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Abstract: One of the factors threatening the sustainability of rural territories is the hegemonic agro-
industrial model, whose environmental and social impacts strongly limit rural life. Here, we want to
call attention to the opportunities provided by alternative agri-food systems, based on agroecology
and food sovereignty, as a cultural heritage to support sustainable local development. We have
carried out exploratory research to draft the main agroecological initiatives in Spain, particularly those
having explicit support or encouragement from public administrations. An on-line questionnaire
(n = 40) was delivered, and in-depth interviews (n = 15) were carried out among a sample of people
working in the Spanish agroecology sector (public and private). The results demonstrate how the
recovery and promotion of traditional ecological knowledge can help to increase the capacity of the
social-ecological systems to cope with shocks and disturbances and maintain long-term resilience.
In addition, agroecological practices allow collective identities to emerge around the characteristics
of the territory strengthening local life, placing the society-ecosystem coevolution at the center
of local identity. In conclusion, although still a minority, we have showed how several types of
policies conceiving agroecological practices as an intangible collective heritage, with significant
transformative potential towards local sustainability, have already been implemented.

Keywords: agroecology; traditional ecological knowledge; social identities; rural life

1. Introduction

The European rural world is in a precarious situation and requires the implementation
of specific policies to guarantee its future sustainability. The promotion of its cultural
heritage in all its dimensions can play an important role [1,2]. Available data show that
rural, mountainous, and remote areas constitute 80% of European (EU) territory. These
areas are inhabited by 57% of the EU population and account for 46% of gross value
added [3]. GDP per capita in non-urbanized areas is 70% of the EU average, while urban
residents enjoy a GDP per capita as high as 123% of the EU average. The European
Parliament [3] (p. 1) concludes that “it is important to support rural, mountainous and
remote areas in overcoming the challenges they face; whereas one such challenge is rural
depopulation, with older people (over 65) representing 20% of these areas’ total population
and young people leaving these places; whereas many citizens outside urban areas should

Sustainability 2021, 13, 6068. https://doi.org/10.3390/su13116068 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5058-2411
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7022-6342
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2265-880X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3756-1333
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su13116068?type=check_update&version=1
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13116068
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13116068
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13116068
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability


Sustainability 2021, 13, 6068 2 of 14

therefore be given the assurance that they could enjoy similar opportunities to those living
in urban areas.” The combination of cumulative processes of outmigration and aging, lower
educational attainment, lower average labor productivity, and overall low levels of public
services constitute serious challenges contributing to a weaker economic performance
in rural areas [4]. In addition, we must consider that all these factors can synergize and
create a declining circle [5]. The picture becomes worse when we consider the processes of
environmental degradation linked to urban and rural development.

Our starting point is the assumption that one factor of most threat to the sustainability
of European rural territories is the hegemonic agrarian model developed during the last
decades, at least since the 1950’s with the advent of the so-called Green Revolution. The
application of an industrialized and intensive agricultural model oriented to global markets
has led to the prominent ecosystem and social imbalances in the rural world [6–11]. There
is agreement among scholars that the European agri-food sector is among the primary
drivers of negative environmental externalities. It accounts for more than 10% of the total
greenhouse gas emissions in the EU-28 [12]. The agri-food sector is also among the major
contributors to water degradation [13,14] and soil depletion [15], as well as biodiversity
loss [16,17]. Agri-food production in the EU also relies on a rapidly aging (78% is older than
44 and 31% older than 65; [18]) and majority-male farming population (women account for
less than 32% of the entire workforce [19]).

However, we also know that rural communities have historically shown high degrees
of self-sufficiency, independence, and autonomy, demonstrating resilience and strength
through economic downturns, natural disasters, and demographic shifts [20]. Thus, we
want to call attention to the opportunities provided by the local agri-food activities. Our
aim here is to develop the idea that the land, and activities related to the local agri-food
systems, becomes one of the rural world’s main assets. We can conceive these assets as
an essential heritage for many territories’ present and future (although perhaps not all),
advocating that we might maintain and promote this heritage through alternative agrarian
models such as the agroecology paradigm. This means avoiding the standard practices of
industrialized agriculture, which have already demonstrated their wide contribution to the
above-mentioned social impacts and environmental harm.

The environmental and socioeconomic crisis of industrialized agriculture has led
to the emergence of agroecology as a theoretical and methodological approach aiming
to increase agricultural sustainability from an ecological, social, and economic perspec-
tive [21]. Agroecology is a theoretical and methodological approach that seeks to increase
agricultural sustainability, integrating the natural (e.g., ecology, agronomy, veterinary)
and social (e.g., sociology, history, anthropology) sciences. However, the scope of this
methodological integration is open for discussion. Some authors consider agroecology as
the science that applies ecological concepts and principles to the design and management
of sustainable agroecosystems [22], while others conceive it as the way of analyzing all
kinds of agricultural processes in a broad sense, in such a way that mineral cycles, energy
transformations, biological processes, and socioeconomic relationships are investigated
and analyzed as a whole [23]. However, agroecology not only considers how farmers have
produced the food (organic, sustainable techniques, environmentally friendly) but also
highlights what kind of production relations have been allowed to produce it. The existing
relations between the different actors and positions participating in the agri-food system
allow the introduction of justice or equity criteria in evaluating the agri-food system’s
performance and sustainability.

We advocate the inclusion of agroecology in the political framework of food
sovereignty to help solve the problems associated with the expansion of the agro-
industrial model. Such problems include the socioeconomic and territorial impacts
due to a decrease in the agricultural workforce and the correlative rural exoduses,
impoverishment, and overpopulation of urban areas, and the political and geopoliti-
cal impacts due to the significant redistribution of power in favor of large producers,
landowners, and global business corporations [24,25]. Generically, food sovereignty



Sustainability 2021, 13, 6068 3 of 14

implies the right of individuals, communities, peoples, and countries to define their own
agricultural, labor, fisheries, food, and land policies in a way ecologically, socially, eco-
nomically, and culturally appropriate to their unique circumstances [26]. This concept
would include the right to food, guaranteed with the correlative right to food production,
thus constituting a clear commitment to maintaining and promoting agriculture as the
central axis of territorial development.

The overall objective is to show how we can understand certain practices and knowl-
edge related to local agri-food systems as a cultural heritage strategy to support sustainable
regional development, and specifically how agroecological practices can function as cata-
lysts for sustainable development at a local scale.

2. Materials and Methods

We have developed an exploratory search strategy to identify the main agroecological
initiatives in Spain, in particular those having explicit support or encouragement from
public administrations. We consider the existence of public policies aimed at local agri-food
systems a key turning point with respect to past stages, when agroecological projects
were only the object of private initiatives and, therefore, more marginal. Although today
these types of policies are still a minority, the fact that a network of local and regional
public administrations to promote agroecological policies at territorial level has been put
in practice represents a relevant qualitative leap to be considered.

In order to identify the main agroecological policies currently being implemented,
we disseminated a small online questionnaire through an intentional sample of people
who are working in the field of food and rural development policies in Spain. The open
questionnaire was sent to 141 key people who had previously been students on the Post-
graduate ‘Local Agroecological Dynamization’ course at the Autonomous University of
Barcelona, of which the authors of this text are the coordinators and teachers. These people
have insider views on the topic, as most of them are working in companies, organiza-
tions or public administrations related with agroecology. From the 141 people contacted,
40 responded (28 women and 12 men, a 28.4% response rate). In territorial terms, these
40 people resided in 7 different Spanish regions: Catalonia (70% of the respondents), Va-
lencia (10%), Basque Country (7.5%), Castilla-La Mancha (5%), Madrid (2.5%), Andalusia
(2.5%) and Galicia (2.5%). All were working in the field of agroecology or related food
areas, with different job positions: public employees (mainly of municipalities and regional
governments) (43%), private company employees (20%), employees in NGO or non-profit
entities (12%), self-employed (10%), cooperative members (8%), and unemployed (7%).

We asked all of them to find out whether they had any direct or indirect knowledge
of any agroecological policy or initiative, as well as possible sources to expand details
and collect information on its contents. Our aim was to identify and characterize the
main political initiatives in this regard in Spain. No significant differences by gender were
observed with respect to the information provided. In some cases, exploratory interviews
(n = 15) were carried out to improve the knowledge on the identified agroecological
experiences. This qualitative sample was structured by sector of activity (public/private)
and by territorial level (municipality/regional or broader territorial scope).

We were able to define a group of local public policies on agroecological projects.
We analyzed these projects conducting a web ethnography (i.e., evaluating the materials
available on their respective websites). The analysis was descriptive and thematic since
the sole objective was to identify the themes and issues that public administrations were
supporting with their policies. We characterized the common traits of the initiatives
by using non-predefined categories that emerged from an inductive process [27]. The
process consisted of collecting data, looking for patterns and establishing categories not
previously defined. These common traits were “support for organic production”, “recovery
of traditional ecological knowledge and local resources”, “promotion of alternative food
networks”, “the promotion of urban, social, and community gardens”; and “management
bodies”. We are aware that there are more initiatives in Spain than those listed here, but
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we consider these reflect the main types and include a sufficient variety to illustrate what
we intend to argue in this article: the recovery and promotion of agricultural heritage
through an agroecological approach can be a key factor when designing sustainable local
development strategies.

3. Results

In our results, first, we explain some of these initiatives; second, we focus on the
policies related to the recovery and promotion of traditional ecological knowledge; and
third, we deliberate the potential for agroecological practices to strengthen rural life through
the generation of collective identities around local agricultural production. We do so by
discussing the results with the related literature.

3.1. The Emergent Expansion of Agroecological Initiatives in Spain

The conception of food as cultural heritage capable of revitalizing rural areas, mainly
through its combination with tourist activities, has been widely analyzed and has numerous
rural development proposals [28,29]. Nevertheless, in recent years more and more initia-
tives for the recovery of local food heritages share agroecological orientations throughout
the world [30].

In the Spanish case, although in early times they were promoted mainly by social
movements and private initiatives, for a few years (and clearly throughout the penultimate
municipal electoral cycle of 2015–2019), regional and local governments are increasingly
betting on local food policies [31]. Although still minor, we find several regional and
local public administrations working to develop agroecological transition processes in
rural areas, focusing on promoting local agri-food heritage as a formula to make local
communities more sustainable.

Due to its size and scope, the most crucial initiative we detected is the creation of
the General Directorate of Ecological Agriculture in the Andalusia regional government
(Junta de Andalucía, 2004–2007). This General Directorate is the only one so far which
developed few but prominent programs with an agroecological approach, including the
Ecological Agriculture Plans of the Alpujarras and Vega de Granada regions, or the most
extensive public food purchase program developed to date, including 150 educational
centers and two hospitals directly supplied by a network of more than 70 organic farms and
family production cooperatives [32]. More recently (2014–2016), the General Directorate
of Commerce of the Junta de Andalucía (regional government) launched the project of
“Territorialization of Commerce in Andalusia,” which included participatory processes in
18 regions to articulate small businesses, agrarian production and other local actors (not
directly linked to the agri-food system, but with capacities to influence it). Both projects
had an abrupt end motivated by political changes due to electoral cycles. Even though
many processes and projects currently underway draw from these origins, it is difficult to
assess their impact on rural development and depopulation in Andalusia due to their lack
of continuity.

We identified another case in the Madrid region, where three working groups to
promote agroecology were launched in 2016 by the Madrid Institute for Agrarian Research
(IMIDRA), together with the regional administration, different local administrations, Local
Action Groups of the former LEADER European rural development program, organizations
of organic producers and social entities.

In the Valencia region, the project “Municipis en Saó,” was launched in 2018 by the
Valencian Federation of Municipalities and Provinces and CERAI (NGO working on global
justice topics), aimed at training, advising, and accompanying small municipalities in the
development of food policies with an agroecological approach.

In the Catalonia region, the “BCN Smart Rural” project was launched in 2018 by the
Diputació de Barcelona (local administration) with two other organizations’ support. The
first one is the Association of Rural Initiatives of Catalonia (ARCA, which represents the
territorial Local Action Groups linked to European funds on rural development); and



Sustainability 2021, 13, 6068 5 of 14

the second, the Center of Forestry Science and Technology of Catalonia (CTFC), which
includes the start-up of land banks, agroecological incubators, or other actions with an
agroecological perspective. This last initiative coincides with, and is reinforced by, creating
the “Network of Municipalities for the Food Sovereignty of Central Catalonia,” established
in 2019 to coordinate a diversity of actors to promote territorial food systems working from
an agroecological approach, pooling knowledge and tools to develop them.

In the Basque Country, we identified a project promoted by the EHNE-Bizkaia agri-
cultural union (member of La Vía Campesina, the international organization of peasants)
to incorporate young people into agricultural activity from an agroecological and food
sovereignty approach. Based on training and support actions for young people, the net-
work of organic food consumption groups “Nekasarea” was created in 2005 and consists of
60 consumer groups and more than 80 producers under a Community Supported Agri-
culture scheme. Based on this structure, the farmer union and other actors in the Basque
Country (such as the “Etxalde” organization, the Emaús Foundation or the UPV’s HEGOA
Institute) are creating economic structures and networks with an agroecological approach
(for example, EH Kolektiboa) and strengthening the articulation of other existing ones (such
as Biolur and Ekonekazaritza from organic production). This political advocacy process
has achieved numerous municipalities’ involvement in promoting local agroecological
transitions, such as Zeberio, Orduña, Larrabetxu, and others. As a result of this multi-actor
and multi-level process, driven by an agrarian production sector committed to agroecology,
it has been possible to observe a reinforcement of organic family productions and agroe-
cological organizations, as well as the creation of agricultural and agri-food employment.
We also observed socioeconomic dynamics in some rural territories especially in Bizkaia,
but also in Gipuzkoa, and to a lesser extent in other nearer provinces such as Nafarroa
and Araba.

All the mentioned processes are characterized by a series of similar practical proposals,
as detailed in Table 1. It is not easy to estimate the volume of resources the different public
institutions have devoted to promoting all these proposals and measures, although every-
thing seems to indicate that it is a very small, almost marginal, proportion of the budget set
usually managed by these institutions. However, what is significant is not the quantity, but
the quality, since these are measures that point to a very different development paradigm
from that implemented in recent decades. In this sense, it is something unprecedented and
that contrasts with the usual trends of public policies for local development.

Regarding their sustainability over time, the very precariousness and provisional
nature of these measures seems to be a serious obstacle to their permanence over time. In
this regard, some authors who have analyzed some of these political measures [33], warn
that without determined and long-term public support they do not have much chance of
survival. It is something logical, since they contrast with the vast majority of public policies
in the agri-food sector and rural development.

From our perspective, all these actions contribute to reverting some of the territorial,
environmental, and social impacts of the agro-industrial model by recovering, protecting,
and promoting the local agri-food heritage in a broad sense. In the next two sections we
analyze the potential for the recovery of traditional ecological knowledge to energize the
local cultural heritage, and the role of agroecological measures in shaping local identities
within a sustainability framework.
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Table 1. Common traits among the analyzed local agroecological policies.

Measures Details

Support for organic production
Support and training for producers.
Consumer awareness.
Creation of quality local brands.

Recovery of traditional
ecological knowledge and local

resources

Constitution of seed banks.
Sales and exchange fairs of landraces.
Promotion of associations of producers of seeds or landraces.
Agreements with local catering sectors to promote local food
consumption.
Creation of land banks to make it available to the local
peasantry (often with public property lands, given the
difficulty of obtaining private lands).
Creation of territorial stewardship initiatives putting
landowners and agroecological producers in contact.

Promotion of alternative food
networks

Support for direct sales on the farm, at home or in consumer
groups.
Support for local markets.
Promotion of consumer cooperatives; and/or of joint
cooperatives of organic producers and consumers.
Promotion of collective points of sale of organized organic
producers.
Promotion of alliances between producers and restaurateurs.
Support for stores specialized in local products.
Promotion of collective storage spaces.
Agroecological public purchases (in school canteens,
hospitals, elderly nursing homes).

Promotion of urban, social, and
community gardens

Urban gardens become spaces that, beyond self-consumption,
provide relevant functions of leisure, social inclusion, social
and collective empowerment, contact with nature, and
constitute a critical public policy for the recovery of degraded
environments from the social and urbanistic point of view.

Management bodies

The application of all these policies requires an organizational
structure in the form of the Municipal Food Council or
administrative units in charge of designing municipal (or
territorial) food strategies, generally with participatory
mechanisms allowing the integration of the various actors of
the local agri-food system.

Source: Own elaboration based on the data collected.

3.2. Agroecology and the Recovery of Traditional Ecological Knowledge

Agroecology is based on the assumption that each territory has particular agroecosys-
temic and sociocultural characteristics. Thus, the development of an agri-food model has to
align with such features. Unlike the agro-industrial model, which allows and encourages
the cultivation of standardized varieties through the intensive and indiscriminate use of
chemical inputs, energy, and technology, agroecology seeks to recover landraces culturally
adapted to the place in question, as well as traditional cultivation practices, without giving
up technological and social innovations that can be incorporated.

Traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) is a cumulative body of knowledge, beliefs,
traditions, practices, institutions, and worldviews that have evolved through adaptive pro-
cesses and are transmitted from generation to generation through cultural transmission [34].
This body of knowledge contains information about the relationships between living beings
(including human beings) and their environment [35]. It is based on information coming
from a particular cultural group’s experience accumulated from generation to generation,
socially shared by the community and households, and particular to each individual [36].
TEK’s maintenance requires a continuous interaction between the communities and the
ecosystems they are part of and healthy and well-connected social networks and insti-
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tutional frameworks [37,38]. In this sense, TEK’s maintenance can be a critical factor in
maintaining social ties at local level and generating cultural traits, that is, knowledge and
symbols shared by the community.

Gómez-Baggethun and Reyes-García [38] and Reyes-García [39] suggest TEK has a
hybrid and dynamic nature capable of adapting to ecological and socioeconomic changes.
According to them, such adaptation is achieved by establishing new forms of knowledge
and discarding TEK components that become obsolete or less useful for daily life. The
mixture between different bodies of knowledge (scientific and popular-traditional) and
the adaptive nature of TEK have been documented in cases where the use of new tech-
nologies has gone hand in hand with practices used for centuries in the management of
agroecosystems. For example, Riu-Bosoms et al. [40] report a study in the Vall de Gósol
(Catalan Pyrenees), where the authors state that due to the increase in local temperature,
gardeners realized that the black pea (Pisum sativum L.), a landrace highly appreciated in
the area, was affected by the pea weevil (Bruchus pisorum). To protect black peas from the
weevil once harvested, gardeners stored them in the freezer for three days to prevent this
pest’s proliferation. In similar terms, in orchards in north-western Patagonia, Eyssartier
et al. [41] observed that market gardeners maintained traditional practices and knowledge
when managing home gardens and used modern greenhouses to improve climatic condi-
tions for some crops. In a study with Spanish market gardeners, Reyes-García et al. [39]
found that TEK’s maintenance was combined with the adoption of modern practices and
technologies, i.e., the market gardeners with the highest TEK were those who also had
more knowledge about modern practices and technologies. All these studies suggest that
TEK is in a continuous adaptation to new biotic situations and socioeconomic changes.

In this same sense, Gómez-Baghetun et al. [37] analyzed the transmission of TEK
among local inhabitants in communities linked to protected areas in Doñana (Andalusia).
The authors studied the changes in knowledge related to traditional agriculture and
livestock practices among 198 informants from three different generations, which covered
the period in which Doñana went from having an economy strongly dependent on its
natural resources to a market economy with intensive production systems. The inclusion
in the market economy led to an abrupt loss of TEK related to agriculture due to rapid
transformations and intensification of agricultural systems (basically the conversion of
wetlands into highly mechanized rice and strawberry fields, highly dependent on external
inputs). However, TEK regarding livestock was better maintained, probably because it
is an activity allowed in the protected areas of the natural park of Doñana, and it has
maintained strong links with the local cultural identity, such as the well-known week-long
“Saca de yeguas” (take out of mares) cattle annual fair. The results show the potential
for protected areas to maintain the remnants of TEK in developed countries. However,
the authors also point out the fact that a strict environmental protection of the territory
can interrupt the long processes of storage and transmission of TEK, since users of local
resources and related practices are often excluded from ecosystem management.

Reyes-García [42] shows how TEK has been vital, for example, in the maintenance
of the Spanish “dehesas” (wooded meadows), a productive agroecosystem considered as
a successful solution between agricultural production and biological conservation, with
the simultaneous production of cattle (Iberian pigs, sheep, cows), small and large hunting,
firewood, charcoal and eventually cork. The multiple-use management of these wooded
meadows (integrating livestock, agriculture, and forestry) configures a characteristic vege-
tal landscape, fundamentally composed of two plant strata: herbaceous pasture of annual
species and trees (holm oak, gall oak, cork oak, and Alvar oak). The author also emphasizes
that the intensification and abandonment of the “dehesas” during the last decades can
have unforeseen consequences for biodiversity and erode the TEK that sustains them.

Landrace fairs allow us to visualize these traditions and their value. In Morata de
Tajuña, a municipality near Madrid, the organization of such a fair made it possible to
identify and present the local traditional varieties as an explicit reality. At the beginning,
technicians from the local agrarian administration and some farmers denied the existence
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of these traditional seeds and biological varieties, but local farmers proved it [43]. Making
it visible is also a way of demonstrating different or complementary paths to the hegemonic
agricultural modernization (in this case, the ubiquitous improved seeds) since if those
seeds were maintained, it is because they had some value for that community. Showing
this alternative reality is a way of broadening the possible future options for the local
agri-food system. In this way, traditional ecological knowledge becomes a heritage capable
of mobilizing the actors in a more sustainable framework.

Erosion and enclosure (appropriation, patenting, privatization) of TEK threaten its
use and reproduction and affect its potential contribution to agroecological transitions.
Calvet-Mir et al. [44] explored the extent to which TEK conversion on local varieties into
a digital property can contribute to its maintenance and protection. They have analyzed
the CONNECT-e platform, an initiative to digitally store and share TEK in a participatory
manner. One year after its launch, CONNECT-e documented 452 landraces of 81 different
species, and they showed that information shared on the online platform was reliably
structured and allowed the replication of reported knowledge by those interested in it.
Furthermore, since the platform makes documented information freely available and
protected under a copyleft license, placing information on this platform could help address
recurring misappropriation issues in this field (i.e., biopiracy) by being included within a
digital common framework.

In short, agroecology practices and programs allow the recovery of tangible and
intangible heritage, landraces, their management, and their use in a dynamic and integrated
way in local life projects, contributing to the viability of sustainable transition processes at
territorial level.

3.3. Agroecology and the Strengthening of Local Identities

One of the main impacts of the hegemonic agro-industrial food system has been the
intense redefinition of agrarian identities, dissociating them from local cultures, which has
affected the reconfiguration of the general population’s links with their territory. From
an individual and symbolic perspective, the agri-food system monopolizes farmers and
reduces their importance and their function tends towards the production of agricultural
raw materials instead of towards the production of food. The farmer’s work also changes
radically, having as a leitmotiv the farm’s business management, rather than maintaining
agriculture understood as a “way of life” [45]. Public policies to support modernization
go hand in hand with a substantial “cultural offensive,” in which industrialization has
manifested itself as a “victory” for professional farmers (those with highly specialized,
capitalized, and technical farms), who became the only ones considered real farmers: “the
future is conceived as a scarce commodity, and few will survive” [46] (p. 206). Thus,
agricultural activity becomes an alienating activity reducing farmer’s self-esteem [47]
and creating a new peasant’s identity which is business-oriented, individualized and
dissociated from the local culture and territory.

Agroecology offers ways out of these trends by reducing dependencies on the agro-
industrial system, increasing personal and professional empowerment, and the generation
of ties with the local social system. For example, in a TEK survey carried out in Morata de
Tajuña (Madrid), López García and Guzmán Casado [43] found little local genetic material
(only some varieties of fruit trees) but instead obtained fascinating information about
traditional management practices with great potential to reinvent sustainable agricultural
practices in the municipality. When considering the local agroecological transition, the
visibility of these practices had enormous performative potential on the local collective
imagination and represented a valuable tool to build the symbolic environment, necessary
for the emergence of alternatives to the hegemonic agro-industrial model and reverse its
social and environmental impacts.

The demotivation and demobilization of the agricultural sector are some of the main
burdens for constructing collective solutions to the problems of the sector. The prominence
of traditional ecological knowledge and management lets us advance towards sustainable
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agricultural management, and the agroecological proposal based on multifunctionality
ends up including the whole of local society. We might highlight that agroecological
transition processes start from the assumption that identifying and activating endogenous
resources is something necessary, particularly actors’ networks collaborating to launch
agroecological projects in the medium or long term. This process requires identifying and
networking organic farmers, conventional farmers who may be interested in changing their
production model, organized consumer groups, schools, and families of students who may
demand organic and proximal food in the school canteens, local shops, restaurants, among
other actors. This identification and establishment of connections contribute to generating
territorial ties and, therefore, to strengthening local identities around alternative food webs.

Numerous proposals are pushing in this direction, such as the local agroecological
revitalization process developed in three districts of Valencia (Spain) [48], intending to
revitalize the agrarian social fabric from an agroecological perspective. In this case, pro-
moters followed a methodological scheme of concentric circles, where they incorporated a
vision of “marginality” of peri-urban agricultural activity [49]. The central circle involved
the creation of groups of farmers to reinforce their leading role in the processes. A second
circle agglutinated different social actors in the district (mainly neighborhood associations,
cultural groups, educational centers, student family associations, some local shops, and
business associations) involved in revitalizing the local socioeconomic fabric from a sus-
tainability perspective. At first, farmers defined their views on their problems (related to
mobility problems, crop safety, or degradation of traditional irrigation infrastructures) and
the ways to overcome them then the project built processes of cooperation between the first
and second circles based on farmers’ priorities (see more in Lopez García et al. [48]).

In this process, the construction of meeting spaces (hybrid forums, in the terminol-
ogy of López-García et al. [50]) between both circles (agrarian actors and extra-agrarian
actors from the same territory), based on concrete proposals for action, resulted in the
reinforcement of a shared identity linked to the territory. This identity, ultimately, takes
shape from the construction of a shared project of alternative and sustainable development
for the territory, which includes economic, social, and ecological visions, and which links
very different actors excluded by the agro-industrial or corporate food regime [51]. In turn,
without the construction of this new shared identity, the promotion of this new model of
local development oriented towards the agroecological transition would be more difficult,
or perhaps impossible.

4. Discussion

We have argued how standard rural development policies are usually subject to global
logics derived from the hegemonic agro-industrial model, so it would be convenient to
explore alternative models such as those offered by agroecology, by putting land and
agricultural activities back at the center of the debate on sustainable rural development.

Agroecological proposals within a food sovereignty frame allow us to think about
transition processes towards sustainability at local level, which, as it has been argued in
the present text, depends on the recovery of traditional knowledge and the generation of
collective identities. Supporting our argument, there is consensus among scholars that TEK
favors ecological conservation and biodiversity, generally through a dialogue of knowledge
with conservation scientists [52], allowing the reproduction of species through periodic
ecosystem closure systems [53] or reducing hunting pressure through taboos [54]. However,
it must be said that some studies have documented cases of unsustainable exploitation of
natural resources by the local population due to external pressures or increased population
density, which have ultimately led to the destruction of habitats and the collapse of these
societies [55,56]. On the other hand, some authors have also questioned TEK’s value for
managing natural resources without prior environmental awareness [57]. However, most
authors share the idea that TEK increases the capacity of socio-ecological systems to cope
with shocks and disturbances, maintain long-term resilience, and, therefore, respond to
global environmental change or increase its resilience [58,59].
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It should be taken into account that, following this approach, the recovery of tradi-
tional agroecological knowledge does not only consist in resuming the cultivation of certain
ancient varieties, but also in mobilizing a collective knowledge linked to the management
and use of such products, which inserted in a process with territorial dimensions will con-
tribute to strengthening social ties (or social capital), allowing the emergence of collective
identities essential for the development of sustainable projects. Within the agroecological
transition, traditional peasant knowledge (as well as its material productions, such as
landraces, tools or infrastructures) plays a central role in reconfiguring the symbolic space
in which an agrarian society is reproduced, showing a robust performative character of
reality [60,61]. In this sense, traditional peasant knowledge manages to articulate both
symbolic and material rurality components. The idea of rurality still maintains the capacity
to generate symbols and references capable of commercializing new ‘traditional’ products,
generating counter-urbanization processes, or mobilizing urban alliances in defense of
rural landscapes or certain local foods [62,63].

All these processes advance the agrarian sector’s hegemonic identities, opening space
for previously unseen alternatives. It is a fact that during the last decades, farmers have
built their social and professional identities according to a reduced set of dominant agrar-
ian practices (or styles), where productivity, innovation, and efficiency are important
values [7,64]. Lockie [65] warns that agri-science is fully embedded in the local knowledge
of farmers who survived the green revolution. That is to say, at least during the last half-
century, there has been a great affinity between farmers and agribusiness, and that this
association is important for the construction of the social identity of farmers as efficient pro-
fessionals and innovators of land. Furthermore, in a pioneering study on the environmental
perception of Spanish farmers, Garrido [66] already described the paradoxical situation
where the farmer appeared as a polluter and as a victim at the same time. Meanwhile the
system encouraged farmers to produce to the maximum and, at the same time, farmers had
to act with greater and greater respect for the environment, a requirement which farmers
perceived as incompatible with the dominant agricultural practices.

The reconstruction of sociability around the local agrarian heritage makes it possible
to place the society–ecosystem coevolution at the local identity center. In this sense, spaces
for cooperation based on common goods such as the landscape, TEK, or indigenous seeds,
for example, allow collective identities to emerge around the characteristics of the territory,
not only among farmers but also among other actors who are part of the local agri-food
system (e.g., local shops, restaurateurs, processors, consumers, schools). In this sense, the
peasant agrarian heritage can be a motor of the local economy, for example by developing
gastronomic routes and alliances with the restaurant, hostel and tourism sectors.

The last decades’ depeasantization process has alienated the majority of the population
from the local agrarian heritage, even in the rural world. However, the social sectors linked
to the hotel industry and local tourism, for example, can reconstruct an innovative vision of
local identity based on landrace recovery. Such a blend places the local agrarian tradition
within modernity as an element in its own right linked to the local development project.
These cases occur with increasing frequency in Spain (see in this regard, for example, López
García [67], or the experiences linked to the slow food movement [30], among others).

Finally, the maintenance of the mentioned agroecological initiatives and projects
over time will undoubtedly require institutional support in the form of public bodies or
territorial dynamization figures capable of convoying the processes. Hence, the appearance
of local food councils, participation tables, and the drafting of local food strategies in
several parts of Europe, for example, in Spain [68] and the UK [69], among others.

So far, for the Spanish case the institutions most willing to propose alternative local
and rural development models are local public administrations (e.g., municipalities, county
councils, territorial administrations consortia). The only exception until now is the Junta
de Andalucía (regional government), who, despite its limited duration (it ended abruptly
due to an electoral change), left fertile soil for the future emergence of new local agroe-
cological initiatives, of a more local size. Perhaps the predominance of local level public
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administrations in the promotion of agroecological initiatives last time, could be attributed
to the fact that they are the institutions dealing with the most pressing social problems and
potential energy and environmental crises on the horizon. In this sense, the recovery and
promotion, or even reinvention, of local cultural heritage, could play a strategic role in
moving towards more sustainable rural development.

5. Conclusions

Here we have tried to develop the argument that the land and activities related to local
agri-food systems can become one of the main rural world’s assets. An essential heritage
for many territories’ present and future (although perhaps not for all) could be promoted
through alternative agrarian models such as the agroecology paradigm.

The development of an alternative modernity grounded in agroecology and con-
nected with peasant traits that have survived in the post-industrial rural context, appears
as a proposal linked to: short food supply chains and alternative food networks; new
agrarian management from an agroecological logic; and the reconstruction of quality
concepts adjusted to local cultural features and an alternative to global and impersonal
market criteria.

After analyzing some of the most relevant agroecological initiatives that have been
carried out in Spain in recent years, we have focused our analysis on two aspects that
we consider key to promoting sustainable local development: the recovery of traditional
ecological knowledge, a type of knowledge conceived as an intangible collective heritage,
and its capacity to strengthen local identities. According to our analysis, peasant agrarian
heritage allows farmers to be conceptualized (and presented in society) as people who have
historically known how to do something that makes sense, which has been valuable in the
past: transforming nature to produce food. With agroecological transition processes, the
agrarian prominence in a disaggregated and individualized rural environment becomes an
activity that makes sense for a future in which, far from being destined to disappear, can
contribute with valuable elements for sustainable local development.
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