A Proposed Global Multi-Donor Fund for:
Amplifying Agro-Ecological Solutions
This proposal for a Multi-Donor Fund emerged out of discussions between The Christensen Fund and New Field Foundation on how to increase funding for agro-ecological solutions that build on local cultures, landscapes and ecologies. The funding collaborative would support creative and high impact initiatives that combine knowledge, action and ideas at the local, national regional and international levels, and that are grounded in the realities of community experience, including that of rural women.  
Background and Context
Agriculture is once again being recognized as a central issue for humanity and the planet.  Food prices are spiking again and stark debate rages on whether, why and how increased food production is needed and possible.  Many governments and development agencies are considering substantial investments in commercial agriculture models, which appear in many cases to ignore rather than build upon complex existing agricultural practices of small holder farmers, both women and men. There is a renewed corporate interest in acquiring agricultural land internationally.  Quite apart from “how to feed the world”, the question of how agriculture is practiced is now recognized as central to global environmental sustainability.  The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment identified agriculture as the dominant driver of planetary ecological change and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change is increasingly focusing on food systems as a neglected central factor in global warming.  
Now that half of the world’s population is urban, the debates about whether policies should address the needs of rural communities and regional economies are also intensifying. Some argue rural cultures are inherently valuable and rights bearing, and that rural economies can be re-framed around agro-ecological and environmental services.  Others see the fields and countryside as factories that should be better directed to feed, clothe and fuel the urban world. The long-established cultures of food producing, processing, trading and eating in both rural and urban contexts are all being transformed in ways that often disrupt and degrade community life.  At the same time, public health systems have to increasingly focus on the costly welfare consequences of the impoverishment of diets. Official statistics indicate that there are now more people suffering ill-health from over and/or unbalanced nutrition around the world than there are people who are under-nourished; and this is increasingly becoming the case in many countries of the Global South. Type II diabetes, for example, has become a global epidemic.
Agriculture is therefore being subject to dramatic, divergent forces while being called to adapt to significant climate and other global system changes. An increasing number of philanthropic and other players are becoming involved in the issues of agriculture globally, and a reversal of the long neglect in this area is underway.  However approaches that attend to agro-ecological diversity and the rights and needs of farmers, fishers and their communities are attracting very little support at the global level – even though there is continued endorsement of their importance by farmers’ and food way organizations, by most long term field research on farming systems, by environmental groups (such as the World Watch Institute’s 2010 State of the Planet report), and by international consultations like the International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science & Technology (IAASTD). Indeed, models of agricultural development that are neutral or hostile to agro-ecological and social justice concerns are being successfully presented as the “only solution”, either bypassing the poor or proposing top down solutions on them which have decidedly mixed records.  
Yet production is faltering in many areas as a result of low resilience in the face of erratic and changing weather, declining water availability, salinization, the spread of pests and diseases in monocultures, and other agro-ecological and economic factors.   The prices of different agricultural products are cycling more quickly than crops can grow in the land; while most of the world’s farmers are smallholder women and men, for whom global food prices have complex impacts on their wellbeing.

Policies and programs associated with input-dependent commercial agriculture have come to dramatically threaten many rural communities and the diversity of their landscapes around the world.  They fail to recognize the value of existing agro-ecological systems and specifically ignore what has been learned about the ability of farming communities to meet new challenges through innovation and adaptation. Resilient regional economies and local food systems are being replaced by unstable global supply chains.  Single technologies with high levels of external inputs, are being driven by top down funding, thinking, and research.  Proposing to solve the world’s food crises by intensifying commercial agricultural approaches that are in fact major contributors to the current energy and environmental crises is not a long term plan.  Building upon the innovative contributions and potential of farmers and their own organizations is critical in this democratizing world where de-centered creativity is transforming most economic sectors.  Facilitating investments in the private (usually foreign) takeover of the farmlands of the poor (through various forms of “land grabs”) through secret deals with their governments is not an anti-poverty strategy.
The inter-connected global crises of food, fuel, finance and the environment urgently need integrated solutions rather than piece- meal approaches that are often at cross purposes.  Furthermore, these should respect the rights of both food producers and consumers, and recognize that farming and eating are not only an economic and ecological process but also embody cultures and values.  And it works best if they draw heavily upon the skills and energies of farming communities because they have the proven ability to evolve systems that value and deploy diversity and resilience.
Among the most vital achievements in human history are the complex agricultural production and food systems that are woven into the terrain and lives of communities across the world. Not only do these systems undergird the food sovereignty and health of the majority of the world’s population detailed research shows that they actually still produce the majority of the world’s food.  Having co-evolved with landscape processes they often model effective and innovative ways of sustainably intensifying production with minimal energy and nutrient subsidies.  The rich agro-diversity of these systems is proving key to resilience in the face of climate and other environmental change.   
Fortunately across the planet there is an extraordinary effervescence of local initiative among farmers, producers and their organizations. They are finding powerful connections with increasingly alert and passionate consumers and food movements.  These groups are increasingly seeking to make their voices and concerns heard in the hallways and meeting rooms of the powerful where decisions about national agricultural policy and global finance and trade are made.  
Strategic Opportunities to address these challenges

Within the context of these multiple connected crises, major opportunities are presenting themselves at all levels - global, regional, national and local – which, if interlinked and amplified, could have the potential to impact policy, influence implementation and shift the focus of direction. There is already a significant presence of strong and well-informed, articulate “watch dog” and advocacy groups that have the ability to monitor analyze and circulate information about the nature and drivers of current policy directions.  There are also strong on-the-ground organizations that are mobilizing and advocating for advances in ecological farming systems, often building on deep local and traditional knowledge systems.  Women’s organizations continue to emerge as core advocates for agricultural resources, land rights, and in recognition of their contribution to food security. Yet many of the most important actors that are pressing for a more positive future are under-funded, are often forced to compete with one another for scarce resources, and are inadequately networked so as to be able to amplify their messages. 
Supporting these groups to work synergistically and in better coordination can help to ensure that the voices of women and men who farm and care for food systems reach further and have a collective impact.  Particularly important is the need to help build and strengthen links between farmers’ groups, and associations on the ground and at national levels with the global advocacy and research institutions. Providing support and incentive to help make these connections and develop collaborative partnerships will ensure that the grassroots groups are able to share their knowledge and passion, providing legitimacy and grounding to the wider advocacy groups.  And farmers groups will in turn gain improved access to decision makers and be better informed about global trends and policy decisions that are underway. Targeted and sustained funding is needed to create a loud, well informed, consistent and positive message about a vision for the future built on the values of sustaining, agro-ecologically viable, diverse and productive food systems, that are integral to  vibrant regional and national economies, linking rural and urban eaters in healthy and culturally enriching ways.   
A Multi-Donor Fund
The creation of a donor collaborative with broad shared vision, agreed basic goals, and dedicated funds could greatly increase the amount, coordination and long-term nature of advocacy and movement-building for food systems that are culturally, economically and ecologically sustainable and that value the vision and energies of food producers themselves.  
Connecting and funding advocacy and research organizations with farmer organizations and movements that are working on the same issues in different arenas would explicitly incentivize collaborative partnerships and help reduce competition among the various northern and southern institutions in the field. It would also integrate key actors that have not been previously included, such as women farmer associations or rural media networks that are rooted in local realities.
Such collaborative partnerships would enable powerful targeted work on particular problem issues – such as land alienation and localization of markets – while integrating the disparate constituencies active in this arena for greater effectiveness. The Fund would advocate for positive practical alternatives to those paths being promoted by special interests, as well as keep a close and critical eye on countervailing developments, and blunt the expansion of false solutions.  
Structure and Process
A core group of funders would come together to develop a set of principles, priorities and guidelines for the funding. They would then pool and position funds in an institution that would manage the initiative. This would be either an international organization already dedicated to agricultural policies that shares the same values, or an intermediary skilled in administering international grants. 
An appointed senior and experienced fund manager, with an advisory panel, would do the following:

1. Provide medium sized, multi-year grants to collaborative partnerships of groups that are involved in international, regional and national advocacy and movement-building for advancing grounded agro-ecological food system solutions. These grants would particularly support proposals from groups of institutions that deeply evince strategic collaboration and complementarities for enhanced long term impact. Awarded through a competitive request for proposals, the Fund would give preference to collaborations that are a mix of research, think tank and policy institutions combined with farmer organizations,  women’s networks and social movements, from both the global North and South

2. Convene and connect the grantees (perhaps at important global conferences or regional meetings) so that they emerge as a broad network able to amplify impact and synergize collective action.

3. Coordinate activities that strengthen the capacity and outreach of these partnerships. These could include an annual event and/or learning document and/or media messages capturing developments and opportunities that increase capacity to strategize long term.
Priorities and Criteria

Funding priorities and criteria would be developed by the core group of funders, but would likely focus on initiatives that:
· Deploy proven or promising techniques for amplifying the voices of farmers and their allies around agro-ecological alternatives so as to reach and influence strategically selected audiences and institutions, often using playful, disruptive or personally transformative methods;

· Bring together sets of actors from the local to the global with complementary skills, mandates and networks so that the issues selected can be presented in a holistic fashion in ways that can bring the public together (for example linking farmers with environmental and food movement constituencies);

· Strengthen platforms for the gathering and distribution of information about both positive opportunities (e.g. successful local initiatives) and about threats (such as a public registry of land alienations);

· Make the findings of detailed research into trends, technologies and issues available in highly digestible formats to make the debates in mainstream media and institutions on these issues better informed. 

· Take account of power dynamics within the partnership, and ensure genuine space for the contribution and expression of farmers (particularly women) with deep knowledge of local landscapes and ecologies. 
Potential grantees might be characterized as follows:

i.
Outcome and implementation oriented.

ii.
Rooted to grounded realities.

iii.         Experience of working equitably with farmers and local organizations; 

iii.
Track record of working on agro-ecological approaches and alternative models, at global, regional and national/community level either from the perspective of:
a.
monitoring and watch-dogging developments and impacts,

b.
actively disseminating useful research and information on alternatives,

c.
mobilizing social movements and farmer groups to input policy and program approaches.
iv.
Actively promoting gender equality and social justice.
v.
Sophisticated and competent in cross-cultural relationships;

vi.         Actively engaged and experienced in networks with significant outreach 
Applications
Before entering into a detailed request for proposals, the Fund would invite concept papers from a range of organizations from around the world that are already working in this field and that have established relationships with other organizations in the field. While the following is NOT intended to be a comprehensive list of potential candidates, or a pre-fixed list of likely recipients, the kinds of candidate institutions would include groups such as:

· Navdanya, GRAVIS, Sahyog Sansthan in South Asia
· COPAGEN, Biowatch, Fahamu Women & Biodiversity partners,  FEPA.B in Africa;

· La Via Campesina, DESMI,  in Latin America 
· Center for Food Safety, ETC, Food First, Grassroots International, Oakland Institute, in North America

· GRAIN, More and Better, IIED’s food sovereignty program, in Europe;

· and efforts such as that of the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, as well as follow up initiatives to the IAASTD findings. 
We anticipate that these institutions would often submit joint proposals with each other, with indigenous and community organizations, and with “non-traditional partners” such as social media, environmental, transparency or local policy groups. This would enable groups of grantees to pool complementary skills and energies and engage in a systematic effort above their weight.
In terms of actual grantee selection, the Fund would agree on a mechanism congruent with the governance of the hosting institution, but likely including an advisory panel which could comprise representatives of several of the participating funders alongside internationally-recognized experts who would not come from any of the potential applicant institutions. 
Collaborating Funders

Half a dozen foundations have expressed interest in participating in this collaborative, with strong commitment already from The Christensen Fund and New Field Foundation who together have already pledged a provisional $900,000 over three years to start the ball rolling.  The purpose of circulating this note is to invite other interested or potential funders into the group.  We suspect that, were this effort to formally coalesce, the Fund would also attract support from individual donors and from other donors who are increasingly exploring this growing area.
The value proposition for foundations through this collaboration is three-fold:

· To increase the total amount of funding available through mutual leverage , inspiring a sense among ourselves that by allocating more resources together we can really achieve something;
· To reduce the time, effort and exposure to risk of the individual foundations in navigating this large and complex field of potential grantees, each of us with our overlapping but distinct regional and thematic priorities but knowing we need to impact “the whole”; and

· To motivate and enable the organizations in the field to significantly raise their game by being able to think and work longer term and collaboratively rather than to lose their time and effort competitively seeking and then managing alone multiple small short term grants from each of us.
Contributing funders would need to agree a broad shared set of criteria and viable selection and reporting method for individual funding contributions. Initial commitments are up to three years.  At that point it will likely be clear if and how this effort should continue or evolve. 

Desired Outcomes
Over a three year period, systematic funding would result in:

· At least ten strong partnerships that link farmers’ groups and social movements with advocacy or think tank organizations actively monitoring negative developments and promoting practical positive alternatives.

· Stronger, better informed and more effectively networked small holder and women’s farmer associations. 

· Strong shifts in the language and direction of international agricultural policies and research agendas in favor of more complex, locally responsive and accountable agricultural systems.

· National leadership in a number of countries that counters the prevailing movement towards high input, and overly simplified, commercially oriented agricultural models to more diverse farmer driven efforts that meet livelihood, nutritional and ecological goals.

· Much greater investment in small holder and women farmers’ organizations, seed saving and sharing networks, research on local and indigenous knowledge around soil fertility, seed selection, food storage and preparation.

· Intense global scrutiny on large scale land leasing. 

· Profound debates towards re-direction of agricultural development aid and lending. 

Budgetary Considerations
Three year grants would provide the grantees with the motivation and security to build the kind of critical mass and coherent work that could have significant impact.  A notional 10 grantees (many of which would be collaboratives) funded at $150,000/ year for three years and 5 grantees at $100,000/year would require a commitment of $ 6 million ($ 2 million/year) for granting purposes. The broad aim here is find the optimum between being inclusive and field building (through engaging a wide range of institutions) while at the same time making grants in a significant size range to enable the selected institutions to raise their game.
Management of the fund would need at least part time support from a fund manager who would help convene an advisory group, develop criteria, invite concept papers, and send out requests for proposals and help monitor reporting.  At least 15% operating expenses (or $300,000/year) would be needed.  Convening activities would require an additional $600,000 ($200,000/year) over the three years. 
Proposed Budget

We are proposing a ball park initial budget of $7.5m over three years.  Obviously the number and size of grants will need to adapt to available funds, grantee capacities and expressed needs.  However, if possible we would like to be able to offer three year commitments so as to motivate and equip the grantees for systematic longer term strategies, as well as greatly reduce the complexity of our management activities as funders. 

Line Item




Annual budget

3-year budget

10 three year grants (@ $150,000/year)
$1,500,000

$4,500,000

5 three year grants (@ $100,000/year)
                $500,000

$1,500,000
Staffing, management, travel and 

         monitoring (@ 15%)


$   300,000

$   900,000
Convenings and Annual Events

$   200,000

$   600,000
TOTAL




$ 2,500,000

$7,500,000
For further information about this initiative please contact:  Sarah Hobson, New Field Foundation at sarah@newfieldfound.org or Jeff Campbell at The Christensen Fund at jeff@christensenfund.org.
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