
3 Food and Agriculture Organization webpage on Climate Smart Agriculture, available at 
http://www.fao.org/climate-smart-agriculture/en/; Food security, as defined by the United Nations’ 
Committee on World Food Security, is the condition in “which all people, at all times, have physical, social 
and economic access to sufficient safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food 
preferences for an active and healthy life” Giulio Napolitano, “Committee on World Food Security” n.d., 4. 
http://www.fao.org/3/a-au831e.pdf. 
4 “Climate Smart Agriculture: Policies, Practices and Financing for Food Security, Adaptation and 
Mitigation” The Hague Conference on Agriculture, Food Security and Climate Change, 
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/newsroom/docs/the-hague-conference-fao-paper.pdf.  
5 Leslie Lipper et al., “Climate-Smart Agriculture for Food Security,” Nature Climate Change 4 
(November 26, 2014): 1068. 
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greenhouse gas emissions compared to expected trends.”6 CSA practices can be used for 

agriculture of all types and all scales, although most CSA projects are in developing 

countries. The purpose is to provide farmers with a framework for reorienting their 

agricultural systems as they are forced to rethink how to sustain their livelihoods in a 

changing climate. In 2014, a paper was published by key framers of CSA elaborating the 

main areas action for CSA implementation: 

 CSA promotes coordinated actions by farmers, researchers, private sector, civil 
 society and policymakers towards climate-resilient pathways through four main 
 action areas: (1) building evidence; (2) increasing local institutional effectiveness; 
 (3) fostering coherence between climate and agricultural policies; and (4) linking 
 climate and agricultural financing. CSA differs from 'business-as-usual' 
 approaches by emphasizing the capacity to implement flexible, context-specific 
 solutions, supported by innovative policy and financing actions.7 
 
These action pathways are intended to create changes in different elements of agricultural 

systems. FAO publications on CSA explain that, on the ground, a climate smart 

agricultural system could include improved “management of farms, crops, livestock, 

aquaculture and fisheries. Overall management options include diversification of 

production, integrated crop-livestock systems, agroforestry, restoring organic soils, 

limiting erosion, energy efficiency, integrated pest management and enhancing 

management of water resources and irrigation”.8  Also, the consideration of landscape or 

ecosystem management is key in a climate smart agricultural system. Examining an 

agricultural system within the larger context of landscapes or ecosystems can provide a 

better understanding of the inter-linkages between production and agro-ecosystems for 

production, adaptation and mitigation co-benefits.9 An increase in services for farmer and 

land managers is also included in the CSA vision. Such services include climate 

information services, seasonal forecasts or early warning systems, advisory services that 

link climate information to agricultural decisions. Financial services such as credit and 

                                                
6 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Climate-Smart Agriculture Sourcebook., 2014. 
7 Lipper et al., “Climate-Smart Agriculture for Food Security.” 
8 D Hayduk, “Climate-Smart Agriculture: What Is It? Why Is It Needed?,” n.d., 5. 
9 FAO, Climate Smart Agriculture: Building Resilience to Climate Change, Natural Resource Management 
and Policy, Volume 52 (Rome, Italy: FAO, 2017), www.fao.org/3/a-i7931e.pdf. 
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index-based weather insurance can increase the ability of small holder to invest in 

agriculture despite increasing climate variability. CSA also envisions changes in the 

wider food system. “Across the value chain, innovations in harvesting storage, transport, 

primary and secondary processing, retail and consumer activities are essential elements of 

the enabling in incentivizing environment needed for CSA.”10  When the concept was 

presented in a background paper prepared for the Hague Conference on Agriculture, 

Food Security and Climate Change, it was taken up fairly quickly and over the last eight 

years, its popularity has grown amongst agricultural development practitioners.11  

While CSA seeks to address issues of poverty, food insecurity and climate change, 

it has received a lot of criticism and push back from scholars and activists that claim it 

entrenches the very systems that fueled those issues in the first place.12 The central question 

of this study asks: Does the CSA model overlook structures of power and resource 

distribution, specifically access and ownership of land? What are the implications for 

farmers and the future of CSA? As part of the introduction, this study first provides 

background information to understand the landscape of Climate Smart Agriculture (CSA). 

I have introduced the objectives of Climate Smart Agriculture (CSA) and will present the 

main proponents responsible for carrying out the CSA agenda.13 I then introduce critiques 

of CSA and alternatives, followed by how CSA is supposed to work and its outcomes. I 

briefly introduce what the evidence from observation in the field and interviews with 

subject matter experts say about CSA moving forward. To contextualize the central 

                                                
10 R. Sulaiman, D. Chuluunbaatar, and S. Vishnu, Upscaling Climate Smart Agriculture: Lessons for 
Extension and Advisory Services (Rome, Italy: FAO, 2018), www.fao.org/3/i9209en/I9209EN.pdf. 
11 Interview with Leslie Lipper, currently Executive Director of the Independent Science and Partnership 
Council since March 2016. Previously, Team Leader for Economic and Policy Innovations for Climate 
Smart Agriculture (EPIC), a team that was in the Agriculture Development Economics division of FAO. 
Interview at FAO, Rome, Italy, June 2017 
12 Linus Karlsson et al., “‘Triple Wins’ or ‘Triple Faults’? Analysing the Equity Implications of Policy 
Discourses on Climate-Smart Agriculture (CSA),” The Journal of Peasant Studies 45, no. 1 (January 2, 
2018): 150–74, https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2017.1351433. 
13 Interviews with staff from International Government Organizations such as the UN Food and Agriculture 
Organization, Global Alliance on Climate Smart Agriculture, CGIAR-CCAFS, were conducted for this 
study. Common themes emerged from the interviews with these staff that were key figures in the 
conceptualization and implementation of CSA 
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research question of this study, I review the literature that provides the scientific basis and 

evolution of the CSA approach and the critical literature that underpins the prevailing 

criticisms. Using an in-depth case study of three farming communities in Colombia and 

insights from interviews of IGO staff instrumental in the conceptualization of CSA and 

agribusiness representatives I will then present key findings. I will present evidence that 

suggests what is working, what is not working and how CSA is evolving from the ground 

up. In the final chapter, this article will make recommendations for modifying the CSA 

framework, present alternatives to CSA and suggest how CSA can move forward with 

implementation without reifying systemic problems.  

1.1.1 Introduction: CSA Proponents  

Although empirical studies of CSA are limited or preliminary, many influential 

eagerly jumped on the CSA bandwagon. It is also intended to provide policymakers, 

agricultural research and development agencies with a rubric to redirect their investments 

and research. The World Bank earmarked $4 billion in new funding for Climate Smart 

projects for FY 2017 14 and industry giants such as McDonalds, Kellogg and Walmart 

announced their commitments to CSA at the Climate Summit in 2014.15 Other development 

banks have invested and pledged support for CSA projects, including UK’s Department 

for International Development DFID, International Finance Corporation (part of the World 

Bank Group) (IFC), International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), and the 

African Development Bank (AFDB). Additionally, International Center for Tropical 

Agriculture (CIAT), part of the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research 

(CGIAR) is an agricultural research and development institution that helping to steer the 

global research agenda towards CSA.16 The Global Alliance for Climate Smart Agriculture 

                                                
14“Climate Smart Agriculture" World Bank result briefs, November 2017 available at 

http://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2017/11/29/climate-smart-agriculture.  
15 “Joint Statement for Agriculture, Food Security and Nutrition at the Climate Summit 23 September 2014 
available at http://www.arcworld.org/downloads/Joint_Action_Statement_for_Agriculture.pdf. 
16 Kerri L Steenwerth et al., “Climate-Smart Agriculture Global Research Agenda: Scientific Basis for 
Action,” Agriculture & Food Security 3, no. 1 (2014): 11, https://doi.org/10.1186/2048-7010-3-11. 
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(GACSA) and the North American Climate Smart Agriculture Alliance (NACSAA) bring 

together these different stakeholders around the world to coordinate the CSA agenda yet 

sets no enforceable guidelines or restrictions on which agricultural practices are considered 

‘climate-smart’.  

1.1.2 Introduction: CSA Critiques and Alternatives  

Climate Smart Agriculture has garnered its fair share of criticisms since it was 

launched in 2010 by FAO in a background paper prepared for the Hague Conference on 

Agriculture, Food Security and Climate Change.17 The critics include La Via Campesina 

(LVC), a social movement representing millions of peasant farmers worldwide that has 

been vocal in its opposition to CSA. In a press release published during the 2014 UN 

Climate Summit in New York City, LVC called on all social movements gathered at the 

Summit to “denounce CSA as a false solution and to oppose the launching of the Global 

Alliance for Climate-Smart Agriculture by UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon.”18 The 

statement explained CSA claims to be a solution to climate change and a tool for 

sustainable development, but it follows the same flawed theory of change as the 

agricultural interventions that came out of the ‘Green Revolution’.19 Driven by the 

objectives of increasing crop yields for the purpose of increasing domestic food supplies 

and crops for export (and thus economic growth), the Green Revolution, according to La 

Via Campesina (LVC), implicitly supported the use of toxic chemicals, exploited 

agricultural workers and displaced traditional agricultural practices.20 Despite the 

                                                
17 Ishara Kodikara, “‘Climate-Smart’ Agriculture,” n.d., 49. 
18 “UN-Masking Climate Smart Agriculture - Via Campesina,” Via Campesina English, September 23, 
2014, https://viacampesina.org/en/un-masking-climate-smart-agriculture/. 
19 G. Conway, The Doubly Green Revolution: Food for All in the Twenty-First Century, A Comstock Book 
Series (Comstock Pub. Associates, 1998), https://books.google.com/books?id=EOmTaycI1kUC.; Gurdev S 
Khush Green revolution: preparing for the 21st century, Genome, 1999, Vol. 42, No. 4: pp. 646-655, 
https://doi.org/10.1139/g99-044 
20 Peter M. Rosset and Maria Elena Martínez-Torres, “Rural Social Movements and Agroecology: Context, 
Theory, and Process,” Ecology and Society 17, no. 3 (2012), https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-05000-170317.; 
For contrary perspectives on the costs and benefits of the Green Revolution, please see P. L. Pingali, 
“Green Revolution: Impacts, Limits, and the Path Ahead,” Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences 109, no. 31 (July 31, 2012): 12302–8, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0912953109. 
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remarkable gains in in crop yields and productivity, the fertilizers and pesticides used to 

achieve these gains have come at a cost to public health and the environment. 21 From the 

perspectives of LVC members, the Green Revolution also reoriented the economies of 

developing countries in the global south towards net food importers.  

LVC’s public denunciation of CSA calls for an alternative food system based in a 

different worldview and set of principles. In short, LVC argues that CSA is not the only 

framework for pursuing climate change adaptation. Food sovereignty, the idea that the 

people (and not corporate interests) should have more decision-making power in the food 

system, is proposed by LVC as part of the solution.22 Land reform23 and agroecology24 are 

also part of the solution envisioned to produce enough nutritious food, guarantee access to 

food for everyone and create a just economic well-being for smallholders and their 

communities. LVC proposes that Mother Earth must be enriched and protected for any 

method of production and consumption to be considered truly sustainable.  A deeper 

explanation and analysis of LVC’s alternative vision and solutions follow in a later section.  

1.1.3 Introduction: CSA Design and Outcomes 

Skeptics of Climate Smart Agriculture, such as La Via Campesina, argue that CSA 

is an invalid approach to climate change adaptation and sustainable agricultural 

development. Others disagree. Intergovernmental organization (IGO) staff who developed 

the CSA concept and have been implementing CSA believe there is a lot of misinformation 

about what CSA truly is. From their perspectives, CSA has received a lot of criticisms, 

                                                
21 David Pimentel, “Green Revolution Agriculture and Chemical Hazards,” Science of the Total 
Environment, Volume 188, Supplement September 1996, p. S86-S98. 
22 Miguel A. Altieri & Victor Manuel Toledo “The agroecological revolution in Latin America: rescuing 
nature, ensuring food sovereignty and empowering peasants” Journal of Peasant Studies, Pages 587-612, 
(2011) https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2011.582947 
23 Pingali, “Green Revolution.” 
24 Some at FAO and GACSA staff interviewed consider agroecology to be part of CSA but LVC 
distingusish it from a CSA because it is an ideology based on principles of equitable resourcce distribution 
which is not explicit in the CSA definition} 
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partly because the concept was taken up very quickly and a lot of misunderstanding 

emerged in the absence of full explanations of the concept.25  

 

How is CSA supposed to work? According to Leslie Lipper, previously the Team 

Leader for Economic and Policy Innovations for Climate Smart Agriculture (EPIC), CSA 

started off as an argument for climate change negotiators to consider the potential synergies 

between reducing GHG emissions from agriculture and increasing food security.26 

Agricultural scientists in the Agriculture and Consumer Protection (AG) department at 

FAO were studying methods of increasing yields without producing more emissions 

(mitigation) while sustainable development experts in the Commission on Sustainable 

Development were trying to figure out how to tackle poverty and food insecurity. CSA was 

born to merge these two separate conversations, which were happening at the same time 

but in different departments. “CSA was never intended to be a new farming system” Leslie 

Lipper, a CSA founder, explained in an interview at FAO headquarters. “It wasn't put 

together like that. If anything, it was meant to be a new analytical framework” so that 

agricultural mitigation and food security could be considered together. CSA is not a new 

farming system such as agroforestry or conservation agriculture; CSA is not defined by a 

set of agricultural practices such as rainwater harvesting or site-specific fertilization; and 

CSA does not include a methodology. As such, there is more than one approach to 

implement CSA.  

In practice, CSA is used as a planning approach to help farmers figure out what 

would work under climate change, given what they were already planting and/or what 

agricultural policies already exist. CSA is also an approach in mainstreaming climate 

                                                
25 Interview with Leslie Lipper, currently Executive Director of the Independent Science and Partnership 
Council since March 2016. Previously, Team Leader for Economic and Policy Innovations for Climate 
Smart Agriculture (EPIC).Interview took place at FAO, Rome, Italy, June 2017. 
 
26 Interview with Leslie Lipper, currently Executive Director of the Independent Science and Partnership 
Council since March 2016. Previously, Team Leader for Economic and Policy Innovations for Climate 
Smart Agriculture (EPIC), a team that was in the Agriculture Development Economics division of FAO. 
Interview took place at FAO, Rome, Italy, June 2017. 
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change concerns in agricultural investments (by development banks and governments) and 

is intended to be used to leverage funds from climate financing for the agricultural sector. 

Climate adaptation for the agricultural sector is underfunded (especially in Africa)27 with 

only 2.5 percent of public climate finance going to agriculture.28 Thus, if CSA can claim 

to have adaptation or mitigation effects, then it can tap into funds linked directly to climate 

finance.  

CSA advocates present this framework to governments and businesses as a means 

of creating enabling environments for farmers and the agricultural sector in shifting to a 

more climate resilient future, i.e. more capable of performing well in the face of disruptive 

events.29 The idea of CSA is being spread in a top-down fashion from the FAO 

headquarters in Rome to FAO’s country offices and through local implementing partners. 

Most of the local partners are associated with (and funded by) the CGIAR (Consultative 

Group on International Agricultural Research) research program on Climate Change, 

Agriculture, Food Security (CCAFS), which consists of international researchers in 

agricultural, climate, environmental and social sciences. 

CCAFS is working with rural communities and partners to develop Climate Smart 

Villages (CSV) to implement CSA. There are currently 18 Climate Smart Village projects 

located throughout the world in West Africa, East Africa, South Asia and Latin America.30 

Climate Village Smart Villages are sites where stakeholders31 use CSA to help them 

                                                
27 “Finance Colombia IFC Grants $150 Million Loan to Yara International for Fertilizer Projects in 
Colombia, Brazil, Zambia,” accessed June 22, 2017, http://www.financecolombia.com/ifc-grants-150-
million-usd-loan-yara-international-fertilizer-projects-colombia-brazil-zambia/. 
28 “Policy Support Gap for ‘Climate-Smart’ Agriculture,” ReliefWeb, accessed August 10, 2018, 
https://reliefweb.int/report/zimbabwe/policy-support-gap-climate-smart-agriculture. 
29 Resilience, as defined in the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) 2020 Conference, 
‘Building Resilience for Food and Nutrition Security’, is the ability of individuals, communities, states and 
their institutions to predict, prevent, cope with, recover, and even prosper after shocks and crises, Paarlberg, 
Robert L. 2014. Impact assessment: IFPRI 2020 Conference on building resilience on food and nutrition 
security. Independent Impact Assessment Report 37. Washington, D.C.: International Food Policy 
Research Institute (IFPRI). http://ebrary.ifpri.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15738coll2/id/128855 
30 “Climate-Smart Villages | CCAFS: CGIAR Research Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and 
Food Security,” July 8, 2013, https://ccafs.cgiar.org/climate-smart-villages. 
31 Stakeholders in the Climate Smart Village context includes farmers, researchers, local government 
officials, village and community leaders. 
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construct the best adaptation interventions for their local context. The key focus in Climate 

Smart Villages is to increase ‘climate literacy’ among farmers, integrate climate smart 

technologies into village development plans, and introduce technological and institutional 

interventions in agriculture that can enhance incomes, production and climate resilience.32 

 CSA is also being implemented by agribusinesses such as Yara International, a 

global inorganic fertilizer company that also holds a seat on the strategic committee of the 

Global Alliance of Climate Smart Agriculture (GACSA).  Yara is the largest fertilizer 

manufacturer in the world and has been a leader in its industry in recognizing the need to 

invest in sustainable agriculture.33 The International Fertilizer Association (IFA), of which 

Yara is a member, proposes that fertilizers have a role to play in CSA. IFA explained, in a 

contribution paper at the UN Climate Change Conference in Marrakesh- COP22, fertilizers 

make up 2.5% of global greenhouse gases and by following site- and crop- specific best 

management practices, the carbon footprint can be reduced and food productivity can be 

sustainably enhanced.34 The 4R global framework proposes more efficient nutrient 

management by using the right source, right rate, right time, right place. From field 

observations and interviews in Colombia, Yara agronomists work with farmers to teach 

them how to better use their products in a more precise way that will waste less fertilizer, 

using the 4R approach.35 Ideally, this approach thus saves money and reduces the amount 

of emissions from fertilizer usage but not enough evidence was collected in this study to 

draw this conclusion. Yara receives support from development banks to carry out this 

version of CSA (4R framework). For example, YARA International, was granted a $150 

million loan by the International Finance Corporation (IFC), a member of the World Bank 

                                                
32 These are the goals as stated by the CCAFS Climate Smart Village description found here: 
https://ccafs.cgiar.org/climate-smart-villages#.W3rh534nb3s. Arguably, farmers are already climate literate 
since their lives have depended on the weather. 
33 Interview with Bernhard Stormyr, Head of sustainability management in Yara International, Skype, 
August 2017 
34 International Fertilizer Association “The Role of Fertilizers in Climate-Smart Agriculture"” 
http://www.fertilizer.org/imis20/images/Library_Downloads/2016  
35 Conclusion drawn from interview with Yara International agronomist and a review of a coffee farmers 
records that were kept to record results from test plots on their farms set up with the direction of Yara. 
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Group, for ‘climate-smart’ fertilizer projects in Colombia, Brazil and Zambia.36 Despite 

fertilizers role in contributing climate change, agribusinesses have found a way to use CSA 

to remain competitive in the market.  

 What are the prevailing outcomes? Global standards to evaluate or measure the 

outcomes of CSA do not exist. In other words, there is no way to become ‘CSA certified’. 

The outcomes of CSA projects vary across the globe since each project is context-specific. 

Depending on the local context, each CSA project uses a different methodology for 

implementation and evaluation. Generally, however, a CSA project that achieves all three 

objectives (i. productivity/incomes, ii. resiliency/adaptation, and iii. mitigation) would be 

considered more successful than a project that only achieves one of the objectives. Without 

clearly defined, universal evaluation criteria, the challenge for stakeholders is determining 

if the objectives have been achieved. But the concern for stakeholders is not primarily that 

every objective of the CSA trio be perfectly accomplished, but rather that steps are being 

taken in the right direction to transform the agricultural system. 

 Many experts (from FAO, Global Alliance for Climate Smart Agriculture, and 

CGIAR) recognize that there are always going to be trade-offs when trying to carry out the 

objectives of the CSA framework. For example, agricultural researchers cite examples of 

increased resilience and productivity, but without mitigation. Or in other agricultural 

intervention scenarios, researchers found increased productivity and mitigation but not an 

increase in crop resilience.37 Despite ‘triple win’ marketing of CSA by the World Bank 

(improve livelihoods and food security, increase crop resiliency to climate change while 

also reducing greenhouse gas emissions), field research with CSA practitioners 

(researchers implementing CSA) suggests that there is no silver bullet to achieve all three 

objectives at once. At the Climate Smart Village in Colombia, the second objective of 

                                                
36 “Finance Colombia IFC Grants $150 Million Loan to Yara International for Fertilizer Projects in 
Colombia, Brazil, Zambia,” accessed June 22, 2017, http://www.financecolombia.com/ifc-grants-150-
million-usd-loan-yara-international-fertilizer-projects-colombia-brazil-zambia/. 
37 C Recha JW, Radeny M, Kinyangi J, Kimeli P. 2017. Uptake of Resilient Crop Interventions to Manage 
Risks Through Climate-Smart Villages Approach in Nyando, Western Kenya. In: Filho WL et al (eds.). 
2017. Climate Change Adaptation in Africa: Fostering Resilience and Capacity to Adapt. Part II. Cham, 
Switzerland: Springer International Publishing. pp 531-538 
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adaptation/resiliency was advanced and reduced emissions (mitigation) effects were seen. 

Yet productivity (defined as yield per acre) did not increase. This was because farmers 

stopped the use of inorganic fertilizers, which contribute substantially to GHG emissions 

in the agricultural production.38 In an interview with Deissy Martinez, Coordinator for 

Latin America at CGIAR Research Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food 

Security who works on the Climate Smart Village project in Colombia, she noted:   
I think that it [CSA] doesn't have to be triple win always because of the context. 
You can't assume that all contexts are going to have a triple win, it’s not 
realistic… but you just do everything you can to achieve those triple wins, if you 
can. At the end, it's not necessarily about achieving all three pillars, for us, it’s 
about to try to implement those practices that can contribute at least in one of the 
pillars since you can provide benefits to their livelihoods…We are being 
realistic.39 
 

What does evidence from observation in the field and interviews with subject 

matter experts say about CSA moving forward? CSA is still in its early stages of 

development. My interviews with subject matter experts (advocates of CSA) suggest that 

CSA is rapidly spreading, while observations from the field in Colombia identified major 

roadblocks to its effective implementation. As international development banks fund an 

increasing number of CSA projects, more case studies and evidence will become available 

for advocates to argue that CSA research findings should be scaled up. One of the main 

objectives of the CGIAR-CCAFS’s Climate Smart Village in Colombia (not a World Bank 

project) is to create evidence to support ‘scaling up and out’ of CSA through national and 

regional stakeholders.40 For CCAFS, scaling up CSA includes “diffusion of technologies, 

dissemination of knowledge, technology transfer and mainstreaming practices.”41 Scaling 

                                                
38 Observations and interviews with farmers from the Climate Smart Village in Cauca, Colombia: Jimmy 
Manunga, Maria Mosquera, Alfredo Chara, Cecilia Chara, Jose Alveiro Rivera and Giselle Levasa. 
39 Interview with Deissy Martinez, Coordinator for Latin America at CGIAR Research Program on Climate 
Change, Agriculture and Food Security, Center for Tropical Agriculture, CIAT 
40 “Climate-Smart Villages | CCAFS: CGIAR Research Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food 
Security,” July 8, 2013, https://ccafs.cgiar.org/climate-smart-village. 
41 “Scaling-Up FINAL.Pdf,” accessed August 13, 2018, 
https://cgspace.cgiar.org/bitstream/handle/10568/68403/Scaling-Up%20FINAL.pdf.; “Colombia,” 
LandLinks. USAID. accessed August 13, 2018, https://land-links.org/country-profile/colombia/. 
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up is supposed to bring benefits to more people over a wider geographical area, more 

quickly, more equitably, and more sustainably.  

Observations from the field and interviews with farmers in Colombia, however, 

suggest that scaling up will not take place as rapidly or effectively as advocates would 

prefer. CSA cannot be implemented without the buy-in and participation of the farmers. 

Within the context of rural Colombian farming communities, participation and interest in 

CSA is hindered by a legal, economic and political system that has stripped peasant farmers 

of land access, ownership and limited their power. Interviews with CSA practitioners, with 

farmers involved in CSA projects and with peasant farmers engaged in broader struggles 

for food sovereignty and land reform, suggest that, in practice, CSA will confront obstacles 

to widespread uptake amongst farmers and not offer the transformation needed to solve the 

climate crisis. Further discussion and evidence is provided in the key findings section.   

 

1.2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review contextualizes the central research question by explaining the 

scientific basis for the CSA concept of the three pillars (increase productivity and 

incomes, increased resiliency and reduced emissions). This review will provide further 

understanding of the objectives CSA seeks to achieve, as well as provide an 

understanding of how the CSA objectives are critiqued. Critiques of CSA in the critical 

scholarship by scholars of agrarian change is presented below. 42  

1.2.1 Where does CSA come from and what is the literature that it builds on?  

The official documents on CSA (such as documents sourced above) cite literature 

on trends of population growth and impacts on agricultural productivity.43 One of the 

studies cited was published in 2000 and authored by the National Research Council, 

                                                
42 Critical scholarship brings into the research process an identification of and engagement with power, 
with the social systems and structures, ideologies and paradigms that uphold the status quo 
43 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Climate-Smart Agriculture Sourcebook. 
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Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education, Commission on Behavioral and 

Social Sciences and Education, Committee on Population, and Panel on Population 

Projections. The research findings projected the world’s population would reach 9 billion 

by 2050. As this happened, increased demands on food supply would become a greater 

challenge, especially due to environmental degradation.44   

FAO’s literature on CSA frequently refers to the 9 billion by 2050 projection and 

uses research findings on agricultural production as a premise for CSA’s theory of change. 

For example, a study titled “By How Much do Land, Water and Crop Yields Need to 

Increase by 2050?” finds that agricultural production (not accounting for climate change) 

needs to increase by 70 percent (nearly 100 percent in developing countries) by 2050 to 

cope with a 40 percent increase in world population.45 These examples from the 

Malthusian46 body of literature are commonly used to ground one of the main CSA pillars: 

increased productivity and food security.  

The second CSA pillar, resilience and adaptation, is rooted in the research on the 

impact of climate change on crop productivity. In a 2009 report titled “Climate Change 

Impact on Agriculture and Cost of Adaptation,” researchers from the International Food 

Policy Research Institute presented analysis that, for the first time, brought together 

detailed modeling of crop growth under climate change with a detailed agricultural model 

in two future climate scenarios. The results suggested climate change will negatively 

impact agriculture and the well-being of humans. The report focused on the impact of 

malnutrition and food prices due to declining yields of important crops (rice, wheat, maize, 

and soybeans) in developing countries. The authors found that “calorie availability in 2050 

will not only be lower than in the no climate-change scenario it will actually decline relative 

to 2000 levels throughout the developing world” (IFPRI, 2009).47 They called for 

                                                
44 N.R. Council et al., Beyond Six Billion: Forecasting the World’s Population (National Academies Press, 
2000), https://books.google.com/books?id=y2WdAgAAQBAJ. 
45 Jelle Bruinsma, “THE RESOURCE OUTLOOK TO 2050:,” n.d., 33. 
46 This refers to the Malthusian idea that population growth is potentially exponential while the growth of 
the food supply is linear.  
47 G.C. Nelson et al., Climate Change: Impact on Agriculture and Costs of Adaptation, Food Policy Report 
(International Food Policy Research Institute, 2009), https://books.google.com/books?id=1Vpe0JvYTJYC. 
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‘aggressive agricultural productivity investments’ of USD $7.1-7.3 billion to raise calorie 

consumption: enough to offset the negative impacts of climate change.  In the CSA 

background paper (2010), the authors built upon these findings to argue that investments 

in climate change adaptation must be directed to the agricultural sector to adapt and build 

resiliency to climate change.48 In the CSA document “Climate-smart agriculture for food 

security”, the authors argue for linking climate and agricultural financing. They cite the 

article “Climate change impacts on global food security” which “shows that it is likely that 

climate variability and change will exacerbate food insecurity in currently vulnerable areas 

indicating the need for investment in adaptation and mitigation to build climate smart 

agricultural systems.” 49 

The third CSA pillar stems from agricultural research literature on greenhouse gas 

mitigation in agriculture and the potential co-benefits of adaptation and mitigation. 

Agriculture is generally recognized as a considerable source of emissions. The emissions 

from deforestation, inorganic fertilizers, transportation, refrigeration and food waste 

contribute to one-third of the world's greenhouse gas emissions.50 The IPCC projected that 

increasing productivity in developing countries will significantly increase emissions from 

the agricultural sector.51  The CSA background document cited a study that suggested that 

enhancing crop yields is not necessarily incompatible with a reduction of agricultural 

inputs and emissions. In this study, “Greenhouse gas mitigation by agricultural 

intensification”, published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the 

United States of America journal, the authors estimated the net effect on GHG emissions 

of agricultural intensification between 1961 and 2005. They found that while emissions 

                                                
48 Climate Smart Agriculture: Policies, Practices and Financing for Food Security, Adaptation and 
Mitigation” “THE HAGUE CONFERENCE ON AGRICULTURE, FOOD SECURITY.Pdf.” 
49 Wheeler, T. & von Braun, J. Climate change impacts on global food security. Science 341,508–513.2013 
50 Natasha Gilbert, “One-Third of Our Greenhouse Gas Emissions Come from Agriculture,” Nature 
News, doi:10.1038/nature.2012.11708. 
51 IPCC, 2007: Climate Change 2007: Mitigation. Contribution of Working Group III to the Fourth 
Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change[B. Metz, O.R. Davidson, P.R. 
Bosch, R. Dave, L.A. Meyer (eds)], Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and 
New York, NY, USA. 
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from factors such as fertilizer production and application increased, the net effect of higher 

yields avoided emissions of up to 161 gigatons of carbon since 1961. Each dollar invested 

in agricultural yields has resulted in fewer emissions relative to 1961 technology.52 

Through careful and efficient management of nutrients and water by precision farming, 

incorporation of crop residues, and less intensive tillage, they argued that it is possible to 

increase agricultural outputs and avoid an increase in emissions. As such, publications on 

Climate Smart Agriculture refer to the tremendous mitigation potential in the agriculture 

sector. They construct part of the CSA concept upon such findings by the UN Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and published in the study: “Challenges and 

Opportunities for Mitigation in the Agricultural Sector”. 53 By 2030, the technical 

mitigation potential of agriculture, excluding fossil fuel offsets from biomass, is estimated 

to be 5.5–6 gigatons of carbon per year. Most this potential can be achieved by soil carbon 

sequestration, cropland management, grazing land management, restoration of organic 

soils and degraded lands, bioenergy and water management.  

The concept of the CSA triple win which, according to some research subjects, has 

proven to be unrealistic in practice and devoid of socioeconomic considerations, comes 

from research conducted on conservation agriculture.54 The findings have driven the CSA 

concept of achieving ‘synergies’ because of positive results that have proven to offer 

adaptation and mitigation solutions while improving food security and increased 

productivity.55 Findings published on conservation agriculture in the journal Mitigation 

and Adaptation Strategies for Global Change describe farmers in Honduras shifted from 

                                                
52 Jennifer A. Burney, Steven J. Davis, and David B. Lobell, “Greenhouse Gas Mitigation by Agricultural 
Intensification,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 107, no. 
26 (June 29, 2010): 12052–57, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0914216107. 
53 UNFCCC “Challenges and opportunities for mitigation in the agricultural sector” accessed August 15, 
2018, https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2008/tp/08.pdf. 
54 Interview with Deissy Martinez Deissy Martinez, Coordinator for Latin America at CGIAR Research 
Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security, Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) 
 
55 Conservation agriculture has three characteristics 1. minimal soil disturbance meaning no tillage and 
direct seeding; 2. maintenance of mulch of carbon-rich organic matter for soil covering; and 3. rotations or 
sequences and associations of crops. 
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the traditional slash and burn system to a conservation agriculture system showed that an 

avoidance of tillage minimized occurrence of net losses of carbon dioxide and built soil 

structure. The protective soil cover of leaves, stems and stalks from the previous crops 

protected the soil surface and reduced crop vulnerability (resiliency).  Maintenance of 

mulch of carbon-rich organic matter for soil covering enabled more productivity (increased 

productivity and incomes) with fewer inputs. Additionally, rotations of nitrogen-fixing 

crops, which contributes to optimum plant growth, without increased emissions from 

inorganic fertilizers (productivity and mitigation). 56 Climate Smart Agriculture pulls from 

research on Conservation Agriculture to propose that synergies between adaptation, 

productivity and mitigation are possible; it’s a win-win-win. However, little to no mention 

of the economic, political or social conditions of the farmers is cited in the study.  

 

1.2.2 Critical Literature on CSA 
 
 The empirical inquiry of this study is inspired by a body of literature that 

researches CSA’s institutions, actors, and relationships of power through a critical lens. 

This body of literature primarily deploys methods that are limited to mostly textual (or 

content) analysis through a political ecology and political economy framework that 

question the social structures and assumptions of CSA. The concerns, critiques and 

questions that are raised in this literature informed the design of the primary field 

research carried out for this study, such as where to conduct field research, who to 

interview, what to observe and what questions to ask. This study, in part, builds on the 

papers described below by using empirical, qualitative field research methods to answer 

questions that cannot be answered by the limited methodology used in this literature. 

 In the paper “Climate-smart agriculture: what is it good for?” Marcus Taylor 

critically examines the principles and concepts that underpin CSA, as defined by the 

                                                
56 Cynthia Rosenzweig and Francesco Nicola Tubiello, “Adaptation and Mitigation Strategies in 
Agriculture: An Analysis of Potential Synergies,” Mitigation and Adaptation Strategies for Global Change 
12, no. 5 (June 27, 2007): 855–73, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11027-007-9103-8. 
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World Bank (2012). 57,58 He argues that CSA operates within an apolitical framework that 

is narrowly focused on technical fixes at the level of production. Issues concerning 

power, inequality and access are thus minimized due to the depoliticized framework of 

the global food regime which endorses current policy agendas.  

 Taylor highlights four tensions in the CSA framework which I will briefly 

summarize. First, ‘Missing metrics’: CSA documents offer no clear criteria (especially 

regarding productivity) for determining CSA success, which allows people to avoid 

explicitly examining whose productivity and sustainability. Second, ‘The black hole of 

resilience’: The World Bank does not explicitly define resilience, which is left open for 

interpretation. A resilient system that can maintain stability in the face of external shocks 

may come at the cost of subordinating social groups who are forced to create such 

resilient systems, e.g. landless laborers, female workers and tenant farmers. Resilience 

therefore, needs to be considered politically. Instead of resilience being a vague ideal that 

applies to everyone equally, it should be considered for whom, for what purposes, and at 

whose expense. Third, ‘success stories and pick ‘n’ mix agriculture’: The Bank uses a 

‘success story’ approach for CSA, in which specific case examples are presented as the 

embodiment of triple-win scenarios. Who defines and validates success is rarely reflected 

upon, and the messy complexities of historical contexts and unintended outcomes are 

removed to create simplified narratives of success that are substituted for causal analysis. 

Fourth, ‘The missing act of consumption’: CSA is heavily framed as a production-level 

transformation and therefore avoids engaging with how consumer sovereignty bends 

global food production towards elite consumption demands. This allows for meat-based 

diets, biofuels and excessive food waste to be accepted rather than challenged. The 

                                                
57 Marcus Taylor (2017) Climate-smart agriculture: what is it good for?, The Journal of Peasant Studies, 
45:1, 89-107 
 
58 World Bank. 2012. Climate-smart agriculture: a call to action (English). Washington, D.C. : World 
Bank Group. http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/992021468197391264/Climate-smart-agriculture-
a-call-to-action  
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tensions highlighted in this paper help inform and formulate the interview questions 

asked during the interviews with CSA developers, implementing partners and farmers 

(see appendices for interview questions). 

 Whose interests shape the CSA agenda? The actors that drive the CSA initiatives 

are in privileged roles as they have the power to define the problems and solutions. They 

have control over the discourses that shape the debate (discursive power), control over 

production, finance and technology (material power), and control over institutions that 

operate the climate-agrifood system (institutional power). To illustrate this, Peter Newell 

& Olivia Taylor (2017) map the ‘regime complex’ of CSA to understand why CSA takes 

the form it does and who is served by.59 They define the regime complex at  “the 

institutional power that operates at the interface of the climate and agrifood system, which 

is connected to forms of material power that derive from control over production, finance 

and technology in the neoliberal food regime by transnational capital”. They argue that that 

it we are at risk of ‘paradigm maintenance’ because proposed climate change responses 

maintain current power structures and basically amount to ‘business as usual or worse’.60 

 My research uses Newell and Taylor’s regime complex theory to identify what kind 

of control and power they key CSA player have (discursive, material, institutional) and 

interrogate in what ways their positions of power to define problems, solutions and success, 

in other words, how does their power to shape the agenda. I also research signs of paradigm 

maintenance to evaluate if CSA potentially overlooks issues of power and resource 

distribution. 

 Adding to the literature that calls for a more profound recognition of the major 

systemic transformations that are needed to confront climate change, Linus Karlsson and 

colleagues (2018) present a framework for understanding the equity concerns of CSA.61 

                                                
59 The. For more, see: Peter Newell and Olivia Taylor, “Contested Landscapes: The Global Political 
Economy of Climate-Smart Agriculture,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 45, no. 1 (January 2, 2018): 108–
29, https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2017.1324426. 
60 Newell and Taylor. P.122 
61  Linus Karlsson, Lars Otto Naess, Andrea Nightingale & John Thompson (2018) ‘Triple wins’ or ‘triple 
faults’? Analyzing the equity implications of policy discourses on climate-smart agriculture (CSA), The 
Journal of Peasant Studies, 45:1, 150-174 
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They highlight that issues of equity are frequently left out of CSA discourses and argue 

that there are several dimensions of equity: distribution, procedure and recognition. In the 

distributive equity the authors demonstrate how CSA unjustly transfers the responsibility 

for climate change mitigation to marginalized producers.  In the context of procedural 

equity they present how CSA discourses generally fail to confront entrenched power 

relations that may inhibit ‘pro-poor’ forms of agricultural development and climate change 

adaptation strategies. They also recognize that equity between landowners and farmers can 

impact the bargaining power of the poorest and most vulnerable groups. These questions 

of equity illuminate the common concerns raised by activists, leaders and members of the 

peasant farmers’ movement and the climate justice movement through online forums.62 

The methodology that Karlsson et al. use is a review of the scientific and ‘grey’ literature 

on CSA from 2009 to 2015. 63 They also include, as input for their analysis, notes from one 

of the author’s visit to a CSA initiative in Nepal. The authors do not attempt to assess the 

value and implications of CSA in practice. Instead they are ‘interested in how the 

arguments and narratives that engender and create a discursive base for CSA policy and 

practice have implications for control over and access to resources.’64 My research builds 

on their theories on equity implications and applies them to the field where farmers carry 

out the “CSA” concept as well as where farmers are participating in an alternative food 

production system.  

I have described two bodies of literature on CSA: first, the scientific literature that 

is the basis of the CSA concept and attempts to present evidence of the value and impact 

of CSA, written mostly by agricultural research scientists; and, second, the critical 

literature that is the basis for concern and ‘push back’ to CSA, written by primarily by 

scholars of agrarian change and political scientists. The central research question and the 

                                                
62 “Don’t Be Fooled! Civil Society Says NO to ‘Climate Smart Agriculture’ and Urges Decision-Makers to 
Support Agroecology | IFOAM,” accessed April 27, 2017, http://www.ifoam.bio/en/news/2015/09/21/dont-
be-fooled-civil-society-says-no-climate-smart-agriculture-and-urges-decision. 
63  Grey literature here includes unpublished studies, reports from government and civil society 
organizations, conference proceedings and working papers) retrieved from Google Scholar. 
64 Linus Karlsson et al., 3.p.153 
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design of this study is derived from both bodies of literature. The scientific literature 

provides the background for understanding the reasoning behind CSA while the body of 

critical literature provides the analytical framework to identify areas of further critical 

analysis. This research expands on previous analysis of CSA concerns by incorporating 

perspectives and experiences from people who have first-hand knowledge of how CSA is 

conceptualized at the international level and how it is implemented at the local level. This 

includes the key stakeholders and their institutional affiliation listed in the table below: 

Research Subjects with First-Hand 
Knowledge of CSA and Alternatives 

Institutional Affiliations 

Subject matter experts that develop, author 

and implement Climate Smart Agriculture 

UN Food and Agriculture Organization 

Administrators of the GACSA facilitating 

committee  

Global Alliance for Climate Smart 

Agriculture (GACSA) 

Agronomists and public relations 

managers  

Yara International 

Colombian coffee farmers implementing 

CSA practices of site-specific fertilization 

Yara International (Farmers are partnered 

with Yara) 

Agricultural researchers and program 

coordinators  

CGIAR’S Climate Change Food Security 

and Agriculture program (CCAFS) 

Colombian farmers participating a Climate 

Smart Village project 

Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT)/ 

CCAFS Climate Smart Village program  

Colombian staff implementing projects in 

Climate Smart Village 

Ecohabitats (partnered with CCAFS) 

Professors and administrators of peasant 

agroecology school teaching farmer-to-

farmer peer learning methodology 

Maria Cano Latin American Institute of 

Agroecology (member of La Via 

Campesina) 

Staff and coordinators of a national peasant 

farmers organization  

Federacion Nacional Sindical Unitaria 

Agropecuaria (member of La Via 

Campesina) 
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1.3 METHODOLOGY 

This study was conducted over the course of three years from 2015-2018 and 

consisted of six phases. This methodology section will explain each phase and describe the 

‘why’ and the ‘how’ of each phase. It should be noted that this study does not seek to draw 

conclusions that contribute to any generalizable knowledge and cannot not applied to other 

populations. In other words, the research is not based on a broad sample and is not 

searching for causal inference. Instead, this research is an interpretation of the reality 

observed by the researcher and produces findings to inform and raise awareness about CSA 

within a specific context. The purpose and process for each phase of the study is describe 

below: 

I. Review and analyze the scientific and ‘grey’ literature   

Why? A review of the scientific and ‘grey’ literature was conducted to understand (1) how 

the framers of CSA arrived at their solutions to the problems of climate change and food 

security; (2) to analyze the implicit assumptions of CSA and; (3) identify the players that 

are crafting, investing in and carrying out CSA.  

 

How?  (1) Official documents from UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the 

International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), the World Bank, the Global 

Alliance for Climate Smart Agriculture (GACSA), and the World Bank were compiled into 

a database and reviewed. I used the references cited in the founding CSA documents, such 

as background paper prepared for The Hague Conference on Agriculture, Food Security 

and Climate Change and the CSA Sourcebook, as a starting point to identify the supporting 

scientific literature.  I retrieved academic articles from Scopus and the Web of Science, 

Elsevier, Springer and Wiley Online, I used this critical literature as a backdrop to engage 
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with and analyze the premises (and theory of change) of the ‘grey’ and scientific literature 

on CSA. I kept Ideas, thoughts and questions that emerged through this process as notes. 

Finally, I collected unofficial documents such as unpublished studies, reports from 

government and civil society organizations, news articles, conference proceedings and 

working papers through Google searches, and used these sources to identify CSA actors. 
 

II. Review and analyze the critical and activist literature 

 Why? I conducted a review of the literature that critically interrogates the CSA concept 

and implications to understand the controversy behind CSA.  Concerns that emerged from 

civil society groups, faith-based organizations, and LVC peasant farmer movement 

surfaced through on-line publications and at climate summits argued that CSA should be 

stopped. Even though evidentiary impact of CSA was not yet available, strong claims were 

made in activist literature that CSA would do more harm than good. To provide an 

analytical framework to these claims, a review of the critical literature of CSA was 

conducted.  

 

How?  I began collecting activist literature critical of CSA in a database and identifying 

main themes that emerged.65 I referenced sources to identify primary sources and scholars 

that frequently wrote about development, agrarian change,  peasant farmers movements, 

green revolution, and land reform, among other issue.  I ran searches for those authors and 

themes in Google Scholar. Throughout the course of the research project, I periodically ran 

searches to update the database and stay current on emerging literature.  

 

                                                
65 Organizations that published such ‘activist’ literature included: Grain, The International Federation of 
Organic Agriculture Movements, ActionAide International, FoodFirst and other organizations that advocate 
for Food Justice, Food Sovereignty, Climate Justice.   
 



 23 

III. Articulate and provide evidence supporting a critical approach to CSA to 

inform CSA practice 

I developed a central research question to produce new insights that would be relevant to 

the actors shaping and implementing future CSA initiatives. To reiterate, the question asks: 

Does the CSA model overlook structures of power and resource distribution, specifically 

access and ownership of land? If so or if not, what are the implications for farmers and the 

future of CSA? I designed the research approach to gather perspectives from different 

stakeholders with firsthand knowledge of CSA at the international and local level to draw 

more comprehensive and nuanced conclusions.  

How?  The central research question was refined by identifying key concerns of CSA in 

the critical literature that needed further analysis and could be elaborated on by conducting 

original field research and collecting primary data using qualitative research methods. 

 

IV. Collect data from key actors at FAO headquarters on the current theory and 

practices supporting CSA 

Why? The UN FAO headquarters in Rome, Italy houses many of the key players that make 

up the CSA ‘regime complex’. The Global Alliance for Climate Smart Agriculture 

(GACSA), The Economics and Policy Innovations for Climate-Smart Agriculture (EPIC), 

Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), and even La Via 

Campesina, all have offices under one roof, with staff mingling in the elevators and the 

cafeteria. The International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), is also located a 

stone’s throw away. Observing the space within which these organizations operates 

provides context regarding how interconnected the ‘regime’ truly is.  Speaking with key 

staff from these organizations that play a role in conceptualizing or coordinating CSA 

activities allowed for the collection information on if and how questions concerning power, 
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access to land and resources are addressed at the level of conceptualization. Questions were 

asked regarding the founding of the CSA concept, the impact on farmers, the role of 

agribusiness in CSA, funding for CSA and asking about their opinions on the criticisms of 

CSA (see appendices for interview questions).  Interviews with these study participants 

provide valuable perspectives on what is working for CSA and what is not working, and 

how success (defined from their perspective) provides insight into the priorities of 

transforming agricultural production.  

How? Data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews with participants who I 

identified through snowball sampling and selected based on their job titles, responsibilities 

and roles within their organizations. Research subjects participated in an interview that 

lasted approximately one hour either in person in Rome or through Skype. I opened 

communication lines via email and in person. Before each interview, I read each participant 

a brief script informing them of the purpose of the study (see Appendices for script). I 

asked participants if I could audio record the interview and gave the option to decline, yet 

all agreed.  No compensation was provided to participants, so they were free from any 

undue influence or coercion. For their privacy, participants were given the option for their 

identities to remain completely confidential, yet all choose to be fully attributed with their 

full names and titles.  I was provided with an office at the FAO headquarters during the 

summer to conduct research and had informal conversations with numerous employees that 

provided reflections on the power structures that underpin the current food production 

paradigm. Daily field notes were kept from formal interviews, informal conversations and 

from observing public meetings, presentations and workshops at which research subjects 

were participating or attending. Observational field notes were taken as research 

participants engage in dialogues and debates. Close attention was paid to discourses that 

may have emerged over concerns of equity, justice, or fairness. The either presence or 
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absence of topics were noted as part of the observations, such as unjust laws, unequal 

balance of power between landowners and peasants, the monopolization of agricultural 

inputs, free-trade policies favoring transnational agribusinesses.  

 

V. Collect data from farmers and implementers in Colombia  

There are three reasons why I selected Colombia to conduct field research. First, Colombia 

is a major producer of coffee, which is one of the commercial crops that most affected by 

climate change. There are several CSA initiatives being implemented by actors in the 

‘regime complex,’ including CCAFS Climate Smart Village project and Yara 

International’s CSA projects with coffee farmers. Field visits these CSA sites provide 

insights into how CSA is being implemented on the ground with farmers with specific 

attention given to obstacles, challenges, failures—the information that is not published in 

the World Bank case studies. Second, Colombia is also a country with Latin America’s 

most active participants in the peasant farmers’ movement, who have voiced concerns 

about CSA and fighting for an alternative food production system.  Some of the most 

prominent organizations are Federacion Nacional Sindical Unitaria Agropecuaria 

(FENSUAGRO) and Maria Cano Instituto de Agroecologia de Latino America (IALA) 

both member organizations of La Via Campesina. By visiting the institutions that teach 

and advocate for a system that is based in a completely different worldview than that of the 

current industrial food paradigm, I can collect data to analyze the belief that the CSA 

premise is flawed (as suggested in the literature) and observe if an alternative system works 

better for farmers. Third, Colombia has endured decades of armed conflict, civil war, and 

mass displacement. The heart of these conflicts comes down to land—access, ownership 

and rights to land and natural resources. As mentioned previously, CSA observers argue 

that CSA is apolitical, avoidant of the power structures at play that shape the local context 
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and ignores fundamental questions of equity such as access to land and resources. These 

facts make it Colombia a place where CSA initiatives cannot be implemented in an 

apolitical bubble but where the projects will come face to face with the historic, political 

and socio-economic realties that shape the county’s rural communities.  

How? Data collection methods are the same as phase 4: interviews, observations, field 

notes. Visits were made to three different farming scenarios:  

1. The Maria Cano Latin American Institute of Agroecology in Viota, Colombia 

2. Coffee farmers partnered with Yara International, in Pereira, Colombia 

3. A Climate Smart Village project located in Los Cerrillos, Cauca, Colombia 

 

VI. Findings and Recommendations 

Why? To interpret the data collected a systematic approach was taken to analyze the data 

and produce insights grounded in empirical observations.  

How? I conducted 32 interviews (in both English and Spanish) with farmers, INGO 

staffers, agronomists, movement leaders, agribusiness representatives, and development 

experts were transcribed. Primary data includes interview transcripts, non-participant 

observations and field notes.  Themes were identified and organized into the key finding 

below. Recommendations were based on key findings from data analysis.  
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2. Key Findings 

2.1 WHAT IS WORKING?  

 This section explains what the evidence suggests from the research process. From 

the perspective of key players in the CSA regime complex (FAO, GACSA, CGIAR-

CCAFS and Yara International) CSA is ‘successful’ in several different areas: as a global 

climate policy, as an agricultural transformation, and as an agribusiness opportunity. As 

global climate policy, CSA has been successful in getting major development banks to 

start incorporating agriculture into the climate adaptation plans. As part of their 2016-

2020 Climate Action Plan, the World Bank has 22 investment plans for climate-smart 

agriculture in 20 countries, mostly in Africa and Asia.66 Millions of dollars for climate 

finance funds are now being directed to fund CSA projects throughout world, which was 

one of the main objectives of creating CSA, according to CSA founding documents and a 

CSA original author —to tap into climate finance to fund agricultural climate change 

adaptation 67 Leslie Lipper highlighted one of the founding purposes of CSA in an 

interview:  

 That was the whole idea to link it with the climate finance. If you think you're 
 going to get a mitigation or adaptation benefit and you got funds coming in from 
 that, you have the ag-sector that doesn't have enough money. It's under-invested, 
 but if you could link it directly into the climate finance, this would be one way to 
 use innovative instruments to allow for that kind of financing over a gap in 
 income.  
 

                                                
66 “World Bank Group Exceeds Its Climate Finance Target with Record Year,” accessed August 23, 2018, 
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2018/07/19/world-bank-group-exceeds-its-climate-
finance-target-with-record-year?CID=CCG_TT_climatechange_EN_EXT. 
67 Interview with Leslie Lipper, currently Executive Director of the Independent Science and Partnership 
Council since March 2016. Previously, Team Leader for Economic and Policy Innovations for Climate 
Smart Agriculture (EPIC), a team that was in the Agriculture Development Economics division of FAO. 
Interview took place at FAO, Rome, Italy, June 2017.See Part 3 “Financing and Investments of CSA” in 
the “Climate Smart Agriculture: Policies, Practices and Financing for Food Security, Adaptation and 
Mitigation” The Hague Conference on Agriculture, Food Security and Climate Change, 
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/newsroom/docs/the-hague-conference-fao-paper.pdf.  
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These funds are now going towards developing credit packages, subsidy schemes, as well 

as developing more resilient seeds and livestock breeds, timely weather information and 

weather index insurance.

 As an agricultural transformation, CSA has been successful in achieving the 

triple-win, according to Marwan Ladki, expert in sustainable agriculture in the Climate 

and Environment division of FAO. Mr. Ladki also plays a supporting at GACSA, the 

Global Alliance for Climate-smart Agriculture. As an example of a CSA success story, 

Mr. Ladki presented the case of rice cultivation in Madagascar where farmers were not 

producing right “the right way” even though it was the “ancient way”. 68 The farmers 

were putting too many seeds in the same pockets and putting too much water to grow the 

rice, they were doing too much in terms of inputs and it was lowering yields. Scientists 

realized that if the farmers ration the number of seeds and implement what is called an 

alternate wet and dry irrigation techniques, where you put some water and remove the 

water and put it again, yields start to increase from 5 tons per hectare to 8, 9, 10 tons per 

hectare. While reducing inputs, farmers are saving money. Regarding the mitigation 

parts, this submersion of rice generates some chemical reactions that create methane and 

greenhouse gases, but through this alternate wet and dry, you can reduce, substantially, 

the emission of greenhouse gases. This is a “typical example of how you can improve the 

productivity, how farmers are more adept to climate change. They use less water, less 

inputs, they have more money, they have more food.” Also, a way to decrease 

greenhouse gases emissions in the atmosphere.  

 The problem with Mr. Ladki’s description of a CSA successful transformation is 

that it falls into the same problematic model of ‘cherry picking stories’ that the World 

Bank uses. After further research into this ‘successful’ System of Rice Intensification 

(SRI) model, I found that despite its promise to increase yield and improve livelihoods, it 

is very difficult for farmers to practice this method because it requires significant more 

                                                
68 This case study of rice cultivation in Madagascar offered by Marwan Ladki, expert in sustainable 
agriculture in the Climate and Environment division of FAO. Supporting GACSA, the Global Alliance For 
Climate-smart Agriculture 
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labor at a time when access to additional labor is limited, calling into question the 

appropriateness of such technologies for smallholders. Adoption rates are very low and 

disadoption (when farmers cease the practice) rates are high. 69Again, who defines and 

validates success is rarely reflected upon.   

 As an agribusiness opportunity, CSA has helped companies such as Yara 

International stay competitive. According to Bernhard Stormyr, Head of Sustainability 

Management, Yara differentiates itself in their industry by taking a very clear stance on 

sustainability. Their mission statement is “To feed the world in a responsible way while 

respecting the planet."70  Climate change has been among the agenda of the Yara for a 

very long time. They initiated internal research activities back in in 1990s and invested 

about €200 million in research and development. They reasoned that markets will have 

to respond to the climate change challenge and having a lower carbon footprint will 

improve their competitive positioning relative to their competitors. Being a member of 

the Strategic Committee of GACSA is part of supporting a larger trend that the company 

welcomes, Mr. Stormyr explained: “We want to see carbon footprints and greenhouse 

gases becoming part of the competition.” From their perspective, climate change is “just 

as much an opportunity as it is a risk.” Companies who are conscious about the climate 

challenge and have taken clear actions will have a better competitive positioning. The 

company’s approach is to support the farmers profitability. They demonstrate that by 

using higher quality fertilizer, coming with Yara’s professional advice and potentially 

with technology to support higher precision, the farmer can actually use less fertilizer. 

They have to invest a little bit more money into fertilizers but the shift to high-end 

fertilizer makes this approach profitable because they fewer losses, more quality, and 

higher yields on their farms. Yara can therefore “produce a win-win outcome both for the 

                                                
69 “The Disappointing Adoption Dynamics of a Yield-Increasing, Low External-Input Technology: The 
Case of SRI in Madagascar,” Agricultural Systems 76, no. 3 (June 1, 2003): 1085–1100, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0308-521X(02)00041-0. 
70 Interview with Bernhard Stormyr, Head of sustainability management in Yara International, Skype, 
August 2017. 
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farmers and their economy and for us as a company and also for the environment.”71  

This is how Yara markets itself and how it maintains market shares in a very competitive 

market. CSA has been a successful tool from Yara’s perspective by reorienting farmers to 

think of their products as investment in their farms to produce higher yields with a 

smaller carbon footprint.  

 

 After conducting field research and analyzing the results within the regime complex 

framework, I propose that certain CSA initiatives described above are considered 

successful because of how the agenda is shaped, how success is defined- by whom and for 

whom. I have concluded, from my research and using Newell and Taylor’s regime complex 

framework, that the CSA regime complex works in the following manner:  FAO uses its 

control over the discourses and gains discursive power to define that the problem is food 

security, poverty and climate change. They have determined that the solutions are to 

increase productivity, resilience and mitigate; World Bank uses its control over finance and 

gains material power to determine which countries and communities get funded, who gets 

support and who doesn’t; Yara uses its control over technology and gains material power 

to which solutions get implemented. It uses site-specific fertilizing methods with high 

quality fertilizers to implement CSA solutions.  Global Alliance for Climate Smart 

Agriculture (GACSA) uses its control over institutions and gains institutional power; to 

determine which solutions get researched and which CSA policies are promoted to 

governments; CGIAR-CCAFS uses its control over production, finance and technology to 

gain discursive, material and institutional power. Their research and development activities 

have tremendous power because of their diverse activities of implementing, testing and 

replicating CSA.  These players set the agenda and define success. As a global climate 

policy, as an agricultural transformation, and as an agribusiness opportunity, CSA is 

working but what about as a community-based development and agroecology?  

                                                
71 Interview with Chrystel Morthean, Value Chain Director, Yara International, Skype, July 2017  
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2.2 WHAT IS NOT WORKING?  

 Drawing from perspectives of farmers, researchers and implementing partners from 

the Climate Smart Village located in Los Cerrillos, Cauca, Colombia, I identify some of 

key challenges and conflicts that emerge from implementing a CSA project. The project 

began implementation in 2015. The Los Cerrillos village is inhabited by 2500 families of 

producers of sugar cane and coffee and is located in the department of Cauca in Western 

Colombia. The village is in a rural area outside of Popayan, the capital city of Cauca, and 

the area is particularly prone to climatic hazards such as droughts, winds, frosts and 

prolonged rains. The territory is organized in an association that makes administrative and 

policy decisions about their territory. They have an association of coffee growers where 

women take on leadership roles. The overall goal of CCAFS’s Climate Smart Village in 

Colombia is to test the effectiveness of various agricultural interventions in increasing 

farmer’s resilience and adaptability to the effects of climate change.72 There are two main 

objectives that support the overall goal. The first objective is to aid the implementation of 

Climate Smart Agriculture technologies by ensuring that implementation is carried out 

through participatory approaches. The second objective is to create evidence to support 

‘scaling up’ of CSA through national and regional stakeholders. 73 

One of the major challenges is the pressure that is put on local implementers to 

‘scale up,’ but with no clear methodology for how to do so.  For example, even the logistics 

of coming to an agreement on what studies should be done is a challenge within a 

complicated landscape of multiple local actors, some of whom are receiving pressure from 

                                                
72 Reducing greenhouse gas emissions in not an explicit part of the goal but it is implicit in the design 
of the project. 
73 As defined previously, scaling up CSA includes diffusion of technologies, dissemination of 
knowledge, technology transfer and mainstreaming practices. Scaling up is supposed to bring benefits 
to more people over a wider geographical area, more quickly, more equitably, and more sustainably.  
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above. CCAFS has received investment funds from donors who want to see the ‘scaling 

up’ of CSA. The expectations set by funders puts downward pressure on CIAT and their 

implementing partners, EcoHabitats to expand CSA by ‘scaling up’. There are different 

understandings of what local priorities are or should be. There is an intermediary 

organization, EcoHabitats. that receives financial support from CCAFS to be the on-the-

ground coordinators of the Climate Smart Village. They are the organization responsible 

for implementing the CSA projects and they do this by building rapport with the farmers, 

teach them how to run experiments on their farms, and provide them with new adaptation 

strategies. In an interview with the Executive Director of EcoHabitats, Liliana remarked 

“As of a couple of days ago, we were supposed to ‘scale up’. What does that mean? But 

then they don’t really talk to us about what that means even though they keep telling us to 

scale up.” 74As a side benefit of having an implementing partner that has a long-term vision 

and is deeply invested in the farmers livelihoods, EcoHabitats indirectly protect the farmers 

from being over researched.  In other Climate Smart Villages in other parts of the world 

scientists are “known to just come in and throw a bunch of seeds there and then they 

leave.”75  

 
Observation and interviews with peasant farmers actively engaged in broader 

struggles for food sovereignty and land reform, suggest that, CSA will not work amongst 

these farmers because CSA is not pertinent to their solutions to climate change. Interviews 

with staff, professors and administrators (who are all peasant farmers or direct descendants) 

of Maria Cano Latin American Institute of Agroecology (IALA) and Federacion Nacional 

Sindical Unitaria Agropecuaria (FENSUAGRO), suggest that there is no interest amongst 

                                                
74 Liliana Patricia Paz, Executive Director of Ecohabitats  
75 Interview with Molly Green, PhD. candidate in Anthropology at UNC, conduced four years of field 
research at the Climate Smart Village in Cauca and with CCAFS/CIAT. 
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their membership to adopt the CSA practices or even endorse the CSA concept. For them 

CSA is not the solution for several reasons; 1. It doesn’t consider the long history of land 

concentration, rural tenure insecurity, unequal distribution of land, the resulting violence 

and the demands for land democratization; 2. The actors involved in the CSA solution have 

been the same actors that created the problem 3. It does not change the parameters of 

corporate-backed free trade agreements that have decimated rural economies (reasons two 

and three are examples of ‘paradigm maintenance’ theorized by Newell and Taylor). These 

common themes emerged through interviews, which all pointed to a major pitfall of CSA-

it fails to acknowledge the role that access to power and land plays in addressing climate 

change.   

To explain how the CSA discounts local contexts of power and access to resources 

(and explain implications for widespread CSA uptake) I will present key facts and issues 

brought to my attention by interviewees. In an interview with Edgar Cordoba, Staff of 

FENSUAGRO, Cauca, he explained some of the history that has shaped the local realities 

for peasant farmers. Land distribution in Colombia is highly inequitable. 80% of the land 

is in the hands of just 1% of the population. The most fertile land is in hands of big 

agribusinesses that have expropriated the land from campesinos through force and 

violence. Smallholder farmers, to whom most CSA initiatives are targeted, not only lack 

access to fertile land but they also lack land tenure through legal documentation. 

Approximately 22 percent of all private rural land has no formal title, of which 89 percent 

are small plots of less than 20 hectares.76 The concentration and inequitable distribution of 

land is directly related to the armed conflict, which has played a major role in Colombia – 

a country with historically the largest internally displaced population in the world.77 

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, by the end of 2017, 

                                                
76 “The Role of Land Property Rights in the War on Illicit Crops: Evidence from Colombia,” World 
Development Journal. Accessed August 22, 2018, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.  
77 Nazih Richani, Systems of Violence, Second Edition: The Political Economy of War and Peace in 
Colombia (SUNY Press, 2013). 



 34 

7.67 million Colombians have been forcibly displaced from their homes, with most of the 

displaced belonging to rural communities.78  

Additional research substantiated Mr. Cordoba’s claims. Conflict over land has a 

long history in Colombia and specifically from 1930-1956 “true villain of violence”, Lee 

Vernon Fluharty argues, “is not the poor masses demanding social and land reforms but an 

oligarchy who conducts a wicked counter-revolution to make sure that the feudalistic 

system of privilege throughout the nation remains unchanged.” 79 This trend has continued 

through to politics of today, the main opponents of the peace process (which includes 

integrated rural land reform) are the large agribusinesses, landowning elites, and cattle 

ranchers, affiliated through Federacion Nacional de Ganaderos (FEDGAN).80  
In addition, the Colombian Government has promoted an economic model executed 

through Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) that has been largely focused on natural resource 

extraction and large scale agro-industry. This model (heavily influenced by transnational 

corporations such as Monsanto) has had a huge impact on the countryside and 

smallholders. Under the FTAs, the government is limited in how it regulates its own 

domestic agricultural markets and land use because the protective clauses protect foreign 

investments and prohibit any negative impact on the economic projections laid out in the 

agreements. Farmers export commercial cash crops (e.g., bananas, chocolate, palm oil, 

coffee, sugar) for the global market, but then spend a large portion of their incomes on food 

that, in a previous agricultural model, they could have produced for themselves. 

Development practitioners and FTA advocates and may argue that in the previous 

agricultural model, the farmers were poorer due to lower yields and lack of access to 

                                                
78  “UNHCR Statistics - The World in Numbers,” popstats.unhcr.org, accessed August 22, 2018, 
http://popstats.unhcr.org.;Ana María Ibáñez, Andrés Moya, and Julián Arteaga, “Civil Conflict, Internal 
Migration, and Monetary Transfers: A Case Study in Colombia,” KNOMAD Global Knowledge 
Partnership on Migration and Development. May 2017. 
79 Fluharty, Vernon. Dance of the Millions: Military Rule and the Social Revolution in Columbia, 1930- 
1956. University of Pittsburgh Press; 1st edition (1957) 
80 Angelika Rettberg, “The Business of Peace in Colombia: Assessing the Role of the Business Community 
in the Colombian Peace Process,” Latin American Studies Association,.2003; interview with Edgar 
Cordoba, Staff, Federacion Nacional Sindical Unitaria Agropecuaria (FENSUAGRO) 
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markets, and the new model has lifted many rural farmers out of poverty. As a result, food 

insecurity, environmental degradation and poverty in Colombia have been the result of a 

long history of economic, agricultural and land policies designed to privilege a specific set 

of interests over another.  

 

In response to a question about the FAO narrative of “having to produce more food with 

less in the face of climate change with 9 billion people by 2050”, Mr. Cordoba responded:  

 “Eso es una loqura! (That’s crazy!). Generating a policy that confronts population 
 growth based on a process that only relies on meeting food needs, regardless of the 
 quality of the food, is a madness… We have all the conditions we need, our country 
 is in a very privileged geographical position for agricultural production. We should 
 be democratizing the land, in production guarantees within training and marketing. 
 We need commercialization without intermediaries, because food has become a 
 business, the production of food is a business that moves billions of euros, the 
 production of food. And they want to do it on a large scale only to meet the needs 
 of the developed countries, they think of the hoarding land in the underdeveloped 
 countries for them to supply their food demand in their territory, not for our territory 

 

The CSA approach fails to acknowledge the local context of peasant farmers’ 

conflicts with the state and corporations over access and control over natural resources, 

markets, and agricultural inputs (seeds, fertilizers, pesticides) and how that access shapes 

farmers’ abilities to adapt to climate change. 81 Large scale adoption of CSA will be 

hindered because farmers do not have the power and access to resources to make changes 

necessary to achieve the three CSA objectives. It is concluded from these observations that 

CSA initiatives will confront obstacles to achieving widespread uptake amongst farmers in 

Colombia, given the strong peasant farmer movement throughout Colombia that upholds 

many of the ideals represented by interviewees and the organizations they represent.  

 

 

                                                
81 This conclusion is based on interviews with participants in the Climate Smart Village, leaders in the 
agroecology and La Via Campesina movement (Institute of Agroecology of Latin America) and organizers 
of  Federacion Nacional Sindical Unitaria Agropecuaria (FENSUAGRO).  
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3. Recommendations 

The widespread agricultural transformation for smallholders that CSA advocates 

foresee will not emerge unless they gain more power, access and ownership over the sector. 

As CSA researchers and implementers engage farmers to the develop methods to increase 

agricultural productivity and environmental sustainability, it is crucial that they consider 

the legacy of conflict and violence against small-scale farmers across the country (rooted 

in policies that enable labor, land and resource exploitation) that have shaped the present-

day context.  Failure to modify the CSA approach will enable the current food system that 

drives inequities to continue business as usual. It does not transform the power imbalance 

that has allowed landowners to benefit at the expense of peasant farmers, and has 

exacerbated food insecurity, climate change and environmental degradation.  

  One of the ways to fight poverty, hunger and climate change is through allocation 

of land to the peasants, according to La Via Campesina and its member organizations that 

I interviewed. 82 In Colombia there are territorial configurations created by peasant farmers 

called the Zonas de Reserva Campesina or peasant reserve zones. Since the 1920s, the 

peasantry built their own territory with the so-called peasant strongholds, where peasants 

created territories on the peripheries of large haciendas. These created an organizational 

process--political in nature--of resistance and for the struggle for the earth.  

                                                
82 These recommendations are compiled from interviews with Favian Pachon, Professor and Political 
Coordinator, María Cano, Instituto Agroecológico Latinoamericano (IALA) 
Miguel Perez, Smallholder farmer and Agricultural Microloan Evaluator 
Carlos Dimonte, Administrator, María Cano Instituto Agroecológico Latinoamericano (IALA) 
Edgar Augusto Córdoba, Staff for Cauca State, Federacion Nacional Sindical Unitaria Agropecuaria  
David Torres Riascos, Staff, Federacion Nacional Sindical Unitaria Agropecuaria  
Luis Fernando Barrios Lozano, Staff Coordinator for Cauca State, Federacion Nacional Sindical Unitaria 
Agropecuaria 
Nury Martinez, Executive Committee of Federacion Nacional Sindical Unitaria Agropecuaria, Secretary of 
Natural Resources and Environment.  
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 The zones of rural reserve or Zonas de Reserve Campesina (ZRC) are legally 

recognized in the constitution. These territories are legal proposals for the well-being of 

the peasants. A territory can be established to carry out a certain mandate having to do with  

to environmental protection, agricultural production, cultural preservation, social 

investment, etc. The peasants, based on their own organizational processes, can define and 

order their territory based on their needs. Many critical concerns that have been central to 

the peasant movement in Colombia can be addressed through the ZRCs, such as 

socialization of the land, the equitable distribution of resources, control over agricultural 

production and clean production processes (no inorganic chemicals o GMOs).  

CSA practioners should adapt the CSA approach to support the peasant farmers in 

these organizations (Fensuagro and IALA, both part of LVC) who want to change the 

economic model by putting an end to the process of land accumulation. CSA should 

support the policy recommendations that have been advocated for by the activist 

campesinos. They want a process for  equitable distribution of land that will allow improve 

the economic conditions of communities. They want an economic model that provides 

protection of the environment, recognizes peasant communities and recognizes their 

organizations, ends the extractivist economic model (especially of mega-mining) and 

supports a policy of clean agricultural production. The criteria for a CSA success story 

should include democratization of the land, which would allow for production and 

distribution of food that respects the environment through agro-ecological production 

systems. CSA practitioners should provide technical advice to recuperate ancestral 

practices that have been lost and financial support should be provided to purchase land for 

peasants to create the ZRCs (rural peasant zones) to materialize their economic and social 

proposals in their territories.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Interviews  
 

Leslie Lipper, Executive Director of the Independent Science and Partnership Council, 
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research 
Deissy Martinez, Coordinator for Latin America at CGIAR Research Program on Climate 
Change, Agriculture and Food Security, Center for Tropical Agriculture, CIAT 
Osana Bonilla Findji, Science Officer, CCAFS Climate Smart Agricultural Practices  
Julian Schnetzer (CBC)- Natural Resources Officer, Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations (FAO) 
Ernie Shea, Coordinator of the North American Climate Smart Agriculture Alliance  
Federica Matteoli, Project Coordinator, Food Agriculture Organization 
Marwan Ladki Expert in Sustainable Agriculture in the Climate and Environment 
Division, FAO 
Kyle Poorman, Associate Professional Officer, Food and Agriculture Organization   
Jessica Manly, Natural Resources Consultant, Climate Environment Convention, FAO   
Bernhard Stormyr, Head of sustainability management in Yara International 
Chrystel Monthean, Value Chain Director, Yara International 
Victor Hugo Ramírez Builes, Agronomist, Coffee Crop Expert, Yara International 
Maria Lopez, Smallholder and Coffee Producer, Finca Buenos Aires 
Alejandro Lopz, Coffee Farmer 
Magda Bohorques, Agronomist, Technical Leader for Coffee Producers, Yara 
International 
Favian Pachon, Professor and Political Coordinator, María Cano, Instituto Agroecológico 
Latinoamericano (IALA) 
Miguel Perez, Smallholder farmer and Agricultural Microloan Evaluator 
Carlos Dimonte, Administrator, María Cano Instituto Agroecológico Latinoamericano 
(IALA) 
Edgar Augusto Córdoba, Staff for Cauca State, Federacion Nacional Sindical Unitaria 
Agropecuaria  
David Torres Riascos, Staff, Federacion Nacional Sindical Unitaria Agropecuaria  

Luis Fernando Barrios Lozano, Staff Coordinator for Cauca State, Federacion Nacional 
Sindical Unitaria Agropecuaria 
Nury Martinez, Executive Committee of Federacion Nacional Sindical Unitaria 
Agropecuaria, Secretary of Natural Resources and Environment.  
Jimmy Manunga, Smallholder Coffee Producer and President of the Junta de Accion 
Comunal 
Maria Mosquera, Smallholder Coffee Producer and Community ‘Mother’ of the daycare 
“Danubio Azul”  
Liliana Patricia Paz, Executive Director of Ecohabitats and PhD candidate 
Luis Alfonso Ortega, Coodinator of Climate Change, Ecohabitats, CCAFS-TeSaC 
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Alfredo Chara, Smallholder farmer 
Ana Cecilia Vargas, Smallholder farmer and Defensora de Genero  
Molly Green, PhD. Candidate in Anthropology, UNC 
Jose Alveiro Rivera, Smallholder farmer and Coffee Producer, participant of Climate 
Smart Village  
Giselle Levasa, Smallholder farmer and Coffee Producer, participant of Climate Smart 
Village  
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Appendix 2: Script: Brief Oral Description of Research Provided to Participants 
 
“Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study about Climate Smart Agriculture. 
The purpose of this study is to better understand how Climate Smart Agriculture is 
benefiting farmers and to learn about the conceptualization, implementations and 
outcomes of CSA.  I would like to learn about your experiences working on CSA and your 
thoughts on CSA moving forward.  
 
This conversation will take approximately 60 minutes of your time. There are no 
foreseeable risks to participating in this study. Your participation is completely 
voluntary. If you start the study, you may withdraw at any time.  
 
To ensure your privacy and confidentiality, I would like to ask how you would like to be 
attributed—full, partial or non-attribution. With full attribution, you would allow me to 
use your full name in the research report. With partial attribution, you will allow me to 
use your title and/or institutional affiliation. You could also allow for a general 
description such as staff member. With non-attribution, you would remain completely 
confidential and any data collected would be kept confidential by changing your name. 
No direct identifying information will be used to associate you with the study. How would 
you like to be attributed?  
 
Do you mind if I audio record this interview? Feel free to let me know if you prefer not to 
be recorded.   
 
If you have questions or feel they have been harmed after participation in the research, 
you can contact Catherine Weaver, PhD by phone at 512-232-3443 or send an email to 
ceweaver@austin.utexas.edu. She is the Faculty Sponsor and can help direct you.” 
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Appendix 3: Interview Guide 
 
Personal Background 

• Your name and current position and how you ended up in your current position 
• Have you ever been on mission or to farms to talk to farmers? Please describe 

your experience 
• What do you think the role of FAO is in agriculture? And what about the role of 

FAO in CSA 
• What motivates you to do this work? What are you working for and working 

towards? (ask at the end of the interview) 
 
CSA Concept  

• How do you see conservation agriculture, agroecology, sustainable intensification 
all fitting into CSA? Who decides what is CSA and what is not? 

• Does sustainable intensification rely on fossil fuel based fertilizers as part of the 
inputs?  

• What are some of the tradeoffs between food security, mitigation and adaptation, 
is it really possible to have all three? When CSA a messaged as a triple win, is 
that an accurate portrayal of what CSA can offer?  

Impact on Farmers 
• CSA is described as having a triple win, mitigation through reduced emissions 

from fewer GHG inputs, adaptation through smart agriculture technologies and 
improved livelihoods through higher crop yields, have you seen any evidence of 
these three wins happening at the same time?  

• How are the countries, communities, villages selected to pilot, test and implement 
CSA practices? 

• What have been some of the impact of CSA on farmers? What are the costs of 
CSA for farmers? What have been the benefits?  

• What would prevent a farmer from adopting CSA practices? In addition to 
financial barriers are the any ideological barriers that you have come across?  

• Do you know of any success stories of CSA? Do you know of any CSA failures? 
If there were failures, how could I find out what they are?  

 
Fertilizers 

• Are there any practices that are NOT considered to be climate smart?  
• Do synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides play a role in csa? 4R global 

framework on  fertilizers.  
• What role do agribusinesses (such as Yara International) play in developing and 

implementing CSA?  
 

Questions Specifically for Yara International  
• What role does Yara play in the global food supply chain? 
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• What kind of fertilizer does Yara produce that are used in CSA practices 
• What is the role of fertilizer in CSA? What is the 4R global framework? How was 

it developed? How has it been tested and evaluated?  
• What is the effect of fertilizer on the water quality? What is the effect of fertilizer 

on soil health? 
• Are there a trade offs with crop nutrition and soil health when using inorganic 

fertilizer? 
• Do synthetic fertilizers not exacerbate climate change both directly and indirectly 
• What percentage of greenhouse gas emissions come from fertilizer production  
• Yara is a member of the Global Alliance for Climate Smart Agriculture, can you 

explain how Yara participates as a member of GACSA?  
• The IFC Granted 150 million to Yara International for upgrading and acquiring 

fertilizer production facilities and improving fertilizer production. Yara will train 
farmers in “precision farming techniques”. it will support increased access to 
higher-quality fertilizers and support climate smart farming. Can you explain 
precision farming and how it works? 

• What kind of impact is there for Yara if farmers adopt precision farming and buy 
less fertilizer from Yara?  

• Can you explain some of the advances in climate risk analysis in the Colombian 
coffee zone?  

• What kind of Public Private partnerships is Yara engaged in in Colombia? 
• What kind of approaches are used to put farmers at the center? 

 
 
Funding  

• Climate finance, if a farmer wants to access climate finance a multilateral 
development bank to carry out a CSA project, what are the conditions that they 
must comply with?  

• How big is the financing gap? is there any new money being generated and put 
toward climate finance? What are the financing mechanisms? 

• Are climate smart projects going to be funded by carbon offsets?  
• In which ways is mitigation financing being linked to smallholder agricultural 

development activities? 
 
Critiques of CSA 

• Some farmers groups argue that CSA is “green imperialism” and a way for 
developed countries and agribusinesses to continue to control the global food 
system, what would you say to that?  
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• Other critics of CSA say that it continues to depend on the industrial agricultural 
model which makes farmers dependent on costly, petroleum-based farm inputs 
and markets controlled by transnational capital, what are your thoughts? 

 
• Some organizations draw a very distinct line between CSA and agroecology, they 

say that agroecology is not just a toolbox of synergistic agricultural practices like 
CSA but that rather it is part of a food sovereignty movement that depends on 
Peasant wisdom and traditional agricultural systems to grow food and sustain 
livelihoods. How do you differentiate between CSA and Agroecology? 

 
• With no standards or criteria of what is called CSA, anybody can claim they 

practice CSA even though it may not be achieving the goals of the 3 pillars. 
Companies that have traditionally had a poor track record with social and 
environmental impacts such as MCdonalds, Walmart and Monsanto have 
announced their own climate smart programs, what are your thoughts? 
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