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PREFAC
Chio’s Questio
On the 10th of July, 2018, at the II Simposio Internacional de Aguas Continentales de las
Américas, in Panajachel, Guatemala, Chio, the founder and director of Vivamos
Mejor, asked
“We have an understanding of good practices, but how can we advance the
social construction of the territory in a way that can really drive change?
Those of us familiar with the magni cent beauty of Lago Atitlán, knew the gravity of
his predicament. Cyanobacteria blooms have started to frequently engulf the lake as
the result of runoff of excess chemical fertiliser and soil erosion due to land-use
change (Rejmánkova, 2011). The high concentration of cyanotoxins produced by the
bacteria threatens the health and livelihoods of those who inhabit the shores and
slopes around Atitlán. The challenges these peoples face are multifaceted.
Agroecology, as a science, practice, and movement, is an important tool to confront
this socio-ecological crisis.
I was attending the Symposio from Nicaragua, a country going through its own
crisis at the time. Civil unrest which began in April 2018 led to the deaths of over 300
people. El Astillero, the small shing town where I was based, had pretty much been
cut off from the outside world. Even the food trucks that supply the local shops,
recognisable by the Grupo Bimbo and Coca Cola logos that brandish their sides, had
stopped coming as often. The fruit trucks, run by independent distributors, had not
been seen for months. The supermarkets were empty. These moments of crisis,
accentuate rifts and faults in our understanding and actions and offer us
empowering opportunities to transform the future ahead
Two years later, I spent a few months in Puerto Rico researching the impact of
Hurricane Maria. Constant tremors made me live in fear of an impending
earthquake, while my neighbours chose the relative safety of living in makeshift
camps. It was a constant reminder of the different powerful forces that devastate the
island on a regular basis. A few days after completing my thesis proposal, where I
hoped to return to Guatemala to continue my research, Coronavirus sent the world
into Lockdown
This Thesis is my attempt to help Chio answer his question
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ABSTRAC
This thesis shall discuss how food producers, processors, and distributors, who
support local rural agroecological food systems, imagine food, territory, and
autonomy, in the face of crisis. Unravelling the overlaps between two case studies,
Puerto Rico and the Netherlands, this thesis seeks to uncover how these actors
understand the ‘unnatural’ nature of crisis, contribute to the resilience of rural
communities in the present, and envision visions of food systems transformation.
Both, Hurricane Maria and the coronavirus’s effects were ampli ed by
preconditioned vulnerabilities which are strikingly similar, yet manifest themselves
with subtle differences in both cases. The pre gurative politics of agroecological
movements in both territories allow for these places to carve out resilient local food
networks, that build autonomy and resist the global food system to counter crisis,
environmental degradation, and alienation. In both cases, farmer-driven networks
foster relationships that are fundamental to sharing knowledge and practices in
ways that support community resilience and potential for food sovereignty. Radical
imaginations of the past, present, and future, offers fertile ground for food
producers, processors, and distributors, to transform their food system. However,
signi cant challenges remain for these practices, networks and movements to
effectively drive the collective imagination to transform the food system as a whole,
creating spaces beyond the control of capitalism and the state, free of the restrictions
of land, food, and nature commodi cation, to allow for the continuing activation of
worlds. Methods in both countries varied, from participant observation and building
long term relationship with farmers to quick, semi-structured interviews with food
sellers. Therefore this thesis also reveals the different roles research can play
depending on the context in which it is enacted, creating different embodied
experiences of each territory which is visible within the data collected

KEYWORDS: Autonomy, Agroecology, Crisis, Food Sovereignty, Metabolic Rift,
Mutual Aid, Networks, Radical Ruralities, Radical Imagination, Unnatural Disasters
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Chapter 1. Introductio
“There are a thousand hacking at the branches of evil to one who is striking at the root.”
Henry David Thoreau (1908:72

Issue De nitio
This thesis explores the role agroecology plays in supporting the food, territory and
autonomy of rural communities during and in the aftermath of crises. I compared
how the perceptions, visions, and imaginations of those who participate in the
production, processing, and distribution of food differed between two case studies,
rural Puerto Rico, and rural Netherlands, to discover what overlaps could inform a
better understanding of agroecology’s transformative role in times of crises. Yet
above all, to uncover what each case could learn from the other’s experiences and
imaginations
Natural events such as cyanobacteria blooms, hurricanes, earthquakes, and virus
outbreaks become disasters due to the pressures of vulnerability creating processes
(Blaikie et al, 1995). For many rural communities, these pressures may take the form
of global food markets dominated by international trade agreements, colonialism,
and supermarkets, being unable to serve the needs of people above the need of
capital accumulation. Farmers neglect nutrition, soil health, ecological resilience, and
community well-being to survive within this capitalist context, leaving rural
communities threatened when powerful unpredictable natural events strike. The
commodi cation of food and land has led to a metabolic rift which affects our
ecology, society, and us as individuals, deepening the challenges farmers face to
engage people in transformative action. Despite obvious differences between rural
communities in Puerto Rico and the Netherlands, both face similar vulnerabilities as
a consequence of the global food system. The overlaps between these two cases
highlight fundamental crises within the global food system as well as agroecology’s
ability to resist and move beyond capitalist manifestations of food, territory, and
autonomy. Their differences in the face of crisis, and the foreshadowed crises of the
future, highlight important opportunities for the respective movements to grow and
for rebuilding or recon guring the foundations of our society.
The farmers I have met have a thorough understanding of the complex issues we
face, both on a eld level and globally. However, when asking for more insight on
their thoughts as to what should be done, despite all the tools at our disposal, both
literal and intellectual, we remain unable or restricted in our ability to imagine
worlds beyond capitalism, and without ecologically destructive agriculture,
corporate control of food and eroded dependant rural communities. There is a
misalignment between our recognised understanding that the current food system in
which we operate is destroying most of what we hold dear, and our unrecognised
inability to imagine solutions beyond the bounds of that very system. Challenges
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arise in ‘convoking’ a radical imagination that can move us away from capitalist
forms of production and exchange that have allowed for these vulnerabilities
(Khasnabish & Haiven 2012, Foster 2009). This can lead to discussions about what
local agroecological movements; their practices, networks and knowledges could do
to counter ecological, societal and individual crises. And above all how agroecology
can inform rural spaces that grow against mainstream trajectories towards more
solidarity-based markets, to provide communities with healthy food which does not
undermine their ecological foundation (Halfacree, 2007)
A primary objective of this thesis is to collect the stories and experiences of those
involved in the everyday enactment of agroecology within rural communities, to
unravel how futures are being formed and how the spaces in which they move, live
and eat allow for the continuing activation of worlds. They are members of
agroecological territories; inhabited landscapes where a transition to agroecological
practices and an embedded local food system exist (Wezel et al. 2016).
Understanding how these actors imagine the past, the conditions of possibility
which have allowed for the crises of the present, its impact, and their visions of
transition to the food systems of the future, will help us better grasp if the role
agroecology plays during these crises is valuable. Beyond that, it may reveal what is
needed to harness crisis to counter the destructive tendencies of the global food
system towards these rural spaces and how these communities may resist, imagine,
and transition towards their futures in practice
Problem Statemen
The problem that this thesis investigated is the undermining of rural communities’
food sovereignty, autonomy, by crises when ‘unnatural’ disasters strike, and how
this affects local food production, processing, distribution and the actors involved.
Recurrent crises are an ever increasing challenge for rural communities, whose local
ecologies have been transformed to serve the needs of global food systems of capital
accumulation and exchange, and no longer look to support the ecological,
societal ,and individual needs of the people (Webber, 2018). This leaves people and
their landscapes exposed and vulnerable, inhabiting sacri ce zones all in the name of
pro t. The impact of natural disasters are therefore somewhat unnatural.
Cyanobacteria blooms, hurricanes, earthquakes and global pandemics have impacts
on the food system and communities that ripple beyond the boundaries of the
primary natural phenomena
What is more, the disintegration of human relations with ecology, society and the
individual, what Marx called the metabolic rift, exacerbates the problem as many
"consumers" remain unaware and disconnected (Foster, 2000). Farmers efforts to
"appeal to the consumer" or " nd their niche" in the face of these multi-faceted
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This is important, not only because it de nes and identi es territorial capabilities for
resilience and transformation out of the ruins of crisis, but also because it gives voice
to the knowledge and perceptions of those who are engaged in transformative work
in rural spaces and are often neglected by science (Boeraeve, 2020). Indeed various
farmers interviewed did not think they were in their right to discuss these topics,
often refusing to answer questions about what the future of agriculture should be
like or how it could change. One even complained sarcastically: “Why do you ask all
these big questions? Aren’t you supposed to ask me how old I am? What’s the next
question: What is the state of the world?
Research Objective
The research objective of this thesis is to investigate how rural communities look to
transform their futures during, or in the aftermath, of crisis. I aimed to better
understand, how producers, processors, and distributors, of local agroecological
food systems, resist what is unnatural and build networks of support and solidarity
to imagine and enact the continuing activation of other worlds. Using two cases
which would otherwise be considered somewhat incomparable, this research aims to
unravel the tensions that arise when: crisis, territories, and imaginations collide and
what knowledge can emerge from these overlaps, and what each community can
learn from each other, to grow new futures out of crisis
Research Question: How do local food producers, processors and distributors
imagine food, territory and autonomy during, and in the aftermath, of crisis in
Puerto Rico and the Netherlands
Sub-Research Question 1: How do the local food producers, processors, and
distributors understand the causes and effects of the crises events that
impact their rural communities and territories
Sub-Research Question 2: How do these agroecological territories build
networks to resist the root causes of these crises and strengthen their
capacity for existence
Sub-Research Question 3: How do local food producers, processors, and
distributors imagine change and transition towards sustainable food
systems that allow for the continuing activation of worlds
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challenges are therefore simply inadequate when it comes to addressing root causes
of crises and environmentally destructive food systems. This thesis is an attempt to
understand how actors involved in local food systems, perceive their vulnerability,
understand the causes of crisis and how do they imagine they can create more
resilient communities with their work

5
Cleaning Sheep skins for felting , Wageningen, the Netherlands.

Chapter 2. Theoretical Framewor
“The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in
this interregnum, a great variety of morbid symptoms appear”
Antonio Gramsci (1971:275-276

The Role of Crisis and the Role of Agroecology in Crise
The dislocation between our social relations and our bio-physical environment has
undermined ecological processes and driven the ongoing material transformation of
our world (Mészaros, 1995; Foster, 2000; McClintock, 2010). The blooms of
Cyanobacteria, which since 2008 have erratically disrupted life around Lago Atitlán,
did not emerge from a petri dish. With quite a mechanical ef ciency, the home
gardens and milpas around the shores of Atitlán, famed for their biodiversity and
high productivity, have transformed into monocultures (Rivera-Núnez et al. 2020).
As farmers watch the fertility of their elds disappear from under their feet, due to
the lack of temporal and spatial diversity of their crops leading to soil erosion and
chemical runoff, they contaminate their waterways and overload the lake with
nitrogen and phosphates
Local ecologies are forced to produce for global economies, and as a consequence
unnatural crises manifest themselves as natural disasters, seeping through the cracks
of the metabolic rift. It sets the scene of ecologies in tension, under pressure from
external drivers which vie for access and control over resources and peoples, leading
to vulnerability and risk (Coates, 2018). The literature that approaches natural
disasters from this perspective is extensive, and inform us that our globalised food
system is not innocent. Entire agricultural landscapes, have been bent on producing
feed for cattle or bananas for export and, unprotected from the dangers of ever
bigger natural disasters, they collapse due to a lack of resilience (Webber, 2018).
These disasters are not natural, and around the world, landscapes are full of the
preconditions for crisis (Wilches-Chaux, 1994)
The metabolic rift is not merely ecological, it is also social and individual
(McClintock, 2010). Emerging out from the destruction of the commons, the
commodi cation of labour, land, and life itself, the bureaucratic complexities of
modern industrial farming transmogri es land stewards into business managers
who might need lawyers, titles, bank accounts and certi cations to grow our food
(Wittman, 2009). On top of this, the delocalisation of agriculture has corroded what
Wittman de nes as agrarian citizenship: as rural land-dwellers become separated
from the land, their means of production, and the very political community
networks which can stand for the protection of their rights in the face of their
continuing struggles (Wittman, 2009). On an individual level, these processes lead to
humans being alienated from nature and the products of their labour (McClintock,
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2010). How food systems are assembled, and their consequences, are more than
anything determined by the different forms of institutions, forms of knowledge,
world views, laws, regulations, rules of ownership, and technologies, that govern
our relationship with what is natural (Gonzalez de Molina & Toledo, 2014).
Therefore solutions are not as simple as a quick ecological realignment of our
agricultural practices. Certain institutions inherently support industrial agriculture
due to the nature of their political and organisational framework, providing nancial
assistance to private landholdings and disregarding communal land management
practices, (Gonzalez de Molina, 2015). Even global corporations, such as Unilever,
recognise the fundamental disconnect between the ecological foundations of food
production and the industrial framework we use to produce food today, calling it
"too unbalanced, too wasteful, and too vulnerable" (Unilever, 2020:3). Crises allow us
to look at the metabolic rift from all angles; ecological, social, and individual. They
are opportunities to successfully move beyond fractured landscapes which lead to
ever greater crises as we continue to undermine the foundation of life itself

Figure 1: The Case Studies

However, it is important to note whether or not those who participate in the local
food system interpret their vulnerability as manifestations of the very problems they
face, and how they respond to it. How do they understand the causes and effects of
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the crises events that impact their rural communities and territories? Within all of
this, there is an opportunity to explore the role of agroecology during crisis.
Agroecology as a term is rather ambiguous and certainly sits differently within the
minds of all of those who were interviewed. For clarity, this broad de nition of
agroecology has informed my understanding of the term and has been used as a
theoretical reference
Agroecology is considered jointly as a science, a practice and a social
movement. It encompasses the whole food system from the soil to the
organization of human societies… As a science, it gives priority to action
research, holistic and participatory approaches, and transdisciplinarity that is
inclusive of different knowledge systems. As a practice, it is based on
sustainable use of local renewable resources, local farmers’ knowledge and
priorities, wise use of biodiversity to provide ecosystem services and
resilience, and solutions that provide multiple bene ts (environmental,
economic, social) from local to global. As a movement, it defends
smallholders and family farming, farmers and rural communities, food
sovereignty, local and short food supply chains, diversity of indigenous seeds
and breeds, healthy and quality food. (Agroecology Europe, 2018:1

This de nition re ects the territorial nature of agroecology, and why agroecology is
so central to my analysis of both rural landscapes undergoing crisis and
transformation. In some form or another, those who participate in the local food
system understand the value embedded within the nature of their work and its role
in providing food to people. Agroecology, above all as a movement and practice, yet
also as a science, mediates the socio-ecological relations of humans in a more-thanhuman world. It allows for a re-appreciation of farming and the agroecosystem in
which it operates allowing for a multiplicity of values to arise, a re-grounding of
farming practices in ecological principles to enrich the resource base, and a repositioning of farmers with regards to the market, as their relationship with food
becomes less market-driven and focuses more on food sovereignty (van den Berg et
al, 2018). This contributes to recognising more cultural ecosystem services provided
by nature, as agroecological farmers recognise more connections and more
complexity (Teixeira, 2018). Beyond this, agroecology has allowed for farmers to
reconnect spiritually with their work and their landscape, deepening their original
agroecological experience (Botelho & Cardoso 2016). The re-discovery of traditional
knowledge and its values, as well as the value of embedded observations, brings
farmers closer to their surrounding environment, an environment which is no longer
subordinate but an active entity, with intentions and part of a living community
(Botelho & Cardoso 2016). By building adaptive and resilient food systems,
agroecology is a refuge in times of crisis and is foundational for rural communities to
build agency, collectively shape the landscape to forge, solidarity, reciprocity, and
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trust as it transforms the way we envision the territory and its future (Hilmi & Burbi
2016, McAllister et al. 2019)
Inhabited Landscapes as Territories of Resistance and Existenc
The work that is undertaken in rural areas to build ecologically sound agricultural
practices and resilient systems of food production, processing, and distribution is a
radical act. These are landscapes of the periphery, outside of the centres of control, it
is a space which has been undergoing shrinkage and erosion all over the world as
resources are accumulated in the capitals of capital (Bock, 2018). These territories are
marginalised by structurally unequal power relations and uneven distribution
resources (Kühn, 2015). They have become enclosed, removing the commons and
commodifying land, making access to land a challenge yet facilitating their
exploitation by industrial agriculture and pro t-making (Perfecto et al. 2009).
Therefore, in some sense, to inhabit rural spaces, regardless of once af nity to
industrial agriculture, is to resist, to counter the global design of civilisation as we
know it, and to oppose hostile agents whose desire it is to extract people and pro t
from the land and control land, food, markets and policy (Martinez-Torres & Rosset,
2010, Rosset & Martinez-Torres, 2012)
Rural spaces can be narrowly understood as spaces of specialisation, production,
and pro t in today's world. Social institutions and government policy have
reinforced this representation of rural space, especially in the aftermath of World
War II. In con ict with this vision, social movements may work to grow landscapes
that oppose and present alternatives to the post-WWII productivist imagery of rural
space (Halfacree, 2007). Their visions and practices often can represent 'radical
ruralities' that begin to formulate their narratives of the rural which connect nature
and culture and diverge from capitalist expressions of agriculture (Chaves et al.
2018). These are not simply con icts over the material territory, its land, resources,
communities and infrastructure, but a clash for control over the immaterial territory,
the paradigms, ideas and imaginations of the rural inhabitants and beyond
(Fernandes, 2009). The initiatives developed by agrarian citizens begin to shape new
meanings and possibilities, struggling to make their mark on the imaginations, as
well as the ecology, of the territories (Halfacree, 2007, Hollstein 2018, Rosa 2018,
Wittman 2009).
Agroecology seeks to organise landscapes as agroecological territories, engaging in
transformational processes, and growing embedded food systems that renew socioecological relationships and values (Wezel et al., 2016). Although not fully moving
beyond productivist notions of the rural, agroecology is radical because it values
more than agricultural production as we know it, looking to support the general
health of the surrounding ecosystem and the localisation of the food system as it
counters conventional capitalist representations of nature and more speci cally, of
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food production, processing and distribution. It is a tool to move communities from
dependency towards autonomy, a weapon in the defence and transformation of
contested territories (Rosset & Martínez-Torres, 2012). By building resilience based
on local resources, socio-ecological relationships become recon rmed,
repeasantisation within the rural occurs and territories become inhabited. The land
occupations of the Movimento Sem Terra (MST) in Brazil are a strong example of this
(van der Ploeg, 2008). Van den Berg et al. discusses peasant territories as sites "that
construct territorial practices that are autonomous and different from dominant
practices and ideas"; that is, not only sites of opposition and resistance but also sites
which allow for something new and "building on the expression of existence”
(2019:3,5)
The cases I shall explore are spaces of struggles for alternative ways of being as they
suffer from a deep history of strong social institutions which, underpinned by the
appropriation of nature, patriarchy, coloniality, and the commodi cation of food and
land, have embedded themselves culturally within the politics of territoriality
(Ferrando et al, 2019). Within this context the pre gurative politics of existence in
rural territories is pertinent. How people do what they do, differently, and advance
their form of rurality is not necessarily an explicit form of insubordination, yet can
shape more discrete, covert and even occult operations (Scott, 1990 in Rivera-Núñez
et al., 2020). Networks of knowledge sharing, mutual-aid groups and cooperation are
often forms of discrete counter-power, set in opposition to the state and its
conceptualisation of the rural, re-shaping their social imagination as protagonists
with the capacity to transform their territory. Discourse, how one talks about their
work and the work of the global food system within their territories, can reveal to
what extent resistance and existence in uences what is individual and what is
collective. Understanding this, from the perspective of rural food producers,
processors and distributors, is fundamental to unravelling the futures which lie
ahead
Imagining Transformation, and the Continuing Activation of World
Imagining transformation, and determining which pathways towards
transformation are suitable, is often extremely restricted by implicit assumptions that
cannot rise above the grasp of capitalism, even with the explicit knowledge that
capitalism is often a, if not the root cause of the crises at hand (Kennedy et al, 2018).
Radical resistance to capitalism is dif cult precisely because it was formed alongside
capitalism itself, which conceals economic alternatives and the existence of other
worlds (Burke & Shear 2014, Cornwell 2013). Our Imagination becomes restricted
within "the system of constraints that limits the possibility of possibility" (Badiou,
2010:7). The capitalist realism which presents capitalism as the 'least-worst' of all
possible available systems narrows our understandings of political possibilities as
well as our critical discourse (Fisher, 2009). Indeed, science itself plays a fundamental
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role in perpetuating certain ways of knowing which may struggle to transcend
capitalism's underlying foundations (Burke & Shear 2014). However, crises present
us with the opportunity to move beyond conventional and mainstream visions of
what is, creating spaces for convergence between alternative narratives, alliances,
and worlds (Gramsci, 1971; Halfacree, 2007)
Yet, how do those involved in the production, processing and distribution of food in
rural territories begin to unravel the multiplicities of potential futures which may
potentially emerge out of crises? Do their utopian and dystopian imaginations of
future foods, territories, and food systems reinvigorate a non-capitalist/postcapitalist vision that can move beyond crises? To imagine futures is to design visions
of the future and work towards them, something which everybody can do as we
both try to make sense of and solve the present problem (Manzini, 2015). This is
what Khasnabish & Haiven call 'radical imagination', and it "is constantly in the
dialogic process of reweaving itself in both explicit and subtle relation to" all that
surrounds us, in ux, hard to grasp or de ne yet possible to be convoked (2012; 441).
Working at the intersection of the individual, society and what is possible, radical
imagination is a key to social change: reproducing, resisting and transcending, ways
of being, relationships and visions of the future. Radical Imagination is not simply a
visceral, intellectual or material phenomenon, it is shaped and shapes the context in
which it is emergent, simultaneously encountering the crises, community and
agroecology, and transforming them all in the process. It is a rich and complex
collective map of what is, what was, and what might be, and therefore highly
relevant when exploring the past, present, and future of territories and their
agroecologies (Haiven & Khasnabish, 2010). This opens up new worlds of
possibilities, all different and precarious assemblages, potentially inside and/or
outside of capitalism, yet certainly emerging out of capitalist ruins (Tsing, 2005).
Growing out of this precariousness and difference, the ‘policultivos de la
mente’ (polycultures of the mind), ways of knowing that are deeply rooted in the
interests of the community and participate in collective experiences as it reproduces
the complexity and uncertainty of life itself, shape the peasant mentality and are
cultivated by a strong relationship with the ecological principles which inform their
practices (Rojas, 2009). The need for constant revision of our ideas and
understanding during crises, amidst all of this agroecological complexity, and within
a territory of resistance and existence, builds the conditions for a greater capacity to
reimagine society and nature as we know it, and perhaps reality itself. This can lead
to the creation of spaces, not necessarily physical, that allow for the continuing
activation of non-dominant cultures, economies, and ecologies, a space which
supports plural visions of the future and worlds beyond our own (Escobar, 2006).
Imagining transformation is therefore to describe the world in new ways, and as we
begin to describe the world in new ways, one begins to change it (Burke & Shear,
2014)
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Developing this idea further, there is certainly an understanding of the
transformative potential of agroecology as a collective strategy (Anderson et al.
2019). This is because it allows for the creative re-visioning and fundamental
redesign of the food system as a whole, by questioning the underlying paradigms,
values, norms, processes, and principles, of food systems governance (Pimbert,
2008). The novel assemblages created by new associations of practices and
relationships of production, processing, distribution, and consumption, during crises
are fertile elds of future food systems, especially if the cracks and aws of the
dominant food system become evermore evident (Marsden, et al. 2018). These are
new worlds, beyond the limits of the states' imagination, and the state is found
wanting with regards to their ability to navigate the multiplicities of these new
collective embodiments of the future of food (Sherwood et al. 2017). Emerging out of
these new assemblages of unplanned yet dynamic interactions is a capacity for
transformation beyond institutional design or governmental planning (Escobar,
2018). Peasant farming and these local food assemblages create new opportunities to
reinvent the ows between different agroecologies and future landscapes (Hilmi &
Burbi, 2016). These are potential convergence spaces where difference encounters
one another on common ground, facilitating communication between peoples and
articulating collective visions that emerge out of and engage with crisis
(Featherstone, 2012 in Routledge & Driscoll Derickson, 2015).

Figure 2: Theoretical Framework
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Preparing for an interview in the eld, Wageningen, the Netherlands
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Chapter 3. Methodolog
“Creative minds in academia cannot thrive in of ce cubicles.
Georges F. Félix Lancellot

Data Collection & Analysi
The eldwork in Puerto Rico took place over three months between November 2019
and March 2020. Before arriving in Puerto Rico I had established contact with the
Proyecto Agroecológico Campesino (PAC), where I would be staying, to establish
what research questions they were interested in having me explore during my time
there. Our research focus would be older, smallholder farmers who operate
underneath the radar of government programs, looking to tell their stories, capture
their practices, and understand how they experienced the past of agriculture in
Puerto Rico, the shock of Hurricane María, and the potential of future agricultural
practices in the country. Based at PAC in Lares, a municipality in the central
mountains of western Puerto Rico, I spent half of my time working on the farm,
connecting with various friends and fellow farmers who would come visit,
participate in workshops, or share equipment, but more than anything getting my
hands dirty, learning by doing and also bringing the knowledge I had of agroecology
to the farm. Data was collected all over the island, with eld visits to farms where we
would often spend the day working or consulting before interviewing the farmer. I
recorded six 1-1:30hr long, in-depth, informal, semi-structured interviews with four
food producers, one food seller and a professor of archaeology from the University
of Puerto Rico-Utuado. I also recorded 3 workshops that were organised by
Organización Boricuá de Agricultura Eco-Orgánica (BORICUÁ), the Puerto Rican
member of La Via Campesina, and the Centro Latinoamericano de Investigaciones
Agroecológicas (CELIA) which were held in the month of November. A photo-voice
project was set up, with ten cameras being handed out to farmers and a gallery event
was held at PAC once all the photos were taken so that the farmers could share the
images they took and discuss them. Although this event was not recorded,
observations and discussions are analysed in the results section. I also conducted
participatory observation as part of mutual aid 'Brigadas', reconstructing
greenhouses and even family homes which had been destroyed by the hurricane or
preparing elds for planting
The eldwork in the Netherlands took place over two months between June 2020
and August 2020. To collect data in the Netherlands that would be relatable with the
data collected in Puerto Rico, questions explored the effects of the coronavirus by
looking at the past of agriculture, the present moment and the potential future of
agriculture. Based on the outskirts of Wageningen near the campus of Wageningen
University and Research and severally restricted due to the coronavirus lockdown,
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all eld visits took place within a 15-kilometre
radius of Wageningen and were easily
accessible by bicycle. Before start data
collection, I had a longstanding relationship with
my rst participants: I was their customer in
their restaurants, market stalls, and farms. I
found more respondents via snowball sampling
and contacted them long in advance via email or
by phone due to coronavirus risks. After a month
of collecting data and discovering that most
participants who were recommended to me were
part of the Wageningen Set Duurzaam network, I
began to contact participants via their website. I
conducted 30mins-1hr long, in-formal, semistructured interviews with seven food
producers, two food processors, ve food
distributors, one restaurant owner, and one
regional food network coordinator. I worked on
one farm as well as a fruit picker for a day
All the data collected was qualitative, with the
abject propose of not presenting or discussing
data in such a way that could be considered
generalisable, or positivistic, yet with more focus
on the situated nature of the subject and the
research itself. Hence why all interviews were
Image 1: This Tascam DR-05 was
the eld microphone used to
semi-structured and informal: I wanted to allow
record interviews.
for space for participants to be free to explore the
topic as they saw t or where curiosity would
drive us to potentially open up new lines of enquiry. The use of open-ended
questions, and self-directed discussion, was an active attempt to recognise the many
worlds in which we live and not permit the nature of the scienti c enquiry to
infringe upon those worlds. Therefore the data collection process was rather
iterative, engaging in a research process which focused on a more collaborative
relational nature between researcher and researched (Routledge & Derickson, 2015).
Interviews would take place at the place of work, often during the work itself, to not
infringe upon working hours, but also for the work process to keep the participants
comfortable and feeling in control, and to capture the noises and nature of the work
itself in the recordings. The role of the interviews was seen as an attempt to animate
or facilitate the participant's explorations of their emerging imaginations, a space of
encounter of which data is a byproduct (Khasnabish & Haiven 2012; Vannini 2015).
Analogue photography was used in both cases to triangulate what was said with
what was being seen, and imagined, communicating the unspeakable or verbally
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i n v i s i b l e ( We i d e l 1 9 9 5 ) .
Analogue photography is not
simply a documentation of the
real, but a trace of a world that
has passed, is passing, and in
some ways has not yet come
to pass (Verdiani, 2013). Each
shot is an expression of both
an external and visceral
moment which the
photographer seeks to make
known; they are images with
many meanings, capturing the
relationality between the human,
non-human, and more-thanhuman
The distinct nature of each case study
does present us with certain limitations
as the context in which these crises
occurred and the crises themselves had
v e r y d i ff e re n t e ff e c t s o n t h e ru r a l
communities and the food system as a
whole, as well as the duration of their
impacts. The eldwork took place in two
distinctive locations to construct two case
studies that will be of theoretical use when
comparing and contrasting the narratives,
discourses, and imaginations of those in
Image 2: The Pentax
question. The ethnographical experience in
K1000, my eld camera.
Puerto Rico was far more militant than in the
Netherlands, being a far more active
participant in food production and contributing to the food movement itself (Juris,
2008). Regardless of this difference, the ethnographical research methods in both
cases have the potential of revealing the logic, principles, and imaginaries that
underly these communities of practice and theoretical arguments can still be
extended to both populations with caution (Khasnabich & Haiven, 2012). The
analysis of the data focused on how the discourse presented to us by the participants
within their interviews, as well as my observations, and photos, re ect what has
been discussed in the theoretical framework and what is the overlap between the
two cases. In this respect, the analysis of the data looks to explore what is similar,
different, and similarly different with regards to the imagination of the food
producers, processors and distributors in both Puerto Rico and the Netherlands
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Data Presentation, Ethics & Limitation
The data collected for this thesis will be presented as such, and the following
chapters will discuss the results of my analysis. 'Free, Prior and Informed
Consent' (FPIC) was granted to me by all participants involved in the data collection
process, and they provided me with written permission to record their interviews,
and participate in the research. The results are presented in two chapters, each
addressing a separate case study, Puerto Rico and the Netherlands, and each is split
into three parts to address each sub-research question, although there is overlap
between them. Quotes are attributed to participants using pseudonyms to protect
their anonymity and selected photos were taken during the photo-voice component
of the research in Puerto Rico will also be presented alongside the text in each
chapter to support the results and are attributed to a camera number
Methods were adapted and integrated into the logic and landscape of the eld sites,
as well as interacting with the very crises that were impacting these separate cases,
which can be considered a strength or limitation. Data collected in Puerto Rico was
pre-pandemic and focused on other research questions from another research
project, albeit quite similar. Despite travelling all over the island, there were only a
small amount of in-depth interviews, which were geared towards older smallholder
farmers, who operate under the radar of the USDA and do not rely on the market for
their income. As I used snowball sampling I remained within a close-knit group of
friends and acquaintances, which despite having large differences in practices and
opinions, nonetheless have been a part of roughly the same rural experiences in
Puerto Rico. I also spent the majority of my time working closely with these farmers
on their elds or during brigadas and attended a handful of workshops around the
island which drew in larger groups of people and exposed my research to more
national discussions and concerns surrounding food production post-Maria on the
island. As a visiting researcher with strong links to the Proyecto Agroecologico
Campesino my position was quite
respected and people would be
more than happy to take the time
to talk, especially as I was often
accompanied by other farmers
and I did interviews alongside
the farmers of PAC which added
credibility and another lens

Image 3: Disposal Camera used for Participatory
Photography in Puerto Rico

On the other hand, in the
Netherlands and during the
h e i g h t o f t h e C o ro n a v i r u s
lockdown I was limited to a small
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area around the town of Wageningen, unlike in Puerto Rico where I had access to
most of the island. Large gatherings and workshops were not taking place, perhaps
due to coronavirus restrictions or due to more underlying cultural habits, which
made it harder to get a better sense of the local food networks in action. I did not
spend much time working closely with farmers in their elds, or within their
networks, which is something I believe would have greater improved the quality of
my data in the Netherlands. This also changed my role as a researcher, I was no
longer a familiar face seen at various events of with fellow farmers, but a student
looking to collect data for his thesis in a landscape that has already been
oversaturated by young researchers. Many farmers said they had never been so busy
and could not spend the time required for an in-depth interview. All the producers I
have spoken to are registered members of Wageningen Eet Duurzam and therefore are
not as under the radar as the Puerto Rican producers. These discrepancies between
cases are worth noting as limitations to the research.
How questions were structured, and the line of inquiry which I undertook
overemphasised the relationship between the past, present, and future, as
discussions began with the past, and how the preconditions for the crisis emerged in
the present and then we explored the imaginations of the future, this could in uence
how participants make links with their imagination of the future and the past and
present. The open-ended nature of questioning also made comparisons sometimes
quite dif cult as often questions went along very different paths, which helped open
up the research to new lines of thought, yet may also have made similarities and
overlaps between interviews seem more important than they indeed were or hid
potentially important overlaps from the discussion. Combining open-ended informal
interviews with a somewhat more quantitative approach may have allowed more
uniform comparisons across the board. My position as a researcher interested in
Agroecology and community resilience also has a strong in uence in which follow
up questions intrigue me and how I engage with the data collected

Next Page: Inspecting and irrigation the seedlings under the ruins of a destroyed
greenhouse, Lares, Puerto Rico
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Hurricane Maria was a category 5 hurricane which visited Puerto Rico in September
of 2017 and left with around 3000 dead, 3.4 million residents without electricity for
an average of 84 days, and 68 days without water (Mares 2019, Pérez-Lizasuain
2018). The loss of crops, and the destruction of people’s houses, and farms, were
extensive and the health consequences of living off military food and aid affect
people to this day. Entire mountainsides collapsed, forests were attened, and cities
ooded. Two years later Maria was still likely to come up in conversation, and the
earthquakes which began to shake the island at the start of 2020 for many months
left some homeless, living in shelters, and many more living in constant fear that the
house they lived in would collapse with them inside, myself included
This chapter unravels the results from Puerto Rico in ve sections; Crisis,
Agroecology in times of crisis, Territory, Networks searching for autonomy and
Imagination.
Crisi
“Crises are very important, crises are like a sickness in your body. What sickness
in your body tells you is that you haven’t eaten well, or you have not looked after
yourself well. It is a way of cleaning your body, and a crisis is the same. But there
are also provoked crises, and that’s what we have, a provoked crisis. A bunch of
people arrived here and said ‘this is a colony and colonies are to be exploited, and
we will rob whatever we can!’ Wait a minute, this is not our crisis, we aren’t the
problem! So we have to prepare ourselves because the worst crisis is when we
won’t have any food.”
Pedro, Puerto Ric
The devastation caused by Hurricane Maria was magni ed by the preconditioned
vulnerabilities, due to more unnatural phenomena, that Puerto Rico has in the face
of natural disasters, a reality acknowledged by the farmers during our interviews.
Even before the events of Hurricane Maria, 1.5 million Puerto Ricans were food
insecure, 85% of the islands food was imported, and these numbers continue to rise
(Mares, 2019). Once the storm passed, 59% of Puerto Rican farmers reported they
struggled to acquire food, 43% of farmers reported a total loss and 49% of farmers
reported they lacked government support, insurance, or aid, in the aftermath of the
hurricane (Cruz in Mares, 2019). All participants recognised that the consequences of
US colonialism affect Puerto Rican livelihoods and the Island ability to recover
swiftly from the impact of Hurricane Maria. The crisis is seen as a symptom of US
control: “When the United States has bronchitis, we have pneumonia!", exclaimed
Ramon, a 90-year-old war veteran and farmer. Often considered the oldest colony in
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Chapter 4. Puerto Ric

the world, Puerto Rico’s agricultural sector has undergone several iterations of
commodity crops grown for export, such as sugar cane, banana, cacao and coffee,
expanding into the productive landscapes of the island and pushing smallholder
farmers into ever more marginal spaces to produce food for the subsistence of the
community (Crist, 1948). The Merchant Marine Act of 1920, which requires all goods
entering Puerto Rico having to travel via American ports and boats, is often
associated with the low quality and high cost of food, as well as the delay in relief
aid, arriving in the aftermath of Maria (Mares 2019, Cortés 2018)
“They have created a culture of dependence. When the food arrives by boat,
people will grab their coupons and go to the supermarket. Why would they plant
anything, when they are given things?
Jorge, Puerto Ric
US nancial support for agriculture on the island has also become harder for
smallholder farmers to access. Larger farms, with a greater production focus, capture
most of the bene ts and development aid: "Those who have big farms would get
money, they wouldn't help us much and after a while, I just stopped asking,"
lamented Fransisco. Insurance and social security became somewhat of a prerequisite for nancial support and input subsidies, making it dif cult for
Image 4: A banana plantation with its eroded hillside taken by Camera 8
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smallholder producers to make the necessary nancial investments, only to become
eligible on top of increasing the risk for those who could no longer afford it. One
farmer lamented having to stop producing and abandon his farm entirely, as he
could no longer count on payments to subsidise the labour required. This falls in line
with Operation bootstraps goals, US policy which has looked to move Puerto Ricans
away from their rich agrarian traditions and towards more industrial and servicebased economy (Mares, 2018). "The change in support really killed agriculture from
one day to the next," said Miguel, a fruit seller who used to manage his farm.
Government nance schemes do not only affect Puerto Rico’s agricultural producers
but also provide food stamps, otherwise known as ‘cupones’ to those deemed in
need of help. Cupones are seen as a major obstacle when looking to develop local
food systems on the island. Not only are people considered less likely to work hard
hours for low pay, since they can rely on cupones to cover their basic needs, which
effects the agroecological sector and smallholders, which are more reliant on manual
labour. They are also more dependant on the supermarkets and other certi ed
retailers for food, this is due to the fact that 80% of the nancial support must be
used at certi ed food retailers (U.S. Department of the Family, 2020). This also
reduces demand for local food products from producers which struggle to connect
with those most in need of healthy food. There is no doubt in Miguel's mind that

Image 5: Street vendor on the side of a busy road by Camera
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“cupones affect agriculture, people ll up their bellies at the supermarket, and that’s
it.
These policies have consequences that erode the strength, autonomy, and resilience
of rural communities in Puerto Rico. Fransisco told me that, “Supermarkets are
cheap for those who have money and a car”, and this has transformed how the rural
economies of Puerto Rico function. Small community grocers used to be scattered
around the territory, and since the advent of supermarkets in these remote regions,
they have all but disappeared. These little shops used to keep tabs for farmers,
allowing them access to essential goods throughout the year before they would trade
in their coffee or other surplus goods to foot the bill. Supermarkets have pushed
these rural communities into the cash economy, and people out of Puerto Rico, since
“at the supermarkets, people do not trust you and you have to pay with cash so
many people left to the United States” to look for jobs. Ramon also believed that
local production of food has also declined, “there was always food before and the
community always had food, even if sometimes there were only root crops.” No
longer are people planting the basics for survival, and even a small garden could
provide people with food in the event of a disaster like Hurricane Maria. For those
who still produce access to markets such, as the supermarket, is much harder. This
undermines the viability of their business, compounding the losses to these
communities’ autonomy and food sovereignty (Carro-Figueroa, 2002).

Image 6: Coffee processing factory taken by camera 2
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“Today, even though you can buy whatever you want, there is not the humanity
that there was. Before, doors would be left open and people would invite you over
for a coffee and lend you their horse…
Fransisco, Puerto Ric
Beyond the erosion of community autonomy, people are slowly becoming more and
more alienated from each other. As communities plant less and less the embodied
knowledge associated with these practices disappear, and along with it, the agrarian
culture which connects people, not only to their natural world, their tools, and food
but also to each other. “The whole community used to help each other, if you killed a
pig you would share it with the entire village, you kept a little but most you would
eat or give away,” Fransisco shared. Operation bootstrap has pushed many
community members to commute to urban areas for work or even leave Puerto Rico
all together to pursue the American dream. Our participants did not deny the
hardship and poverty of the past, however, they did lament that people were
happier, healthier, and more caring back in those days. This was exempli ed by
Fransisco’s frustration when his car broke down: “Back in the day you would have a
horse and anyone would come over and say ‘hey [Fransisco], please lend me your
horse’ and it wouldn’t be a problem. Now no-one is lending me their car, they would
rather I walk, and some houses have ve cars just sitting there. They aren’t even
picking me up when I hitchhike!” Schools in these rural areas have also begun to
disappear, exasperating the loss of community, as even children have to travel
greater distances to become educated (Katz, 2019). The loss of local education is part
of a longer pattern of erasure, as Puerto Rican history and indigenous culture are
invisibilised. Traditional foods are neglected, in schools, supermarkets, and streetside restaurants. Access to healthy food is shockingly dif cult, and it is emblematic
that the food aid in the aftermath of hurricane was junk food (Dewey 2017, Watson
2018).
Agroecology in Times of Crisi
Bearing in mind the poor quality of food aid which arrived in Puerto Rico in the
aftermath of Hurricane Maria, as well as the earthquakes in early 2020, the role of
agroecological production, practices, and movements is worth exploring. Once again
Miguel emphasised the importance of root crops; “When Maria visited us, we had a
lot of root crops in the ground, this helped the people, we did not suffer that much
because of it.” The Agroecological movement in Puerto Rico is small and
fragmented, yet strong and founded on principles of solidarity. Root crops such as;
Malanga (Colocasia esculenta), Yuca (Manihot esculenta), and Ñame (Dioscorea tri da)
showed, not only their worth but the worth of the traditional practices, which could
ensure people could have nutritional foods that could survive the heavy rainfall and
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Image 7: A conventional feedlot for cattle by camera 6

strong winds of hurricanes. The farmers with which I worked were sure not to let
this precious lesson go to waste, and cultivation of these traditional root crops has
been increasing.
“I have seeds of Malanga and I gave some to [Ruben] so he could restart the farm
after the hurricane
Ramon, Puerto Ric
Seeing these movements in action during the earthquakes was also an awakening.
For weeks the trembling earth would shake you out of your sleep in the early hours
of the morning and throughout the day. The old and most vulnerable of Lares and
the surrounding area were living in the Coliseo Félix Méndez Acevedo, the local
sports centre, sleeping on military beds which had been laid out all over the
basketball court. They had ed their homes in fear that they would collapse. The
Proyecto Agroecológico Campesino and other smallholder farmers provided what
they could in terms of support. Providing food, but also hosting a number of
workshops on earthquakes, their causes, and how to emotionally cope with the
associated stress and fear, all without the support of the government.
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This is part of a greater mission of reducing the farmers’, and beyond that the
community’s, dependence on external inputs. On the farm level, this translates into
a reduction of chemical inputs and the production of organic fertilisers and compost
on-site. During a workshop, Sebastián reminded us that, “you need to prepare your
soils for all conditions, remember the bags of mowed grass which I would collect
from the side of the road for mulch? Well now I grow organic matter on the farm to
use as mulch.” The re-integration of livestock into agricultural systems, also reduces
the need to purchase inputs that put the farmer at greater nancial risk. So a was
adamant that these “practices are inspired by principles which show us how to reach
a more balanced system.” By integrating traditional root crops, and indigenous
knowledge and practices, smallholders are informing the future of agriculture. By
sharing seeds, working alongside each other in brigadas and even providing
extension services to other farmers, these farmers reduce their need to rely on the
state and grow greater autonomy. “You have to be an example, when I was planting,
other people were too, because we shared seeds.,” Paola noted. On the community
level, it translates into increasing one's autonomy and resilience in the face of
external shocks and crises
So a framed “Agroecology [as] a tool to describe and generate understanding of the
territory and the food system, ecologically, culturally, socially and politically.”And as
farmers embed their practices in the ecological principles which inspire agroecology,
they also re-connect their work, and themselves, with the land, and those they grow
for with, and for. “We are talking about the regeneration of the soil, body, and mind.
We need to have a system that is supportive of a healthy environment. This is a
model not only about food but much more” said Nicole, as she showed us around
her agroforestry plot in which she grazes goats. This extends into future generations,
stressed Julio, “wanting the children to be connected the earth”, it is a continuation
of agroecology’s role into the future, immersing children in the agroecological
experience is central to the movement. Paola would ask the school kids that visit her:
"What is your favourite fruit? ‘Apples!’ ‘Grapes!’ ‘Pears!’ ‘Strawberries!’ No one
mentioned mangos, pineapples, bananas, or passionfruit... You would be shocked by
the number of kids who had never even eaten these fruits before!
Territor
Puerto Rico’s history as the oldest colonial territory in the world informs the rural
struggle for self-determination, greater autonomy and, in some cases, sovereignty.
The political dynamics of maintaining control over Puerto Rico also informs the
policy and the institutional narratives of the United States of America, which have
led to many of the pre-conditions of disaster. Resistance to the persecution of proindependence leaders and the subjugation of these ideologies and movements is
woven into the fabric of Puerto Rican life (Cortés, 2018). The struggle to exist
enriches and also transforms this fabric, assembling new realities and cultural

fi

"


fi

.


y


fi

26

“The Just War, there is nothing wrong with that! When you have a bad seed what
do you do?
Paola, Puerto Ric

Image 8: Malanga growing under the ruins of a greenhouse destroyed by Hurricane Maria
by camera 2
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expressions of inhabiting the territory of Puerto Rico and providing a foundation for
radical imaginations of the rural and of the future itself. These acts of resistance and
existence are not possible without the extensive networks of knowledge sharing and
mutual aid which weave smallholders farmers together. The larger agroecological
movement, as a whole in Puerto Rico, suffers quite a lot from factional divisions, inghting, and “a lack of horizontal dialogue with the people they are looking to
impact” Jorge exclaimed. However, the farmer-driven elements of network building,
albeit small, effectively operate alongside all sorts of agricultural practitioners,
cultivating new knowledges and strengthening relations, “whether or not you use
herbicides has nothing to do with [agroecology]” emphasised So a. Within these
radically rural landscapes, agroecological networks contribute towards a quest for
greater autonomy. Their pre gurative politics and counter-power against the erosion
of their communities, and destabilisation of their territories agricultural sovereignty,
is their way of putting their future into practice.

Jorge and others believe that “until Puerto Rico is sovereign, in all elements of the
word, we will continue living in a system that does not develop agriculture.” The
culture of dependence which was so exposed during the aftermath of Hurricane
Maria has its purpose. “They are creating a culture of dependence, because with
dependence you create control.” Ramon also noted that agriculture plays an
important role as, “the base of a country”, and agroecology holds a particular
position as a tool for resistance. Not only does Puerto Rico’s agroecology produce
more food for human consumption, and reject the global markets but it also actively
confronts the environmental destruction which has come hand in hand with
American control over the Puerto Rican landscape. Despite all that is done by the
United States of America to subdue Puerto Rico’s independence they “are still here,
speaking Spanish and dancing bomba, the ght has never been so good”, Paola
stressed passionately. Hurricane Maria was in many ways a turning point for Puerto
Rico. Sebastian said that, "before Maria, you could see Puerto Rico was full of
consumerism, and the excessive burning of carbon for energy… we should not
return to what we had, but plant the consciousness that this does not work, and is
very vulnerable.” What was planted has been watered by her rains, #rickyrenuncia
and #wandarenuncia were resistance movements which sent Puerto Ricans onto the
streets, expressions of the fact that “when the screw tightens, [our] institutions
collapse” as Nicole said, reminding us that Puerto Ricans were demanding to be able
to hold their leaders to account.
Image 9: Seed swap at an introductory agroecology course hosted at UPR-U by camera 7
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“We are endemic, nothing will eliminate us…we will resurge, we are eternal here,
and having spent so much time suppressed I know we are walking towards
liberty
Paola, Puerto Ric

Image 10: A baby bull of the traditional breed of Puerto Rican cows by camera 1
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Puerto Rico’s independence movement has been somewhat subdued since key
gures such as Pedro Albizu Campos died, and Filiberto Ojeda Rios was murdered.
However, in the agroecological movement, these sentiments remain strong. Drawing
upon Cuba’s resistance to the international blockade via organic production,
smallholders in Puerto Rico, understand the importance of agricultural production,
but also recognise the rich history of resistance which they are a part of. The
education of children remains central to the work of PAC and the brigadas. As precolonial and revolutionary history are neglected by public schools, farms become
sacred spaces when educating the next generations. Ceiba trees shelter alters and
stories of the ancestors, sharing some rice and beans provides ample time to share
the history of ‘El Grito de Lares’, Paola asserted that these are spaces that allow us to
“unlearn everything they have indoctrinated us with” and to exist

Built along with oppression and resistance, the practices which shape the rural
territories of Puerto Rico into existence, paint a rich tapestry of history and culture.
Jorge told us that “indigenous practices are informing what is going on right now
with agriculture”, combined with knowledge and traditions from Africa brought to
the island by slaves, and a collective experience of resistance enlighten Jibaro culture
which is so central to rurality and agriculture in Puerto Rico. “What is better than
knowing that your ancestors worked the land, and a lot of our food is African food,
Taino food or a mix of it all which is the best”, Paola grinned. These reiterations of
existence inform new and old meanings of food: planting, growing, harvesting,
processing and consuming are continuing expressions of the past, brought into the
present and future, continuing traditions of your forefathers, and passing that on to
future generations. On these farms, reframing of education supports Puerto Rican
existence in the face of government cuts to an already decrepit state system. A
growing movement has also begun working once more the with breed of bulls which
were rst brought to the island hundreds of years ago, these historic breeds continue
to work closely with smallholders who still plough their elds with their help, and
keep collaborating in innovating agroecological practices. On all fronts, radical rural
forms of resistance and existence are present in Puerto Rico engul ng one’s sense of
self, even when you don't share Paola's belief that: “when you plant and you see the
earth give birth, it’s like you give birth”
“The idea has been learning by doing and making mistakes, to keep learning and
keep questioning, opening the farm up for others who want to learn… collaborate
to protect that knowledge and to keep growing it.
Julio, Puerto Ric
Younger farmers, innovating with agroecological practices, work closely with older
conventional farmers to learn about how to plant traditional root crops which are
hurricane resistant. Your typical agroecological movement, rife with younger
university students and agronomists would not be building those bridges as
effectively. The embodied knowledges of the older farmers are understood to be
extremely valuable in the context of a post-crisis Puerto Rico. “We saw that during
the hurricane, young people didn’t know how to use a machete, agronomist don’t
even know how to use machetes!", "Technology always brings complications, no
matter how simple they look, they have consequences and you no longer know how
to use basic tools” Felipe and So a discussed. As new generations of farmers take on
the challenges of growing new agricultural projects they rely on intergenerational,
cross-cultural, and cross-continental knowledges. The knowledge sharing is not
limited to the island of Puerto Rico, these farmers travel to Colombia, Cuba, and
other islands in the Caribbean. The knowledge sharing is not limited to the on-farm
experience as the Universidad de Puerto Rico - Utuado, home to the islands only
bachelor in sustainable agriculture has deep ties with the agroecology movement.
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BORICUÁ, the Puerto Rican member of La Via Campesina, has many connections in
the network of fractured, groups, brigadas, and organisations, and acts as an
important synapse within the movement
Networks in Search of Autonomy
“The rst time I found a brigada, it was my rst opportunity to participate… I
have met people who have been an inspiration… Ten years later we are doing the
same thing, connecting families. It was a great day because the children were
there.
Julio, Puerto Ric
Bridagas have been mutual aid activities which have facilitated not only the transfer
of knowledge through the generations but also put that knowledge to work with
mutual aid working days. The colectivo MAVI was the brigada with which I spent my
time. This group was spread across the island of Puerto Rico, connecting a mix of
smallholder farms. With a strong intergenerational focus, supporting the
development and experiences of the children was a central premise to the work that
they set out to do. The working days would be set around completing a large task
that would not otherwise be possible without such a large workforce. Every month
Image 11: Colectivo MAVI planting Yuca at PAC by camera 2
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these working days rotate to other farms ensuring that all participants get support
which they would not be able to afford in other circumstances. Beyond that, the
sharing of tools, and the gift-giving of animals to help another farmer start
integrated livestock into their farms or adopting other practices supports farmerdriven innovation and extension which travels across conventional/organic/
agroecological boundaries. Sharing food during these working days grows
relationships beyond labour exchanges and adds cultural as well as spiritual
elements to their work. These farms become more than sites of primary production,
but also facilitates the continuing activation of worlds, that support territorial
autonomy.
“If you love your country you will rebuild your house, but if not, you pack your
bags and go.
Ramon, Puerto Ric
Despite extreme poverty, “The past was glorious”, and there was always food to eat,
smallholder farms are being abandoned all over Puerto Rico, Fransisco reminisced.
However, despite the successes of Operation Bootstrap and the exodus of Puerto
Ricans in the aftermath of Hurricane Maria, many people are returning to the land to
begin to farm once again. There is a growing population of young farmers who are
buying old farms and leasing these spaces to get production back. These younger
farmers struggle to gain access to good quality land and often nd themselves
marginalised, working on sub-optimal plots, which they lease or borrow, as access is
so dif cult. To cope with low returns for their work, they are reintegrating livestock
into their farms to substitute chemical inputs, which have to be purchased, with
manure produced by those animals and feed by fodder crops, such as Tara (Tithonia
diversifolia). These practices reduce the market dependence and the nancial strain of
producers and increase their autonomy. Rototillers may run out of gasoline but
“with a machete and a hoe you can work a farm”, Felipe declared, a reality many
had to deal with when power was cut for months
“We observe that food is a tool of repression and control to make us not produce
and consume
So a, Puerto Ric
These farms are also more focused on producing food for consumption and not for
export. Growing traditional crops and food for local consumption increases the
autonomy of the communities these farmers serve. “The Pre-colonial time is
considered dangerous because its the one time we were sovereign in all forms of the
world and it can teach us a lot,” Jorge exclaimed, Local food production is
fundamental when “the worst crisis is when we won't have any food”. In the
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aftermath of Hurricane Maria many “people shared a little of all the food that fell to
the ground, but not like before” Fransisco told us, a stark reminder that before, as
Ramon had noted, “there was always food, the community always had food, even if
it was just roots.” Many of these foods are still available at supermarkets yet they
“are still not the same as the food you take fresh out of the ground or straight off the
tree”, Miguel stated. The political desire for autonomy has been developing hand in
hand with these smallholder’s desire to reduce their dependence on inputs and
increase real food production which can directly feed local populations, facilitated by
increased networks of knowledge sharing, mutual aid and other means of support.
Many of these smallholders operate underneath the radar of the USDA as they
would not be considered typical agricultural producers, yet this is also symbolic of
what is being done. Alternative food systems are being cultivated underneath the
radar, countering the negative effects of the dominant system, and as a direct
consequence of that systems failure to support rural communities in times of crisis.
Imaginatio
“Because of Maria, we learnt that we could live without the government, and
without banks. We are still here, and we invented a bunch of new things which
no-one could believe! Look, this place started to work better when Maria came, as
long as they give us everything, technology and convenience, we don’t get
creative, and we are creators
Catarina, Puerto Ric
Even within the most powerful hurricanes, at their very root, there is an eye. The eye
of the storm is a low-pressure zone that leaves us in an area of calm weather
surrounded by the most powerful and destructive winds. During a crisis,
imagination is the calm within the chaos. Despite the storm clouds hiding the future
on the horizon, imagination enables us to create (Haven & Khasnabish, 2010). It is a
shared meal during a brigada workday, where children sing songs of independence,
as we wait for the foundations of a new house to dry and raise a greenhouse for new
seedlings. It is an afternoon of weeding berry bushes in a eld of oak trees which
shelter truf es under the drizzly July sky. Visions of the future, are woven in these
moments, both individually and collectively, however unlike the eye of a storm,
rural areas and their visions of the future are on the periphery. Despite this, the
periphery is not a pre-condition for the radical, some of these imaginaries of the
future do not challenge the very root causes of the crises identi ed by those food
producers, processors and distributors interviewed.
“With regards to the future, let’s hope for something better than today, let’s hope
this changes.
Francisco, Puerto Ric
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Just months after Hurricane Maria had made landfall over Puerto Rico, Paola was
one of the many who told us that, the valleys, gardens, and farms had grown back
“even better than before”. As the territory emerged from the collective trauma of the
storm, peoples imagination awoke. During various workshops the words, “Gracias a
Maria…” kept owing in and out of conversations and discussions which was
intriguing. Beyond the subtleties of language, Puerto Ricans do have a lot to thank
Maria for. For many, the #rickyrenuncia movement and the political unrest and
activism which has followed would not have occurred if Maria had not made
landfall a year earlier. The harsh reality of the death and damages caused by the
hurricane and the ineptitude of the government's response made it clear to Ramon
that “Puerto Rico needs to de ne its status. Stay a colony, become a state or be
independent, it needs to happen in the next 20 years.” Puerto Rico’s status remains a
contentious topic, “statehood could bring better things, some shame as well”, even
within same interviews contradictions arose, which highlighted the dif culty of
discussing imagination and one’s vision of the future.
“We need to protect life! Politics, parties changing all the time… it’s all the same shit!
You think the imperio will grant us elections that would actually decide
independence?”, Paola declared. Discussions of independence, as well as symbols of
independence, were prominent throughout the agroecological movement in the rural
Image 12: Cultivos Varios at the Proyecto Agroecologico Campesino. Before Maria the old
coffee and orange plantation produced little food for consumption by camera 2
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areas of Puerto Rico. Blacked out ags of Puerto Rico and the ag of Lares, which
was raised during the ‘Grito de Lares’, hung from peoples balconies. Beyond being
sites of production, education farms and political spaces, within boundaries of their
small elds Puerto Rico is, independent. Talk of armed insurrection was not
prominent, however, it was present, “I believe in the armed struggle, I will say it
here, over there, during the day or at night, I am not going to hide my clandestine
shit anymore! They do what they do to us in broad daylight, but it will come… but
there is something we haven’t been doing since Don Pedro, is have an army”, Paola
reminded us. Despite all of the historic oppression of pro-independence ideologies,
pictures of Pedro Albizu Campos and the late Filiberto Ojeda Rios hung in living
rooms. Children, who visit these farms are introduced to these somewhat hidden
histories and speak of what they would do when they became president on an
independent Puerto Rico
In the face of dwindling nancial support and government policies designed to
undermine local food production and consumption, to grow food is to imagine
another Puerto Rico. Paola spoke, “in the ght for independence we are defending
everything that is ours, a transformation of our homeland… agriculture is so
important, we need to eat! Cuba has been blockaded for 70 years and are they
starving? No! We are the ones who have to go to the supermarket to eat.” Although,
an outright rejection of the state and its role was not the focus of most discussions
about the future of food sovereignty on the island, the lack of government support
Image 13: “What happens to Puerto Ricans, that they are not rebelling?” by camera 4
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for smallholder agricultural production combined with the undermining of the local
workforce due to coupons led to suggestions that it would be better if the
government got rid of coupons and used the money saved to support smallholder
producers. This would provide employment and healthier food to the local
community. Financial support for labour would greatly bene t local agroecological
production as it is quite a labour-intensive practice, allowing small farmers to pay
just wages for a meaningful job. “There are subsidies for seedlings, subsidies are part
of the American system”, Ramon remarked, yet the concern remains that those
subsidies are not designed to bene t the local population. “Americans are capitalist,
they will give you a chicken, but they’ll keep the breast.” So one’s imagination starts
to become a little more radical, Miguel stated that “only if we return to being a
republic can we change this. We can remove coupons and send everyone to work
and get the government involved in agriculture again. There are some countries
where the government buys the food of the farmer so nothing goes to waste… now
all they do is help the millionaire farmers as the smallholders don’t qualify”.
However, despite this, imagining transformation towards sustainable local food
systems remains a challenge for most, “without agriculture a country fails, yet I
don’t know what we could do to develop food production locally," Ramon
wondered
In a space that is so fractional and divided, framing agroecology as “the study of
agricultural systems” where “whether or not you use herbicides has nothing to do
with it”, builds bridges with other farmers who would otherwise be excluded from
the movement and its work. As agroecology is reframed as an analytical tool to
analyse the ecological processes occurring on your farm and incorporate those
processes into agricultural practices. Without articulated visions of the future
territory, be they political, militant, or simply transformational, more work is put
into re-grounding agroecological practices in ecological principles, a re-appreciation
of natures role and an economic re-positioning of the farmers themselves as they
strive for greater autonomy. Growing out of this, yet grounded within the context
and history of the territory, radical imaginations of agroecology arise. Agroecology is
imagined as a powerful tool in supporting and uplifting rural communities. Despite
the hostile political environment, and the ever-increasing risks due to climate
changes and its effects, agroecology and the food sovereignty movements can be
considered foundational to the future of a radical Puerto Rico
“Maria Selected some trees and said to me: ‘these trees you will have to remove’
and I said ‘thank you, Maria’”
Nicole, Puerto Ric
The agroecological movement and its networks are growing stronger, courses and
workshops attract people from all over the island. More speci cally, brigadas, like the
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Colectivo MAVI, working together, imagine and enact worlds that are enabling of
other worlds to be continuously activated. Dealing with the uncertainties and
complexities of farming on an individual level, combined with such diverse worlds
and practices of your fellow brigada members, innovation is driven by this collision.
Members of these brigadas are using the lessons and experiences gained on their
farms as well as the farms of the other members to work alongside academics and
provide farmer-driven extension services and research. This changes farmers’
relationship with agricultural extension as well as academia. In this way,
agroecology begins to grow beyond the boundaries academics are used to placing it
in, and research and academia grow beyond the boundaries farmers are used to
placing it in. These spaces within the territory become ecological as well as
intellectual and spiritual assemblages, nurseries of new futures. Paola told us that,
“[She] didn’t organise my garden much, mother nature herself would tell [her] what
[she] would eat
Although answers to direct questions regarding visions of the future were lacking, in
practice those local producers, processors and distributors of food are embodying
the transformation; the fostering of traditional foods, seeds, and livestock breeds, the
mutual aid groups which support knowledge exchange and greater autonomy, the
disaster relief and care provided to community members in the aftermath of the
hurricane and during the 2020 earthquakes, the educational work done with
Image 14: An exercise to show the interconnectivity of nature and our social relations
during a introductory course of agroecology hosted by Dr. Georges Félix by camera 7
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children, connecting them to their history and ancestors and ecological work of
maintaining biodiversity and supporting healthy environments. With these
Polycultures of the mind and worlds, “we are learning to do what needs to be done”
“You have to know your history and your past, so that you can understand the
present and design to improve what needs to be improved and let go of what
needs to be let go
Paola, Puerto Ric
Within the imagination, the past, present and future are entangled together. When
discussing the future, Miguel spoke of “returning to be a republic”, and Paola
mentioned that, “Our ancestry, will save this island, it will protect her and defend
her… I don’t ask the saints for anything, but I do create space for them, if they want
to manifest themselves, to rejoice in the work that we do, they may”. The
agroecological movement has strong ties to the island’s past and Taíno and afrodescendant Caribbean transitions. Within the imagination, and perhaps beyond,
agroecology becomes part of something historic, an intergenerational dialogue
between seeds, soils and ancestors. In some respects the future of Puerto Rico is its
past, the past of Puerto Rico becomes its future. Visions of the past are also visions of
the future and vice versa. This is why “the Pre-colonial times are considered
dangerous” and why “indigenous practices inform what is going on right now with
agriculture” as Jorge told us. When asked about the future, Ramon lamented “at 90
years old only the hole is waiting for me, nothing else”, yet after the hurricane he
still shared seeds with his grandchild. Root crops, the traditional staple crop of the
Taíno, were seen to be resilient in the face of Hurricane Maria and formed the
foundation of many knowledge exchanges between older farmers and their younger
more agroecological fellow farmers. The struggle for independence is seen as a
continuation of Taíno and Jibaro resistance to colonisation which has continued
beyond conventional avenues of political resistance which were sabotaged or
quelled by the Spanish and American Imperios, although many do suspect the
agroecological movement in Puerto Rico has been in ltrated, fractured and set upon
one another. Within the many worlds we occupy, to imagine a radical future is to
believe in a radical past, and in Puerto Rico’s Agroecological movements and
brigadas, those seeds are being sown and saved. These movements are, similar to
what Nicole spoke of during the tour of her agroforestry plot the “primary species
giving the conditions for the other plants to establish”; Trees that get knocked down
storm after storm, but from their ruins allow more to rise with richer soil, from
which fertile rural communities, intimately connected their past with the future of
the territory, grow back stronger than ever
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Image 15: A Ceiba tree by camera 6
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Image 16: Yuatia from Nicaragua for sale at the local supermarket in Lares
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Chapter 5. The Netherland
The Coronavirus, did not leave such clear cut devastation on the landscape,
knocking down the trees and forests, as it did in Puerto Rico. However, having led to
the deaths of over 1 million people worldwide, and plummeting the Netherlands
into unprecedented lockdown, the impalpable virus, has been hanging over us like
an invisible fog, pervasively smothering us in ways that a hurricane cannot. The rst
con rmed case in the Netherlands was on the 27th of February and a partial
lockdown began on the 12th of March (RIVM 2020, NOS 2020). Food supplies in the
Netherlands were disrupted for a couple of days up to a week as people went
‘hamsterer’, panic buying, so much so that Prime Minister Rutte appealed to all
citizens to stop (Bhikhie, 2020). Local farmers markets suffered from low sales for a
couple of weeks as fear kept many people away, before bouncing back to somewhat
normal levels, if not rising above what could have been expected. In many ways, its
impacts and threats are invisible, harder to understand than a hurricane, and
certainly much more contentious as a consequence. However, after the initial shock
of the rst wave, when my interviews took place, things had somewhat returned to
normal and many thought the worst had passed
This chapter unravels the results from the Netherlands in ve sections; Crisis,
Agroecology in times of crisis, Territory, Networks searching for autonomy and
Imagination
Crisi
“The Corona crisis is a symptom of more structural crisis; the industrial food
system, migrant workers, dependence on international ows.
Heleen, The Netherland
The Coronavirus has been a global pandemic, and one of thing that de nes the
Netherlands and its food system is its global nature, its farmers “produce for export”
and its ports make the Netherlands “a distribution country” (Statistics Netherlands,
2019). Despite the initial panic and rush to purchase toilet paper and other foods
which distributors were completely unprepared for, the dutch hold a privileged
position in the global food system and “the shops were still full of food, [and] the
shortages were not powerful”, local shop owner Beatrice told me. “The food still
comes regardless of corona, I thought it would not come, but you cannot stop it
anymore”, Louisa reiterated. At the market, Linda mentioned that “the war was
much worse, look at all the food we still have!” However, the interdependence of the
food system on global networks of producers, processors and distributors were
Opposite: A eld of corn oods the dutch horizon in the Wageningse Eng
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somewhat laid bare and as Jaap remarked, “corona made it clear to some people that
globalisation has gone too far and the interdependence might be too much”. Many
farmers who produced for export were badly affected, potatoes which could no
longer be exported were dumped on the streets of Wageningen, as lockdown affected
Dutch farmers excess to international markets (Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, 2020).
The restrictions of migration also had effects on labour availability and the linkages
between the spread of the Coronavirus, the role of globalisation and the impact of
the lockdown on the dutch industrial food system were exposed
“There is a relationship with meat production, mass production and the global
connection which allowed the virus to spread
Axel, The Netherland
Comparisons with food shortages during the second world war are pertinent,
especially since participants linked the Netherland’s post-WWII response to those
food shortages with the development of the industrial food which dominates
markets, policy discussions and discourse around food to this day. With these
policies of cheap food and no hunger “the government forced farmers to intensify”,
Mary and Frenske told me, “family farms were being pushed out by politics; scale
up or quit!”. These intensive practices have placed greater need on farmers to invest
heavily in machinery, forcing dependence on banks which led them to focus on

Image 17: Banana’s hand at the Axel’s Market stand in Wageningen
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pro tability, driving up the price of land to untenable levels and leaving
communities with an agricultural system which is simpli ed and “not resilient”.
This intensive industrial food system also has an intimate relationship with the
coronavirus. At a market stall, Paul told me that “meat production is mass-produced
with coronavirus”, something which was seconded on the farm by Femke: “look at
how we raise animals, packed up waiting for the next virus!”. However, it has also
led many farms to separate livestock from vegetable production and this will
produce a nitrogen crisis which many think will over-shadow the Coronavirus.
“Modern agriculture is the least ef cient, they only see what comes in and out”, Jan,
a farmers apprentice, told me and Juliette, a local cheesemaker who works closely
with an organic dairy farm, stressed that: “there is not enough space for the types of
farms that provide something that stays around, providing diversity, a lot of
services… and value to the territory.
The political environment has become a hostile space for smallholders and other
producers who look to do otherwise. Stricter regulations made it much harder for
small businesses to compete with big producers and the economies of scale which
supermarkets drove to attain at extremely low prices. Supermarkets have played
their role in transforming the production, processing and distribution of food.
Intense competition has driven down prices and driven farmers to specialise and
over-produce low-quality food, and local producers struggle to access the local
markets that feed the local population as effectively as the supermarkets. “The
Image 18: A view across the landscape on my way back home from an interview at a farm
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nation has a strong relationship with cheap food,” Jaap lamented, however in the
quest to provide it to the people, “as a society we have led farmers into an industry
which has no right to exist at that scale anymore,” Christopher told me. Having a
food system which is not driven by human and ecological needs leaves communities,
smallholders and industrial agricultural producers vulnerable and, as Mary
mentioned, “there is no way we can keep the system how it is now… a dif cult
message for farmers to hear
“The de nition of farming has changed, now it is an industry and society cannot
relate to that vision… A lot of farmers call themselves entrepreneurs and not
stewards or artisans
Jan, The Netherland
The commodi cation of land has allowed for prices of land to reach such
astronomical prices that young farmers and smallholder-farmers struggle to gain a
foothold as a producer in the territory or nd stability and connection with a place.
“Land is so expensive, that’s why you have so much nancial pressure to produce
and little space to consider the land” Juliette reiterated. Free trade agreements and
globalisation has opened up tremendous opportunities for business and banking but
it has left local communities vulnerable, farmers vulnerable and both of them
alienated from nature, society and each other. In a highly competitive and nancially
stressful market, farmers are isolated and individualised, lacking trust to share and
collaborate with their neighbours. “Where there used to be 12 people working on a
farm, now you have one,” Mary told me and this has knock-on effects how society
engages with and understands food production. “The alienation between the
farming community and society is bad and may become a threat to the future of
farming… and farmers feel threatened and don’t feel open to society,” said Jaap. The
disconnected nature of farming in the Netherlands has left consumers extremely
removed from producers. Frenske said that “people think food is always in the
supermarket but they need to realise the importance of food and local food
production”
“The Netherlands is a hypermodern, individualistic society” she noted, and its drive
to intensify production is not restricted to farms and their elds, “buying food,
cooking, eating all of it has to go very fast. Cooking is supposed to be a bonding
experience, but it’s not like that in the Netherlands,” Femke also agreed. The postWWII policy has indulged a nation’s “strong relationship with cheap food”. “As
long as their stomachs are full, they don’t care how the food tastes, they just want it
cheap”, Louisa lamented. “It's dif cult to eat good food in the Netherlands and
that’s hard to change”, Inez said, this exacerbates the dutch’s disconnection with
food but also with each other and their territory as a whole, as Beatrice pointed out:
“the lack of will to pay money prevents change and has a negative impact on local
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food.” “People spend lots of money on houses, internet, phones, movies, but not
food”, Tomas said quite taken aback. The desire for ef ciency and simplicity as well
as a disintegrated food culture ampli es the role of our global and industrial food
system plays in our society and once again the supermarket and further undermines
communities’ local production, processing and distribution.
“We have to deal with the virus, you have to work with it, because we are a part of
it
Inez, The Netherland
This changed when the coronavirus led to some form of lockdown in March. When
supermarket shelves were found empty, “people started to realise that food came
from far away,” said Beatrice. When urban areas felt threatening, Inez told me that:
“people began looking for more connection with nature”. Some local distributors,
like Christopher, “were completely unprepared for the rush on the shops” and
“more and more people began buying at farm shops.” For a few weeks sales at the
farmers market fell as people avoided large crowds but also they “started to avoid
the supermarket, learned to take it slow and make fresh food”, he told me. Measures
were taken to make the farmers market a safer environment and the need to take
your time and wait in line made the experience “very nice and quite relaxed”.
Although participants did not make strong links with the emergence of coronavirus

Image 19: Diversity on the organic farm where Christopher works.
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and the destruction on nature, Inez linked the spread of coronavirus with other
diseases which are spreading amongst tree species, ”all over the world diseases are
spreading and it’s scary”. Lockdown has been an affront to our ease of life, as Jaap
mentioned, “people got a little too con dent that everything was arranged for us, it’s
nice to see people having questions, it would be nice to see them taking the time to
rearrange things”. Understanding that, as Femke noted: “we are a part of the
ecosystem, you can improve the health of that system to make it less vulnerable, but
you can’t just get rid of viruses, they will always be there” we begin to see the
potential of Agroecology during these times of crisis
Agroecology in Times of Crisi
“Only a diverse system can recover from itself
Inez, The Netherland
“If you have a good ecosystem, there will be [a] balance, there is no one pest coming
up because you have so many varieties of these species, that there is resilience. It
works!” Frenske exclaimed, “It will build up the soil, produce super healthy good
quality food, make the landscape more beautiful, and most importantly it will make
the people more beautiful. ” Agroecology as a practice is grounded in ecological
principles to strengthen the resource base and facilitates a re-appreciation of the

Image 20: Vegetables waiting to be harvested and sold on-site in inside boxes.
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agroecosystems and what it provides. Agroecological practices are fundamental to
supporting the health not only of the ecosystems but of the inhabitants of the
territory as a whole. With distinct values compared to the global industrial food
system, the signi cance of allowing for these farming practices to exist have been
emphasised. When the principle “aim is not to produce something, but to produce a
good quality nature area”, farms like Mary's embody difference in the landscape.
These are farms that Juliette believes are “trying to be part of the solution by
adapting to where you are rather than changing the environment to ful l your
objective”. Smallholder farmers, like Tomas, who are often in marginal spaces, have
grown to see their role a little differently, “the corona crisis increased the importance
of what I do, making use of orchards that would otherwise be left”
“During the crisis, lots of people brought their kids to the farm and we really got to
see what this space means”. Out on the farm, Femke “went back to basics” and life
“was quite idyllic”, people began to look for greater connection with their natural
environment and agroecology is well equipped to facilitate this connection. “This
work has connected me to the land, I now know what is available locally, where food
comes from that’s what I want to bring to people,” said Axel, “that is what has been
a gift with this crisis.” The alienation which confronts all aspects of dutch life: their
connection with nature, society and themselves as individuals is challenged, as the
corona crisis highlighted, by the role agroecology plays to grow bonds between
consumers, the land, food, and those who work on the former to produce the latter.
For Jaap, “subscribers are involved, we share responsibility and I am happy for them
to be part of the farm. They gain emotional ownership and awareness of what grows
when”. This is signi cant in the face of vulnerability in the food system and the
potential of a crisis to disrupt the food supply.
“People don’t panic-buy when they see there is plenty
Jaap, The Netherland
As fear began to grip communities throughout the Netherlands, people ran to the
supermarkets and began to stockpile essential goods. The shock of seeing
supermarket shelves left empty by panicking people exacerbated how people
perceived the threat of the coronavirus. Although some local producers did suffer ,
for many local producers like Ines and Tomas “work was not at all affected by
corona” as these short supply chains built on long term relationships were not
disrupted, as the strength of their networks withstood. “Customers did not go
hamsterer, they knew every week they would get their veggie box, that’s food
sovereignty”, said Frenske with a big smile. Having local producers who “grow food
for humans” support the needs of local inhabitants, as well as the need to those
producers who “still had customers whilst potato farmers are dumping on the
street” during the crisis. This fortitude had observable effects, Mary noted that “sales
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from the local shops quadrupled,” a claim backed by others like Beatrice who said
that a “lot of customers who had not been here for a while started buying again.”
The community began to value the security, quality and comfort that local food
systems could provide, of course, questions remain over the permanence of this
transformation, but there is little doubt that agroecology has positively bene tted the
rural community during this time of crisis
Territor
The networks which help shape the rural landscape of the Netherlands are quite
different from those that do so in Puerto Rico. In Wageningen, Jaap complained that
“all initiatives are focused on opening up the market”, “trying to make it easier to
connect the consumer to buy local” said Ines, there is much less talk of knowledge
sharing and mutual aid work within these networks. Wageningen Eet Duurzam is a
local network with is supported by municipality and EU funding, and its part of a
group of new networks which “are popping up”, and getting “more and more used”
said Frenske and Femke. The corona crisis has facilitated an increase in sales of local
food products by all accounts in some form or another, and it has “highlighted the
value of [the] work” of local food producers, processors and distributors, as Tomas,
Christopher and Axel mentioned. However, under hostile political and market
conditions, which do not adequately support smallholder producers, local food
processors and distributors in the midst of a global pandemic, autonomy begins to

Image 21: An organic garden walled off from the outside
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“We can’t change the big system, so we have to make our own road. This is the
way to save the Earth
Beatrice, the Netherland
The Netherlands is far from Puerto Rico’s reality of being a colonial territory, and the
discourser surrounding resistance is distinct when compared to Puerto Rico.
However, that is not to say that dutch food producers, processors and distributors
nd the need to resist the structure of the food system they inhabit. Stating that
things cannot go on like this, many like Frenske, hoped that the crisis would be a
little more powerful so that “this fear could really kick in” and push change. “I want
to think things would change, but now I am doubting it… it seemed epic, but then it
wasn’t,” Tomas told me. Despite this, the Coronavirus strengthened their visions of
the food system and reinforced a greater sense of urgency. They enjoyed the peace
and tranquillity of the virus lockdown, it slowed down their work, despite having
more work to do, Femke “[saw] the bene ts of living this life, it was really idyllic.”.
In some ways, the lockdown was seen as a challenge to the overly productive
focused mindset of Dutch culture. Axel agreed, “It was very nice and quite relaxed,
people willing to take their time, I am very happy, I don’t wish it to change.
But even with the increase of customers, they remain pessimistic, expecting numbers
to drop once people grow accustomed to the new reality and return to the
supermarket. Even in the Netherlands, supermarkets hold an interesting grip on
local food systems. There is an understanding that the economies of scale in which
supermarkets operate have out-competed small local processors and distributors,
and these supermarkets now have incomparable access to a consumer base which
local food producers, processors and distributors can only dream of. They, like
Femke, resist the premise that global food systems are the most effective, “we went
wrong with all those trade agreements, it made lots of possibilities, but it also
worked the other way around.” The export market has led to an overproduction of
poor quality food and a food system which is somewhat based on food waste and
arti cially low prices, as producers compete against one another and supermarkets
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emerge in various forms as an issue of contention. For some producers, the large
costs associated with organic certi cation are avoided, as they are not needed when
your customer base knows you well, for others certi cation is an important way to
communicate standards to their customers. Regardless, certi cation creates hurdles
which can prevent innovation in the elds, farms and factories of the local food
system and removes autonomy away. Wageningen Eet Duurzam is also looking to
create a participatory guaranteed system of certi cation, to grow connectivity and
circularity without affecting their autonomy. This would give more power to
producers, processors, distributors and consumers to de ne their agricultural
production standards and values

control large parts of the market. Alienation from food is built into this system, one
which Heleen call a “system of organised irresponsibility.” Yet more and more, as
Femke said, “We don’t want to see our food to a warehouse, we want a story”
“When there is chaos, people like the warmth of the re and their mother’s
cooking
Paul, The Netherland
This story is the story of rural existence, “practices from the past that are not always
explicit,” as Heleen put it. “We already looked after the community and the
environment before the virus, we work to do what’s right,” and the virus
highlighted how important roles, like Femke’s, are for communities and their
autonomy. There was a growing sense of solidarity throughout the lockdown, people
understood the work local food producers, processors and distributors did, forming
networks of strong relationships which struggle to thrive in the hostile environment
with little incentives yet thrive in times of crisis. It is a story of genetic heritage and
diversity, supporting traditional breeds of sheep and grains, and producing good
healthy food that “the community wants and not Albert Heijn,” Louisa stressed. It is
a story of a community which, according to Heleen, wants “a physical space for
community and place-making, not just a place of economic exchange, but cultural…
tastings excursions.” It is also a story of territory in ux, and one that is aware of the
vast challenges which are coming ahead. “Farmers don’t want more rules, they want
more freedom” Tomas told me, and they all see greater and greater crisis on the
horizon that will eclipse the impact of the virus, as Jan noted: “farming as we know
it will change faster than you think, the nitrogen crisis… the lack of circularity”. Yet
they, like Tomas, are also aware that “we could solve a lot of circularity issues if
farms from different sectors worked together.”
Networks in Search of Autonomy
“I think the corona crisis if anything has only been good, it has bene tted local
producers
Mary, The Netherlands
”Mutual aid is so separated from the individualistic system we have now,” Heleen
told me, and the focus of these networks is more on coordinating better access to
markets, producers who already have access to these markets see little need to
participate beyond the symbolic level, and when the networks that are built
maintain such a strong focus on markets and market dependencies, the
underpinnings of competition remain dif cult to shake off. Combined market stalls
are a manifestation of new forms of collaboration however they do not go far

.
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enough, Femke believes that “if we had networks of actually working together that
would be transformative”. Within the Dutch paradigm, initiatives do still work
together, old relationships and networks were the foundation of the local food
systems resilience during the corona lockdown and others look to increase greater
circularity between local producers, processors and distributors, despite hurdles in
legislation. Yet despite these hostile environments, and due to the radically rural
ways of resisting and existing, forms of mutual aid continue to grow. Many
discussed the disconnect between farmers and consumers as one of these hurdles,
and they also looked forward to the opening of a joint space which would continue
to facilitate a growing relationship between the two. A space that would be home to
“alternative retail concepts”, as Mary put it, community-driven funding and
knowledge exchange.
“Now food producers are opposite consumers and what should happen is that we
should move next to the consumers, open up our farms and making it OUR
challenge… to nd allies again in this story,” Femke remarked, “making a plan
together will only work when people realise how we produce and why.” Many of
the farms I visited are open to visitors and even have open days or events and
workshops hosted on-site, or their products are sold in an onsite farm shop, to
increase engagement with local consumers. At the market Paul told me that “people
are getting more and more aware”, and those who run the market stalls are looking
to bring their knowledge of their products and the local food system to their

Image 22: Keeping a safe distance at the Wageningen Market
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customers. As agriculture transitions local producers, processors and distributors
will continue to have a challenging time convincing consumers in the marketplace,
Jan is concerned: “How do you convince people that local and small scale is better
when everything becomes organic?” Local municipalities are also hosting workshops
on nature inclusive farming, looking to include a wide range of practitioners in the
workshops to promote dialogue between producers. But participants still stressed
the individualistic nature of the farming industry, “we don’t appreciate these social
networks as much,” Femke conceded, “its more about money, your own work and
business relations… farmers here look at each other as competition.” “Organic
farmers are more cooperative, and we can call anyone to say hey we have a problem
with this… but we wouldn’t do that with our neighbours, we would feel ashamed
and people will start to talk about it or make use of it”. As a consequence knowledge
sharing does not reach its full potential within the current socio-political structure of
the dutch food system. Highly competitive markets, which are dominated by certain
suppliers and big supermarkets chains has a knock-on effect on farmers desires and
ability to collaborate. For Heleen, “the challenge is connecting the producers with
the market and policy work without taking away their autonomy.
“We have enough land to provide for our own people but there is no incentive for
this.
Femke, The Netherland

Image 23: A road well trodden by members of a self-harvesting farm
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When participating in such a global food market, the rural territory and its
landscape is affected by political and market forces which are beyond its control. The
land is no longer used to produce food for local consumption, or it is not used to
produce food at all and food is imported to meet the demands of the local
population. Within a global economy, the land becomes inaccessible unless geared
towards more extractive industrial production with the support of banks. The
strength of the local markets during the lockdown is a testament to the power of
more autonomous rural food systems. Customers who had weekly CSA boxes or
subscriptions to local farms did not start to panic buy, as they know their food would
still grow. Food imports and exports were the main agricultural sectors effected by
the corona crisis and, in stark contrast to this, discourse around local food systems
often focused on the concept of ‘short-chain’. A ‘short-chain’ requires an inhabited
landscape, one that has the autonomy to demand more of its local food system and
of the territory itself
“I think we are going back but the genie is already out of the bottle
Louisa, The Netherland

Image 24: A small Eetcafe which focused on sustainable, organic and local products closed
down due to the Coronavirus
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With such high and inaccessible land prices, repeasantisation is somewhat
complicated, if not rather impossible, and this is a huge risk for the community in
future crises to come. Yet that is not to say that in some form or another it does not
happen. ‘Short-chain’ food is somewhat an expression of this, food that only passes
through a small number of middlemen before reaching the consumer, “Short-chain,
small scale, bringing [my product] to the chef I know,” as Inez put it. Having a
shorter chain, yet one that is more local, creates more jobs and keeps money within
the local community, although it does not provide greater access to land, it does
connect people to the territory much more than shopping at a large supermarket and
buying products from abroad. During the corona crisis small farm shops and a desire
for local products were in demand. Supporting these agroecological farms allows for
other values to begin to shape the landscape, practices to build soil or maintain a
healthy environment begin to leave their mark on the territory, and this manifests
itself in the food itself as cheeses also change in taste and texture throughout the year
as cows are rotated across different elds. That said, most producers still dependent
heavily on the market, and they, like Juliette, have to rely on “the support of
consumers and citizens” to stay in operation and as a consequence of this, as Beatrice
amongst others told me their lack of “will to pay money prevents change”
Imaginatio
“In terms of my dream or in terms of [what’s] realistic?
Frenske, The Netherland
Seeing how a virus could confront and challenge so much of dutch food culture, has
reaf rmed local food producers, processors and distributors beliefs on the need for
transforming the food system. “I hope this is an incentive to realise at the state level,
that it’s over, it cannot go on, let’s use this mess to reorganise because the whole base
is rotten,” Juliette asserted. However, many believe that the Coronavirus was not
strong enough to lead to a fundamental change in the food system or in consumer
behaviour, but they all see more crises coming on the horizon: the nitrogen, water,
climate change, crises which stem from much larger structural problems and the
economic and social crises emerging as a consequence of lockdown. “In agriculture,
corona is a minor thing, the nitrogen crisis will change agriculture, something has to
happen,” Mary warned. In some ways Coronavirus “was a missed opportunity”,
Femke suggested, the narrative to critic industrial agriculture and its negative effects
was not strong enough, and people will return to supermarkets and the normality
that they are used to. Yet the corona crisis has made it clear to some that change is
possible, “people stopped ying overnight,” Charlotte proclaimed, although she
does think “it's hard to return to local food systems.” Yet, local producers, processors
and distributors take solace in the fact that, as Christopher noted, “every time there
is a crisis [they] bene t“ and many are, like Paul, “starting to think that more local

.
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small farms are the future”, there are risks involved, “we need more crisis to make
the local food system work, but even that is vulnerable,” Beatrice reminded me. In
the face of larger crisis the radical imagination of local producers, processors and
distributors may position themselves and the networks of which they are a part of in
within the progressive dialogue for systems transformation.
“Its not only these past few months, it has been brewing for a long time.
Louisa, The Netherland
Policy, like the CAP needs to be shifted to provide greater support to smallholder
that maintain healthy landscapes that uphold fundamental ecosystem services.
“Only a diverse system can recover from itself” and the understanding that with
more trees, insects and owers not only is the landscape more beautiful, but it is also
more resilient. However some, like Frenske, believe that “change [won't] come via
activism with politics, the government says a lot, looks nice on paper, but not in
practice.“ The global industrial food system has pressured farmers to produce more
quantity at the expense of quality and this overproduction affects both producers
and consumers, as well as the entire landscape. Farmers like Tomas, see there is a
“need to produce less and charge more”, as vast amounts of low-quality produce
feed a wasteful system that logistically inef cient and environmentally damaging.
“The experience of eating good food is important to inspire the future.. to realise that

Image 25: The tools on-site at the organic dairy farm
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food is divine,” these are the experiences which local producers, processors and
distributors, like Inez, look to create; “bringing truf es to the chef that I know”, and
making a “good product with taste and history that [they] know it’s healthy.” These
are foods that reconnect the consumer with their local environment, and with each
other as farmers “think more about what the community wants and not what [the
supermarkets] want.” Yet it is not that simple, as Femke stated, “the transformation
period will be very painful”, and Heleen agreed, “developing new tools for the
future needs to be about creating a more enabling political environment.” The
challenges for local agroecological production is to “convince people that local and
small scale is better [despite] everything becom[ing] organic.” Narratives of
transformation are everywhere, yet there are visions of futures that appeal too many
environmental and production concerns which have no space for small local
production, processing, and distribution. Reimagining food systems that support
local production, processing and distribution are fundamental to supporting rural
communities livelihoods, environments and autonomy. But it is also something that
cannot be done alone, as Femke herself noted, “If we could see food production as
something social and farmers were open to helping each other that would be special
“ I don’t like monoculture, diversity is important… once you see it working you
can understand that it is smarter
Inez, The Netherland

Image 26: Washing the sheep’s wool winter coat to prepare for sale
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The networks and relationships formed by local food producers, processors and
distributors in the Wageningen area are fundamental to supporting the
transformation of the food system and creating space within the rural landscape for
the continuing activation of worlds. Within these worlds are distinct value systems,
ones which allow for peoples primary objective to be “producing good quality
nature areas” in Mary’s case, or for Inez who sees her role "as a women [to] feel
responsible for good food”, or simply like Juliette you desire to “ ow like the milk”,
where those involved in the local food system are and can be artisans and stewards,
not entrepreneurs. It’s also about encouraging diversity, beyond the eld level, but
also within the networks of production, processing and distribution themselves. As
Wageningen Eet Duurzam and other municipalities host workshops on nature
inclusive farmers and foster greater integration and interactions between farmers of
all practices there is a need for greater dialogue that does not polarise local
producers and looks to share knowledge. Heleen mentioned that imagining
ecological transition requires action in various domains; "discourse, networks,
markets, equity, knowledge, land”, and that encouraging diversity within all of
these domains would strengthen community resilience in the face of crises. The role
of networks in the Netherlands differs signi cantly from the mutual aid networks
which tie together farmers of different agricultural practices in Puerto Rico, these
networks focus more on accessing markets and therefore many people felt the most
important thing to do is to connect with consumers, not only for their nancial
support but also to counter their alienation from food and better resist crises in the
future
“ I don’t think it should be all global or all local, but you need space for
everything
Juliette, The Netherland
Space, both physical and institutional, for the continuing activation of worlds is quite
hard to come by, given the price of land and the perceived role of farmers in the
Netherlands. “You have lots of organisations making plans, but it's city people,”
Femke remarked, “when you have to do it together,” the gap between what is
considered urban and what is considered rural is prominent and this disconnection
represents a huge barrier for many producers, processors, and distributors in the
area. Beyond the physical disconnection, it is also educational, “It’s ridiculous how
little we teach our children about the production of food,” Femke laughed, “you still
see school books about farmers where they milk cows by hands and wear long
dresses and big hips.” The farm’s connection with youth is not as prominent and it
shows, she was visited by a group of students researching “oude ambachten (old
professions) for them farming is a very old practice, like a wooden shoemaker, but
for me, it’s very now.” Mary also noted this disconnection, “You have to start with
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schools because many people don’t know where food comes from, this way you can
get in contact with society and society get more in contact with you and agriculture.”
Yet there is a desire for greater connection and involvement with the land and future
generations “I want my children to grow up knowing what it means for the land
when it is dry or wet,” Femke told me. This is somewhat foundational if rural spaces
want to exist in the future in their own right and not as extensions of urban
footprints within an ahistoric landscape.
“We can already sense it, there are indications of what is the future
Heleen, The Netherland
In some ways, this link with the past is still pertinent, "what we do here is not so
different from 500 years ago,” Jaap remarked. Some local producers do consider
their work “old-fashioned”, like Tomas, yet that is not to say it is stuck in the past.
Looking forward to all the crises those interviewed can sense on the horizon, there
are many challenges the territory will face which will seem familiar for those
elements of the landscape with longer memories. "Without fossil fuels, this farm is
still possible to work,” Jan said with a sense of pride, an important trait only if you
see the past within the future. “There is a lot of knowledge from the past that is still
lingering, it's latent,” Heleen reminded me, as they combine traditional practices or
seed, with new understandings of techniques farmers are in dialogue with the past.

Image 27: Cleaning out the workshop after closing the business
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Old farmers climb up into the attic or down into the basement to grab old tools they
saw used on the farm as children to innovate on their elds with traditional seed
varieties again. Not all bodes well for the future of food systems and rural
communities. As land prices become inaccessible to young aspiring farmers, urban
elites who are looking for more from their food, are buying up farmland and hiring
farmers to produce for them. There is a reason for concern, as this can reduce the
autonomy of farmers and mirrors serfdoms of the past. Imagining the future food
system poses many challenges, as local producers, processors and distributors are
somewhat restricted by the past and present. The need for radical imagination and a
diversity of approaches has perhaps never been so important. How will these rural
territories transform in the face of imminent crises after crises, is in the hands and
minds of those food producers, processors and distributors who shape not only their
local food system and landscape but the future itself
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Chapter 6. Discussion & Re ectio
“If you are the big tree, we are the small axe”
Bob Marley (1973
The problem identi ed by this thesis is the undermining of rural communities’ food
sovereignty and autonomy by crises when ‘unnatural’ disasters strike, and how this
affects local food production, processing, distribution and the actors involved.
Therefore this thesis has set out to unravel how local food producers, processors and
distributors imagine food, territory and autonomy, during, and in the aftermath of,
crisis, and to give voice to the knowledge and perceptions of those who are engaged
in transformative work in rural spaces and are often neglected by science (Boeraeve,
2020). With data from both Puerto Rico and the Netherlands, the results of this data
analysis have painted a rich picture of inhabited rural landscapes, It addresses the
questions at hand, rstly by looking at how local food producers, processors, and
distributors interpret the causes and effects of the crises and agroecology’s role in
negotiating these conditions of possibility. Secondly, it explores how rural territories
resist the erosion of community and autonomy, and strive to exist as spaces of
culture through networks and forms of capacity building that promote food
sovereignty. Finally, it unravels how local food producers, processors, and
distributors imagine food systems transformation and what is, what was, and what
might be, as they strive to grow knowledge, connect with their past and enact
possible futures and worlds. The patterns revealed by both case studies have strong
implications for the future of rural governance and the agroecological movement
itself. Yet, a more pertinent nding is what each case can learn from each other, as
Puerto Rico recovers from a crisis from three years before and rural communities
from both the Netherlands and Puerto Rico face turbulent futures ahead, beyond the
coronavirus.
The Role of Crisis and the Role of Agroecology in Crise
Similarities between participants’ interpretation of crises, its causes and effects, from
Puerto Rico and the Netherlands, is striking. Especially when considering the
signi cant differences between these two crises, and the territories which were
examined. A hostile policy environment, in both the Netherlands and Puerto Rico,
fails to properly support and also undermines smallholder farmers and local
processors and distributors. Cupones in Puerto Rico push people to certi ed food
outlets and away from the dif cult labour on farms. Subsidies, in both cases,
proportionally bene t and favour large holders, which concentrates land into the
Opposite: Putting on some wellington boots before going out the eld during a
workshop hosted on Finca Don Cotto, Aguas Buenas, Puerto Rico
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The dominance of the global and industrial forms of food production, processing
and distribution, with its export and import driven markets have an impact on the
unnatural nature of the crisis. As we saw in Puerto Rico, its status as a colonial state
leaves its food system reliant on American imports and producing export crops.
When Hurricane Maria struck, farmers noted that their produce was either: mostly
destroyed, or not capable of feeding them, and food was not entering the country.
This was also the case in the Netherlands, albeit with its differences. Farmers found
export markets were no longer stable, and the production of food was valuable for
and valued by the community. Despite being outside of the colonial experience, yet
very immersed in the global food system, farmers in the Netherlands would do well
to reinvigorate these connections with their past. Farms which had a strong desire to
prioritise food sovereignty found themselves justi ed during the coronavirus
outbreak. However, luck was somewhat on their side as lockdown coincided with
the beginning of the growing season. Dutch farmers would face greater challenges to
food sovereignty if a similar crisis would strike in the winter seasons, and policy and
farmers would do well to focus more on traditional and seasonal Dutch foods,
although participants speci cally stressed that consumers in the Netherlands always
wanted bananas.
Dependence on supermarkets, has also had its negative impacts on rural
communities in both the Netherlands and Puerto Rico. Local shops have all but
disappeared and relationships with food vendors have soured, this has made it more
dif cult for growers to access local markets, be they formal or more informal, and it
has also made it harder for people to get their hands on local food. Supermarkets
simultaneously push prices down for producers, increasing environmental pressures
that exacerbate vulnerability, and are more aligned to bene t from the global and
industrial nature of the dominant food system. However, the global industrial food
system in the Netherlands was not found wanting, and food shortages were quickly
corrected, despite how many participants framed the failures of this food system,
and this contradiction arose often in our discussions. That said, those participants
involved in the Wageningen Eet Duurzam network all mentioned plans to open a
high-street shop to connect local products to local consumers. Since data collection
took place, one such shop has opened, although it is not the shop the Wageningen Eet
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hands of a few and leaves many smallholders desperate for support or without any
at all. Access to land is also extremely dif cult and not without its challenges,
although it was more of a topic of conversation in the Netherlands. Land prices push
farmers to mine their soils to produce high yields to pay back debts and make it
almost impossible for young aspiring farmers to acquire land to begin to produce,
which could drastically innovate food production. International trade also
undermines local production both in the Netherlands and Puerto Rico. Producers
nd it hard to compete with international and larger producers who have greater
access to cheap and most often exploited migrant labour

Hints of the metabolic rift were founds in both cases as foundational to discussions
around the alienation of people from their food. Beyond the ecological rift of
conventional agricultural practices, society remains disconnected from food, its
production and nature herself, without the social infrastructure to connect people to
their sustenance, each other, and their territory. In Puerto Rico, ‘the American dream’
as well as policies such as operation bootstrap, entice people off their land, or even
off the island entirely, and people are no longer growing food as they used to.
Community spirit has also been eroded, and the sharing culture has mostly
disappeared, although the collective trauma of the hurricane has brought people
closer together. According to the interviews in the Netherlands, policies, which
looked to provide cheap food in the aftermath of WWII, have disconnected the
Dutch with good quality food and the productivity-driven nature of Dutch society
has evaporated their cooking culture as well as their connection to nature. Although,
the Coronavirus and lockdown has also offered opportunities for the Dutch to
confront this alienation. People have needed to slow down, work from home and
nd activities to do in open and safe spaces. Supermarkets became symbols of the
dangers associated with the virus and the local food system bene tted as a
consequence. Despite this, more needs to be done to reconnect people with their
food
This shows the potential of agroecology to challenge the fundamental aws of the
global industrial food system. Increased diversity of production on farms not only
improves the resilience of the farm itself in the face of natural disasters such as
hurricanes, as discussed in the results, but it also supports greater biodiversity which
can protect humans from the dangers of viruses and diseases (Wallace et al, 2018). In
the Netherlands, farms which support local food systems provide vital exposure for
people to connect with healthy food and their surrounding environment. Market
stands and restaurants, offering organic and authentic homemade products,
reconnect rural communities with quality food as well as culture. In Puerto Rico,
traditional root crops have not only provided food in the aftermath of a devastating
hurricane, but has also connected different generations with their past and with each
other as they share knowledge and seeds. Growing food for people, with a strong
focus on supporting food sovereignty, the agroecological movement has provided
disaster relief where the colonial state has fallen short, although the impact may be
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Duurzam Network had planned themselves, and from observations of the shop
during market days it has been quite well received, and following this Wageningen
Eet Duurzam did start to organise collective market stands. A similar shop or market,
which connects locals to the products, contains echos of Puerto Rico’s past and could
have potential in the rural communities in Puerto Rico, reconnecting people to their
traditions, potentially taken advantage of the ‘cupones’ which the US government
provides, or once again supporting alternative forms of exchange, as was done in the
past.

Inhabited Landscapes as Territories of Existence and Resistanc
The nature of rurality, in both cases, is fraught with tension. A tension which pushes
rural communities towards dependence and autonomy, resistance and subjugation,
existence and defeat. In Puerto Rico, the independence movement lives on in the
elds and farms or rural communities despite the continued oppression of these very
ideologies by the United States government and that or Puerto Rico, although the
data cannot deny con icts between views which prefer statehood over
independence. Beyond that, Hurricane Maria has inspired civil unrest and
disobedience. The #rickyrenuncia and #wandarenuncia protests have changed the
political landscape signi cantly. Votes for political parties which support
decolonisation or full out independence increased by 14% since the last
gubernatorial elections before Hurricane Maria, yet on a referendum regarding the
future status of Puerto, independence was not even on the ballot (Robles 2020,
Commission Estatal Electoral 2020). Many farms have taken up a political role to
become educational spaces for future generations, exposing children to food, nature
and the histories and traditions of peoples which are otherwise neglected. In the
Netherlands, in light of climate change, a nitrogen overload and the longterm
economic and social implications of lockdown, participants mostly speculated about
more crises to come, and many hoped for it, believing that only with greater crises
will the food system truly have to undergo transformational change. Perhaps this
was also the case in Puerto Rico, although the data did not reveal it.
Networks remained foundational for both cases, as important tools for knowledge
sharing and mutual aid. In Puerto Rico, these networks most effectively took the
shape of mutual aid brigadas which connect farmers, old and young, conventional
and agroecological, in working groups that share knowledge and sweat. These
groups are extremely powerful boundary spaces, bridging divides, acting somewhat
as an extension service and enriching both the local food system and culture itself.
Networks in the Netherlands were more focused on opening up the economic space
for agroecological production than in promoting dialogue between agricultural
practices. Mutual aid seems to be far from the reality of dutch farming, yet its
importance should not be understated as it connects farmers looking to support local
food systems and increase circularity on their own accord. The effectiveness of these
initiatives appears to be greatest when they are farmer-driven, although the
municipal support of Wageningen Eet Duurzam does seem to facilitate a lot in terms
of resources for those involved as well as increasing the ability to reach out towards
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small in scale, its value can not be underestimated. Agroecological principles allow
us to reinterpret our territories and landscape, re-grounding agricultural practices,
encouraging the repositioning of farmers within the economy and facilitating the reappreciating of nature, and above all supporting vibrant rural communities by
reducing their structural vulnerability and alienation (van den Berg et al., 2018).

citizens. These relationships play a vital role in maintaining the strength and
resilience of local food production, processing and distribution during crises and
their aftermath. Policy would be well placed if it managed to effectively support
farmer-driven knowledge sharing and mutual aid networks, without jeopardising
farmers’ autonomy
Regardless, there is space for Dutch farmers to begin nurturing more radical spaces
of resistance and existence on their farms, more in line with their Puerto Rican
counterparts. Spaces which can counter more dominant forms of education and offer
ample opportunity to explore deeper connections with their territory, history and
food. This is one of the strengths of mutual aid groups in Puerto Rico, not only did
they facilitate a cross-pollination of ideas and ways of knowing between farmers, but
it fostered a space for children to grow together and spend time in spaces that
fundamentally challenge the alienation of people from their land and the erosion of
rural community. Bringing Children together and elevating their experience was
foundational to these brigadas being sites of transformational policultivos de la mente,
which connect the past with the future. Farmers in the Netherlands would also do
well to foster more mutual aid groups, grounded in the next generation, to counter
the dislocation of farmers from each other, due to increased competition and a
growing specialisation that isolates farmers. Indeed, this could support greater
cooperation and circularity amongst farmers increasing their autonomy and
resilience.
Within both cases, discussions around community resilience in the face of crises had
a lot to do with autonomy, in various levels. In Puerto Rico, agroecological farmers
were focused on reducing their need for input, both nancial and chemical, by
reintegrating livestock into their production systems to produce fertiliser and by
growing feed for them on-site. This reduced farmer’s dependence on the market to
foot the bill and granted the farmers with greater freedom and autonomy. In the
aftermath of the hurricane, there has also been a much greater drive to grow
traditional root crops, harkening back to Puerto Rico's indigenous past as a
sovereign island and emphasising the desire for greater food sovereignty. This was
not so much the case in the Netherlands, although in some forms, on a governance
level, there is a greater desire for policy not to interfere with decision making on
farms. Land prices also have a large impact on this as banks get involved and their
interests begin to interfere with agricultural practices. Contradictions within the data
do arise here, as farmers want increased autonomy yet also want more support from
the government, that is not to say that the two cannot go hand in hand. However,
market dependency also has a great impact on autonomy, and much like Puerto
Rican farmers striving to reduce their need for external inputs by producing inputs
on-site and therefore reducing their need for cash, farmers in the Netherlands who
have reduced their need for the market were less impacted by the crisis. These farms
are held in high regard by those interviewed, which only underlined how
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Imagining Transformation, & the Continuing Activation of World
To a certain degree during these crises, we have found that our collective
imaginations have failed to imagine a radical transformation which can equip us
with the vision and tools necessary to prevent future disasters. The solution to
American oppression and colonialism is presented as statehood; The solution to a
market economies lack of support for ecological agricultural practices is presented as
nding your niche. Much can be said about tensions which arise out of these
contradictions, and for the most part, collectively we fail to break free of them. An
imagination that fails to breakaway from the state of the situation is simply
imagination that is constrained by prede ned possibilities (Badiou, 2010). However,
during crises and as we may begin to see that the old is dying and the new cannot be
born, within the eye of the storm, the radical nature of imagination begins to
assemble within rural networks and their territories. Cultural narratives become
disrupted and destabilised, governments fail and we fall into new open spaces ripe
for alternatives that cultivate the continued activation of new possibilities (Gramsci,
1971). Looking for the radical theories that both inform and are informed by their
radical practices of smallholder producers, processors and distributors we discover
somewhat antagonistic futures and worlds, from the point of view of the dominant
hierarchies of the global food system. More than opposition and critique, radical
imagination builds upon the different arrangements of relationships and practices
which are scattered across the landscape (Gibson-Graham, 2006). In both Puerto Rico
and the Netherlands, those food producers, processors and distributors who look to
support rural territories and their local food systems have one foot in the future. The
question is whether or not the crises they have and continue to be exposed to, have
somewhat broken the shackles or locked the door to these futures
There is a strong consensus in both cases that the future needs to be a space that
allows for multiple worlds and subaltern ways of being to be continually activated.
This would support rural food as well as rural culture, and in both Puerto Rico and
the Netherlands, the data shows that agroecological movements and local food
producers, processors and distributors work towards facilitating this multiplicity. As
a consequence, the tensions which arise between believing that the global food
system undermines the very fabric of our socio-ecological relations and environment
and is unsustainable, and believing that local food systems cannot effectively feed
the world, are not so untenable. One no longer needs to hold to position one or the
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participants valued the autonomy granted by less dependence on the marketplace.
On top of this, those farms, and farmers found less need to participate, in local
networks which looked to connect farmers with consumers, Wageningen Eet Duurzam
amongst them, highlighting a shortcoming of these networks. This further
emphasises the potential of mutual aid groups in sharing work as well as knowledge
and build upon the diversity of farmers in cooperation

other or bust, but simply support the idea that there needs to be space for both.
Agroecology, in principle and as a practice is founded on the strengths of diversity
and, in both cases, yet more so in Puerto Rico, the networks of farmers who work
together and share knowledge bene t greatly from the difference of worlds which its
members inhabit and imagine.
When unravelling the crises which stood before us with the participants, the
boundaries between the past, present and future were blurred. Agricultural practices
of the past presented themselves as practices of the future, visions of the future were
visions of the past, and future generations stood alongside their ancestors as they
moved through, and worked for, their territory. The rural communities of both
Puerto Rico and the Netherlands have been sites of crisis for a long time. This did
not begin when Hurricane Maria made landfall, just as much as did not end when
she left. Similarly, the 'corona crisis’ did not just emerge out of a wet market in
Wuhan and it will not simply disappear once a vaccine fully comes into effect. The
preconditions of possibilities which led to these crises, and their solutions exist in
our past, present and future, and more needs to be done, not only to understand this
but to also work with it. As many said the crises which they experienced did not
change what they thought, only reaf rmed their certainty. The research shows that
there is a lack of a certain form of imaginary literacy. An inability to envision futures
in ways that deeply question our understanding of the world as it is, using the crisis
as a transformational experience that unshackles our minds from the constraints of
the past and present. Are these futures being prevented from manifesting or are they
simply incapable of proving their existence outside of our imagination? The inability
to dissect the collective imagination’s vision of the future is certainly a limitation of
this research, yet perhaps its most signi cant nding. Within rural communities, the
seats of government, and perhaps most importantly around the dinner table or in
the elds, gardens and forests of the territory, discussions have to be had that explore
our imagination and gather the resources to set off on expeditions into our future
and past. Even with an understanding of good practices, one has to use the power of
diversity and difference, the tools and principles of agroecology, and support the
autonomy and imagination of rural communities, to be able to construct the territory
in a way that can really drive change
Hasta La Victoria, Siempre
This research has strong implications, not only for the rural communities of Puerto
Rico and the Netherlands but also for rural communities all over the world. Around
Lago Atitlán, Guatemala, where their dependence on chemicals and conventional
practices has led to soil erosion and Cyanobacteria blooms, and in El Astillero,
Nicaragua, where civil unrest and hurricanes also disrupt supply chains and leave
many without food, as discussed in the preface.
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After a long days work in the elds of Puerto Rico, we would often say goodbye for
the evening, embrace and utter those eternal words: “Hasta la Victoria, Siempre!”
The meaning of which, due to the broad and open nature of those words, lends itself
to some important questions. ‘Until victory’ begs questions regarding our vision and
imagination. What is the victory that we seek, is it the same victory we all share and
how do we see ourselves getting there? ‘Always’ speaks to an enduring desire to
attain victory, yet also in some ways implies that victory may never be attainable, but
perhaps above all, it stresses the need to be constantly striving and working towards
the victory which we all imagine, and that work must be done, always. As I re ect
on what I would consider the most important ndings of this research; The inbuilt
systemic nature of crises and unnatural disasters, the proud resilience and fragility of
rural communities, the strength of farmer-driven networks and mutual aid, and the
potential of agroecology and our imagination to unravel the many futures ahead of
us, I am constantly questioning what is the victory which we must nd ourselves
always working towards
From a research perspective, this requires greater participation and involvement
from those who took part in the interviews. A major limitation of this research itself
was rst and foremost that, the data analysis was done solely by the researcher and
the work would have been much stronger had participants and other farmers
gathered together in a focus group to listen to the interviews and analyse the data
together. Extracting what they believed the key takeaways were, as well as growing
a greater understanding of the collective imagination of the past, present and future.
This was done in Puerto Rico, the photos taken by farmers and myself were
displayed in a farmhouse-turned-gallery and we all discussed the images together,
however, more must be done to support community-driven research
Yet above all, this work implies the need to break our radical imagination loose from
perceived ideas of possibility and decorum. To engage in more explicit forms of
resistance, effectively drive the transformation of the collective imagination and the
food system as a whole, creating spaces beyond the control of the state, free of the
restrictions land, food, and nature commodi cation and allowing for the continuing
activation of worlds. When access to land is very dif cult and restricts possibilities,
then we should imagine it appropriate to occupy abandoned land. When
governments fail to properly support smallholder farmers, then we should imagine
it appropriate to support each other. When supermarkets undermine local food
systems, then we should imagine it appropriate to undermine supermarkets. When
crises is inherent to a system, then we should imagine it appropriate to dismantle
those structures to begin rebuilding. Rural communities radically imagine food,
territory and autonomy in the aftermath of unnatural disasters. The seeds of
transformation have been, are being, and will be planted, we need to reap what is
sown, siempre
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Appendix
LIST OF CAMERAS USED IN PHOTO-VOICE PROJECT IN PUERTO RICO
Camera Number Person

Gender

Location

Notes

1

Farmer A

M

Lares

Known as ‘Julio’

2

Farmer B

M

Lares

Co-founder of PAC

3

Farmer C

F

Las Marias

Brigada Member

4

Farmer D

M

Aguas Buenas

Known as ‘Sebastian’

5

Farmer E

F

Cabo Rojo

Known as ‘Nicole'

6

Student A

M

San Tulce

Enrolled at UPR-U

7

Student B

F

San Juan

Enrolled at UPR-U

8

Farmer F

F

San Sebastian

Also an artist

9

Farmer G

M

Hatillo

Camera not returned

10

Farmer H

F

Utuado

Camera not returned
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