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Across the African continent, social movements are innovating and engaging 
robustly with transformative politics and practices. In the realm of food 
and agriculture, they are innovating alternatives like agroecology, food 
hubs, and food commons in frontline neighbourhoods and villages, 
and also fighting to protect and democratise land, water, and resource 
rights on the political front.1 The African food movement has been 
calling on African governments to recognise the significant role played 
by smallholder farmers in securing livelihoods, food, and nutrition 
across the continent for many years now (ACB and FoEA, 2017).

This contrasts starkly with the intransigence of governments who are 
negotiating a new global deal on biodiversity under the auspices of 
the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), to address the drivers of 
biodiversity loss, (IPBES, 2019), especially industrial agriculture and 
the global food system. The negotiations mirror what is transpiring 
on the continent, where greater efforts are being directed at 
marginalising African small-scale food producers at all levels, visible 
in the aggressive push to industrialise African agricultural and 
food systems, spearheaded by inter alia, the African Union and 
the continent’s Regional Economic Communities (ACB, 2022). 

There is wide-ranging global consensus that the global food 
system is the primary driver of biodiversity loss and unless we 
tackle our food systems, biodiversity loss will accelerate, as will 
the destruction of ecosystems and habitats, and threaten our 
ability to sustain human populations. Studies have shown that 
in the past 50 years alone, vertebrate wildlife populations 
have shrunk by almost 70%,2 and an estimated one million 
species are now threatened with extinction.3  Agriculture 
alone uses 70% of the world’s extracted freshwater,4 
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1.  https://africanarguments.org/2022/11/agroecology-is-the-african-led-
solution-we-need-from-cop27/

2.  https://wwflpr.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/lpr_2022_full_report.pdf
3.  https://ipbes.net/news/Media-Release-Global-Assessment
4.  https://www.worldwildlife.org/threats/water-scarcity
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and about 77% of global farmland is used to raise 
animals,5 with farmed poultry representing 70% of 
all bird species and wild birds making up only 30%.6 
The International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species lists agriculture 
as the main threat to 24,000 of the 28,000 species 
it has assessed so far, and overfishing is the largest 
driver of biodiversity loss in ocean ecosystems.7

The global industrial corporate food regime is a 
huge contributor to greenhouse gas emissions. 
This refers to the way food is produced, processed, 
packaged, shipped, used for biofuels, animal feed, 
consumed and food waste, etc. According to the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
Special Report on Climate Change and Land, the 
food system globally emits between 21% and 37% of 
overall emissions per year (IPCC, 2019). Additionally, 
it is a wholly inequitable system, in its impacts on 
farmers, farm and food workers, rural communities; 
consumers; and urban and rural poor communities. 

Indeed, the global food system is not a pretty one. It is 
exceptionally vulnerable to shocks, due to its reliance 
on imported inputs, as we are seeing now with the 
impacts of the war in Ukraine. It is underpinned by 
free trade agreements that benefit the Global North 
and the consumption patterns of its consumers, and 
monopoly control by agribusiness and corporate 
control over value chains, inputs, and technologies, 
supported by harmful subsidies, and characterised 

by exploitation of workers, and inequities. Land 
and resource grabs, deforestation, destruction of 
biodiversity and ecosystems, adverse impacts on 
health as a result of highly processed foods, and so 
forth, also characterise the global food system. 

Do we need to produce more food? Will this solve 
the hunger situation in Africa? There is a persistent 
myth that, as the world approaches 9 billion people 
by 2050, we need to produce consistently more 
food, and use more genetically modified organisms, 
based on synthetic biology applications, along 
with pesticides, inorganic fertilisers, digitalisation, 
and so forth to achieve this. Yet, as discussed in 
previous briefings, production and productivity 
are not the problems, and therefore will not solve 
underlying issues creating and deepening hunger and 
malnutrition. At the global level, a spate of market-
based solutions is on offer to deal with our food, 
energy, and biodiversity crises, including those linked 
to carbon and biodiversity offsetting, net zero loss, 
nature-based solutions, nature-positive solutions, and 
the like. These have been thoroughly debunked by a 
range of civil society activists as false and dangerous, 
and will rather allow business-as-usual to continue 
and bring us ever closer to planetary collapse. 

For Africa, this will mean deepening extraction 
from the continent – of labour, minerals, wood, 
water, food, fibre, genetic material, and finance. 
African countries that are already heavily indebted 

5.  https://ourworldindata.org/global-land-for-agriculture#:~:text=If%20we%20combine%20pastures%20used,and%2037%25%20of%20total%20protein.
6.  https://www.foodsecuritycenter.org/seventy-percent-of-birds-are-farmed-poultry/
7.  Ritchie, H. and Roser, M. (2019), ‘Environmental impacts of food and agriculture’, Our World in Data, September 2019. https://ourworldindata.org/envi-

ronmental-impacts-of-food#environmental-impacts-of-foodand-agriculture
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are severely constrained in their ability to address 
the ecological crises and the interconnections 
between climate change, deforestation, biodiversity 
loss, and to move towards an ecological,  just and 
equitable transition in  African food systems. 

As we approach the CBD COP in Montreal, should we 
not be brutally honest and confront the inevitable; 

namely, that we need to completely re-think 
food systems in the context of reconceptualising 
development, global terms of trade, and finance 
capitalism. In such a process,  the point of departure 
surely must ensure ecological balance, meeting 
human needs,  and be situated in local solutions and 
local economies? It appears, realistically, that we may 
have no choice but to decouple development from 
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the wanton extraction of our resources, biodiversity, 
water, minerals, and soil fertility. This would entail 
the decoupling of development from the power of 
capital and the narrow demands of economic elites, 
and place our ecosystems and communities at the 
centre of democratic thinking for a sustainable future.

The evidence is clear: not only do smallholder 
farmers contribute hugely to feeding the world, but 
they do so with less resource use than industrial 
agriculture (GRAIN, 2014); the best-conserved 
areas are in territories of Indigenous Peoples and 
Local Communities (IPLCs) (ICCA Consortium, 2021) 
and smallholder farmers are the custodians of 
genetic and agricultural biodiversity (Fakhri, 2022), 
essential for current and future food sovereignty. 

it is essential to protect and restore African 
ecologies, realise and reflect the rights and 
knowledge of IPLCs, including smallholder 
farmers and farming communities, and prevent 
continued extraction and exploitation of 
African people, landscapes, and ecosystems. 

We therefore call on African leaders to:

1. Roll back and transition out of industrial 
agriculture 

We are deeply concerned that, as it stands, the 
Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) is giving the 
green light for the lock-in of business-as-usual, as 
can be seen by the current draft pertaining to a 
range of interlinked targets. These include target 10 
(agriculture), target 7 (pollution, including pesticides), 

target 14 (mainstreaming), target 15 (sourcing and 
supply chains), target 16 (consumption), target 17 
(biotechnology) and target 18 (harmful subsidies).

Currently, target 10  emphasises agricultural 
productivity as the cornerstone of sustainable 
agriculture. The negotiations do not address the 
exceptional resource ransacking that underpins the 
industrial food system, where environmental and social 
externalities are not factored into the costs and which 
greatly supports an increasingly concentrated agri-food 
input and retail sector. Fundamentally, market forces 
are unable to result in transitions towards sustainable 
food systems (HLPE, 2019). What is needed is the show 
of political will in the GBF to craft pathways for a just 
transition away from industrial agriculture across rural, 
urban, local and global value chains, production, and 
consumption patterns. This must be coupled with clear 
obligations on Contracting Parties to hold businesses 
accountable for transgressions and this must be 
captured clearly in target 15 (accountability of business 
and financial institutions) and target 16 (consumption).

Industrial agricultural systems are intricately linked 
to the use of toxic pesticides and synthetic fertilisers, 
which have significant negative impacts on biodiversity 
and human health. The most reliable, efficient, and 
cost-effective way of reducing pesticide harm is to 
focus on eliminating the most hazardous pesticides 
at the source rather than during use. Therefore, 
Parties must ensure that for Target 7 to have any 
effect, it must aim at reducing hazard rather than 
risk. This means reducing synthetic pesticide use and 
toxicity, by a measurable quantity, with priority given 
to phasing out highly hazardous pesticides (PAN 
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and TWN, 2022). This is captured in Alt 1 of Target 7, 
following the Fourth meeting of the Open-Ended 
Working Group on the GBF (OEWG4), and must be 
considered for adoption at OEWG5 and COP15.8  

Experts across the globe are calling for an urgent 
shift away from industrial agricultural food systems 
towards more ecologically based, biodiverse practices 
(De Schutter, 2010; HLPE, 2019; IPES-Food, 2016). 
It is vital that the discussions on food systems 
transformation are placed within the GBF. This 
requires applying ecological principles to agriculture 
and ensuring a regenerative use of natural resources 
and ecosystem functions, while also addressing 
the need for socially equitable food systems, within 
which people can exercise choice over what they eat 
and how and where this is produced  (HLPE, 2019, 
p13). For Africa, the need is to ensure agricultural 
production is met with input reduction and fostering 
diversity, while improving ecological and human 
health and addressing inequity and the corporate 
capture of African agricultural and food systems.   

Biodiverse agroecological systems provide a range of 
ecosystem services, such as nutrient cycling; biological 
nitrogen fixation; improvement of soil structure 
and health; water and biodiversity conservation and 
habitat management techniques for crop-associated 
biodiversity; carbon sequestration; biological 
pest control and natural regulation of diseases; 
diversification, mixed cultivation, intercropping, and 
cultivar mixtures; and waste management, reuse 
and recycling as inputs to the production process; for 

example, the use of manure and compost (Reijntjes 
et al., 1992; Altieri, 1995; Nicholls et al., 2016; Wezel 
et al., 2014; Wezel, 2017). This is in direct contrast to 
industrial agriculture. Diversified farmlands enhance 
biodiversity, biocontrol, and pollination and reduce 
pathogen and pest impact, thereby contributing to 
achieving conservation objectives (Wanger et al., 2021; 
Tscharntke et al., 2005).  Agroecological practices can 
considerably reduce the use of synthetic pesticides, 
a major cause of biodiversity loss (Hallmann  et al., 
2017), thereby able to reduce nutrient pollution and 
mitigate climate impacts through diversified farming 
systems by maintaining healthier, carbon-sequestering 
soil microbiota (Sutton et al., 2011), as well as playing 
an essential role in adapting to future climate and 
economic uncertainties. Therefore, Parties should 
ensure that the GBF’s Target 10 on agriculture contains 
explicit reference to agroecological principles to ensure 
the sustainable use of biodiversity, and chartering 
the course towards transforming our food systems.

2. Include the in-situ conservation and 
sustainable use of agricultural biodiversity

Agricultural biodiversity can play an essential 
role in supporting the overall aim of the GBF and 
CBD in halting and reversing biodiversity loss. Yet, 
this interlinkage is glaringly absent in the GBF. 
Agricultural biodiversity, and particularly the in-
situ (i.e. on-farm) conservation and sustainable use 
of this vital resource, needs urgent attention and 
integration into the framework. It is imperative 
that the GBF takes into account that integrating 

8.  https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/3303/d892/4fd11c27963bd3f826a961e1/wg2020-04-04-en.pdf
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agricultural biodiversity, as part of agroecological 
production systems, provides a range of benefits 
for the production system itself. It enriches the soil 
for higher nutritional content and biological pest 
control and regulation, among others. Increasing 
biodiversity on-farm has the ability to restore and 
rehabilitate agricultural lands, many of which are 
depleted and debilitated. It also supports the livelihood 

and dietary diversity of communities and therefore 
enhances livelihood, nutrition, and food security.

Parties must ensure that this critical role of 
agricultural biodiversity is captured and included 
in target 1 (spatial planning), target 2 (restoration), 
target 3 (protected areas), target 4 (genetic 
diversity of wild and domesticated species), 
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target 9 (benefits to IPLCs), target 10 (agriculture), 
target 13 (access and benefit sharing), target 20 
(available information and acknowledge including 
free, prior and informed consent), and target 21 
(participation of women, girls, and youth). 

It is vital that:
• Domesticated plant species be kept within Target 

4, as many plants essential for food production 
are not necessarily indigenous, wild, or native. 

• Centers of origin and crop diversity should be 
given prominence in the GBF and accorded 
protection with regard to avoiding contamination 
and erosion from and by genetically modified 
organisms within their centers of origin/diversity.  

• Agricultural biodiversity and small-holder 
farmers are specifically referred to in Target 10. 
Currently, the “additional text for reference”, 
in which this text currently features, was not 
engaged with by the informal group.9

 
A crucial element of agricultural biodiversity is the 
historical and ongoing role played by the world’s 
smallholder farmers in the maintenance, innovation, 
conservation and sustainable use of genetically 
diverse crop seed. This role has been recognised by 
the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources 
for Food and Agriculture (ITPGRFA). Yet the CBD, after 
many years of having a programme on agricultural 
biodiversity (which one would not know by reading 
the draft GBF) still does not clearly state this 
important linkage.10 At present, the CBD and the 

GBF do not recognise smallholder farmers’ seed, 
knowledge, and agricultural systems – neither the 
intricate relationship they have with agricultural 
biodiversity and biodiverse landscapes, nor the 
world’s reliance on this resource and knowledge. As 
the Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, Michael 
Fakhri, says: “Farmers’ seed systems are integral to 
the world’s genetic and cultural diversity, and are 
foundational for all food systems” (Fakhri, 2022, p2).  

Farmers’ rights under the ITPGRFA, and the Right to 
Seed as outlined in the United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Peasants and Other People Working 
in Rural Areas (UNDROP), needs clearer linkages 
with the CBD’s GBF and its further processes. At the 
recently held ninth Governing Body of the ITPGRFA, 
the theme was “Celebrating the Guardians of Crop 
Diversity: Towards an Inclusive Post-2020 Global 
Biodiversity Framework.” It is thus shocking that 
there is no mention of agricultural biodiversity, 
smallholder farmers, or farmers’ rights in the GBF. 
That said, the outcomes of the CBD and GBF will have 
a significant impact on the ITPGRFA, particularly in 
regard to digital sequence information, and its link 
with multilateral instruments on Access and Benefit 
Sharing (ABS), including the multilateral system 
under the ITPGRFA. Yet this issue extends far beyond 
ABS, which remains a highly flawed, transactional 
underpinning of biodiversity and the knowledge and 
wisdom of IPLCs, including smallholder farmers, as 
the stewards, innovators, and knowledge holders on 
crop diversity. The GBF must deal with agricultural 

9.  https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/dfeb/e742/b936c09eae9dd558c1310b5b/wg2020-05-02-en.pdf
10.  See https://twn.my/title2/susagri/2022/sa992.htm  for more on this.
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biodiversity, as a key element for halting biodiversity 
loss, sustaining agricultural production, and enhancing 
resilience. However, it should go even further and 
explicitly recognise the rights of smallholder farmers in 
Targets 20 and 21 and their right to seed. Furthermore, 
customary land and resource rights of small-scale 
producers are fundamental for conserving and 
sustainably using agricultural biodiversity and Parties 
must ensure that they are included in Targets 2, and 3. 

Conclusion

Agroecology as a theory and practice is recognised 
as being capable of providing transition pathways 
toward ecologically sustainable and socially just 
food systems, based on a holistic and systemic 
approach (IPES-Food, 2022).11 Agricultural biodiversity 
is central to this and requires that the knowledge and 
custodianship of indigenous and local communities, 
particularly smallholder farming communities, are 
recognised, protected and enhanced including their 
resource rights, and local governance systems. 

Through diversified farming systems, and maintaining 
healthier, carbon-sequestering soil microbiota, and 
using genetically heterogenous seed, agroecological 
systems play an essential role in adapting to future 
climatic and economic uncertainties. Further to 
this, is the recognition of the centrality of people, in 
particular small-scale food producers and women, 
and their agency in shaping food systems and diets. 

We are concerned about the poor and complex design 
of the GBF, particularly in that agriculture and food 
systems are being considered in a piecemeal fashion 
under discreet targets, as opposed to Parties adopting 
an interconnected approach. Parties to the CBD, a 
pinnacle of environmental multilateralism, and those 
from Africa in particular, need to take bold steps to 
halt the drivers of biodiversity loss and courageously 
spearhead a new future. The transition toward a more 
just, equitable, and sustainable future is not only 
urgent, but it is indispensable for the future of us all.  

11. IPES-Food, 2022. Smoke and Mirrors: Examining competing framings of food system sustainability: agroecology, regenerative agriculture, and na-
ture-based solutions.
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