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Editorial on the Research Topic

Equity and trade-o�s in agriculture and food system transformation

The imperative for “transformation” in agriculture and food systems is highlighted

in the UN Food Systems Summit (UNFSS) and a growing number of global agendas, in

response to multifaceted societal and environmental challenges. However, there is a danger

that the apparent urgency of transformation is accepted at the expense of recognizing the

potential for trade-offs and inequities to be experienced in the process, or as a result. In this

Research Topic we begin from an acknowledgment that transformation can be, and has been

historically, brought about through exclusionary processes and with inequitable outcomes.

This Research Topic critically interrogates the global transformation imperative in

agriculture and food, and asks: how is agriculture and food system transformation being

differently conceived of, and by whom; what does equitable and just agriculture and food

systems transformation look like; and how can it be brought about?

Under the Research Topic we present six papers that in different ways engage with

concepts (Dagli; Juskaite and Haug; Lala et al.; Sarku et al.) and case studies (Boillat et al.;

Dagli; Lala et al.; Wang et al.) of food systems transformation and equity. By grounding

and testing concepts of transformation and equity in the experiences of different contexts,

the papers reveal problems with oversimplistic and binary ideas about potential food system

change and the winners and losers associated with them.

Inequity can come about in multiple ways, and, as Juskaite and Haug demonstrate, is

given varied meanings in different discourses of food systems change. Moreover, inequity

can be embedded in the structures and knowledge politics that shape whose agendas and

discourses are acknowledged, prioritized and privileged. In analyzing how justice and food

system transformation is conceived and discussed in an international policy arena, Sarku

et al. adopt a framework comprised of multiple lenses of justice, inclusive of distributive,

historical, and representative justice. Boillat et al. further propose an additional justice lens,

“contributive justice”, which, with regards to aspects such as labor and working conditions,

helps to highlight that individuals are simultaneously active contributors to and recipients of

the outcomes of transformative change and that this dualistic experience of transformation

cannot necessarily be disentangled.

Across the case study-focused papers in this Research Topic there are a variety of

conventional/“central” and alternative/“peripheral” pathways of agriculture and food system

transformation that are described and juxtaposed. Lala et al. compare the aspirations for

the future of rural communities in the Kilombero Valley in Tanzania, with the vision of
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donors, private sector and national government for the

modernization of the Southern Agricultural Growth Corridor of

Tanzania. They argue that “the view of transformation presented by

smallholders appears incompatible with national blueprint policies

and plans”. Wang et al. evaluate whether priorities for landscape

and biodiversity conservation in Wuyishan National Park in

China are in conflict or can coexist with a future for traditional

agricultural industries. And Boillat et al. compare the experiences

of workers in alternative value chains in Senegal.

Within these case studies we can find examples of how current

pathways of change have a historical legacy and path dependency.

For example, Lala et al. critically engage with their findings in the

context of colonial legacies of large-scale plantations in Tanzania.

Wang et al. describe causal and self-reinforcing loops in the

ongoing industrialization of tea production in the northwest of

China’s Fujian Province. But these historical pathways can also

be disrupted and punctuated by moments of change. Dagli, for

example, outlines how a flash flood event and subsequent ban

on logging in Infatana Municipality in the Philippines in 2004

ultimately shifted rural livelihoods and agricultural land uses.

Despite the historical dependency of many conventional

pathways of change in agriculture and food systems, and the fact

that these pathways often squeeze out space for more traditional

practice and rights to land, Sarku et al. argue that issues of

historical justice are not given enough attention in international

discourse. Their analysis of the UNFCCC Koronivia Joint Work

on Agriculture exposes a particular absence of critical discussion

of historical justice, but also of justice from all perspectives,

in dialogues around agricultural transformation, which prioritize

much more highly the scaling up of climate smart agricultural

technologies and practices.

Following Wang et al., and to some extent Lala et al., we

might typically think about the dominant or conventional pathway

of transformation in agriculture as being one of industrialization

and commercialization. The obvious “peripheral” (to borrow a

term from Dagli) or counter pathway in such cases is one of

preserving or promoting smaller and less intensive agriculture.

Wang et al. think about the practices of traditional tea gardens

and Boillat et al. consider organic and community supported

value chains as counter to the more conventional commercial

industries. However, peripheral pathways may also be multifaceted

constructs that do not sit squarely in opposition. For example,

the aspirations of smallholder farming communities documented

by Lala et al. place emphasis on land tenure, agricultural

expansion and increased irrigation, which in many ways resonate

with notions of agricultural modernization, even if they are

simultaneously resistant to the corporate takeover of agriculture in

the region.

It is important not to pre-suppose that peripheral pathways are

in themselves “more equitable”. As Boillat et al. show, it is possible

to find significant elite capture within community supported

agricultural systems as well as high standards and levels of job

satisfaction for those working in more conventional industries.

Wang et al. consider whether alternative pathways can coexist

or if they sit in conflict with each other and Dagli further

suggests that the “entanglement” between alternative pathways of

agricultural change means that it may be an oversimplification

anyway to see these as independent and in opposition to each other.

Nevertheless, the compatibility (Wang et al.), trade-offs (Juskaite

and Haug) and entanglements (Dagli) between these pathways are

important for understanding how much space there is for plurality;

for different actors to envision and pursue different futures and

pathways of agricultural change, both in local contexts, such as the

Kilombero Valley, and in international political forums, such as the

Koronivia Joint Work on Agriculture. The extent to which space is

closed down or opened up for plural pathways could be one way of

thinking about what equitable transformation means across these

different scales and contexts (Juskaite and Haug).

Collectively the papers in this Research Topic contribute

conceptual and empirical insights on agriculture and food systems

transformations and why an equity and justice lens is crucial to

improve processes and outcomes. The papers support an overall

argument about the need to critically consider agricultural and

food systems transformation through multiple lenses of justice

and to create space and advocate for plurality and multiple

voices in transformation. As the global imperative for food system

transformation becomes ever stronger, so too does the importance

of this argument for attention to be paid to equity and justice.
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