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Biodiversity, by its very essence, is characterised by plenty. It is a 
brimming reservoir of life, full of diversity and abundance; some of 
it still unknown to humans, and constantly evolving. This 
resplendent wealth of nature, and its will to thrive, is sometimes 
lost in the darker and more urgent narratives of biodiversity decline. 
The inherently positive force of biodiversity is often overshadowed 
by a narrative of scarcity - with an imperative of managing and 
minimising biodiversity loss. The abundant wealth of our planet 
that we know still exists as biodiversity, is sometimes forgotten.  

Biodiversity for food and agriculture cannot be considered in isolation from the humans that manage production systems. Farmers, livestock 
keepers, forest dwellers, fish farmers, and fishers constantly engage with their environments, shaping them to varying degrees and utilising 
components of biodiversity in different combinations to meet their needs. Many domesticated species have been used, developed and 
maintained by humans for thousands of years.1

Agricultural biodiversity’s story at the UN Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD) has followed a similar trajectory. From an all 
important framing of agriculture at the heart of sustainable 
development, use, equity and conservation in the post-Rio early 
years of the CBD, agricultural biodiversity has been sidelined, and 
lost its central place in the Convention. In the failure of the 
Convention and its Parties to implement policies to meet the Aichi 
Biodiversity Targets, agriculture has been equally neglected.

 
 
INTRODUCTION

Farmer inspecting his maize crops  
in Thailand. © Chat Karen Studio / Shutterstock.
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The inherently positive force of biodiversity is often overshadowed  
by a narrative of scarcity and loss.

1 FAO, State of the Worlds’ Biodiversity for Food and Agriculture, 2017.
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2 ETC Group, Who will Feed Us, 2017. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 For a deeper analysis of COVID19 and food security see: Civil Society Mechanism of the CFS, Voices 

from the ground: From COVID-19 to radical transformation of our food systems, 2020.mental; 
www.enca.com/ world/indonesia-forest-fires-warships-put-standby 

7 Koronivia Joint Program of Work on Agriculture, http://www.fao.org/climate-change/our-
work/what-we-do/koronivia/en/ 

8 IPCC. Climate Change and Land special report, (revised Summary for Policymakers, 2020).  
9 CFS HLPE. Agroecological and Other Innovative Approaches for Sustainable Agriculture that Enhance 

Food Security and Nutrition, 2019; and International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems 
(IPES-Food). From Uniformity to Diversity: A Paradigm Shift from Industrial Agriculture to Diversified 
Agroecological Systems, 2016. 

This report examines the place of agricultural biodiversity in the 
deliberations and decisions of the CBD since its inception. It makes 
the case that agriculture cannot be ignored at the CBD due to its 
powerful role - both as a destructive force, and in its ability to nurture 
and restore biodiversity. Today’s industrially driven, large scale 
agriculture and intensive livestock production is seen as the biggest 
driver of land use change, ecosystem exploitation and destruction, 
and a significant contributor to climate change. However, agriculture 
is also a solution: in contrast to industrial agriculture, peasant 
agriculture and food provision, practiced by the majority of the world’s 
small-scale farmers, nurtures and safeguards agricultural biodiversity.  

More than 500 million peasant farmers and food provisioners across 
the planet have a special relationship with biodiversity: Their 
ecosystems, biodiversity and life in all its forms, are part of the system 
that sustains them, and provides food, medicine, fuel, shelter, 
livelihoods, knowledge and culture. For family farmers and peasants, 
agricultural biodiversity is more than a livelihood; it is life itself. 
Peasant farmers, Indigenous Peoples, fishers, forest dwellers, livestock 
keepers, and local communities see themselves as part of nature, and 
part of the evolutionary circle of biodiversity. Their everyday acts both 
benefit from and nourish biodiversity and the ecosystems around 
them. For thousands of years, they have used the wisdom gained 
from experience, knowledge, culture, tradition and love of their 
territories, to shape and enhance the diversity of their crops and their 
wild relatives; tended their lands, waters and territories; and raised 
rare animal and aquatic breeds that are only kept alive in their care.  

The ‘peasant food web’ has bred 7,000 species of domesticated 
plant species (with 2.1 million varieties), and maintained 50,000–
60,000 crop wild relatives, with an estimated economic value of 
US$196 billion. In contrast, the ‘industrial food chain’ works only 137 
crop species, just 16 of which account for 86% of the world’s global 
food production. In fact, one crop, maize, receives 45% of all private 
research and development spending (commercial breeders control 
only about 100,000 varieties under monopoly control). Commercial 
breeding requires a lot of money to breed very few crops.2 

When it comes to livestock, peasants have domesticated at least 
34 livestock species and continue to nurture and breed more than 
8,774 breeds. In contrast, the industrial food chain, which has 
commercialised livestock breeds originally bred by smallholder 
farmers, focuses on five livestock species today: cattle, poultry, pigs, 
sheep and goats - working with less than 100 commercial breeds 
in all.3 This lack of diversity, and the genetic uniformity among 
commercial livestock species, is a major vector of zoonotic disease.4 

The dynamism and efficiency of the peasant food web — in all its 
diversity, richness and generosity — vs. the industrial food chain — 
in its homogeneity, voracity and yet its vulnerability — are well 
captured in this description by ETC Group:5 

The Web uses less than 25% of agricultural lands to grow the food that 
nourishes more than 70% of people (providing primary support for the 
2 billion people most at risk). The Web uses approximately 10% of 
agriculture’s fossil energy and no more than 20% of agriculture’s total 
water demand, with far less damage to soils and forests than the 
Chain. The Chain uses more than 75% of the world’s agricultural land 
and in the process annually destroys 75 billion tonnes of topsoil and 
controls the market environment that cuts down 7.5 million hectares 
of forest. Further, the Chain accounts for at least 90% of agriculture’s 
fossil fuel use (and GHG emissions) and at least 80% of freshwater use, 
and leaves us with a bill of $12.37 trillion (for food and damages). It 
also leaves 3.9 billion people underfed or malnourished. 

 

 
Agricultural Biodiversity:  
The Essence of Life 

Agricultural biodiversity is intimately linked with the key issues and 
challenges the world faces today.  

• COVID19 has held the world hostage and demonstrated the 
devastating consequences to human life, of a food system that 
continues to destroy nature and encroach on wild habitats. 
While COVID19 came from a wild species, it demonstrated the 
dangers of a food system built on industrial-scale exploitation 
that breeds uniformity and profits, and has now shown that it 
also breeds disaster by enabling the rapid spread of zoonotic 
disease from animals to humans.6 

• After years of ignoring agriculture as a key emissions problem, 
the UNFCCC has commenced the Koronivia Joint Program of 
Work on Agriculture,7 following the International Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) Land report8 pointing to the highly 
destructive nature of industrial agriculture and land use 
change as a major climate problem. At the same time, 
authoritative reports from Rome-based agencies, research 
institutions and Civil Society Organisations have 
demonstrated the critical role of agroecological, biodiversity 
and ecosystems-based approaches in climate resilience and 
adaptation, as well as in climate mitigation through 
sequestration at the farm and landscape level.9 
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Agroecological farming in 
Namaacha, Mozambique.  
© Amelia Collins / Friends of the 

Earth International

https://www.csm4cfs.org/csm-global-synthesis-report-covid-19/
https://www.csm4cfs.org/csm-global-synthesis-report-covid-19/
https://www.csm4cfs.org/csm-global-synthesis-report-covid-19/
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10 Mulvany, Patrick. Sustaining agricultural Biodiversity and Heterogeneous Seeds. in A and L Kassam eds. 

Rethinking Food and Agriculture. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-816410-5.00014-1. 
11 FAO. The State of the World’s Biodiversity for Food and Agriculture, J. Bélanger & D. Pilling (eds.) 2019 
12 IPC, 2016, Peasants Give Life to Biodiversity.  
13 FAO, 2017. 
14 Built into the side of a glacier in Norway, the Svalbard Global Seed Vault is an international gene 

bank that contains a million samples of seeds from national and regional gene banks around the 
world. This seed collection is seen as the world’s ‘backup’ or safety deposit box in the event of 
genetic diversity being wiped out by catastrophe. 

15 P. Mulvany, Seeking New Agreements for Enhancing Agricultural Biodiversity. AgroecologyNow, 
November 24, 2020 http://www.agroecologynow.com/seeking-new-ways-to-work-with-nature-
enhancing-agricultural-biodiversity/

• Biodiversity plays a significant and intersectional role in the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) - and is gaining 
prominence as a key element in resilience and systems thinking. 
While its central place is SDG15 (biodiversity, terrestrial 
ecosystems) and SDG14 (sustainable use of oceans and marine 
resources); it touches on many others such as (SDG13) climate 
change, SDG3 (health), SDG6 (water), and others. Agricultural 
biodiversity, which is foundational to SDG2 (hunger and 
sustainable agriculture), has experienced an alarming decline 
over the last century, particularly due to a destructive model of 
agriculture, and land use change (outlined below).  

Agricultural biodiversity underpins the food system and also provides 
fiber, feed, fuel, pharmaceuticals, and materials or shelter; it is a vital 
subset of biodiversity that includes the seeds, breeds, and ecosystems 
within which food and other goods are grown and harvested by people.10 

Biodiversity for food and agriculture is the biodiversity of living 
organisms that exists between and within species, with all its 
variability, that contributes to food and agricultural production. 
According to the Food and Argiculture Organisation (FAO), 
“biodiversity for food and agriculture is indispensable to food 
security, sustainable development and the supply of many vital 
ecosystem services”.11 When acting within a framework of food 
sovereignty and agroecology, peasant farmers and food 
provisioners enhance agricultural biodiversity, resilience and equity. 
Agricultural biodiversity becomes a nurturing force for life, as well 
as a powerful basis for economic and food system change.12 

According to FAO, biodiversity for food and agriculture provides 
numerous critical functions, including:13 

• Provisioning functions: Biodiversity (cultivated and 
uncultivated) in terrestrial and aquatic plants and animals is 
the basis of food, food production and nutrition for humans. 
The diversity of medicinal plants and organisms is a source of 
health. It is also the source of non-food materials -- fodder, 
wood, biomass and dung for fuel, building materials, medicinal 
plants and organisms, animal materials and fibres for textiles. 

• Regulation and support functions: Biodiversity supports soil, 
water, and air quality enhancement, nutrient cycling, pollinator 
and micro-organism diversity, pest and disease regulation, 
climate and natural hazard regulation, and the provisioning of 
animal habitats and spaces for associated biodiversity.  

• Cultural functions: Communities and societies derive culinary, 
spiritual, religious, recreational and aesthetic values  
from biodiversity. 

These invaluable functions are considerably endangered, and even 
missing, when agricultural biodiversity is threatened and diminished. 

 

 

Biodiversity Lives in Farms & Fields 

The creation of the Svalbard Doomsday Vault14 in 2008, with the world 
afflicted by a food crisis, stemmed from the idea of an ‘insurance plan’ 
for safekeeping seeds in order to protect the world’s food supply. 
Svalbard became a standard reference point in the discourse on global 
seed security. With significant funding, and more than a million 
accessions in the Svalbard seed collection, world leaders were able to 
proclaim that a sufficient plan was in place to protect agricultural 
biodiversity - as seeds from many of the world’s major crops, duplicates 
of national and regional ex-situ collections, are stored at the vault, 
frozen and buried into the side of a glacier. However, recent incidents 
of flooding inside the vault (due to ice melting around the glacier), and 
the growing realisation that frozen seeds may not possess the genetic 
capability to adapt to extreme climate change, have continued to 
shine a light on the importance of in-situ conservation.  

While ex-situ and area-based conservation efforts have received 
significant attention and funding (for example the Global Crop 
Diversity Trust), in-situ and on-farm conversation, sustainable use and 
agroecological approaches have received far less attention, and a 
fraction of the funding. Agricultural biodiversity is kept alive by the 
mindful efforts of peasant farmers, forest dwellers, livestock keepers, 
Indigenous Peoples and small-scale fisher communities who 
continually maintain and enhance a vast diversity of seed varieties 
and breeds, as well as the critical knowledge of how to use them: their 
characteristics and variations, and how they perform under changing 
conditions; as well as knowledge of their wild relatives. The fields, 
waters, pastures, mountains and drylands maintained by peasant 
farmers are therefore the living gene banks where agricultural 
biodiversity is found in its full heterogeneity, and where it co-evolves 
through the continuous innovation and stewardship of peasants.  

fRIENDS OF THE EARTH 
INTERNATIONAL 
forests & biodiversity

BOX 1: How Heterogeneity is Expressed  
in Biodiversity15 

1. INTRA-VARIETAL & INTER-VARIETAL 
BIODIVERSITY: The biodiversity within plant varieties 
and seed populations, breeds of livestock and aquatic 
organisms being cultivated, raised or harvested, and 
within the sub-species of ‘associated biodiversity’ of 
support species that provide essential ecosystem 
functions and support production.  

2. INTRA-SPECIFIC & INTER-SPECIFIC 
BIODIVERSITY: The biodiversity of species of crops, 
livestock and the ‘associated biodiversity’ of support 
species, above and below ground and in waters; such as 
soil organisms, pollinators, predators and microbiota 
including fungi in soils, rumens and digestive tracts.  

3. AGROECOSYSTEM BIODIVERSITY:  
The biodiversity of the surrounding agroecosystem as well 
– from within gardens, fields, pastures and forests, and out 
to landscape, watershed and marine ecosystems levels. 

http://www.foodsovereignty.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/IPC-Agricultural-Biodiversity-Brochure.pdf
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16 Just 4 crops dominate the food system: Maize, rice, wheat and potatoes. Half of all crop research is 

currently devoted to just one crop: maize Source: ETC Group, Who will Feed Us.  
17 IPBES Global Assessment of Biodiversity and Ecosystems Services; IPCC Climate Change and Land 

special report (revised Summary for Policymakers, 2020); FAO State of the World’s Biodiversity for Food 
and Agriculture (2016); and the Global Biodiversity Outlook (GBO5; 2020). Also see the International 
Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science, and Technology for Development (IAASTD), 2009.  

18 Global campaign in demanding that FAO stop its alliance with CropLife. https://pan-
international.org/stop-fao-croplife-toxicalliance/ 

19 IPBES Biodiversity Assessment. 
20 International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty. Declaration at OEWG February 2020

It is clear that to keep agricultural biodiversity alive, village-level 
seed banks and gene banks — many supported by NGOs and 
research institutions — need to be strengthened; and their 
horizontal, peer-to-peer methodologies replicated. These 
methodologies are absolutely vital to conserving and enhancing 
agricultural biodiversity. They include: community seed banking, 
participatory research and varietal selection, seed security and 
resilience assessments, and prioritising the knowledge of women 
and Indigenous Peoples. 

The shrinking of biodiversity at the species and the varietal level 
have been well documented. This alarming trend has to be seen in 
the context of increased corporate concentration in the seeds and 
agro-chemicals industry, which has confined crop and animal 
research to a handful of varieties.16 This increasing reliance on very 
few crops narrows biodiversity and weakens resilience across the 
food system, but it also weakens food sovereignty.  

 

 
Industrial Agriculture:  
A Serious Threat to Biodiversity 

In the last few years the world has generated ample data on the 
alarming state of biodiversity and ecosystems. Ironically, one of the 
major threats to agricultural biodiversity is industrial agriculture. 
Authoritative reports by IPBES (Global Assessment, 2019), FAO 
(State of the World’s Biodiversity for Food and Agriculture, 2017), 
IPCCC (Climate and Land Use Special Report, 2017) and the CBD 
(Global Biodiversity Outlook 5, 2020) lay out a comprehensive case 
against the major drivers of biodiversity loss.17 They paint a bleak 
picture: a global economy relentlessly driving land use change, 
habitat destruction, deforestation, pollution and irreversible 
damage to precious ecosystems (marine and terrestrial). This is not 
only leading to alarming levels of biodiversity loss, but also 
accelerating the disenfranchisement of communities living and 
caring for their ecosystems through lost livelihoods, rights and 
cultural value. With more than 75% of plant diversity lost in the last 
100 years, species and varietal losses have reached an extreme, 
putting us in the age of the sixth mass extinction.  

The practices, tools and approaches of industrial agriculture are the 
direct drivers of biodiversity loss, posing daunting threats: vast 
monoculture plantations, the widespread use of pesticides and 
herbicides, the growing trend of genetically engineered crops and 
animals, all of which represent an assault on nature and the 
eradication of biodiversity. The “Stop FAO-CropLife #ToxicAlliance” 
campaigns puts it this way:  

“The use of toxic pesticides is a global threat to human health and 
the environment. Pesticides pollute the food we eat, the water we 
drink, and the air we breathe. It is a major driving factor in the 
unprecedented collapse of insect populations and biodiversity loss. 
Each year, 385 million farmers and farmworkers suffer from acute 
pesticide poisoning”.18 

The IPBES Global Assessment paints a stark picture of alarming 
decline in soil health, pollinator diversity, marine and forest 
ecosystems since the 1970s, even as agricultural production has 
increased - indicating that such material gains are not sustainable, 
nor are they an excuse for exploiting biodiversity. IPBES states:   

For terrestrial and freshwater ecosystems, land-use change has had 
the largest relative negative impact on nature since 1970, followed 
by the direct exploitation, in particular overexploitation, of animals, 
plants and other organisms, mainly via harvesting, logging, hunting 
and fishing. In marine ecosystems, direct exploitation of organisms 
(mainly fishing) has had the largest relative impact, followed by 
land/sea-use change. Agricultural expansion is the most widespread 
form of land-use change, with over one-third of the terrestrial land 
surface being used for cropping or animal husbandry.19 

According to IPBES, 75% of the earth’s land surface is significantly 
altered, and current negative trends in biodiversity will undermine 
80% of the Sustainable Development Goals. The IPCC places the 
responsibility of this destruction squarely on the expansion of 
agriculture: 

Expansion of areas under agriculture and forestry, including 
commercial production, and enhanced agriculture and forestry 
productivity have supported consumption and food availability for 
a growing population.... With large regional variation, these changes 
have contributed to increasing net GHG emissions (very high 
confidence), loss of natural ecosystems (e.g., forests, savannahs, 
natural grasslands and wetlands) and declining biodiversity.20 

In all these authoritative assessments, starting with the 
International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and 
Technology for Development (IAASTD), industrial agriculture clearly 
comes out as the key driver of biodiversity loss, also associated with 
loss of livelihoods, income, health; and increases in poverty, urban 
migration, conflict, and associated societal breakdowns. However, 
while the direct drivers of biodiversity loss are of grave concern, 
they are symptoms of the root causes (sometimes seen as the 
indirect drivers) that have created a destructive system: neo-liberal 
economic and trade policies, a mindset of financialisation, the 
commodification of nature, lands, waters and people, the 
externalisation of environmental and social costs, and a culture of 
overconsumption and waste. This, coupled with poor governance, 
increasing corporate power and reductionist, techno-centric 
approaches to addressing problems, has led to inequity and the 
marginalisation of the stewards of biodiversity and ecosystems: 
the world’s peasant farmers and food provisioners.  
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Agro-commodities  
& Ecosystems Destruction 

The large-scale industrial production of agricultural commodities 
such as palm oil, soy, and beef has serious negative impacts on 
agricultural biodiversity, land and ecosystem integrity, as well as 
on humans and wildlife.21 The majority of the world’s palm oil is 
sourced from Southeast Asia, where clearcutting forests for palm 
oil production has devastated biodiversity - including mature 
forests, peatlands, and wildlife species exclusive to the region. 
Soaring demand for vegetable oils has led to increased land 
investment, land grabbing and land conversion. This drastic land 
use change — from mega diverse forests to large monoculture 
plantations — has caused the dispossession of Indigenous Peoples 
and local communities (IPLCs), wildlife loss, pollution, severe 
degradation of land, and significant carbon emissions.   

Industrial soy production in Latin America has a similar story. In 
Brazil, 80% of the soy produced is for animal feed.22 Particularly 
serious is the expansion of soy plantations in the Brazilian Cerrado, 
home to 5% of the world’s biodiversity, and the largest savanna in 
South America.23 Soy production is characterised by large scale 
changes in land use, high levels of intensification, monoculture, 
and agrochemical inputs. The result is deforestation, soil erosion, 
loss of species and habitats, environmental pollution, and huge 
carbon emissions from deforestation. The paving of the ‘soy 

highway’ (BR-163) to transport soy right through the Mato Grosso 
region, is emblematic of the destructive power of industrially 
produced agrocommodities.24 Appropriation of land also involves 
human rights violations and the displacement of Indigenous 
Peoples and local communities from their territories.   

Some actors in the food industry have responded to strong criticisms 
by setting up self-certification schemes, such as the Roundtable on 
Sustainable Palm Oil (which represents a tiny percentage of total 
palm oil production). Self-certification and voluntary corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) schemes have been increasingly fraught with 
difficulties, and rejected by many environmental watchdogs and civil 
society organisations for greenwashing, inadequate standards and 
weak external controls, poor transparency in monitoring and 
reporting, and little accountability to local communities.25, 26, 27 An 
International Labour Organization study raises concerns about a 
severe lack of positive impacts of voluntary certification schemes 
(VCS) on workers’ wages, tangible improvements in quality of life, 
collective bargaining practices, and national public governance 
systems.28 Certification programmes must be based on independent 
third-party verification, full transparency of accounting, informed 
participation of local communities, and inclusive governance 
mechanisms. National governments and intergovernmental 
organisations need to follow up on certification schemes, ensuring 
their effectiveness and transparency, and sanction those certification 
schemes that make false claims.  

 

 

fRIENDS OF THE EARTH 
INTERNATIONAL 
forests & biodiversity

21 Global Forest Atlas, (Yale University), sections on palm oil, soy, biofuels. Also Global Forest Coalition, 
Forest Cover 55 -- The Big Four Drivers of Deforestation: Beef, Soy, Wood and Palm Oil. 
https://globalforestcoalition.org/forest-cover-55/ 

22 Global Forest Atlas, https://globalforestatlas.yale.edu/amazon/land-use/soy  
23 The Cerrado is home to over 4,800 plants and vertebrate species found nowhere else. See Jonathan 

M. H. Green, Linking global drivers of agricultural trade to on-the-ground impacts on biodiversity. 
PNAS 116 (46) 23202-23208; https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1905618116, 2019. Also see: A. Guerrero 
and M. Virah-Sawmy. Demand for meat is driving deforestation in brazil: changing the soy industry 
could stop it. The Conversation, December 17, 2020. https://theconversation.com/demand-for-meat-
is-driving-deforestation-in-brazil-changing-the-soy-industry-could-stop-it-151060  

Nature based solutions means more detrimental monoculture. 
Harvesting soy in the state of Mato Grosso, Brazil. 
© Kelvin Helen Haboski / Shutterstock

https://globalforestatlas.yale.edu/land-use/industrial-agriculture
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35 HLPE 2019. 
36 Trondheim Conference Report, Making Biodiversity Matter, 2019.

Agroecology:  
A Pathway to Climate Resilience 

While agricultural land use is a major contributor to climate change 
and biodiversity loss, the food system itself — from field to plate 
to disposal — is responsible for up to 44-57% of all anthropogenic 
greenhouse gas emissions. This includes emissions from land use 
change; agricultural and animal production; production of 
petrochemical inputs; deforestation and soil degradation; 
packaging, transport, and food waste.29 

The giant ecological footprint of the industrial food system leads to 
the irrefutable conclusion that we cannot seriously address climate 
change and biodiversity loss unless we confront and transform our 
food system. Transforming agriculture to focus on systems resilience, 
biodiversity enhancing and restoring carbon cycles is an urgent and 
essential path pathway to 1.5C.30 According to the Climate Land 
Ambition and Rights Alliance (CLARA), our climate strategies are 
leading us to the ‘brink of disaster’; but ecosystem-based solutions 
such as agroecology offer “immediate, accessible, cost-effective and 
equitable strategies for meeting the 1.5°C temperature goal”.31 

Agroecology is a visionary framework and a key pathway to climate 
and food systems resilience, with agricultural biodiversity and human 
rights as its centrepieces. It is rapidly growing as a viable response to 
the climate and biodiversity crises, with equally important 
dimensions of the rights and agency of peasants, gender equity, and 
the engagement of youth and the next generation of farmers.   

For peasant movements, agroecology is a rejection of an industrial 
food system that disenfranchises communities, destroys their 
ecosystems and biodiversity, poisons their lands and waters, and 
endangers their livelihoods. At the same time, agroecology is an 
affirmation of ‘the language of nature’.32 Agroecology represents a 
fundamental new framework of revaluing nature and peasant 
knowledge, and the revitalisation of local and Indigenous 
communities based on their territorial and cultural sovereignty. As 
elaborated by the Committee for World Food Security’s High-Level 
Panel of Experts (HLPE), agroecological practices harness, maintain 
and enhance biological and ecological processes, and reduce 
purchased and synthetic inputs, in order to create more diverse, 
resilient, and productive agroecosystems. Agroecology employs 
holistic frameworks and values to enhance diversification, 
intercropping, mixed cultivation (including agroforestry and 
silvofishery), animal integration, biological pest and disease control, 
enhancement of soils structure and health, biological nutrient 
management, habitat management for associated biodiversity, 
and recycling of energy, nutrients and waste.33 

As a science, practice, and movement, agroecology is founded on 
equity. Its methodologies are based on peer-to-peer exchange, 
valuing knowledges (of Indigenous Peoples, women, elders, youth), 
intersectionality and intergenerationality - as the stewardship of 
biodiversity is key to future generations. Furthermore, as the 
International Forum on Agroecology stated,  

“Agroecology is political; it requires us to challenge and transform 
structures of power in society. We need to put the control of seeds, 
biodiversity, land and territories, waters, knowledge, culture and the 
commons in the hands of the peoples who feed the world.”34 

The High Level Panel of Experts of the Committee on Food Security 
(CFS) recognises agroecology as place-based yet expansive in 
potential and scope, beyond the field level and encompassing whole 
agricultural and food systems, from production to consumption, 
and using a transdisciplinary approach.35 The High Level Panel of 
Experts sees strong relevance of agroecology as a system-wide 
approach to addressing the interlinked crises of biodiversity, climate 
change, hunger, health, economic and social inequality, while 
strengthening the agency and food security of family farmers.  

The increasing spotlight on agroecology, driven forward by 
peasants’ organisations and social movements, has captured 
government and donor interest, and spurred calls for more research 
and funding to agroecological initiatives - including from the FAO 
and the Committee for World Food Security. According to the 
Trondheim report, management practices and approaches 
favouring the sustainable use and conservation of biodiversity for 
food and agriculture are on the rise (including for forestry and 
fisheries), although they need further research, scaling up, and 
stronger enabling frameworks.36 

However, the growing recognition of agroecology as a system-wide 
approach means that a wide range of actors — in particular big 
business, and some NGOs, states and intergovernmental 
organisations that support them — are trying to co-opt the term 
‘agroecology’ in various detrimental ways.
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24 Brazil paves highway to soy production, sparking worries about amazon destruction at a tipping 
point. Market Watch (Associated Press), December 12, 2019. 
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/brazil-paves-highway-to-soy-production-sparking-worries-
about-amazon-destruction-at-a-tipping-point-2019-12-12  

25 Ibid, https://globalforestatlas.yale.edu/land-use/industrial-agriculture/palm-oil 
26 Milieudefensie, Palm Oil Certification, not out of the woods, March 2021 

https://en.milieudefensie.nl/news/palm-oil-certification-not-out-of-the-woods.pdf 
27 Greenpeace, destruction, certified, march 2021 

https://www.greenpeace.org/international/publication/46812/destruction-certified/  
28 C. Henry and A Pechevy. Upgrading agricultural work: A comparative analysis of voluntary certification 

schemes. ILO, 2017. 
29 GRAIN, Food and Climate Change: The Forgotten Link, 2011.  
30 K. Dooley et al. (2018) Missing Pathways to 1.5°C: The role of the land sector in ambitious climate 

action. Climate Land Ambition and Rights Alliance (CLARA). 
climatelandambitionrightsalliance.org/report. 

31 Ibid. 
32 Declaration of International Forum on Agroecology, Nyeleni, Mali 2015  
33 HLPE 2019. 
34 Declaration of the International Forum on Agroecology, Nyeleni, Mali 2015. 

Woman farmer in Uruguay safeguarding 
local seeds and food sovereignty. 
© Amelia Collins / Friends of the Earth International
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By obscuring the differences between ‘agroecology’ and ‘climate smart 
agriculture’ or ‘sustainable intensification’, food giants and their 
networks in big NGOs are attempting to strip agroecology of its deeper 
meaning and transformational potential for peoples and planet.37   

Friends of the Earth International 

 

While the rising interest in agroecology is highly welcomed by 
many, there is serious concern about co-optation away from its 
foundation in human rights and system change. There continues 
to be support for a range of ‘solutions’ with narrow, largely 
technical approaches that address one part of the problem, while 
overlooking root causes and pathways to systemic change. The 
majority of today’s ‘Nature Based Solutions’ (NBS) and Climate 
Smart Agriculture (CSA) approaches, which entail small 
improvements in the agri-food system without addressing the root 
causes, are already starting to appropriate the language of 
agroecology. This section looks at them in greater detail.  

 

 

 
Real Pathways  
or False Solutions? 

Woman gathering vegetables that grow alongside trees in the Sungai Buri 
agroecology and agroforestry project, north-eastern Sarawak, Malaysia.  
© Amelia Collins / Friends of the Earth International 
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37 Friends of the Earth International. Junk Agroecology (web article). 
https://www.foei.org/features/junk-agroecology-corporations-co-opting-peoples-solutions-food-
crisis-covid-19. mental; www.enca.com/ world/indonesia-forest-fires-warships-put-standby
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38 D. Stabinsky, Nature-based solutions or nature-based seductions?; and TWN Briefing Paper, 

September 2020; and FOEI (2020) Junk Agroecology. Also see: CBD Alliance, Nature-based 
Solutions: Civil Society Statement of Concern (December 2020). And N. Seddon et al. Nature 
Based Solutions. 

39 Global Forest Coalition. Old schemes and scams are lurking under the shadow of the “nature-
based solutions” umbrella. Forest Cover 61.  

40 Third World Network. Biodiversity and Climate Change, in ECO (CBD Alliance) Volume 61, Issue 
4, Thursday February 26, 2020. 

41 HLPE, 2019, FOEI 2012, and FOEI 2020.  
42 J. Loos et al. Putting meaning back into “sustainable intensification”. Frontiers in Ecology and the 

Environment, 12(6) https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1890/130157  
43 FOEI. A Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing? An Analysis of Sustainable Intensification, 2012. 

‘Net Zero’ & ‘No Net Loss’:  
Dubious Accounting for Continued 
Environmental Destruction 

With climate change a top policy concern, many governments and 
some corporations have announced carbon ‘net zero’ pledges that 
may involve offsetting emissions without making real emissions 
reductions. Similarly, with biodiversity offsets, the loss of 
biodiversity (perhaps one species, or one ecosystem) in one region 
is traded off against some enhancements in another region - a 
practice that is unacceptable. Furthermore, these programmes may 
be publicly funded, and result in continued land grabbing and the 
expansion of large scale, monoculture plantations, at times 
involving serious biodiversity loss and human rights violations. In 
other words, business as usual, using the market-based frameworks 
that we have seen in ineffective offset programs such as REDD.38 

These practices not only deflect real action, but can have serious 
negative impacts on agricultural biodiversity. As the Global Forest 
Coalition puts it,39 

Many of the mitigation commitments made to face the climate 
emergency are still heavily focused on false solutions. These include 
carbon offsets, emissions trading and monoculture tree plantations 
as part of afforestation and reforestation initiatives. Increasingly 
supported with climate finance, these commercial activities dressed 
up as emissions reductions are little more than greenwashing. 

Third World Network points out that carbon offsets subvert the 
CBD’s biodiversity conservation objectives to achieve the goals of 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) .40 

The CBD should not be used instrumentally to achieve the goals of 
the Paris Agreement for which those Parties have obligations to 
reduce their emissions, in particular the high-emitting North. Neither 
should the biodiversity in biodiversity-rich countries in the South be 
grabbed by high-emitting rich countries to offset their emissions. 

 

 

The Back Door of Sustainable 
Intensification 

False solutions to conserve ecosystems and biodiversity also 
include the rise of ‘sustainable intensification’ approaches, first 
proposed by the UK in 2009, and then picked up by the FAO and 
others as a way of blending sustainable agriculture, biodiversity 
conservation and ‘land sparing’ objectives. Sustainable 
intensification is problematic because it leaves the door open to all 
possible technologies and methods - including genetically 
modified organisms, gene drives, increasing fertiliser use or factory 
farming of animals and high levels of synthetic inputs and 
fertilisers, in order to intensify production, while sparing land and 
terrestrial ecosystems.41 Several of these proposed intensification 
techniques pose huge threats to climate and biodiversity 
protection. Sustainable intensification does not provide an answer 
to the systemic problems of industrial food chains. It retains the 
focus on productivity, technology and capital-intensive production 
rather than a structural transformation of food systems via 
ecological, economic, social and political change.42 It has been used 
by some donors and large corporations to claim ‘greener’ practices. 
Intensifying agricultural production has been shown to increase 
farmland biodiversity loss, such as certain bird and pollinator 
species.43 At the same time, it disincentivises more agroecological, 
diversified agricultural practices.  

The sustainable intensification concept reveals a mindset of 
separation between humans and nature, whereby nature is to be 
put aside in protected areas; and Indigenous Peoples and Local 
Communities excluded, even as they are demonstrably the best 
guardians of nature. At the same time, it implies that biodiversity 
outside protected areas is less precious, thereby enabling its 
continued devaluation and exploitation. 
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Small holding maize seeds in Uruguay.  
© Amelia Collins / Friends of the Earth International
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44 FOEI, Nature Based Solutions: A Wolf in Sheep’s clothing, October 2021, 
https://www.foei.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Nature-based-solutions_a-wolf-in-
sheeps-clothing.pdf 

45 FOEI considers the acronym NBS to stand for “the concept of Nature Based Solutions”. We 
reject the notion that NBS refers to solutions, and will for the purposes of this report therefore 
not refer to it in the plural.  

46 Friends of the Earth International, Transnational Institute and Crocevia, Junk Agroecology: the 
corporate capture of agroecology for a partial ecological transition without social justice, 2020.  

47 Convention on Biological Diversity. Local Biodiversity Outlook, p31. 
48 J. Dempsey et al. Subsiding Extinction 

https://conbio.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/conl.12705  
49 Nature Conservancy, Closing the Nature Funding Gap: A Finance Plan for the Planet. 
50 IPES-Food. Too Big to Feed, 2017.

Nature Based Solutions (NBS)44 

Working with nature is a highly attractive proposition. However, 
the terminology of NBS is highly nebulous, the numbers difficult 
to verify, and a variety of different approaches are lumped together 
under the ever-widening NBS umbrella - from natural 
infrastructure, to land-based climate mitigation, to adaptation and 
restoration, as well as genuine ecosystems-based approaches. 

The promotion of Nature Based Solutions45 in agriculture raises 
several issues of concern. Proponents of NBS believe that the 
removal of vast areas of land from agriculture is possible through 
‘sustainable intensification’ of farming. However, without the 
‘sparing’ of land for NBS via agricultural intensification, NBS are 
essentially implausible at large scale. Sustainable intensification 
techniques lend themselves to being categorised as NBS as they 
can be focused on single practices designed primarily to generate 
carbon credits. However, these techniques are highly contested 
because of their narrow focus, and uncertainties such as the 
mitigation potential of soil carbon sequestration, greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions of ruminants, and bioenergy carbon balances. 

The UN Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) and The Nature 
Conservancy promote an agriculture version of NBS that 
repackages several practices such as conservation agriculture, 
nutrient optimisation and improved plantation management, 
without altering the industrial agricultural model or addressing its 
social and environmental impacts. NBS in agriculture appears to 
be the mainstream response to the increasing call for agroecology 
from social movements, civil society, experts and progressive 
elements of UN institutions.  

When subsumed under NBS, the model of agroecology developed 
by peasant movements is likely to be rapidly co-opted by 
agribusiness corporations, chemical companies, financial firms and 
consumer goods corporations by taking some elements of 
agroecology such as ecological practices and combining them with 
corporate technologies and intellectual property rights, market 
instruments and offsets - opening the door for ‘junk agroecology’ 
rather than transformative agroecology.46 

 

 

Subsidising Biodiversity Destruction  

Government subsidies and incentives for corporate practices that 
destroy biodiversity are one of the biggest factors keeping 
industrial agriculture firmly in place, and preventing the transition 
to agroecology. As the Local Biodiversity Outlook 2 report states:  

Incentives and subsidies are primarily directed towards the growth 
of unsustainable production and consumption patterns, including 
through agro-industrial food systems which too often result in 
unhealthy foods and diets. The crisis in biodiversity, climate change 
and development are in part a direct consequence of these factors.47  

According to some calculations, these perverse, destructive 
subsidies can be more than five times higher than the financing 
going to conserve biodiversity. For example, Dempsey et al, 
contrasting biodiversity’s ‘perennial austerity problem’ with the 
lavish subsidies handed out for its destruction, report that Brazil 
spent US$158 million trying to stop deforestation while spending 
US$14 billion subsidising activities linked to deforestation; and 
Indonesia spent US$165 million versus US$27 billion. However, 
fossil fuels represent the most extreme case, with global subsidies 
of approximately US$4.7 trillion in 2015.48 

As much as US$542 billion per year is currently spent on 
agricultural, fisheries and forestry subsidies that are harmful for 
nature. These subsidies need to be redirected to incentivise more 
sustainable practices, benefiting nature while also mitigating 
climate change and improving food security.49 Accountability for 
harmful subsidies, and reforms in governance are a critical part of 
a system wide transitioning away from a system that currently 
finances biodiversity destruction.  

 

 
Corporate Concentration:  
Squeezing Biodiversity 

Mega-mergers, vertical and horizontal integration in the food, seed, 
agrochemicals and data industries has led to extreme 
concentration of corporate power and influence. This has grave 
consequences: the narrowing down of seed, input and machinery 
suppliers; the privatisation of knowledge and data, the stifling of 
research and innovation related to anything other than major crops 
or agro-commodities; and corporate land and resource grabs. 
Corporate influence increases at the policy table, on the farm and 
at the grocery store. Decision-making is dominated by elites and 
powerful corporate interests and often linked to the systemic 
corruption that fuels the destruction of ecosystems, biodiversity 
and livelihoods, with large parts of society left behind. For farmers, 
this means greater indebtedness and fewer options to do anything 
but to remain on the industrial farming treadmill, grow 
commodities for the global market, move towards large scale 
monoculture and intensify their production methods - all to the 
detriment of agricultural biodiversity.50 
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51 Trondheim Conference Report. 
52 FAO. The State of the World’s Biodiversity for Food and Agriculture, J. Bélanger & D. Pilling (eds.) 2019. 
53 P. Mulvany. Sustaining Agricultural Biodiversity and Heterogeneous Seeds. In A and L Kassam eds. 

Rethinking Food and Agriculture, 2020. 
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State of Agricultural Biodiversity Policy

As the UN Decade for Biodiversity ended, the Trondheim biodiversity 
conference concluded that, even though the CBD’s vision is living in 
harmony with nature, “globally we are certainly not living in harmony 
with nature at present. Damage to nature is affecting human 
wellbeing, including health, nutrition and food security, despite 
efforts to address the Aichi Biodiversity Targets in recent years”.51 

The landmark FAO State of the World’s Biodiversity for Food and 
Agriculture summarises the current state of agricultural 
biodiversity policy as follows:52 

Enabling frameworks for the sustainable use and conservation of 
biodiversity for food and agriculture urgently need to be established or 
strengthened. Most countries have put in place legal, policy and 
institutional frameworks targeting the sustainable use and conservation 
of biodiversity as a whole. Policies addressing food and agriculture are 
reported to be increasingly based on ecosystem, landscape and seascape 
approaches. However, legal and policy measures explicitly targeting wild 
foods or components of associated biodiversity and their roles in 
supplying ecosystem services are not widespread.  

An important policy instrument developed by the FAO is Farmers 
Rights, which gives crucial recognition to peasants’ rights, 
contributions and entitlements over seeds and agricultural 
biodiversity. Farmers Rights have been a significant area of 
collaboration between the FAO and the CBD. These and other key 
policy instruments governing agricultural biodiversity are outlined 
by Mulvany:53 

1. The legal recognition and implementation of Farmers’ Rights is 
in Article 9 of the International Seed Treaty, though these are 
subject to national laws. However, international recognition is 
provided through the UN’s Human Rights Council, the UN 
Declaration on the Rights of Peasants (UNDROP) and other 
people working in rural areas, adopted in 2018. This 
declaration recognizes, internationally, peasants’ collective 
rights to the use of peasant seeds and agricultural biodiversity 
in Articles 19 and 20. 

 
State of Agricultural 
Biodiversity Policy

Exchange of Native Seeds and Experiences 
in Agroecology, El Salvador. 
© Martín Drago / Friends of the Earth International 
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54 COP Decision II/15  https://www.cbd.int/decision/cop/?id=7088. For a description of the ‘special 
nature’ of agricultural biodiversity, see CBD, Agricultural Biodiversity: Why is it Important? 
https://www.cbd.int/agro/importance.shtml.  

55 For an overview of the recognition of agricultural biodiversity see FAO (pp 6-7). Also see J. Esquinas-
Alcázar, A. Hilmi and I. López Noriega. A Brief History of the Negotiations on the International Treaty 
on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture. Bioversity International. 

2. In the CBD’s Article 8j, the rights of indigenous and local 
communities, and their innovations, skills, and practices, are 
recognized. This is further supported by the UN’s Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), which recognizes, in 
Article 31, indigenous peoples’ right to maintain, control, 
protect, and develop their seeds and their right to maintain, 
control, protect, and develop their intellectual property over 
associated traditional knowledge about their seeds. 

3. Article 6 of the International Seed Treaty covers the sustainable 
use of seeds and other planting material. This could provide for 
the development and use of heterogeneous peasant seeds in 
agroecological systems that support food sovereignty.  

4. World Trade Organisation (WTO)/The Agreement on Trade-
Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) Article 
27.3(b) has an option for a country to adopt a sui generis form 
of Plant Variety Protection that could recognize and protect 
peasant seeds. However, States, in implementing these Articles, 
usually opt for measures that will favour industrial seed 
development and use, including the adoption of International 
Union for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants (UPOV) 91. 

 

 
History of Agriculture at the CBD 

Agriculture played an increasingly prominent role in the CBD’s 
decisions and discourse in its first decade. It started with the 
recognition by parties of the ‘special nature’ of agricultural 
biodiversity, its distinctive features and problems, and the need for 
distinctive solutions (COP2, 1995).54 As the CBD developed and 
carried out its Work Program on Agricultural Biodiversity after COP3 
(1996), it forged stronger links with the FAO and its instruments 
related to agricultural biodiversity (the FAO Commission, and later 
the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for 
Agriculture).55 It gave space to inter-agency consideration on critical 
matters related to agricultural biodiversity such as Farmers Rights, 
and equitable access and benefits derived from genetic resources. 
It started to address one of the key reasons for its creation, which 
was to stem the tide of biopiracy. To strengthen intergovernmental 
coordination, frameworks, governance and planning processes, it 
adopted the Addis Ababa Principles and Guidelines (COP7, 2004).  

At COP8 (2006), the CBD brought in new and critical cross-cutting 
issues, including nutrition, soils and genetic use restriction 
technologies (GURTS), and upheld the moratorium on GURTS, 
better known as Terminator technology -- due largely to intense 
pressure from family farmers and food sovereignty organisations 
worldwide. In the subsequent COP9 (2008), in the midst of a global 
food price crisis, the CBD recognised biofuel production as a threat 
to global food security and livelihoods. And at COP10, parties 
negotiated the Nagoya Protocol on Access and Benefit Sharing, and 
adopted the Aichi Targets for biodiversity.  

In the first two decades of the CBD’s existence, there were 11 major 
COP decisions expressly involving agricultural biodiversity; but over 
the decade since Nagoya, practically none. By COP11 (2012), 
agricultural biodiversity and its programme of work were nowhere 
on the agenda, and the scope of ‘sustainable use’ was considerably 
diminished. There was no longer a comprehensive treatment of 
agricultural biodiversity - despite reassurances from CBD 
leadership, including the Executive Secretary, that agriculture 
should remain a critical component in the deliberations of the CBD.  

Since then, agricultural biodiversity has mostly gone missing in 
action. One can only conjecture why this shift happened.  

In the first two decades of the CBD’s existence, there were 11 major 
COP decisions expressly involving agricultural biodiversity; but over 
the decade since Nagoya, practically none.  

On one level, the question is institutional. There was a strong need 
for complementarity between agencies working on agriculture, 
without duplication or encroachment into others’ mandates. FAO 
had advanced in its steps to develop instruments that spoke to 
emerging needs, policies, coordination and governance of 
agricultural biodiversity and genetic resources - through the work 
of the FAO Commission, and the International Plant Treaty 
(ITPGRFA).  

The disappearance of agriculture as an explicit area of work also 
coincides with the rise of urgent issues around 2008 that are linked 
to agriculture but overshadowed it, and quickly captured the 
attention of civil society and parties; eventually to take up their 
own space within the CBD’s work. This began with biofuels, then 
climate change, followed by synthetic biology, and the current 
controversies around digitisation and dematerialisation. Access 
and benefit sharing, key to the equity pillar of the CBD, were 
directed into the Nagoya Protocol, and waited several years before 
ratification and entry into force. Thus, a fragmentation of the 
agricultural biodiversity agenda occurred, and it was no longer 
treated comprehensively in the CBD.  

An additional important factor is related to power dynamics 
between ministries at country level. Policy proposals coming from 
national environment ministries are often sidelined by national 
agriculture ministries - who wield significantly more power and 
occupy greater political space. Agriculture officials are often 
captured by industry to a far greater extent than environmental 
officials. Therefore, in national policies the industrial, high input 
and technology-focused models of agriculture dominate over more 
holistic, agroecological models. This bias is reflected in national 
policy positions, and affects negotiations at the CBD.  
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56 IPBES, Global assessment Report, Chapter 2: Status and trends – drivers of change

Mainstreaming agriculture  

The only important exception to the disappearance of agriculture 
from the work of the CBD was the decision on Mainstreaming 
Biodiversity in Agriculture, as approved in COP13 (decision XIII/3). 
Notably, paragraph 27 encourages Parties to recognise traditional 
knowledge of Indigenous Peoples and local communities for the 
sustainability of agriculture and to promote community and family 
farming, alongside agroecology. However, it does not spell out the 
benefits for biodiversity of these practices. Also paragraph 30 
mentions agroecological approaches and organic farming as a form 
of sustainable agricultural production. Nevertheless, the general 
tone of paragraphs 28-31 is of increasing productivity, relating it to 
ecosystem services and technological developments.  

Overall, the decision mixes elements of peasant agriculture and 
sustainable intensification, and does not set up any effective 
programme or implementable actions. It does not go beyond 
“encouraging governments”, and seems to have had no further 
implications.  

Decision XIII/3 seems to have missed the opportunity to 
meaningfully “mainstream biodiversity” in the agricultural sector 
of agriculture”, i.e., to affect a transformation in such a way that 
biodiversity becomes centre stage in agricultural decision making. 
This is particularly significant as a missed opportunity to address 
the impacts of large scale commercial agriculture as the biggest 
driver of biodiversity loss, according to the assessment report of 
the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 
Ecosystem Services (IPBES).56  

 

 

Technology Assessment: A Notable Gap  

There remains a notable gap in the CBD’s mandate in some areas, 
including new technologies: it is unquestionably a core mandate of 
the CBD to have a leading role and full oversight of emerging 
technologies that clearly have massive implications for agricultural 
biodiversity and ecosystems integrity. These include Genetic Use 
Restriction Technology (GURTS), synthetic biology, artificial 
intelligence, and digitisation and dematerialisation of genetic 
sequences and information. If not for the continued vigilance from 
civil society and farmers organisations in bringing forward these key 
issues, the CBD would relinquish its role as the key multilateral body 
for technology assessment when it comes to biodiversity. What the 
global community expects from the CBD is the authority to carry out 
comprehensive assessments, horizon scanning, and the proactive 
regulation of technologies that harm biodiversity - right across the 
food system, from seeds to production, distribution, transport, and 
the related policies, implementation and monitoring. Furthermore, 
this should be done in collaboration with other UN and multilateral 
agencies, maintaining a coordinated watch over technological as 
well as economic developments that lead to biodiversity destruction.  

This lack of oversight also includes a failure to question the 
continuous expansion of agro-commodities, monoculture tree 
plantations, and large scale intensive livestock operations that are 
some of the biggest identified drivers of biodiversity loss. These are 
clearly named in the IPBES and the 5th edition of the “Global 
Biodiversity Outlook” (GBO5) reports; yet the CBD has not taken a 
stronger and more proactive approach to addressing these 
developments through policy recommendations or decisions.  

 

 

03

Local women removing husks from corn, 
Bantaeng, South Sulawesi, Indonesia. 
© Sony Herdiana / Shutterstock
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57 Trondheim Report July 2019 p1 
58 IPBES 2019, p 14. 
59 According to GBO5: At the global level none of the 20 Aichi targets have been fully achieved, though 

six targets have been partially achieved (Targets 9, 11, 16, 17, 19 and 20). Examining the 60 specific 
elements of the Targets, seven have been achieved and 38 show progress. Thirteen elements show 
no progress or indicate a negative evolution  

60 IPBES p 16 
61 Local Biodiversity Outlook 2 2020, p23

Agriculture in the Aichi targets  

The COP10 meeting in Nagoya adopted the second Strategic Plan 
for Biodiversity (2011-2020) and the Aichi Biodiversity Targets 
(decision X/2). With an early emphasis on agriculture as a key 
vector in biodiversity, there was a substantial presence of 
‘agricultural biodiversity’ in the Aichi targets. Directly relevant are 
Targets 7, 13, 16 and 18, but overall, agricultural biodiversity is 
connected with more than half of the Aichi targets.  

In 2012, new CBD Executive Secretary Braulio de Souza Dias (who 
was well familiar with agriculture, due to his FAO background), 
adopted a strong focus on implementation, through a strategic 
approach comprising a shared vision, a mission, and strategic goals 
and targets, to promote coordinated action by all parties and 
stakeholders. The Plan contains the 2050 Vision for Biodiversity: By 
2050, biodiversity is valued, conserved, restored and wisely used, 
maintaining ecosystem services, sustaining a healthy planet and 
delivering benefits essential for all people. 

Many other targets on national planning, implementation, 
coordination and funding have relevance to agriculture.  

In many instances, the focus of the CBD has increasingly moved 
towards protected areas, and in doing so, neglected in-situ 
conservation, sustainable use, equitable access and benefits, and 
the full and effective participation of Indigenous Peoples and local 
communities.  

The nature and speed of biodiversity loss, and the fact that loss is 
continuing despite current efforts, means that we need to focus now 
on implementing more transformative solutions.57 

Trondheim Report.  

 

 

The Failure of Implementation  

Goals for conserving and sustainably using nature and achieving 
sustainability cannot be met by current trajectories, and may only 
be achieved through transformative changes across economic, social, 
political and technological areas.58 

IPBES Global Assessment.  

The proclamation of Executive Secretary Braulio de Sousa Dias in 
2010, that the immediate focus for the CBD would be 
“implementation, implementation, implementation” was highly 
welcomed by civil society and parties. However, it is more apt to 
say that it slowly turned into “frustration, frustration, frustration”. 
As IPBES, the GBO5 and other assessments show, the world has 
largely failed to meet the Aichi Targets. None of the Aichi Targets 
have been achieved.59 There has been progress in area-based and 
ex-situ conservation – namely protection of marine and terrestrial 
areas, and in areas of exceptional levels of biodiversity (Target 11). 
This coincides with moderate progress on biodiversity awareness 
(Target 1), and the development of national biodiversity strategies 
(Target 17). There have been some increases in assessment, 
awareness, and national level planning, including National 
Biodiversity Strategies and Action Plans (NBSAPs) developed by 
more than 100 national governments. However, national targets 
are generally not well aligned with the Aichi Biodiversity Targets.  

It is notable that where there has been the least progress — and 
even regression, in some cases — are with the targets most closely 
related to direct drivers of biodiversity loss; namely, the targets on 
harmful subsidies (Target 3), and sustainable production and 
consumption (Target 4). This has led IPBES to conclude that without 
structural changes in the system, we can expect ‘negative trends’ 
in nature’s ecosystems function.60 Furthermore, this system 
change, according to Local Biodiversity Outlook 2, must involve 
revaluing the roles of Indigenous Peoples and local communities, 
and reconnecting nature with culture and society:61 

Worldviews that separate nature and culture are an underlying 
cause of biodiversity loss, as cultures condition behaviours and frame 
people’s relationships with other people and with the natural world. 
The holistic and diverse value systems and ways of life of IPLCs across 
the world offer culturally distinctive visions of alternative sustainable 
futures which need to be understood, respected and protected across 
the whole of government, economy and society. Yet, the cultures of 
IPLCs and the associated rich biodiversity on their lands continue to 
be eroded and displaced by dominant unsustainable production and 
consumption systems that are destroying the planet’s biodiversity. 

fRIENDS OF THE EARTH 
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BOX 2: Agriculture in the Aichi Targets 

• Target 3 on incentives, subsidies harmful to biodiversity. 

• Target 4 on sustainable production and consumption.  

• Target 5 on forests. 

• Target 6 on aquatic species, fish, invertebrates, and 
aquatic plants.  

• Target 7 on agriculture, aquaculture, and forestry.  

• Target 8 on pollution, including from excess nutrients. 

• Target 13 on genetic diversity of cultivated plants, 
domesticated animals and their wild relatives.  

• Target 16 on access and benefit sharing. 

• Target 18 on sustainable use and traditional knowledge. 
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The Global Biodiversity Framework: 
An opportunity to bring Back Agricultural Biodiversity 

There is a range of options already available for implementing 
sustainable pathways to achieving the 2050 Vision. These options 
variously involve addressing the root causes of nature deterioration 
and fostering transformative change. There are many societal 
responses and successful examples of rapid transformative change 
is already happening in many sectors.62 

Trondheim Conference. 

Given that the Aichi targets expired in 2020, the global community 
must come to terms with a dismal overall performance on the 
urgent mission of halting biodiversity loss, while the alarm bells ring 
louder with every sign of ecosystems collapse, mass extinction and 
planetary disruption on a daily basis. Moreover, COVID19 has 
powerfully brought home the dramatic consequences of inaction 
on biodiversity loss, and the urgency of greater ambition for system 
change. We must harness this opportunity to build a visionary, more 
transformative post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF). 

However, negotiations of the post-2020 Global Biodiversity 
Framework (GBF) during the pandemic have presented enormous 
challenges. Online negotiations have taken place even with a marked 
under-representation of countries from the Global South, with the 
African region particularly affected. In particular, civil society, 
Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities and other rightsholders 
have suffered from major difficulties in connecting and participating 
fully in the discussions. The process has also been flawed, with 
discussions about indicators for the Draft Monitoring Framework 
being held even before reaching agreement on the high level goals.63 

For agricultural biodiversity, 2020 was anything but a ‘super’ year. 
In fact, the Zero Draft of the GBF64 had only one specific target on 
agriculture, namely Target 9:  

Target 9: Support the productivity, sustainability and resilience of 
biodiversity in agricultural and other managed ecosystems through 
conservation and sustainable use of such ecosystems, reducing 
productivity gaps by at least [50%]”.  

The Global Biodiversity 
Framework: An opportunity  
to bring Back Agricultural Biodiversity 

Farmers working in their village gardens  
of Cyeza, Muhanga, Rwanda. 
© Sarine Arslanian / Shutterstock
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62 Trondheim Conference report. 
63 See CBD Alliance letter www.cbdalliance.org  
64 Zero draft of the post-2020 global biodiversity framework, 6 January 2020, 

https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/da8c/9e95/9e9db02aaf68c018c758ff14/wg2020-02-03-en.pdf 
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This proposal was problematic, because the focus was on 
productivity gaps, rather than on the impact of agriculture on 
biodiversity. This was not only short-sighted, but it represented a 
denial of decades of research that clearly demonstrate the folly of 
singling out productivity as the main indicator of agricultural 
development. Authoritative food systems assessments such as 
IPBES, IAASTD,65 UNCTAD,66 IPES-Food67 and others point out that 
the decades-long productivist mindset, manifested in ‘Green 
Revolution’ approaches, may increase crop productivity in the short 
term but have been responsible for serious land, soil, water, insect 
and ecosystem degradation and biodiversity declines in the longer 
term. The reductionist focus on raising productivity, primarily 
through high input, and industrial monocultures, has created 
downward spirals of dependence on high inputs and external seeds, 
farmer debt, degradation of ecosystems, and the concentration of 
power and profits for the corporations who produce agrochemical 
inputs. Instead, these global assessments urge a system-wide shift 
to multi-functional approaches that reorient agriculture to 
diversified, agroecological approaches, strengthening community 
control of the knowledge and means of food production, and food 
sovereignty. Such a shift is also positively correlated with higher 
productivity and greater resilience across the food system.  

Draft one68 (published July 2021) showed some improvement on the 
proposal of the Zero Draft. The agriculture target, now Target 10, reads: 

Target 10: Ensure all areas under agriculture, aquaculture and 
forestry are managed sustainably, in particular through the 
conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, increasing the 
productivity and resilience of these production systems. 

While the main focus shifted from productivity to sustainability is 
welcomed, it is clear that the ultimate objective of the target is still 
related to productivity. Not only is this a counterproductive 
approach in the long run, it should also be noted that the 
productivity of agriculture is more central to the mission of the FAO, 
while the CBD should focus on setting a clear target to ensure that 
the impact of agriculture on biodiversity is significantly reduced.  

While there is a renewed focus on sustainability, it is not at all clear 
how this is to be implemented, nor how efforts towards the 
“conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity” relate to the 
increased sustainability. As a counterproposal to this very weak target, 
Friends of the Earth International proposes a target which explicitly 
promotes agroecology, and phases out industrial agriculture:  

Ensure all areas under agriculture, aquaculture and forestry are 
managed sustainably and support biodiversity, in particular through 
agroecological approaches and indigenous food systems, while 
phasing out all unsustainable production forms, such as systems 
based on monoculture production and on agrochemical and 
excessive natural fertiliser inputs. 

Draft 1 of the GBF also stipulates other relevant targets for agriculture: 

• Target 7: on the reduction of pollution, including pesticides. 

• Target 14: on the integration of biodiversity values into 
policies, regulations, planning, development processes. 

• Target 15: regarding all businesses, and their impact on 
biodiversity. 

• Target 16: on ensuring that people are encouraged and 
enabled to make responsible choices.  

• Target 18: on redirecting, repurpose, reform or eliminate 
incentives harmful for biodiversity. 

While this is an interesting list of targets that could potentially help 
address the impact of agriculture on biodiversity, in practice most 
of this is highly disappointing:  

• Target 7: is missing a reference to the necessary phase-out of 
Highly Hazardous Pesticides in agriculture by 2030.  

• Targets 14-16: are part of the “mainstreaming” work which, 
instead of focusing on regulation of business by governments, 
propose numerous self-regulation mechanisms for business, 
thereby handing over accountability to private entities. 
Moreover, consumers are being given a responsibility which they 
cannot possibly fulfil, as the information given by corporate self-
certification mechanisms is often seriously flawed.69 

• Target 18: is important, but is actually a regression in relation 
to Aichi target 3, which called for the elimination, phasing out 
or reform of all harmful incentives by 2020. The lack of 
implementation of this target has been particularly 
deplorable, and now its successor is phrased in a weaker way.  

 

 
A Framework based on System Change, 
Rights & Agroecology  

Food sovereignty and agroecology organisations have questioned 
why the CBD has been reluctant to make strong and explicit 
reference to agroecology in the post-2020 Global Biodiversity 
Framework, given that it has garnered so much interest with the 
Rome-based agencies, including FAO, the Committee for Food 
Security (CFS), International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), as well as many CBD parties and donor agencies. As the IPC 
stated during the Rome OEWG negotiations:70 

A transition to more diversified and sustainable systems of food 
production is therefore urgent. Through agroecological production 
and genetic resources management, peasants, livestock farmers, 
fishing communities, pastoralists, and indigenous peoples preserve 
and enhance biodiversity. Agroecology is based on the recognition 
of the rights of small-scale food producers, Indigenous Peoples and 
communities, in particular their control over seeds and biodiversity.  

fRIENDS OF THE EARTH 
INTERNATIONAL 
forests & biodiversity

  
65 International Assessment of Agricultural Science, Knowledge and Technology for Development, 

2009. 
66 UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). Wake up before it is too late: Make agriculture 

truly sustainable now for food security in a changing climate, 2013.  
67 International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems (IPES-Food). From Uniformity to 

Diversity: A Paradigm Shift from Industrial Agriculture to Diversified AGroecological Systems (2016). 
68 First draft of the post-2020 global biodiversity framework, 5 July 2021, 

https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/914a/eca3/24ad42235033f031badf61b1/wg2020-03-03-en.pdf 
69 Greenpeace: Destruction, certified, march 2021 

https://www.greenpeace.org/international/publication/46812/destruction-certified/ 
70 IPC Declaration: Don’t let agribusiness take over the Post-2020 Biodiversity Strategy, February 2020.
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Agroecology represents a tremendous opportunity to bring 
agriculture back comprehensively into the post-2020 GBF, and to 
ensure that any roadmap for reversing biodiversity and protecting 
nature integrates agricultural biodiversity as a central pillar. 
Through agroecology, the GBF can also enhance intersectional 
analysis, and build a more comprehensive ‘systems resilience’ 
framework that connects the crises in agriculture and food, climate, 
health, livelihoods, gender and human rights among other things. 
Furthermore, it can tackle underlying causes by addressing issues 
of power, participation and governance that marginalise voices 
that should be central in decision making. 

Civil society organisations find that rights, participation and 
governance issues are understated in the GBF zero draft, which 
gives insufficient treatment to the rights of women, Indigenous 
Peoples, local communities and youth, instead of being recognised 
as a cornerstone of biodiversity policy.71 In addition, systemic and 
indirect drivers of biodiversity loss are given inadequate treatment, 
yet they are key to enabling system change.  

Civil Society Organisations also warn of the increasing number of 
voluntary commitments, at times replacing binding commitments 
necessary for accountability. This approach is used at UN summits, 
such as the 2020 Biodiversity Summit, where states made voluntary 
commitments for biodiversity (through the Leaders Pledge for Nature), 
and it is now finding its way into CBD goal setting processes.72 As with 
voluntary commitments to better corporate practices by industry, 
voluntary pledges remove the responsibility of states, undermine the 
role of multilateral process and sidestep legally binding treaties that 
require concerted action, funding, and implementation based on 
principles of common but differentiated responsibility.  

 

 
Paths Forward  

IPLCs in many countries are central actors in sustainable agriculture, 
fisheries, aquaculture and forestry and as caretakers of habitats. A 
radical transformation in governance is required, to one that fully 
recognises the role of IPLCs in conservation and sustainable use of 
biodiversity, and their contribution to protecting ecosystems, both 
of which are currently under-reported and under-valued.73 

Local Biodiversity Outlook 2. 

 
The development of the post-2020 GBF, at this very critical juncture 
for humanity and the planet, must fully reflect the magnitude of 
the biodiversity crisis, interlinked with the climate change, food and 
health systems crises. In order to confront these challenges, the 
CBD and all parties involved in the negotiations are obliged to 
deliver a bold and ambitious vision of a planet that will stem the 
tide of biodiversity loss, and renew its abundance, resulting in all 
peoples’ basic needs being met, and harmony and equity between 
all living beings.  

A solid foundation for this vision is the full spectrum of rights — for 
humans, and for Mother Earth — as well as equality and 
meaningful participation of rights holders in governance. Equally 
vital is a strong foundation of agricultural biodiversity and 
ecosystem integrity that nurtures systems resilience. This should be 
accompanied by a conceptual analysis that understands the 
dynamics of system change: what barriers to transition must be 
eliminated, and how to rectify imbalances of power, equality, 
knowledge and cultural values, in order to lead to the necessary 
system change. Finally, the appropriate national institutions, 
incentives and capacities need to be in place to ensure that a 
visionary and transformative framework is effectively implemented. 

It is paramount to build a governance architecture for biodiversity 
that is based on strong international policies, the rule of law, and 
principles of inclusive decision-making. Dovetail these with 
national governance mechanisms and policies, and with customary 
governance norms and cultural practices, to create local and 
territorial frameworks for inclusive governance and accountability 
for mutual stewardship of biodiversity. Make the meaningful 
participation of rightsholders, with free prior and informed 
consent, a central pillar in all governance on biodiversity.  

 

 
Recommendations 

In order to fulfil the objectives of the CBD, it is critical that the 
impacts of agriculture on biodiversity are strictly regulated. The 
IPBES Assessment report has clearly identified agriculture as the 
main driver for biodiversity loss.  

Giving IPLCs, farmers and fisherfolks the key role they deserve in 
the management of agriculture is not only a question of justice, 
but also the only way in which the world can develop the food 
production it needs without destroying the natural environment 
at the same time. It is important to remind ourselves that currently 
small scale producers produce the majority of the world’s food, 
using less than a quarter of the land.  

Agriculture needs to be brought back in the CBD in several, 
complementary ways. 

1. It is paramount that the Global Biodiversity Framework includes 
targets that:  

• Promote and support agroecology, at the heart of the GBF. 

• Phase out industrial agriculture. 

• Enhance agroecological approaches and indigenous food 
systems, respecting peasants, small-scale farmers, livestock 
farmers, pastoralists, artisanal fishers, forest dwellers, 
Indigenous Peoples and other small-scale food producers 
who feed the world. 

• Ensure the collective rights of Indigenous Peoples and Local 
Communities, peasants, family farmers, pastoralists, 
fisherfolks, agricultural and food workers, landless, women 
and youth, which must include the respect and application 
of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC). 
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71 CBD Alliance, ECO 61, 1.  
72 Lim, Li Lin. State of Play of the Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework. Third World Network, 

November 2020.  
73 Local Biodiversity Outlook 2.
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• Regulate corporations, particularly agribusiness, in a globally 
coordinated way, and throughout the entire supply chain. 

• Phase out harmful pesticides. 

• Put a halt to technofixes and green revolution policies 

• Stop GMOs, new breeding techniques (also called “new 
GMOs”) and other advanced genetic manipulation, such as 
synthetic biology and gene drives. 

• Stop the Digitalisation of biodiversity. 

• Are not based on false solutions, including offsetting, self-
certification, Nature Based Solutions, Sustainable 
Intensification, Climate Smart Agriculture. 

2. Apply well established principles, protocols and Rights 
Declarations in the development of the GBF and subsequent 
CBD policies. This includes: 

• Pre-emptive principles, such as the Precautionary Principle, 
Common but Differentiated Responsibilities and equity. 

• The CBD protocols: Cartagena Biosafety Protocol and 
Nagoya Protocol. 

• Create strong links with UNDROP74 and UNDRIP75 
declarations; respecting and protecting farmers’ rights to 
use, save, exchange and sell seeds; and putting the control of 
biodiversity and knowledge back in the hands of peasants, 
Indigenous Peoples and other small-scale producers. 

3. Beyond the approval of the Global Biodiversity Framework, the 
CBD needs to re-introduce agriculture and its impacts into its 
daily work. CBD work plans need to be set up which ensure the 
follow up and implementation of concrete policy proposals that 
will reduce harm to biodiversity by industrial agriculture, and 
simultaneously increase rights and justice for Indigenous 
Peoples and Local Communities, farmers and fisherfolks. Such 
plans need to be complemented and implemented by national 
biodiversity action plans (NBSAPs) at the national level, which 
are strongly imbedded in national institutions and constructed 
in a participatory way, particularly taking into account the views 
of rightsholders such as Indigenous Peoples and Local 
Communities, farmers, fishers and pastoralists. The plans should 
also promote the central role of local food systems, small-scale 
producers and agroecology in community forest management/ 
conservation, while achieving food sovereignty. 

4. Within the CBD itself, there is scope to develop further 
mechanisms that are necessary to ensure biodiversity doesn´t 
get harmed by (new) agricultural developments. For example, a 
robust technology assessment and horizon-scanning mechanism 
to assess the potential impacts and negative consequences of 
new technologies is urgently needed.  

5. In order to ensure that biodiversity concerns are properly taken  
into account in all agricultural activities, the CBD needs to take 
on a coordination role with other relevant UN institutions,  
such as: 

a. The Food and Agriculture Organization,76 including the 
International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and 
Agriculture77 to establish coordinated common strategies and 
initiatives to fight against biodiversity loss created by food 
and agriculture production while promoting and supporting 
approaches that improve biodiversity, such as agroecology. 
This coordination should include Civil Society Organisation 
participation, according to FAO rules and procedures.  

b. The UN Human Rights Council78 which, in 2014, established 
an open-ended intergovernmental working group on 
transnational corporations and other business enterprises 
with respect to human rights, whose mandate is to elaborate 
an international legally binding instrument to regulate the 
activities of transnational corporations (TNCs) and other 
business enterprises with regard to human rights binding 
treaty for business and human rights. This is necessary 
because the there is a high coincidence between areas and 
developments that lead to human rights violations and those 
that lead to loss of biodiversity.  

c. The Rotterdam Convention,79 to ensure hazardous chemicals, 
in particular pesticides, do not negatively impact biodiversity 
and to contribute to the phase-out of highly hazardous 
pesticides by 2030.  

Furthermore all states must work to ensure that trade rules 
established at all level do not undermine biodiversity or prevent 
the implementation of necessary policies.  

As the COVID pandemic is ongoing, it is essential that we continue 
the implementation of the Aichi Targets. Just because the year 2020 
has passed, it does not mean these targets are no longer valuable. On 
the contrary, the problem with the previous 10-year framework has 
not been its content, but rather its lack of implementation. The world 
cannot afford an “implementation gap”, as is currently happening. 
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IPLCs in many countries are central actors in sustainable agriculture, fisheries, aquaculture and forestry and as caretakers of habitats. A 
radical transformation in governance is required, to one that fully recognises the role of IPLCs in conservation and sustainable use of 
biodiversity, and their contribution to protecting ecosystems, both of which are currently under-reported and under-valued.  

IPC Declaration.80

 
74 UN Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and Others People Working in Rural Areas. 
75 UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 
76 https://www.fao.org/home/en 
77 https://www.fao.org/plant-treaty/en/ 
78 https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/hrc/wgtranscorp/pages/igwgontnc.aspx 
79 http://www.pic.int/ 
80 IPC Declaration , OEWG on post-2020 GBF (Rome, February 2020).
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The development of the Global Biodiversity Framework, at this very critical juncture for humanity and the planet, must fully reflect the magnitude of the 
biodiversity crisis, interlinked with the climate change, food and health systems crises. In order to confront these challenges, the CBD and all parties involved 
in the negotiations are obliged to deliver a bold and ambitious vision of a planet that will stem the tide of biodiversity loss, and renew its abundance, bringing 
a good life, harmony and equity between all living beings.  

A solid foundation for this vision is the full spectrum of rights — for humans, and for Mother Earth — as well as equality and meaningful participation of 
rightsholders in governance. Equally central is a strong foundation of agricultural biodiversity and ecosystem integrity that nurtures systems resilience. This 
should be accompanied by a conceptual analysis that understands the dynamics of system change: what barriers to transition must be eliminated, and how 
to rectify imbalances of power, equality, knowledge and cultural values, in order to effect the necessary transformation. Finally, the appropriate national 
institutions, incentives and capacities need to be in place to ensure that a visionary and transformative framework is effectively implemented. 
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