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Introduction

Agricultural transformation in the world’s developing regions will require
a thrice green revolution: green for productivity, green for environmental
sustainability, and green for increased income as the entry
point to improved living conditions.

—Ismail Serageldin, Executive Director, CGIAR, 1997

Sustainable development is a process of progressive change in the quality
of life of human beings, that situates them in the center as primary
subjects of development, through economic growth with social equity and
[through] the transformation of the methods of production and the
patterns of consumption, and that sustains ecological equilibrium and the
vital support of the region. This process implies respect of the ethnic,
cultural, regional, national and local diversity, as well as the strengthening
of full citizen participation, in peaceful coexistence and in harmony
with nature, without compromising and guaranteeing the
quality of life of future generations.

—The presidents of Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras,
Nicaragua, and Panama (CCAD 1994)

| just want to know, why is it big farmers are always getting services, credit
and subsidies, and all we campesinos ever get are projects for
sustainable agriculture?

—Peasant farmer, Campesino a Campesino movement, Nicaragua,1998

Sustainable Agricultural Development

F.Ew PEOPLE ON THE PLANET argue against the importance of sus-
tainable agriculture. Everyone, from the World Bank to the Zapatistas,
is in favor of some form of agricultural development that “meets the needs
of present generations without compromising the needs of future genera-
tions to meet their needs. . . .” However, many argue about just what sus-
tainable agriculture is; who should develop it, and how, and for whom; and
about who should pay the costs of transforming unsustainable agricultural
practices into sustainable ones. While it may be informed by ecology, eco-
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nomics, sociology, and other disciplines, sustainability in and of itself is pri-
marily a political and social concept—a normative framework within which
to make decisions (Lélé 1991; Hynnemeyer et al. 1997).

This means that sustainability is decided upon. So who gets to decide
what it is? Environmentalists? Scientists? Politicians? Corporations? Vil-
lagers? Behind the apparent social consensus for “sustainability” lies a con-
flictive arena of struggle in which different business interests, political
institutions, cultures, countries, states, municipalities, towns and villages,
families, and individuals sort out the costs and benefits of environment and
development.

Some institutions, such as the World Trade Organization (WTO), the
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the
World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the Consultative
Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), and the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) are particularly well equipped
to generate and disseminate their arguments. But ironically, the primary
actors actually practicing sustainable agriculture in Mesoamerica today do
not belong to any of these institutions. The cutting edges of sustainable
agricultural development are not found in the international agricultural
research facilities or in the air-conditioned offices of the world’s food and
agriculture experts. Neither are they found on the mechanized, irrigated
farms and corporate plantations occupying the region’s rich valleys and bot-
tomlands. They are found on the shares of ox-drawn plows, and on the
blades of the shovels, hoes, and machetes of hundreds of thousands of inno-
vative but resource-poor smallholders who work the fragile hillsides,
drought-ridden plains, and remote forest perimeters of the agricultural
frontier. The people actually producing food and protecting the environ-
ment are too busy surviving to engage in institutional debates. They live far
from the centers of power and are simply not able to sit around hammering
out project proposals, policy papers, or op-eds. They don’t have the time or
resources to lobby politicians and multilateral decision makers. For them,
sustainable agriculture means sustaining their livelihoods. It is a full-time
job, and a way of life.

Luckily, hundreds of farmer’s organizations, nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), development professionals, and individual researchers work
with and support these smallholders—putting on workshops, arranging
gatherings, carrying out action research, and studying and writing about
farmer-led development and sustainable agriculture. This book is part of
this supportive effort. It is an attempt to bring the voices of the men and
women presently developing sustainable agriculture on the ground in
Mesoamerica and the Caribbean into the debate about the region’s future.
It is not an attempt to speak for them, but to amplify their voices in an
effort to make their experiences more visible.
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