Fairtrade International & Fairtrade Germany

Concept Paper for a Panel discussion at the Fair Trade International
Symposium, 23th September and the 25th September 2026 at University of
Cologne

Panel: “Agroecology Implementation in the Fairtrade System —
Challenges & Chances” (1,5 h)

Panel Chair: Brenda Huerta Garcia, Fairtrade International
Contact: b.huerta@fairtrade.net
Why a panel on Agroecology?

When it comes to sustainable agriculture, Fairtrade focuses on agroecology, a holistic
approach based on combining ecological, economic and social principles for
agriculture and aiming to transform food systems. The "13 principles of agroecology
aim to achieve environmentally sustainable farming methods, a healthy environment,
social justice and economic profitability. Agroecology is thus nothing less than the
vision of a fair and sustainable food system. Achieving this requires a long-term
approach — agroecology is therefore necessarily a development process.
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At the global level, agroecology has been recognized by FAO, IPCC and the Committee
on World Food Security’s High-Level Panel of Experts (HLPE) as a key pathway for
achieving climate-resilient, equitable and biodiversity-positive food systems. Scientific
evidence increasingly shows that agroecological transitions can enhance ecosystem
services, soil fertility, carbon sequestration and yield stability, while also improving
social equity and farmer autonomy.

This differs from the currently widespread promotion of Regenerative Agriculture,
which often emphasizes the ecological dimension - in particular soil-related
parameters such as carbon sequestration and soil fertility - whereas Fairtrade’s
approach seeks to integrate these within a broader framework that also addresses
social and economic sustainability, with specific policies.

The discussion will combine insights from scientific research, Fairtrade’s applied
experience, and policy developments in Europe and Global South, aiming to connect
theory with practice.

The panel’s objectives are to discuss

- Whatis Agroecology and why it is better suited than other approaches for
smallholder agriculture which is the center of the Fairtrade System

- What the challenges & chances are for the implementation of Agroecology in
the Fairtrade System

113 Key Principles of Agroecology: A unifying framework for food systems transformation |
FAO



https://www.fao.org/family-farming/detail/en/c/1604201/
https://www.fao.org/family-farming/detail/en/c/1604201/

The panelist will present and discuss the following topics:

1. Presentation (15 minutes):

What Fairtrade has done so far to implement agroecological
principles

Fairtrade has favored a holistic development approach focused on the socio-economic
dimensions and based on the convictions that there is a strong interdependency
between these two dimensions. Due to this, Fairtrade has consistently promoted the
importance of reflecting the costs of sustainable agriculture in price setting
methodologies for agricultural goods, which made it stand out in the sector of
sustainable agricultural certification, where many schemes focus very much on the
ecologic dimension only. While over the years Fairtrade has increased the integration
of the ecological dimensions in its approaches, a systematic framework was needed to
stronger respond to the increasing ecological crisis evermore affecting smallholder
livelihoods.

After a thorough research phase, in 2023 the Fairtrade International Board
unanimously approved its policy on “Sustainable Agriculture under Fairtrade Terms”,
based on agroecological principles. Since then, Fairtrade has, inter alia,

- increased its advocacy work for agroecology, namely for agroecologically
conducive public policies enabling producers to maintain or transition to
agroecological practices

- commissioned various studies to provide evidence about the status of
agroecological aspects within Fairtrade, and how to strengthen them

- strengthened agroecological criteria in its standards

- added agroecological aspects to its pricing methodology to determine minimum
prices

- isreviewing its capacity building approach to better integrate Agroecology

- widened its commercial offer on supply-chain-specific projects to strengthen
producer resilience against climate change by implementing agroecological
practices such as agroforestry, diversification, measures to preserve
biodiversity; but also requiring more support from other supply chain actors to
comply with ever more regulatory sustainability legislation.

The policy builds on extensive scientific evidence consolidated in Fairtrade’s
Sustainable Agriculture Baseline Report (2022) and complementary studies on climate
resilience, biodiversity, soil health and deforestation prevention.

Discussion (45 minutes): Challenges & Chances

The discussion will draw on empirical findings from Fairtrade’s agroecology and
deforestation studies, as well as insights from international research on smallholder
transitions to sustainable agriculture.

What are the biggest challenges?

- Historic focus on socio-economic dimensions of fairness in trade and related
reservations against making the ecological dimension equally important.



- Agroecology is knowledge-intense and context-specific, and requires a
participatory research, and locally grounded innovation systems linking
farmers, researchers, and development.

- Climate change is threatening smallholder production and requires fast
adaptation measures, in particular agroforestry. While there is ample evidence
for the protective potential of agroforestry and its benefits, implementing it
requires huge investments.

- The transition to both less dependence on agricultural inputs such as synthetic
fertilizers as well as to safer alternatives to problematic pesticides is difficult,
takes time, and often requires external support measures.

- Limited empirical data and standardized indicators to quantify agroecological
outcomes (biodiversity, soil health, carbon sequestration) across Fairtrade
commodities, which hampers evidence-based scaling.

How Fairtrade addresses these challenges

- Increasing internal capacity building (task forces, guidelines, training)

- Establishing evidence to facilitate informed decision-making (Agroecology
Uptake Study, Fairtrade Impact on Prevention & Prohibition of Deforestation)

- Deepen existing partnerships with e.g. ICRAF-CIFOR or Satelligence

- Establishment of internal knowledge hubs to address HREDD- and climate &
environmental-related issues.

- Influence other supply chain actors to take greater responsibility to support
smallholder producers - in their own interest

What are the biggest chances?

- Sustainable use of natural resources

- Increasing the resilience of small holders and their agricultural production

- Enabling rural income and rural livelihoods

- Protecting smallholder farmers and workers

- Making supply chains more sustainable

- Safeguarding supply for agricultural supply chains

- Contributing to scientific knowledge and data generation on the environmental
and socio-economic co-benefits of agroecology towards achieving sustainable
food systems.

The discussion will bridge scientific evidence and Fairtrade’s applied
experience, identifying priorities for research, policy advocacy, and
investment.

Questions & answers 45 minutes

End of panel
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