Agroecology versus the Green Revolution: - Dave Grubb MA
The Green Revolution is (was), as far removed from the ‘green’ principles of organics as is finding life on Mars – but scientists still persist in both!

The green revolution started back in the sixties and was hailed as a farming system that would feed the world. The new plant hybrids (wheat and rice in particular) when pumped full of the new fertiliser products of the agro-chemical industries in combination with unlimited water supplies (provided by huge dam and irrigation projects), would provide all farmers with bumper crops and on a bumper scale. Of course the multi national companies controlling the world patents on everything would reap similar bumper rewards (ie profits) and we’re not even considering the contemporary issues of GMOs and “food security”.

However, the green revolution proponents forgot one or two (or more) simple things. The intricate ecology of farming systems (agroecology), the need to balance outputs and inputs and the intricate complexity of the agrarian economies of the majority world - being but three.

If we step back in time a couple of hundred years or so to the Agricultural Revolution we would see a new farming system replacing the land hungry strip system of the Anglo-Saxons. This transformed not only the English countryside but also farming (and social) systems. Mixed farm was in, mono-cultures were out. Farms had a plant and animal ‘phase’ – they were an integrated system, where animal and plant residues were returned to the soil. A healthy soil was maintained with a fallow phase and of course a total absence of (artificial) chemicals as either fertilisers or pesticides. Farmers were organic and ecologists, even before the names were invented. But then came along the worst of the Industrial Revolution and the rest is a much darker sombre history.

Enter some enlightened visionaries promoting the virtues of healthy soil, healthy environments, healthy farming systems and of course healthy foods. We are what we eat.

The green revolution had not worked for the majority world farmers who, for centuries relied on an integrated farming system and as such have fed their families from small farm units and had surplus to sell. Perhaps the organic and “Permaculture” visionaries are not telling us anything new – just a new slant on a very old story.

Now integrated farming systems are being hailed as acceptable, viable, and indeed desirable in the continued move towards agricultural sustainability. For it can be shown that small, integrated farms are more productive (per unit area) than large-scale monoculture farms (1). Integrated farms will utilise much more of the available land. The farmer is more likely to nurture the soil, the environment, family and social values. More food can be produced with a higher cash value. Once again “Small is beautiful”,  …..  

and haven’t we heard that one before? 
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(1) Pretty and Hine (2000). Final report of the SAFE –World project, Centre for Environment and Society, University of Essex. (Online at – www2.essex.ac.uk/ces/ and follow the links)

