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“I don't think of myself as unbreakable.
Perhaps I'm just rather flexible and adaptable.”

-Aung San Suu Kyi-
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Summary

With the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) ‘Zero Hunger’ (UNDP, 2016) much importance has
been given to the role of nutrition in reaching the end of hunger for all by 2030. Recently, in policy
and research, the focus is shifting from improving food availability and access, toward the quality and
diversification of diets. Despite the existence of several pathways that might potentially link
agricultural commercialisation to nutrition achievements, there is no evidence that agricultural
interventions lead to sustained changes in the overall diet of a population. It is recognised that
farmers do have a crucial role in food systems, being both producers and consumers. Worldwide,
individual farmers and their households have been increasingly involved in processes of
commercialisation with substantial improvements in agricultural outputs, and are increasingly present
market-driven agribusiness.

Food systems in Asia are undergoing a rapid transition, in which existing supply chains are adapting to
economic, environmental, market and dietary change. In this study, commercialisation is defined as
the agricultural transformation process in which individual farmers shift from a highly subsistence-
oriented production towards more specialised production targeting markets both for their input
procurement and output supply (Jaleta, Gebremedhin, & Hoekstra, 2009). Myanmar is a particularly
appropriate context to study the connection between agricultural development and food and nutrition
security. The recent democratisation process, ending of diplomatic isolation, and the opening up of the
country to foreign investment has driven rapid change in the country. Even though the interest in
nutrition security is on the rise at policy level, there is still a limited interconnection with
commercialisation of agriculture. Consequently, there is an urgent need to put farmers at the centre of
this field of research and explore coping strategies and forms of social innovations in which they are
engaged.

The research approach was aligned to WUR research project ‘Development pathways for agricultural
commercialisation to nutrition’, and was focused on deepening and contextualising the understanding
of farm household sense-making processes in relation to the rapid agricultural transition currently
occurring in Myanmar, while considering the implications of these processes for household food and
nutrition security.

The main research question was:

What emergent opportunities can be identified linking agricultural commercialisation processes to food
and nutrition security among smallholder farming households?

The research is comprised of two components: 1) a review of the state of play according to public,
private, academic and development stakeholders on the current agricultural transition taking place in
Myanmar; and 2) in-depth qualitative semi-structured interviews and exercises with selected farming
households in the Dry Zone of Myanmar for analysis of agricultural life stories. The second research
component brought to light resilient and emergent strategies, incentives and forms of social
innovation. This study draws from three main theoretical lenses to explore the sense-making and
adaptive strategies of farming households: salutogenic theory of individuals’ strategies and coping
mechanisms (focusing on understanding well-being); a focus on positive deviants to understand in
which way successful farmers are able to guarantee sustainable livelihoods through
(commercialisation) strategies in an environment where others fail; and social innovation theory to
explore collective dynamics and the interactions among nutritional and agricultural oriented actors,
policies and interventions. In total research was conducted among 14 households in the area of
Pakkoku Township in the Myanmar Dry Zone.

The research yielded a rich and contextualised picture of farm household sense-making
processes in relation to the rapid agricultural transition currently occurring in Myanmar, and their
considerations of these processes in relation to household food and nutrition security (FNS). The state
of play literature review identified that in Myanmar a ‘silo mentality’ exists separating investment in
agriculture and food and nutrition security. This is reflected in the differentiation of target groups for
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agricultural and FNS security interventions. The review showed a knowledge gap particularly when it
comes to research on decision-making patterns, intra-household food allocation and cultural
determinants of malnutrition in Myanmar.

The salutogenic approach and in-depth interviews revealed a diverse set of personal and
unique ways of mobilising resources and building resilience. Although personal, most of these stories
shared common characteristics, providing useful insights on the way farmers deal with the rapid
process of commercialisation in Myanmar and at the same time guaranteeing their household food and
nutrition security. The study shows how individuals developed a wide set of adaptive strategies to
provide a stable income to their family, increase their yields, face unexpected events and guarantee a
healthy diet to their family members. An important finding is that successful farmers involved in
processes of commercialisation in the research area intentionally diversified their livelihood strategies
in order to multiply their opportunities to deal with stressors and become more resilient. Farmers
diversified their agricultural production and were flexible to change crop in response to market
fluctuation. Another characteristic shared by respondents was the possibility to build their personal
capital by relying on the emotional and material support of their family. Regarding land tenancy, a
strong importance was assigned to the leveraging role of the family in the pathway toward land
ownership. During youth, most of the respondents could live under the parental roof, working for
others and saving money until they cumulated enough capital to purchase a new piece of land. This
trajectory led these successful farmers to escape the condition of being landless.

Meanings attributed to sustainable diets and sustainable agriculture were deeply interwoven
with local factors. Farmers’ sense-making and decision-making processes differed substantially when
considering agriculture engagement and their family food and nutrition security. This is suggested by
the fact that a common strategy among successful farmers in the research area was to produce (or
buy) organic food for personal household production and use chemical inputs in their agri-business.
Even though some farmers showed a preference for organic and more sustainable way of agriculture,
the majority had to rely on non-organic inputs in order to safeguard their economic goals. Nutrition
did not emerge as leading respondents’ choices of production and daily choices of food selection. The
concept of nutrition was introduced through NGO'’s trainings, but effect of nutritional knowledge
seemed more related with food selection for children. Food and nutrition security goals at household
level mainly regarded affordability of certain kinds of food (meat, fish) and access to organic food,
understood as access to food free from contaminants.

Several elements for social innovation are in place among smallholder farmers in Myanmar.
Specifically, new forms of inclusive community-led organisations are taking root often in connection
with the process of democratisation and increasing freedom of association. However, these initiatives
face the risk to remain isolated and miss the opportunity to successfully scale up.

These findings lead to a number of suggestions for policy and development interventions and
further research. Agricultural commercialisation and food and nutrition security are connected
through an interrelated and complex set of pathways which are embedded in local sense-making and
decision-making patterns. First of all, including smallholder-farmer households’ interests and
perspectives in agricultural production and food and nutrition security is key. Secondly, the
salutogenic approach holds potential to explore adaptive strategies oriented toward well-being, and
could, in combination with a quantitative research strategy, highlight trends and insights in a wider
research area across Myanmar or over a longer period of time. Thirdly, regarding nutrition
interventions, it appeared that declarative knowledge transmitted through educational trainings did
not seem having significant implications in personal selection of food. The inclusion of procedural
knowledge and local understandings of diets in food and nutrition security programmes and the impact
of procedural knowledge transmission rather than declarative could represent an interesting field to
explore further. Fourthly, there is an urgent need to establish a nationwide systematic, transparent
and reliable system of data collection. Policy makers, development actors and the private sector are all
in need of quality data to address their programmes. Above all, farmers are in need to access more
reliable sources of information. Finally, the research underlines that diversification of livelihoods, social
and emotional components, and support during youth play a major role in guaranteeing successful
outcomes. This is quite different from specialisation and intensification strategies often promoted by
agri-businesses. This is also different from the NGO project-based approaches that present farmers
with standardised, mono-directional livelihood solutions.
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1 Introduction

With the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG 2) ‘Zero Hunger’ (UNDP, 2016) much importance has
been given to the role of nutrition in reaching the end of hunger for all by 2030. In the past,
increasing food production has been the emphasis of agricultural strategies all over the world. By
intensifying production, increasing availability and decreasing food prices, the current world food
system is able to guarantee larger yields of staple grains. Since much calorie intake comes from
maize, rice and wheat, in combination with oils, sugars and fats a larger part of the world population
had the possibility to better cover their food intake (Carletto, Ruel, Winters, & Zezza, 2015). However,
the presence of a triple burden of nutrition in low- and middle-income countries and the growing
prevalence of obesity all over the world, prove an urgent need to further investigate how to
simultaneously stimulate individuals’ healthy food production and consumption (Miller & Welch, 2013).
Recently, the focus shifted from improving food availability and access towards the quality and
diversification of diets.

In the past decade, international attention has increasingly moved toward ‘nutrition-sensitive
agricultural programmes and policies’ and ‘make agriculture work for nutrition’ (Webb, 2013).
Agricultural development and nutrition interventions have achieved several goals in their respective
fields but they have rarely worked in a coordinated way (Du, Pinga, Klein, & Danton, 2015). Despite
the existence of several pathways that might potentially link agricultural commercialisation to nutrition
achievements, there is no evidence that agricultural interventions lead to sustained changes in the
overall diet of a population (Ruel & Alderman, 2013). Furthermore, Meeker and Haddad (2013) argue
that, so far, review studies on the effectiveness of agricultural interventions aimed at improving
nutritional status showed mixed results (Arimond et al., 2011; Berti, Krasevec, & FitzGerald, 2004;
Hawkes & Ruel, 2007; Kawarazuka, 2010; Masset, Haddad, Cornelius, & Isaza-Castro, 2011; Ruel,
2001; Webb & Kennedy, 2014). This might be related to the fact that most agricultural programs
aiming to increase agricultural production are not originally designed with clear nutritional goals
(Meeker & Haddad, 2013). In addition, agricultural programmes often differ from nutritional
interventions in several features, for instance in the kind of target groups of beneficiaries and
intervention approaches (USAID, 2016).

Farmers have a crucial role in a food system being both producer and consumer (Hawkes & Ruel,
2011). Worldwide, individual farmers have been increasingly involved in processes of specialisation
and commercialisation with substantial improvements in agricultural outputs (Carletto et al., 2015). In
addition, by accessing markets, farmers improved their purchasing power to buy food, goods and
services (McDermott, Ait-Aissa, Morel, & Rapando, 2013). Unfortunately, this did not automatically
lead to sufficient dietary intake of nutrients and vitamins, with malnutrition still affecting a large part
of vulnerable groups in rural areas (Hunter & Fanzo, 2013). Although their central role in connecting
food production to sustainable diets, farmers’ voices are often missing in the debate.
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1.1 Relevance and background of this research

The conceptual background from which this study originates is part of the research project
‘Development pathways for agricultural commercialisation to nutrition’ (Herens et al., 2017). In 2016,
researchers from Wageningen Economic Research, Wageningen Plant Research, and Wageningen
Centre for Development and Innovation collaborated on a literature and review on conceptual
pathways from agriculture to FNS. From this process a conceptual framework (Figure 1) for the
analysis of sustainable agriculture pathways from macro, to community, to household level was
articulated. This research project aims to identify development pathways in agriculture that stimulate
both viable and inclusive commercialisation and improve the production and the consumption of
nutritious foods. More particularly, the aim is to identify nutritious-sensitive agriculture pathways in
which social innovation process enable:

¢ A more efficient use of resources in an environmentally sustainable way;
¢ An increase in production/yields of nutritious commodities like fruits and vegetables;
¢ Increased stability and availability of nutritious foods to vulnerable population groups.

1.2 Key concepts

In this study food system is defined as “a system that embraces all the elements (environment,
people, inputs, processes, infrastructure, institutions, markets and trade) and activities that relate to
the production, processing, distribution and marketing, preparation and consumption of food and the
outputs of these activities, including socio-economic and environmental outcomes” (HLPE, p.12,
2014). In a food system, the agricultural value chain plays a central role in determining actors’ choices
related to food. Therefore, there is a need to better understand in which way changes along the value
chain can affect food system socio-economic and environmental outcomes. Starting from food
production, an important phenomenon experienced by an increasing number of farmers worldwide is
the participation in processes of agricultural commercialisation.

Commercialisation is defined as the agricultural transformation process in which individual farmers
shift from a highly subsistence-oriented production towards more specialized production targeting
markets both for their input procurement and output supply (Jaleta, Gebremedhin, & Hoeskstra,
2009). Specialisation and commercialisation could represent a more efficient strategy than subsistence
for small farmers (Gebremedhin & Jaleta, 2010). However, commercialisation of agriculture can have
several adverse effects, especially in terms of equity and environmental consequences. With the
increase of mechanisation, a consistent part of the rural labour force needs to be relocated in the
industrial and service sector, with consequent loss of human and social capital (Pingali, 1995).
Commercial systems face environmental consequences due to the increased use of agricultural
chemicals (Pingali, 2001). Where property rights are unclear phenomenon such as land grabbing can
take place. Also, commercialisation may lead to a decline in crop diversity for households (Rerkasem
et al., 2009). In some cases, farmer that invested in cash crop resulted worse off in terms of
nutritional status than subsistence farmers (Anderman & Remands, 2014). Therefore, it is not only
sufficient to achieve economically efficient food systems but also orient these complex interrelations
towards sustainability and food and nutrition security (FNS) for all. A sustainable food system (SFS) is
defined by the High-Level Panel of Experts on FNS (2014) as “a food system that delivers food
security and nutrition for all in such a way that the economic, social and environmental bases to
generate food security and nutrition for future generations are not compromised” (p.12). Therefore,
agricultural commercialisation can be considered sustainable when it contributes to the sustainability
of the whole food system.

Food and nutrition security (FNS) as defined by the United Nation System Standing Committee on
Nutrition (UNSCN, 2013) is not only dependent by the availability and accessibility of sufficient quality
and quantity of food. These aspects need to be supported by adequate sanitation, health services and
care, allowing a healthy and active life. In the recent years, several nutritional interventions have
been implemented in low-income countries, often targeting children and women. Public nutritional
campaigns have often proved to be a failure in terms of long term behavioural change all over the
world. This is reflected in the increasing figures of obesity and unbalanced diets (Swan et al., 2015).
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Hence, mechanism that promote sustainable diets are in need of further investigation. In this study,
sustainable diets are defined as “those diets with low environmental impacts which contribute to food
and nutrition security and to healthy life for present and future generations. Sustainable diets are
protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, culturally acceptable, accessible,
economically fair and affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe and healthy; while optimizing natural
and human resources” (FAO, 2012).

1.3 Pathways for linking agricultural commercialisation to
nutritious food consumption

Since it is clear that just the presence of food is not enough for nutrition, there is a need to better
understand in which way agricultural commercialisation can bring sustained changes in the overall diet
(Webb, 2013). A set of possible pathways, potentially linking agriculture to positive nutritional
outcomes are recognized in the literature (Berti et. al., 2003; Hawkes & Ruel, 2007; Arimond et al.,
2011; Masset et. al. 2011; Meeker & Haddad, 2013; Gillespie et al, 2012; Ruel et al., 2013; Kanter et
al., 2015). Meeker and Haddad (2013) defined four key lines of action. First, a possible pathway can
be identified in favourable food prices. Agricultural policies influence food and non-food crops prices
and consequently they affect the income of sellers, the purchasing power of buyers and the budget
choices of both. Second, another pathway towards improved nutritional outcomes sees the income
derived from agriculture being spent in nutrition related good. Third, another option is the increase of
household availability and access to food from self-production. Forth, other directions are related with
women’s condition. Women’s control over resources and assets can increase their decision-making
power on intra-household food and care allocation. Women time expenditure in agriculture can also
affect household management and care giving. In addition, the participation of women in agriculture
can affect their health and nutritional status with possible negative consequences on their farms
business status (Meeker & Haddad, 2013). Since these pathways seems to be largely indirect, they
require support through policy, investment and awareness (McDermott et al., 2013). Miller and Welch
(2013) identified five strategies for preventing micronutrient deficiencies in a food system perspective.
Some strategies involve nutrient inputs improvement (i.e. bio-fortification or food fortification). Others
have more social implications such as diversifying diets and reducing food losses and food waste. In
this case issues such as gender, intra-household resources dynamics and food safety need to be taken
in consideration. (Webb, 2013). In order to guide this effort there is a need to further consider the
role of farmers as being both producer and consumers and their choices and sense-making processes
relating to (food) production strategies and consumption choices.

The conceptual background used to develop this study (Figure 1) illustrates the factors and outcomes
within a food system which link FNS and agricultural development (Herens et al., 2017). This
conceptual framework originated from several other frameworks previously designed (Von Braun,
1995; FAO, 1996; DFID, 1998; Black et al., 2013; Webb, 2013; Hertforth & Harris, 2014; Kanter et
al., 2015). These framework makes three main contributions to the previous ones:

e It embraces a multi-level approach taking in account several factors that affect farm household
livelihood outcomes. This emphasises the interactions between macro dynamics and the household
considerations;

e The rural agricultural household interactions with the external environment are the focus of this
framework. In this space farmers negotiate their assets with the external environment through their
decision- and sense-making behaviours. These dynamics generate pathways which cut across
different levels and can take various shapes and forms, potentially leading to changes for famers’
livelihood;

¢ It considers time thanks to the inclusion of a life course perspective (Black et al., 2013). From this
point of view the relations between inputs and outcome are non-linear, providing new processes and
decisions that impact new household goals.

In order to identify potential pathways bounding agriculture development to nutrition, different

aggregation levels need to be considered. At macro level, demographic, environmental, social,
political, institutional and economics factors impact the agricultural value chain. These factors are
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interrelated with each other and occasionally they may directly affect household level processes (i.e.
natural disaster). At community level, the socioeconomic and environmental factors are contextually
adapted to small scale elements relevant for famers’ households such as the presence or absence of
nutritious food, services, technologies, social networks, regulations and laws, health, education and

care services.

The rural agricultural household is identified as the unit of analysis, as the space where production and
consumption strategies are negotiated with the external context. The interaction between farmers’
decision-making behaviours, assets allocation strategies, change and innovation, influenced by the
external environment can contribute to generate different pathways (Von Braun, 1995). It is crucial to
understand the role of farmers in linking agricultural commercialisation processes and nutritional
outcomes. Several factors influence farmers’ decision- and sense-making. Household capitals (natural,
physical, human, social, financial) can be allocated in different ways. Farmers negotiate on time
allocation. The quantity of time dedicated to social and productive activities generate a different set of
activities outputs, such as surplus food, income, social safety nets, and education and training. Some
of these resources will be allocated to guarantee food, health and care for the family members.
Finally, all these complex interrelations between external influences and household decision making
will end in different outcomes in terms of household members’ nutritional and economic security
(Frankenberger & McCaston, 1998).
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1.4 Food systems in transition: the case of Myanmar

Food systems in Asia are undergoing a rapid transition, in which existing supply chains are adapting to
economic, environmental, market and dietary change. The shift is from food systems characterised by
small scale production to a growing presence of commercialisation and longer and more complex
supply chains (Westhoek, van Berkum, Ozay, & Hajer, 2016). Myanmar is a particularly appropriate
context to study the connection between agricultural development and FNS. The country is slowly
emerging from decades of dictatorship and closure to the world. In 2012 the Government signed a
ceasefires agreement with armed groups in the country followed by a significant reduction of internal
conflicts. However, reports from the conflict areas over the last twenty years indicate militarisation
and the presence of armed actors as the cause of human rights violation such as land grabbing,
arbitrary arrest, detention and execution, relocation, sexual violence, etc. (Davis, Mullany, Schissler,
Albert & Beyrer, 2015). Most of the conflicts in the country have their origin in the lack of autonomy of
ethnic groups in managing land. Land governance is not transparent and land registration is a highly-
politicized issue.

After 50 years of military rule the 8™ of November 2015, Myanmar experienced the first national vote
since a nominally civilian government was introduced in 2011 (Fisher, 2015). As a consequence, the
country opened to the world allocating large concession to foreign agribusiness companies (Haggblade
et al., 2014). The government expressed its intention to become a full member of the ASEAN
(Associations of South East Nations) community and more relaxed regulation favoured foreign
investment. Nevertheless, the paradigm of achieving food security through rice production and local
and international agribusiness prioritisation remained a key strategy for the government (Rammohan
& Pritchard, 2014).

A major problem faced by the government of Aung Sang Suu Kyi is to guarantee peace and stability
among the diverse range of ethnic groups living within the country, while key ministries are still under
military control. For instance, the Ministry of the Home Affairs, controls the access to several states.
At the moment, the international community is questioning the way the government is approaching
the situation in Northern Rakhine where the claim of integration of a discriminated Muslim community
have been recently put forward by an armed insurgent group. The military have been accused of a too
heavy-handed security response and human rights violations. Until recent, farmers’ unions and
networks were banned in the country (Mercy Corps, 2015).

Also, the country lives the contradictory situation of being on the one hand a net food exporter but on
the other hand it is experiencing high poverty and malnutrition rates (Rammohan & Pritchard, 2014).
A major constraint in this regard is a complex pattern to land access. Nearly half of the rural
households are officially reported as landless (no ownership). Confiscation of land and conflicts in
some areas are two major pathways to landlessness. In some cases, landless households gain access
to land for agricultural production, but most of the time access appears to be through rental or on a
sharecropping basis. (USAID et al., 2013).

Even though the interest in nutrition security is on the rise at policy level (see NESAC, 2016) there is
still a limited interconnection with commercialisation of agriculture. Consequently, there is an urgent
need to put farmers at the centre of this field of research and explore coping strategies and forms of
social innovations in which they are engaged. In this way, a deeper understanding of the existing
pathways leading to better nutritional and commercial outcomes can be identified.

1.5 Research guestions and aims

This study contributes to the research project ‘Development pathways for agricultural
commercialisation to nutrition’ by deepening and contextualising the understanding of farm household
sense-making processes in relation to the rapid agricultural transition currently occurring in Myanmar,
while considering the implications of these processes for household FNS. The objective of the research
is twofold. First, it comprises an attempt to review the state of play according to public, private,
academic and development stakeholders regarding the current agricultural transition taking place in
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Myanmar by focusing on the possible links between smallholders’ commercialisation and their FNS.
The second aim is to include the narratives of local smallholders by in-depth analysis of agricultural life
stories in order to extract resilient and emergent strategies, incentives and forms of social innovation
leading to sustainable agricultural commercialisation while achieving household FNS. The main
research question will be therefore:

What emergent opportunities can be identified linking agricultural commercialisation processes to food
and nutrition security among smallholder farming households in the research area?

The main research question triggers the following sub-questions:

¢ 1. What are the current