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WHAT IS AGROECOLOGY?

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.
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OPEN-ENDED CASE STUDIES

By Chuck Francis, Tor Arvid Breland and Geir Lieblein

Open-ended case studies have been growing in favor in experiential learning in
agroecology. We first described this educational strategy in the November 2008
Agroecology Newsletter, and the paper has now been officially published. There is also
additional experience using this method of teaching that we want to share. As compared
to most traditional decision case studies where the answer or outcome is already known
to instructors and to clients, the open-ended case deals with a situation that is not re-
solved. In the traditional situation, students need to be clever enough to figure out what
the teachers and clients already know. In open-ended cases, the students, instructors,
and involved clients embark on a joint search to learn as much about the current situa-
tion and to come up with a series of potential scenarios that will provide improvement
to a future wanted situation. This scheme of learning is familiar to all who have partici-
pated in the autumn agroecology courses at UMB. Our most recent adventures in 2009
include the merging of the farming systems and the food systems field projects into one
larger activity. This time we were invited by four Norwegian communities participating
in the @kolgft national program to increase the production and consumption of organic
food in Norway. Our teams worked with farmers, processors, marketers, consumers,
private and government agencies to identify key issues on farms and in communities to
discover possible methods to improve the current situation. The first experiment with
this new method was highly successful, and the teams reported a high level of interest
from their clients and a real potential for them to offer some ideas that would be imple-
mented. The popularity of the program at the local level was confirmed by a number of
newspaper articles about the teams and their activities. Each team returned a second
time to the community and conducted visioning sessions with a number of clients, our
attempt to further stimulate the implementation of whatever viable alternatives the
clients chose to pursue. We intend to use this same model in the future. The publication
cited here includes other contributing authors from Sweden, Minnesota, lowa, and
Nebraska, all of whom have used this type of learning approach in their own context
with semester and summer travel classes. We invite comments and suggestions from
readers, and hope that you will share your own experiences using this type of education.
Francis, C., J. King, G. Lieblein, T.A. Breland, L. Salomonsson, N. Sriskandarajah, P. Porter, and M.

Wiedenhoeft. 2009. Open-ended cases in agroecology: farming and food systems in the Nordic Region
and the U.S. Midwest. J. Agricultural Education and Extension 15(4):385-400.]
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Members of the Tolga group lead the
visionary workshop in their community
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AGROECOLOGY STUDENTS APPLY

OPEN-ENDED CASE STRATEGY

By Karen Adler

The Agroecology farming and food systems courses introduce an open-ended
case study strategy to approach holistic, practical projects on farms and in com-
munities. This method of action-oriented education stimulates learning by re-
quiring students to work in a complex and uncertain environment. In autumn
2009, groups of 5-6 students went to four municipalities (kommunes), Kvam
Stavangdiolgand Sauherddcated in different parts of southern Norway. In
addition to working closely with one farmer in the municipality on farming sys-
tem issues, the groups were given the task of collaborating with the project
leader and major stakeholders of the government-funded @kolgft project. Each
community has the goal to  increase the use of organic food in public institu-
tions, thereby creating new market channels for ecological goods to promote
the local economy. In this way, the Norwegian government hopes to promote
increased production and consumption of ecological food to reach the national
goal of 15% by 2020.

The assignment required students to research the present situation in the devel-
opment of the @kolgft project, including goals set out by each municipality,
and the current level of engagement by relevant stakeholders. Based on their
own findings and the needs and suggestions of the project leader, the groups
formulated visions for the future and potential action steps needed to achieve
these visions. Student teams returned to the municipality to present their
findings in workshops tailored to their casework. The teams incorporated the
results and feedback from these visits into finalized suggestions or scenarios for
action that stakeholders and key clients could carry out to improve the local and
organic foodsheds that they visited.

Each @kolgft municipality presented students with the common purpose of
increasing organic and short traveled food in public institutions such as kinder-
gartens, schools, nursing homes, hospitals and municipal cafeterias. The specific
organisations targeted in each local project depended on which were important
in the municipality, and often were affected by the interests of those running
each institution. At the same time, the localities also had goals specific to the
area. These created a differ

example, K v agoeB mcluded increasing positive attitudes toward environ-
mentally friendly foods and doubling the amount of organic production in the
municipality to equal 5% of total food production. In Stavangediie emphasis
was on fostering organic milk, sheep and tomato production because these are
key local agricultural goods, and on boosting the quantity of organic food in
municipal cafeterias, schools and nursing homes. In Tolgaimportant @kolgft
aims were to bring organic milk, fruit and vegetables to schools, increase
organic food in grocery stores to 10%, develop a common marketing strategy
for promoting ecological food, and set up a field to demonstrate the production
of organic vegetables. In addition to increasing the supply of organic fruit and
milk to schools, S a u h projechodjedtiges included the ambition to stimulate
| ocal busi nesses, enhance the
increase organic fruit production because apples are prevalent in the region.

1%

Based on their experience and analysis, student groups developed unique work-
shop agendas that they presented to interested project participants. The
Stavanggnoup used a movie and powerpoint presentation style of the five
action plans they had developed to convey their suggestions to two primary
@kolgfproject leaders. In contrast, the Tolgagroup facilitated a visionary
workshop with 30 interested stakeholders who used the majority of the time to
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generate their own vision for their municipality in 2019. The large session then broke into groups to develop
the visions and short-term action steps to achieve them. The Kvargroup held an adapted visionary workshop
with a selected group of nine stakeholders, presenting their findings and asking the group to envision the
changes that would need to take place in their own work in order to make the @kolgft project a success in the
future. The students then shared the vision they had created, discussed the differences between the two, and
collectively brainstormed action steps that could be taken in the short term to begin the process of reaching
the visions. The Sauheragdoup chose to focus on increasing the communication among stakeholders by
presenting their rich picture of the current situation and asking questions to stimulate the participants to
name and discuss challenges, key issues and ways to improve the future situation.

for example, the main key client requested that the students hold a small meeting with the project leaders to
share their findings and suggestions. In Tolgaon the other hand, due to the personality and influence of the
key client, a full visionary seminar format was chosen and a large turnout was assembled. In Kvanthe project
leader was hesitant to employ some of the visionary thinking techniques that the students had used in class, so
the team adapted their seminar to combine their ideas with those of the key client. In the case of Sauherate
group identified lack of communication as a central problem for the project. Consequently, they chose to use
the workshop format as an opportunity to stimulate an exchange of ideas by leading the group through a series
of strategic questions designed to empower those involved by releasing hindrances to change while generating
answers and energy to begin to fix the problems.

Ultimately, all four groups created client reports with strategies to reach the goals of the @kolgft project
based on their understanding of the community and feedback by stakeholders. Many of the proposals overlap,
while others are quite specific to the locality. In summary the action steps were to:

Promote school gardens and integrate them into the school curriculum (Stavangethey can also be used to
change public perceptions of organic through the youth (Sauhenad

Adapt institutional menus so that organic food is affordable, e.g. introduce a vegetarian meal to replace more
costly meat once a week (Stavangemd offer more local and organic produce (Kvam)

Support direct contracts between ecological farmers and institutions that can provide markets and stable
economic agreements (Tolga, Stavanger

Design/support a webpage for tourists with agricultural activities and places of interest (Tolggorasa  da-
tabase of organic wholesalers and producers to facilitate purchasing for public institutions (Stavanger

Increase communication among project leaders, stakeholders and the community using workshops, education,
theatre and local media to improve public perception of local and organic food (Kvay creating a steering
committee of stakeholder representatives to work with the project leader to help to organize public
workshops in the community (Sauhenad

Develop local organic production by encouraging farmers to convert to organic with support of increased
advisory services (Kvain alleviating risks to converting farmers through diversification of apple orchards with
chickens (Sauhenadhtroducing role model organic farmers in tomato and sheep production (Stavanger

Endorse direct marketing possibilities like bypassing major distributor (Bama) to get local and organic food
into supermarkets and increasingon-f ar m s al es, box <Sauhegathes anoga

Promote agro-tourism by setting up a shop with local food and handicrafts where information on the
traditions behind these products is showcased, and creating a mobile farm market on the train featuring locally
important agricultural goods (Tolgg designing an apple museum to draw tourists, making and selling value-
added apple products (Sauherad)

Design a regional food label that calls attention to traditional products from the municipality (Kvam, Sauhg
this is already operational in Tolga

Start a cultural garden where the elderly and youth can work together to grow food, giving the opportunity

Each of the groups chose their particular workshop agenda according to what best fit their case. In Stavanger

for the older generation to share traditional and historical knowledge (Tolga
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Develop a community-shared processing kitchen with support from the @kolgaft project (Sauhenad

Support the construction and local management of a greenhouse to grow organic vegetables heated by either
a biodigester or through compost formation (Tolga

The diversity in the process that groups followed, their results and conclusions highlight both the utility of
the open-ended case study to provide a rich, challenging learning environment and the capacity of each
group to use the project to generate locally relevant suggestions that actually address the problems found in
their municipality. The @kolgft cases challenged the agroecology students to use participatory methods and
multiple perspectives that encompassed social, economic, agronomic, ecological and political issues. The
cases also revealed specific project goals, attitudes and resources that led to unique student-led workshops
and suggested action steps for each locality, a socio-ecological specificity that emerged from the process. In
this way, each group reacted to the complexity and uncertainty of the @koleft plan development by
employing just-in-time learning to tailor a specific strategy to improving the municipal food system in which
they were immersed.

Overall, the class rose to the many challenges of intensive group work in real-life, as well as unknown and
sometimes stressful situations. They learned to deal with unique personalities and the complexity of small-
town politics and social structure. Open-ended case strategies provided a framework within which to
accomplish the goals for the agroecology class, while contributing to the community through action
learning.

Job well done!

MESSAGE FROM THE EDITOR

Dear readers,

As the Agroecology student advisor for spring 2007, autumn 2008 and all of 2009, | wanted to thank everyone
who has contributed to the newsletter with stories and pictures. | am handing over my duties to the next student
advisor, so this is my last issue as the editor. | just wanted to say that | have enjoyed meeting, studying and
working with all of the Agroecology students from years 2006-2009, and | wish everyone good luck in your en-
deavors. To the prospective students of 2010 and beyond, I hope you will enjoy and benefit as much from the
Agroecology courses, educational principles and social atmosphere of the degree as | did. | hope to hear more
from all of you through the newsletter in the years to come.

As we used to say in my class in 2006, ol
the Agroecology students and professors, and I will keep the good memories with me wherever I go.
Best wishes,

Karen Adler
MSc Agroecology




