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I n  T h i s  i s s u e :  

Around thirty years ago, organic certification systems appeared in Europe and have been 
evolving continuously, acquiring an important role in guaranteeing environmental          
protection and food quality. Each system developed separately, together with the organic 
sector of its respective country, resulting nowadays in a considerable diversity in terms of 
certification procedures and support to operators. 

The harmonisation of these elements is therefore a topic of primary importance. In order to 
address this need, the present work explores the similarities and differences between two 
well-established yet radically different organic certification systems in Italy and Denmark. 

The investigation was set up on first a macroscopic system scale and second as a specific 
analysis of organic inspection forms in order to evaluate the systems under two different 
perspectives. This had the further aim of showing how these two approaches are comple-
mentary in presenting the key issues that emerge from their comparison. 

The objective is to present a useful reading to people working in 
the organic sector who wonder what is at stake nowadays, what 
the alternative situations are and what can be learned from them. 

From this study, what emerges is that the efficiency of the Danish 
system can be further improved by fostering relationships more 
prone to dialogue among stakeholders, whereas the Italian system 
needs to organise its actors in a more simple and functional struc-
ture. As the two certification systems appear to have comple-
mentary strengths and weaknesses, this thesis shows how their 
comparison may inspire positive changes to the other. 

Many agroecology students submitted their theses on May 15th of this year.              
Consequently, in June eleven thesis defenses were held. The Agroecology   
department also hosted the first ever thesis defense day, where five students 
presented and defended their theses and celebrated together in the evening. In 
the following months, the newsletter will feature the abstracts from their   
research. For July, the newsletter contains a piece from one of the defending 
students, Abednego Ambe Achamba, who describes how he came to study ag-
roecology and gives anecdotes from his fieldwork experience. There are also 
student abstracts by Wenyu Tian and Giulio Giorgi, and a description and 
photograph section of the some of the thesis defense candidates and  party. 

The academic field that bridges agriculture, nature and society. 

Agroecology is the field that links theory and practice using social and natural sciences to 
describe, analyze and manage complex agroecosystems. The program focuses on            
integrating ecology, organic and conventional agriculture, socio-economics and culture 
with the ultimate goal of sustaining agricultural production, food security, community and 
environmental health. 

Thesis defense issue  
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By Karen Adler 

The thesis defense is an opportunity to explain and clarify the MSc thesis before 
the final grade for the work is given. It is the final step for receiving a grade on the 
30 or 60 ECTS thesis work of the degree, and is intended to make the grading pro-
cess more transparent by providing a platform for dialogue between the external 
examiner grading the thesis and the student.   

A 30 ECTS defense lasts about an hour and consists of a presentation of the thesis, 
listening to feedback, answering questions from the external examiner and profes-
sors, and if there is time, responding to questions from the audience. During the 
presentation, which lasts about 20-25 minutes, each student provides an overview 
of her thesis. This usually includes introducing the topic, providing a picture of the 
methodology and methods used, outlining the results and explaining the analysis 
and conclusions of the research. This is followed by comments and questions from 
the external examiner, who is given the opportunity to provide feedback and ask 
about specific aspects of the thesis. This period is perhaps the more proper 
ódefenseó in the sense that students answer questions about the work, clarify 
misunderstandings and can defend the choices they made in the research process.  

A 60 ECTS defense is approximately an hour and a half due to the inclusion of a 
smaller individual curriculum defense, which is a requirement of the larger thesis 
project. The process and timing of defending the thesis is the same, but in addition 
the individual curriculum is presented and the external examiner also asks 
questions about this topic. The individual curriculum seminar is about twenty mi-
nutes, with ten minutes for the question and answer period. 

The defense can raise a studentõs grade through the process of presenting the work 
and answering the questions given by the external examiner. In this way, it is a 
good opportunity for the student to clarify and substantiate the work. It is open to 
the public, and many draw a small audience of interested students and faculty. Af-
ter the defense, the main agroecology supervisor and external examiner discuss the 
grade privately. The student then receives the grade either on that day or by email 
soon after. 

What is a thesis defense like?  

China has a long history in organic farming, and through experience Chinese    
farmers have accumulated particular organic farming methods. Current organic 
farming is operated on two distinct levels of scale: large-scale business organic 
operations and individual organic operations. In this thesis, I selected two cases in 
China in order to focus on grassroots groups at the farm level, and addressed the 
issue with respect to the capacity building of organic farming systems. Through 
delineation of distinctive features of organic farmers under the situations of two 
different organic operation methods, the particularities of Chinese organic agricul-
ture have been studied. Further, the best model for the future Chinese organic 
agriculture under the Chinese circumstance is hypothesized. 

The organic farmers exhibited institutional functions and certain influences on lo-
cal society in the large business organic operation case. In contrast, the farmer in 
the individual organic operation case had stronger professional competences and 
organic preference. Both types of organic farmers, whether in the business organic 
operation case or the individual organic operation case couldnõt fully control the 
process of planting or their sales plan.  

Chinese organic agriculture in the current situation is characterized by organic 
farmers with different levels of capacity that have overarching relations with cur-
rent agricultural policy, marketing channels and information sources.  By not sup-
porting individual organic farmers as well as being constrained by limited domestic 
demands, the organic sector has been unable to activate large-scale individual orga-
nic farming development. So for the future of Chinese organic agriculture, it is 
hypothesized that organic farmers must develop their own integrated capacity, 
while external factors can facilitate organic agricultural development. 

WENYU TIAN½S THESIS ABSTRACT 
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Student feature: abednego achamba  

I was born in a small village in the southwest province 
of Cameroon called Konye and  grew up on a farm. 
My interest in farming was inspired by my father. His 
agricultural passion gave me a love for plants as well 
as the environment. Even though I appreciated plants, 
my ambition during my undergraduate education was 
to become a petroleum geologist. I never knew I 
would fall in the hands of agroecology. 

Before I came to Ås in autumn 2006, I never knew the 
meaning of agroecology.  I googled the word and  
realised how it was related to agriculture and the   
environment. Afterward, my anxiety could not rest as 
I was looking forward to get the experience for     
myself. I never knew who or what I was going to 
meet, the type of people, and what the teaching  
methods would be. Since I knew agroecology was 
related to agriculture, I had some confidence in     
myself that I would be able to contribute something in 
class because of my experience in farming. 

I was so amazed with the approach of the teaching 
methods, which included multi-disciplinary           
approaches and perspectives. The course by itself to 
me was practical, and this is a strength to the overall 
teaching process. My ability to learn new things and 
the knowledge-sharing with teachers and friends 
helped to equip me to address issues related to 
agroecology. The courses in agroecology have       
widened my scope in learning and interpreting    
situations, developed my skills in agro-mapping and 
also improved my ability to analyse complex        
situations into simpler ones and to relate practical 
situations to real life. The truth behind the course is 
that during the learning process, it seems difficult to 
apply, but in real life it seems easy. 

The success of my thesis was a result of the methods 
adopted during the learning process of the course, my 
past experience and also my ability to relate to real-
life practical situations. My thesis experience was 
good because I made my analysis in Konye, an area 
where I grew up, farmed and built relationships with 
people in the community. This was evident in the fact 
that I organised a seminar with 35 invitees, but to my 
great surprise, 70 people came. At one point the 
whole thesis process was like a home-coming and 
most people were happy to see their own son came 
back, find out about their farming situation and help 
them with ideas to improve their situation. 

For me, it is a big blessing to be in the agroecology 
family. My plan now is to continue in agroecology 
with a PhD in sustainable agriculture and develoment. 
I wish to use this opportunity to thank the agroecol-
ogy department, who contributed to my success. 

Tussen takk  

Meeting the supply 
and needs of the 
food system in  
todayõs world of 
growing influence 
of globalisation is a 
very big challenge. 
Experience has 
shown that the   
impacts of global-
isation on the food 
system has proven 
beyond doubt the 
most important issue facing both industrialized and 
less industrialized countries who depend solely on 
agriculture to increase their Gross Domestic Products 
(GDP). Moreover, environmental constraints, 
changes in government policies, structural adjustment 
programmes, free trade, movement of people across 
the border as well as socio-economic realities have 
presented new scenarios in the food system in the 
southwest province of Cameroon in recent years. 

This study examines the present situation of the food 
system by presenting the food flows and the roles 
played by the various stakeholders in the food system. 
It also gives insight into the types of food produced, 
how it is produced, the effect of market price fluctua-
tions on food production, where the food ends up, 
and the various methods of production and preserva-
tion. I have presented a brief discussion on the various 
farming practices of both the local and urban farmers. 

The study also gives in detail the various methods and 
techniques used throughout the research work and its 
application to the food system. An explanation of the 
factors affecting food production has been examined 
by using SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, op-
portunities and threats) as an example. It also ex-
plores the level of communication, key issues, prob-
lems and possible action plans of food production. In 
addition, the notion of globalisation including its ori-
gin, claims and impacts on the food system is eluci-
dated, and there is a discussion of the various implica-
tions of the processes of globalisation, including both 
positive and negative impacts and the actual driving 
forces that are bringing changes to the food system. In 
order to fully explain these driving forces, a concep-
tual framework has been designed to show the 
changes brought into the food system by globalisation. 

The study concludes by stating the various action 
plans as a guideline which, when followed, can foster 
changes in the food system. Finally, the study finds 
that there is need for a common understanding and 
goal-sharing to develop the food system in Cameroon 
for coming generations. 

Agroecology and me  Thesis abstract  
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June 18th thesis defense day  

On June 18th, five students from the Agroecology classes of 2005, 2006 and 2007 defended their theses in Ås. 
The students, Andrea Lawseth, Ina Torp, Gunhild Hjelmseth, Markus Koot and Giulio Giorgi, all gave presenta-
tions to an audience of students, professors and the external examinor of their work. Some of the first and second 
year Agroecology students who were in Ås also attended, and all were invited for a party after the defenses. At the 
celebration, students toasted with champagne and ate pizza, chatting with professors and the external examiners 
who were able to remain throughout the day. Students who defended earlier in the week were also in attendence, 
along with family and friends. Congratulations to all, and good luck with the next stage of your career and life!  

Clockwise from top left: Andrea brings the audience into her study area; Geir introduces Markusõ external examiner; Ina in the hot 
seat; sustainability indicator spiderweb results from Giulioõs presentation; Giuilo uses Italian hands to explain a point; Gunhild 
handles the pressure as the examiner asks questions; the graduates make a toast. 


