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Abstract 

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations developed the term Climate-Smart Agriculture 
as an approach to transform agricultural systems to support development and ensure food security in a 
changing climate. This paper analyses whether climate-smart agriculture policy meets the demands of 
climate justice and respects the rights of smallholders; and if not, how it could be amended. The study is 
based on a literature review supplemented by four interviews with climate-smart agriculture actors from 
diverse backgrounds: a consultant, a smallholder farmer, a practitioner, and a scientist. To examine the 
climate-smart agriculture concept and its implementation, the following ethical positions are considered: 
maximalist, minimalist, Pogge´s intermediate position, Nussbaum's capability approach, Kantian, and 
Altruist. The study finds that current climate-smart agriculture approaches are not being fairly 
implemented because there is the unjust sharing of benefits of income and burdens of emission reduction 
costs, among smallholders and agro-industries. According to the principles of climate justice, this sharing 
proportion should be equally distributed based on an individual's capacities and poverty should be taken 
into consideration as well. Climate-smart agriculture should be fair for the farmers; it should not only push 
and promote agribusiness expansion. The power of multinational corporations has substantially altered 
global agrifood chains to the detriment of small farmers and the environment. The mandatory inclusion of 
local, regional and national level civil society organisations and networks holds the potential for a more fair 
implementation of climate-smart agriculture. Climate-smart agriculture policy could be more successfully 
implemented if state and non-state/private sector actors would support such collaboration, allowing for 
decision making at local levels and a deep and honest reflection on development narratives. 
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1 Introduction 

Climate change is already causing subtle changes in weather patterns that are overwhelming 
communities, affecting their capacity to cope with physical disasters and social disasters like 
chronic poverty (Comfort et al., 1999; Heltberg, Siegel, & Jorgensen, 2009). Heltberg et al. (2009) 
state that climate change adaptation strategies have done little to date to address the underlying 
problems of vulnerability. Risk and hazard amplified by climate change are affecting the agriculture 
sector negatively. At the same time, industrialized agriculture is considered as one of the main 
drivers of climate change due to its contribution of 13 percent of total global emissions. In 
response, international organizations proposed the policy of climate-smart agriculture as a solution 
(World Bank, 2017). 



 

 

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) established climate-smart 
agriculture as a holistic concept that addresses agricultural development issues and other 
sustainable development goals in the context of climate change. Climate-smart agriculture purports 
to tackle both environmental problems and socio-economic challenges by addressing the three 
following elements: (i) improving crop productivity and people’s incomes; (ii) increasing resilience 
of livelihoods; and (iii) abating greenhouse gasses (GHGs) emissions to protect ecosystems (FAO, 
no date, a). 

Among other actors involved, some powerful actors may exploit their position when implementing 
climate-smart agriculture, causing further inequality and affecting farmers’ rights and their welfare.  
For example, because of their inability to carry out climate-smart agriculture practices, climate-
smart agriculture may force farmers to transfer their holdings to agribusiness companies (Taylor, 
2018). On the other hand, development projects that implement climate-smart agriculture claim to 
target poverty reduction, food security, and economic empowerment (Steenwerth et al., 2014). 
These development projects may also have limitations because of the way development has become 
an ‘industry’ that often does not hold its promises; sometimes having disastrous effects (Ferguson, 
1990; Moyo, 2010). Therefore, long-term, effective solutions for farmers are unlikely to be found in 
intervention-specific development alternatives (Escobar, 1992). Rather than project-based support 
for smaller groups of farmers, structural support for all farmers is required. Moreover, farmers 
need to be actively involved in consensual decision-making for climate-smart agriculture, because 
by its very nature farming is a locally-specific issue that defies one-size-fits-all solutions.   

High-income countries have a duty to support vulnerable smallholders in low-income countries for 
various ethical reasons. For one, this duty is part of the global effort to support sustainable 
development (Dernbach & Brown, 2009). Second, to make amends for colonialism and modern-day 
neo-colonialism. Third, developed countries import large quantities of food products from 
developing countries (Thøgersen, Pedersen, Paternoga, Schwendel, & Aschemann-Witzel, 2017). 
Through the concept and practice of climate-smart agriculture, climate change adaptation agendas 
in the agricultural sector are emphasized in part to comply with ethical duty (Nunan, 2017). 

In this paper, we query whether current policies and practices of climate-smart agriculture meet 
demands for climate justice and particularly, respect the rights of smallholders; and if not, how 
should policy and practice be amended. This study is a general analysis of smallholders' cases in 
developing countries such as in Asia (Indonesia, India, Bangladesh) and Africa (Malawi). 

Chapter two describes the conceptual framework and methods utilized. Chapter three focuses on 
an analysis of the relationship between agribusiness, farmers and poverty, under the principle of 
climate justice. It presents arguments and counter-arguments for the intended outcomes of climate-
smart agriculture in terms of climate justice and expectations of farmers. Chapter four discusses 
potential ways to transform the implementation of climate-smart agriculture. Chapter five 
concludes and suggests areas for further research. 

 

2 Methodology and Framework  

This qualitative study is based on a literature review supplemented by four interviews undertaken 
with climate-smart agriculture actors from diverse backgrounds (profession and countries), namely 
a consultant, a smallholder farmer, a practitioner, and a scientist. This small sample size is due to 
limited funding. The climate-smart agriculture actors were purposively selected based on their 
profession and experience related to climate-smart agriculture in developing countries. The 
consultant comes from Indonesia and has worked for ten years in agricultural development. The 



 

 

farmer is an Indonesian with fifteen years of farming experience. The Dutch practitioner works on 
environmental efficiencies and controversies about yield intensification in smallholders and 
agriculture production systems of South-East Asia. The Dutch scientist is a Wageningen researcher 
who works on agriculture, land use and greenhouse gas emissions. Each interview took between 
one and two hours to conduct. For ethical reasons, the actors' identities are kept anonymous. 

This study assumed that each of the interviewed actors would take different ethical positions in 
examining the concept of climate-smart agriculture and its implementation. In this research, the 
following six ethical positions are considered: maximalist, minimalist, Pogge´s intermediate 
position, Nussbaum's capability approach, Kantian, and effective altruist (table 1). These ethical 
positions were selected due to their relevance to the case of climate-smart agriculture.  

Table 1 Ethical positions 

Maximalist  Minimalist  Pogge’s 
Intermediate 
Position  

Nussbaum’s 
Capability 
approach 

Kantian  Altruist  

Maximise 
general 
welfare 

Not inflict 
harm on 
people 

Shape and 
enforce social 
conditions 
which are 
harming the 
global poor 

Justice is grounded 
on the individual 

Ten human 
capabilities, inter 
alia life, health and 
control on the 
environment 

Forbids us 
from using 
people as a 
mere means 

Do as much 
good as 
possible 

 

From a maximalist viewpoint, it is obligatory to maximise general welfare and the outcome is of 
importance. According to this view, people intend to do their best and do not settle for less 
(Chappell, 2009). The minimalist viewpoint emphasizes justice and looks at how people come to 
own property, what types of things can be held and so forth. It focuses on the urgency of negative 
duties,  and thus reduces all ethical questions to the principle that one can live one's life as one 
likes, so long as no harm is done to others . 

Pogge (2001) argues that negative duties need to be managed within a theory of global justice 
because by shaping and enforcing social conditions that foreseeably cause monumental suffering 
through global poverty, people are harming the global poor. These people are active participants in 
the largest, though not the gravest, crime against humanity ever committed (Pogge, 2001). In the 
capability approach by Nussbaum, justice is grounded on the individual. She states that the central 
human capabilities include but are not limited to the ability to live to the end of human life of 
normal length and to be adequately nourished. Nussbaum distinguishes ten human capabilities, 
inter alia life, health, and control over the environment (Nussbaum, 2009).   

Kantian theory forbids the use of people as a mere means (Wood, 2007), i.e. that action is morally 
permissible only if it would be permissible for others to do the same act. Effective altruism is a 
philosophy and a social movement that aims to revolutionise the way we do philanthropy. It 
encourages individuals to do as much good as possible, typically by contributing money to the 
best‐performing aid and development organisations (Singer, 2015). 



 

 

In this study, climate-smart agriculture is viewed as a policy narrative. Blaikie (2009) states that 
policy narratives are constructed by international development institutions such that public 
speakers may frame an issue strategically in terms of their interests and their agenda. Narratives 
are required to be implementable and doable by policy, hence, some facts may be used and others 
ignored in order to persuade people. Narratives make sense of complexity, reduce uncertainty and 
appeal to common sense (Blaikie, 2009). Consequently, it is crucial to reflect on narratives. 

The analysis interrogates the relationship between climate-smart agriculture and expectations 
about development, food security in a changing climate and the reality of actual development 
practice. It aims to draw attention to the moral commitments of climate-smart agriculture 
proposals, pointing to the possibility of a radical break with the present. Empirical findings and 
normative perspectives are utilised together to elaborate upon climate-smart agriculture concepts 
and implementations.  

  

3 Results and Discussion 

This chapter is divided into two sections. The first section examines whether current policy and 
practice for climate-smart agriculture meet demands for climate justice. The second section 
analyses justice in relation to climate-smart agriculture development programmes and poverty. 

3.1 Climate-Smart Agribusiness Industries and Injustice for Smallholders 

Practices of conventional agriculture systems have led to an increase in GHG emissions and other 
forms of environmental degradation (Horrigan, Lawrence, & Walker, 2002). However, there is still 
uncertainty about the impacts of agricultural practices on the environment (Payraudeau & van der 
Werf, 2005). In order to deal with those issues, the FAO established an approach known as Climate-
Smart Agriculture (CSA) through several programmes. For instance, Mitigation of Climate Change in 
Agriculture (MICCA) studies the life cycle assessment (LCA) of agricultural production chains by 
looking at mitigation opportunities, identifying the barriers of sustainable agriculture adoption at 
the farm level, and calculating the costs (FAO, no date, b). These studies have been conducted on 
some agricultural commodities and processed products in developing countries, using a concept of 
ecology of scale rather than economy of scale (Consultant, interview, December 12, 2017). Another 
FAO programme is Ex-Ante Carbon-balance Tool (EX-ACT). It aims at supporting the accounting 
process of GHG emission reductions from agricultural production. MICCA and EX-ACT provide 
knowledge and information to assist farmers and decision-makers to find policy options for climate 
change mitigation (FAO, no date, c). 

The involvement of strategic decision-makers is expected to accelerate the actions for climate-
smart agriculture. Therefore, the FAO promotes a collaboration of diverse stakeholders, 
consultants, farmers, and international development organizations, inter alia the World Bank, the 
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD), the UN World Food Programme (WFP), and the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP). This partnership, according to the interviewed consultant, has 
had an impact in several countries in South Asia and Africa, but not yet in Southeast Asia. 

Nonetheless, the climate-smart agriculture concept has been critiqued as being nothing less than a 
regime with material power that controls agricultural production, financial investment, and 
technology, i.e. climate-smart agriculture is being promoted to benefit multinational corporations 
and connected actors. As front-runners, these actors mobilise the flows of technology and finance to 
further build up a world agrifood system or regime (Newell & Taylor, 2018). The transnational 



 

 

agribusinesses use their power to establish various supply chain certification systems as strategies 
to control suppliers in developing countries (Bulkeley & Newell, 2015).  

The domination of multinational corporations in climate-smart agriculture is unethical. For 
instance, the Global Alliance for Climate-Smart Agriculture (GACSA) initiative utilises political 
movements and involves private corporates to greenwash industrial agriculture (Budiman, 2016). 
Some of the corporates are Yara (the world’s largest fertiliser manufacturer), Syngenta (GM seeds, 
highly hazardous pesticides), McDonald’s (the hamburger chain), and Walmart. These companies 
are some of the planet’s worst social and environmental offenders in agriculture (Deen, 2014). 
Chandra et al. argue that climate-smart agriculture has further marginalized vulnerable 
smallholders by reducing or undermining the opportunities they have to respond socio-politically 
to problems that include growing inequality, uneven power relations and social injustice (Chandra, 
McNamara, & Dargusch, 2017). Besides, current practices of climate-smart agriculture increase the 
incomes of private actors and perhaps larger farmers, not the majority of smallholder farmers.  

The interviewed scientist (December 5, 2017) claims that climate-smart agriculture approaches are 
basically common practices that farmers practised earlier; however, the focus on the reduction of 
emissions is an innovation. Within climate-smart agriculture approaches, the duty of emission 
reductions tends to burden smallholders more than the industry. Why then is climate-smart 
agriculture imposed more at the farm than industry level? This issue is linked to climate justice. 

Climate justice links human rights and development to achieve a human-centred approach 
(Aminzadeh, 2006). Within climate-smart agriculture approaches, farmers have not been 
completely put in the centre of the approach. Hence, many climate-smart agriculture projects do 
not safeguard farmers’ rights and do not share the burdens, benefits, and impacts of climate change 
equitably and fairly (Budiman, 2017). As industries possess more power and produce a higher 
carbon footprint compared to farmers, who should be financially responsible for climate actions to 
save the planet? 

Developed countries are targeted under the polluter pays principle (PPP) in which the burden is 
placed on those who pollute. Caney (2010) argues that PPP is not appropriate for poor countries 
that do not have the capacity to pay. He suggests that PPP should be sensitive to such countries by 
considering the fact that poor farmers produce emissions because of survival reasons, to fulfil their 
basic needs. Thus, the burden for climate actions should not fall upon them, but rather to entities 
that have the greatest ability to pay (Caney, 2010).  

Caney (2010) discusses climate justice in a horizontal manner, considering relations among 
countries, but he neglects to consider the relationship between major corporates as buyers and 
farmers as suppliers in the production chain. In principle, all actors in the agrifood value chain 
should bear the costs (burden) for climate-smart practices equally. When farmers cannot afford 
climate-smart agriculture practices, they should be supported by institutions and donors. Current 
planning of climate-smart agriculture includes the development of means to produce food with 
low-carbon technology. To make such climate-smart agriculture practises feasible, the interviewed 
scientist is of the view that the strategy should be to structurally force farmers to join larger firms. 
However in this way, farmers would become human labour for major agribusiness corporates and 
would lose their independence, rights, and control over their land and environment. 

Forcing farmers to work as labour for major corporates is unethical due to the fact that it eliminates 
the farmers’ right to enjoy their valuable functioning that links to quality of life. According to 
Nussbaum’s concept, the set of valuable functionings that a person has effective access to is termed 
their capability. Thus, a person's capability represents the effective freedom (independence) of an 



 

 

individual to choose between different functioning combinations – between different kinds of life – 
that he/she has reason to value.  

Nevertheless, farmers in India claim that climate-smart agriculture helps them to protect their 
crops from climate change (Khatri-Chhetri, Aggarwal, Joshi, & Vyas, 2017; VoA News, 2016). The 
interviewed scientist claims that climate-smart agriculture works and that it is unethical to allow 
farmers to farm in an unsustainable way. Emitting a great amount of GHGs causes environmental 
problems that limit the rights of other people. The interviewed scientist argues that statements like 
“poor farmers want  their children to become farmers” romanticise farmer poverty, rather than 
enhance their capability to develop. 

The interviewed practitioner (December 12, 2017) challenged the interviewed scientist’s claims by 
saying that farmers are victims of bigger regimes of economics and politics, including the regimes 
global capitalism and more recently, climate change. Before these regimes emerged, farmers´ 
practices had been sustainable. Then these regimes came along with corresponding agricultural 
policies that introduced high input agriculture systems. Nowadays, farmers have adopted 
intensified agricultural practices, and have contributed immensely to food security; though 
nonetheless small farmers have not received a fair price for their products. Despite this, the current 
regimes want to (again) reform farmers’ behaviour in terms of climate change. Therefore, farmers 
are continually steered by massive regimes that are beyond their control, and thus are arguably not 
the ones to be blamed. Are bigger political regimes responsible? 

The United Nations Climate Change Conference (UNFCCC), Paris COP 21, lacked discussions about 
serious strategies for climate-smart agriculture (Saikawa, 2015). The non-legally binding 
commitments may contribute to further climate injustice in terms of agricultural stress and food 
insecurity. In addition, the target of sticking to a 1.5-2.0-degree global temperature increase, as 
stated in the Paris agreement, is projected to endanger water resources and agricultural 
production. In the Paris agreement, there is no provision to cover farmers’ loss and damage from 
climate disasters (Weiskel, 2016). 

Accordingly, farmers have become more impoverished and vulnerable. In the name of food security, 
the world’s most powerful actors, who look for the most efficient way to produce food, have 
welcomed agrifood firms and technologies. Thus, where is the justice? Or have these powerful 
actors already redefined justice? These powerful actors’ plans are unethical because they are 
harming others, namely farmers who possess low bargaining power and often lose in this kind of 
battle. 

The current climate-smart agriculture concept is powered by strong capitalist actors that affect the 
way justice is conceptualised within existing climate-smart agriculture arrangements. There is a 
gap between its policies and practices that may lead to unintended effects. As opposed to Ferguson 
(1990), Mosse (2004) presumes that these unintended effects are neither necessarily perverse nor 
hidden. This effect may serve to ensure that farmers remain impoverished, especially in developing 
countries (Budiman, 2016). If the capitalist regime continues unabated, effective development 
programmes need to be developed (altruism) as explained in the following section. 

3.2 Climate-Smart Agriculture, Development Programmes, and Poverty among Farmers 

Most people residing in rural areas of developing countries live in extreme poverty while managing 
small farms (UN, 2011). One valid question, therefore, is whether climate-smart agriculture as part 
of climate change mitigation can become a driver of farmers’ decisions, particularly if mitigation 
efforts do not lead to short-term increases in farmer income or welfare (Mbow et al., 2014). There 



 

 

is a connection between climate-smart agriculture, poverty reduction, development programmes, 
and economic development (Steenwerth et al., 2014).  

Nunan (2017) argues that current climate-smart agriculture development programmes do not 
change practices on the ground. She critiques the fact that climate-smart agriculture targets 
thousands of small farm businesses each working in different conditions and with individual farmer 
behaviours. This causes the technical effectiveness and adaptation measures of climate-smart 
agriculture to be uncertain or questionable. Sharma & Suppan (2011) are critical of the limited 
understanding of the CSA concept and its practical designs, and of the absence of a monitoring 
methodology (Sharma & Suppan, 2011). Governments may avoid creating policy in this sector 
where implementation and monitoring for uncertain outcomes may be costly. Accordingly, 
smallholders may be unable to sustain climate-smart agriculture activities in the long-term due to 
its uncertain economic impacts (Fröhlich, Schreinemachers, Stahr, & Clemens, 2013). Are these 
obstacles conquerable? For this, we should have a closer look at developing countries and their 
circumstances.  

Many developing countries receive development aid. Therefore, some organisations are concerned 
that climate-smart agriculture will become a condition for the receipt of development aid. 
Considering the above-mentioned uncertainties in the climate-smart agriculture approach, its 
programmes as with any other development projects may fail (Shames et al., 2012). Smallholders 
have neither an asset base nor surplus capital to compensate for project failures. Therefore, there is 
a need to re-examine the feasibility of climate-smart agriculture projects implemented through 
development programmes. 

Climate-smart agriculture development programmes have failed and even led to increased 
vulnerability among smallholders in several countries. In Malawi, where a strong strategy for 
developing agroforestry (as a component of climate-smart agriculture) is in place, a development 
programme could not solve its governance problems due to a dichotomy among government 
bodies. Forestry departments are usually mandated to multiply and disseminate all types of tree 
germplasm. While, environment departments dislike regulated rows, intensive management and 
chemical control of weeds. This conflict led to an increase in the expenditure of human labour to 
clear weeds (FAO, 2013). In Bangladesh, a development programme failed to change farmers’ 
behaviour from using chemical fertilizer to organic fertilizer (Entrepreneur, interview, December 
12, 2017). In Indonesia, a development programme could not convince the government to provide 
subsidies for organic fertilizers (Osorio, Abriningrum, Armas, & Firdaus, 2011).  

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are one of the key actors in CSA development 
programmes. NGOs primarily promote climate-smart agriculture with a view to enhance the 
capacity of agricultural systems to support food security and climate mitigation (FAO, no date, d). 
Have NGOs accomplished their purpose? The FAO (no date, d) states that there is no one-size-fits-
all blueprint for how climate-smart agriculture should be pursued. Roe (1991) shows that 
blueprints are undergirded by narratives, and argues that the reason we do not learn more from 
past development efforts is precisely the reason we cannot better plan for the future (Roe, 1991). 
Currently, few countries in Africa and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) have 
created a blueprint for climate-smart agriculture (Saj et al., 2017). To operationalize it, attention 
should be given to coordination between national and local stakeholders. 

The lack of operational blueprints is one key reason that explains why climate-smart agriculture 
development programmes do not really reach poor farmers (Taylor, 2018). From a Kantian 
viewpoint the actions of development programmes should not be judged according to their 



 

 

consequences, but by their intention. The rightness or wrongness of development programmes 
depends on whether they fulfil their ethical duty.   

What is the ethical duty of development programmes? In accordance with Ferguson (1990) from 
the Marxist-political economy viewpoint, development programmes create conditions for large 
investments and capitalist accumulation. Yet, does development as a transformation toward a 
capitalist and industrial economy also reduce poverty?  

According to Escobar (1992), development discourse creates ways of thinking about poverty and 
ways of designing programmes in order to alleviate poverty. Experts have proposed different 
strategies, rooted in local histories and traditions, for the improved implementation of 
development programmes (Leimgruber, 2018). Indeed thirty years ago Escobar (1992) argued that 
development has to be redefined  and this insight is still relevant today in the case of climate-smart 
agriculture. This illustrates how little progress has been made in the past few decades.  

Climate-smart agriculture does not redefine agricultural ‘development’. The interviewed scientist  
states that climate-smart agriculture is not as novel as it seems to be. Mitlin, Hickey and Bebbington 
(2007) acknowledge public opinion as the key arena in which dominant views can be contested and 
argue that counter-hegemonic alternatives may require actors from outside and within the state, 
not only NGOs. Currently, NGOs participate in policymaking at the global level in terms of climate 
change; however, their operational experience is their strong point (Mitlin et al., 2007). This may 
allow us to use the development concept differently in the future in order to achieve the intended 
outcomes.  

In the last decade, a number of economic publications have stressed the counterproductive 
consequences of development aid (Easterly, 2008; Moyo, 2010). Common concerns include the idea 
that development aid feeds a cycle of dependence in recipient countries, promotes corruption and 
constitutes a barrier to developing countries taking responsibility for their own economic and 
social development. Transforming institutional capability in utilising aid is hence needed.  

Based on the premise of climate-smart agriculture implemented in the current ‘development 
industry’, climate-smart agriculture within development programmes is incommensurate with 
effective altruism (Singer, 2015). An act to help farmers is correct if and only if it is an act that, 
among all the acts available to the stakeholders, maximizes the overall interest-satisfaction among 
all affected farmers.  

Both the interviewed scientist and practitioner argue that being poor is not an excuse not to 
contribute to climate-smart agriculture. The interviewed farmer, however, stresses that poor 
farmers are foremost concerned with their survival. Escobar (2002) shows that the development 
discourse creates the impression that the poor must be treated and reformed (Escobar, 2002). 
However, our findings show that the development discourse on climate-smart agriculture fails to 
seriously consider ways to eradicate poverty.  

By definition and principle, climate-smart agriculture is necessary for the environment and 
development. However, the current implementation of climate-smart agriculture in developing 
countries as promoted does not support a just development for farmers. Inequality in the current 
implementation strategies of climate-smart agriculture may contribute to impoverishing farmers 
rather than the opposite. The existing climate-smart agriculture approaches do not meet the 
demand for climate justice. Farmers are still left behind.  Climate-smart agriculture ignores farmers' 
capabilities to effectively farm and to own land. The power of big corporates in climate-smart 
agriculture eliminates the freedoms of farmers to enjoy their valuable functioning, hence, more 
attention on farmers’ capabilities is advisable (Robeyns, 2011). 



 

 

How then can climate-smart agriculture be ethically implemented? A dialogical process that allows 
arguments and counter-arguments is required for just and equitable outcomes from climate-smart 
agriculture to eradicate poverty among smallholders. To reach an acceptable argument may occupy 
much time. In the meantime, alternative strategies such as governance reform and introducing win-
win practices can be considered. This topic is explained in the following chapter. 

4. Revising Climate-Smart Agriculture 

A revision of climate-smart agriculture policy and practice is required to ensure farmers’ rights. 
This section focuses on the second part of our research objective, exploring the potential 
opportunities to improve justice in the implementation of climate-smart agriculture and to increase 
economic resilience for farmers.  

4.1 Revisiting Governance 

The interviewed consultant suggests a need for a change in food production and in generating 
livelihoods in terms of climate-smart agriculture. Regarding the responsibility of reducing 
emissions, LCA (life cycle assessment) may be useful and may identify which activities or which 
actors, e.g. industry, farmers, or consumers, should be held responsible for emissions. The industry 
level as the richest actor has the greatest ability to pay for emission reduction costs. As a powerful 
actor, it has the means to facilitate a structural change in climate-smart agriculture implementation.  

According to Pogge, global institutions have established the rules and regulations that benefit the 
interests of developed countries over developing nations. This leads to the moral criticism of rich 
groups exploiting their bargaining power intellectually and economically to shape new forms of 
imperialism (Pogge, 2005). This global order neglects smallholders’ capacity in developing 
countries. In the case of climate-smart agriculture, the FAO and its alliance can be viewed as a set of 
global institutions that perhaps inadvertently advance the interests of the giant agri-food industries 
of developed countries. This governance structure needs to be reconsidered.  

Costs to reduce emissions in the agricultural sector are a burden for developing countries and will 
most likely disturb any attempts to reduce poverty. Current climate-smart agriculture threatens 
smallholders’ access to their farms and to their basic human rights (Sonderholm, 2012). Nowadays, 
farmers are not solely producers of food but they have also become consumers of food produced by 
big agri-food industries. Recent climate agreements may form a new geopolitics of food security as 
a response to uneven food supply and its distribution. Some developed countries have even used 
agricultural land and resources to produce bioenergy. Given the levels of hunger in poor countries, 
this can be considered a violation of human dignity (Weiskel, 2016).  

This paper argues that governance needs to be changed to create a fair system of food production 
and trade. Yet, it may not be easy to change global governance. Climate-smart agriculture is most 
obviously a type of market-based solution that involves businesses in climate governance. Bulkeley 
& Newell (2015) argue that globalization has increased the participation of businesses in climate 
governance and as such, has endorsed broader shifts from the state to market power. One of the 
key sectors in business is finance, e.g. the insurance industry works with leading banks, and 
climate-smart agriculture promotes climate insurances. However, this insurance may not benefit 
farmers, rather it can cause more risk to farmers if they fall in debt. 

Another problem with the governance of 'climate-smart' agriculture is that the corporates and 
managerial technocrats do not take a holistic view. Climate change is a major issue, but it's not the 
only one. The planetary boundaries concept considers nine environmental situations that should be 



 

 

considered (SEI, 2009). One of them is biodiversity which is at breaking point. Current solutions 
proposed under CSA won't protect the biodiversity of insects and the entire food web. 

The governance of climate-smart agriculture should emphasise voluntarism and networks of 
partnerships of civil societies and farmer groups, in contrast to neo-liberal modes of governance. 
The following section presents an example of a more fair network of governance for climate-smart 
agriculture. 

4.2 Redefining Development Programmes 

Chandra et al. (2017) show that  three socio-political processes, namely inequality, unequal power 
relations and social injustice, make smallholders significantly vulnerable. They suggest that climate-
smart agriculture development programmes need to embed renewed concepts of equality, power 
relations, and social justice into both policy and practices of climate-smart agriculture. Agroecology 
could be an example of a development programme on climate-smart agriculture that applies all 
three concepts. Agroecology addresses local risks, specificities, and the priorities of smallholders. 
This practice is aligned with Nussbaum's approach to respecting farmers’ capability.  

Since CSA has a rather strong focus on policies, institutions, and financing, without having a specific 
blueprint for climate-smart practices, agroecology actually responds to the needs of climate-smart 
agriculture in terms of site-specificity and potential for adoption by farmers because it is strongly 
based on local practices. Agroecology combines farmers' knowledge and their culture with modern 
scientific findings. It is a sustainable farming practice that returns CO2 to the soil, reducing about a 
quarter of all current global GHG emissions (Saj et al., 2017). Through family farms that are rich in 
biodiversity, often on collective territories, agroecology nourishes people and heals broken 
ecosystems. In this sense, climate justice and food sovereignty are acts of political resistance. They 
exist outside the corporate control of the food systems (Budiman, 2017b), most likely alleviating 
farmers’ poverty.  

 To implement climate-smart agriculture approaches, agroecology can be governed through 
collective farming to incentivize farmers (Matthews, 2015). The main incentive expected by 
farmers is an increase in income, usually facilitated by collaborations in the governance model of 
cooperatives. All four interviewees were positive about collective actions of cooperatives to 
sustainably grow and support food production, and to achieve climate-smart agriculture objectives. 
However, they emphasize that these collective actions should not reduce farmers’ sovereignty, 
because land ownership allows farmers to retain their independence and remain at least partly 
independent of big industries. Cooperatives are a form of good governance to improve agri-food 
value chains. 

Technological innovations in climate-smart agriculture, according to the interviewed consultant, 
are viewed as barriers for farmers. To solve this issue, collaborations in cooperatives need a 
successful innovation that is partly dependent on effective business models that are used to diffuse 
innovative technology (Long, Blok, & Poldner, 2016). Moreover, such a business model can link the 
collaboration with consumers. Results of LCA studies show that high emissions are caused by 
consumers due to their preference for certain products, and that firms claim that they produce 
products that are demanded by consumers. Ethical production and consumption need to be 
promoted within climate-smart agriculture.  

In addition, cooperation among international development programmes is required to support 
agroecology cooperatives. With reference to effective altruism (Singer, 2015), different approaches 
may be combined to optimise the utilisation of climate-smart agriculture approaches, to 
significantly enhancefarmers’ livelihoods.  



 

 

5 Conclusion and Recommendations 

The current climate-smart agriculture policy and approaches are not fairly implemented, due to 
injustice in sharing benefits of income and burdens from emission reduction costs, among farmers 
and industries. According to the principle of climate justice, that proportion should be equally 
distributed based on an individual's capacities and taking into consideration poverty. Industries 
have a greater ability to pay for emission reduction costs. Likewise, farmers  must also farm 
sustainably. 

Implementation of climate-smart agriculture can be analysed from the six ethical positions utilised 
in this study. The industries use the maximalist viewpoint that maximises general welfare and the 
importance of the outcome. Actors in the agrifood industries intend to do the best (for themselves) 
and do not settle for less. The industries perceive their action as just and fulfilling the urgency of 
negative duties. This is also aligned to the minimalist viewpoint where one can live one's life as one 
likes, so long as no harm is done to others. Yet the industries do not manage their negative duties 
within a theory of global justice, because through the current implementation of climate-smart 
agriculture, they have been shaping and enforcing social conditions that foreseeably cause 
monumental suffering through global poverty, and in the process are harming  poor farmers. Justice 
is grounded on the individual. The central farmer capabilities (inter alia life, health, and control 
over the environment) include but are not limited to the ability to live to the end of human life of 
normal length and to be adequately nourished. Climate-smart agriculture should not be utilised by 
the industries to use farmers as a mere means.  

A reflection on development narratives may facilitate a successful implementation of climate-smart 
agriculture. This narrative should be constructed in a dialogical process that allows arguments and 
counter-arguments, resulting in just and equitable outcomes to eradicate poverty among 
smallholders. 

To enforce justice in the implementation of climate-smart agriculture, its governance dominated by 
big food regimes of transnational companies will have to be transformed. Alternatively, we have 
argued that renewing development programmes through agroecology may hold the promise of 
justice in climate-smart agriculture for farmers. This movement should be utilised to encourage 
individuals to do as much good as possible. Multiple stakeholders can unite to support these 
movements. It can be done by contributing money to the best‐performing aid and development 
organisations. 

Revising the governance of climate-smart agriculture through agroecology and farmers 
cooperatives would likely change the direction of the current climate-smart agriculture approaches. 
Climate-smart agriculture should be promoted to achieve a just transition for different groups of 
people and the environment. These modalities are required to actualize climate-smart agriculture 
policy as part of the notion of sustainable development to balance economic development, 
environmental protection, and social equality. 

Further research is required on two topics. First, on how the capitalists/beneficiaries of the current 
global order justify their version of climate-smart agriculture. Second, on the governance model 
required to manage a fairer climate-smart agriculture. 
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