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31	 Extracts from a report prepared for this Policy Brief by Álvaro Mena Fuentes, Albert Chan Dzul, Nora Tzec and Manuel May, 2019.

shing profession. Despite the economic and environmental benefits, the important role that organi-
zed shellfishers play in governing and managing the local seashore territories is poorly recognized. 
Local news about shellfishing tends to emphasize conflicts rather than benefits. Moreover, there are 
mixed social connotations for the mariscadoras (shellfisher women)—the term refers to honest wor-
kers, but it can also be used in a derogatory way. All this points to a serious need to better unders-
tand and appreciate the environmental and social role of the Groups of the shellfishers on foot. 

Indeed, this role is very positive. The Groups are well organised and active to preserve the ecologi-
cal functions of their seashore territories of life, which are essential for the provision of seafood. They 
engage in cleaning areas, actively breeding and nursing species, restoring and managing habi-
tats, carrying out surveillance and alert operations (to identify use by free riders or overuse—de-
creasing overall negative impact) and maintaining cultural richness (a ‘multifunctional coastline’). 
There are 63 Fishers Guilds (cofradías) in Galicia (see SIGREMAR, and click on “Entidades organiza-
tivas- Cofradías” for the list of Guilds) and they include 3800 people engaged in Groups of shellfi-
shers on foot, officially established as sub-groups of the Guilds. Most such Groups manage their own 
territory of life (the SIGREMAR website shows them all: click on “Bancos- Modalidad- A pie”) and all 
territories are clearly demarcated. The database allows a rapid assessment of how important these 
seashore territories of life and their caretaker Groups are for nature, culture and the local economy. 

Case example 8.	 Xcalot Akal: governing a Mayan territory 
of life means overcoming the threats of 
modernity31

Xcalot Akal (“two lagoons together”) is an indigenous Maya rural community more than 100 km 
from the Campeche state capital of San Francisco, in the Mexican Yucatan peninsula. Distinctly 
rural and comprising only 133 people (26 families, 80 men and 53 women), Xcalot Akal is special for 
the Maya linguistic proficiency of all its residents. It is also a highly marginalized community, classi-
fied by government as having very limited social opportunities and skills, and very poor access to 
basic goods and services. Established in 1947 by the arrival of families in search of cultivable land, 
in 1972 it received a basic recognition as an ejido with a total area of 3688 hectares. The totality of 

the land in the ejido is held 
in common, and it is valued 
by the community as its 
‘territory of life’.

The climate of Xcalot Akal 
is warm sub-humid, with 
average annual rainfall of 
1050 mm, a rainy season 
from May to October and 
average temperature of 
26°C. Main vegetation 
type is tropical dry forest, 
with most species shedding 
leaves in the dry season 
and tall trees reaching 10 
to 20 meters. The commu-
nity has a strong relation 
of inter-dependence with 
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the territory and deep knowledge about it. As they 
understand it, biodiversity in the territory depends 
on the care and good management by the com-
munity while the health of the community depends 
on the care and protection by the guardian spirits 
of plants and animals. The ancestral form of food 
production in the region— the milpa after slash-
and-burn— continues to produce a diversity of 
species and varieties. For instance, in Xcalot Akal 
one can find up to 11 varieties of corn. One could 
say that the milpa is just a stage of the normal forest 
cycle, which moves from first year of management 
through different successive stages that support a 
variety of plant and animal species, differently used 
by people. In the successive stages you can thus 
find material for construction, medicinal and cere-
monial plants, firewood, fodder, wild foods and the 
corn and associated foods produced in the milpa. 
A particularly appreciated product is wild meat 
from animals found in secondary forests and agri-
cultural spaces, such as white-tailed deer Odocoil-
eus virginuanus, temazate deer Mazama sp, turkey 
Agriocharis ocellata and pecari de monte Pecari 
tajacu. Complementing the milpa is the solar, or 
home garden, where families grow plenty of do-
mestic and wild plants. In all, the community has 
identified 99 varieties of crops they use, and a recent study has found that 85% of the community 
depends exclusively on such crops for their daily food.

The community institution that serves as the highest authority and which regulates decisions and ru-
les in the territory of life is the ejidal assembly, made up of 26 ejidatarios. Xcalot Akal is one of the few 
ejidos that are internally discussing how to strengthen internal governance. As a result of that, the 
number of ejidatarios has recently been doubled, following a common agreement for each ejida-
tario to admit one more person of their choice, commonly one of their children. Another result is the 
Indigenous Plan for Governance, still under discussion, which is being developed through a commis-
sion elected in the general assembly, with broad recognition and participation of women.

Under the active governance and management of the community, 3219 ha of the 3688 that make 
up the ejido (i.e., 87%) conserve its forest cover (in different successional stages), and in some you 
have good forestry use potential. In 257 ha there is no evidence of recent intervention. At present, 
1587 ha (43% of the total of the conserved surface) are under a payment for environmental servi-
ces (PSA) program, which compensates for hydrological protection. The remaining portion of the 
territory is under mechanized agriculture, in part used as commons and in part rented out to groups 
outside the community, including to the UAIM (Agricultural Industrial Unit of Women).

The territory of life and food security of Xcalot Akal are under several types of threats— both inter-
nal and external to the community. The PSA, although a sovereign decision of the community, can 
undermine the continuity of ancestral management, since the agreement forbids the milpa opera-
tions in the reserved territory. Another threat is the arrival of the Mennonites, who rent land to esta-
blish monocultures that include transgenic soybean and hybrid corn, use high doses of fertilisers and 
pesticides and, in addition to deforesting land, eliminate water bodies and archaeological remains. 
The government policies, and the perverse incentives that back them up, truly underpin all these 
threats. Internally, a major threat is the weakening of traditional governance by political parties and 
the erosion of traditional knowledge and intergenerational communication.
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Aware of all these threats, the ejidal assembly has agreed to take action within the community but 
also outside, in alliance with other communities and organizations. Internally, it is including young 
people and women as ejidatarios, holds a seed festival where native seeds are exchanged and is 
engaged in mapping the sacred sites of the community (archaeological sites, bodies of water, sites 
of collection of medicinal plants). Externally, as a member of the Ka Kuxtal Much ‘Meyaj civil associa-
tion, it participates in organising a regional seed festival and the National Assembly of the Network in 
Defence of the Maize, is part of the Collective of Mayan Communities of the Chenes to stop permits 
to sow transgenic soy, and has just recently become a Member of the ICCA Consortium.

4.	Discussion
The eight cases above do not allow us to 
reach any statistically significant conclusions. 
However, they tell the story of what does 
exist and point at what is likely to be more 
widespread and bring important benefits. 
Reflecting upon these eight territories of 
life— all possessing to a good extent the 
characteristics illustrated in Box 1 – we can 
identify some broadly shared elements 
in common with the principles of food 
sovereignty listed in Box 2. All cases include:
u	 a territory that produces the food 

customarily and culturally related to the 
custodian community; 

u	 a territory where a good part of food 
production and processing is governed 
(ruled) and managed collectively by the 
custodian community; 

u	 a territory where the integrity and 
health of nature directly contributes to 
the production of food and nutrition 
(availability, quality, quantity and 
sustainability);

u	 a territory where the integrity and health 
of nature is perceived as contributing to 
the health and wellbeing of the custodian 
community; 

u	 a community that possesses customary 
knowledge, collective know-how, and 
creativity in socio-technical innovation 
related to the food it produces and 
consumes;

u	 a community that conserves, improves, 
and actively exchanges its own locally 
adapted seeds and livestock breeds, 
incorporating wild species and new 
varieties to enhance food system resilience 
and dietary diversity; 

u	 a community that consumes food that is 
mostly produced and processed locally 

and that prepares, eats, and shares 
food in ways that create place-specific 
gastronomies;

u	 a community where the production and 
consumption of food goes beyond mere 
sustenance and involves elements of 
cultural identity and pride;

u	 a community with a decent-to-good level 
of self-determination; 

u	 a community that has, or is actively 
seeking, security of collective tenure to the 
land and natural resources in its territory of 
life;

u	 a community well organised for the 
purpose of governing and managing food 
production in its territory;

u	 a community that is demonstrating 
the capacity to react and respond to 
problems, threats and opportunities—
including by enhancing and strengthening 
its own organisation and adapting its rules 
and management practices. 

All cases we have examined are “free 
from hunger” thanks to the capacity of the 
communities to organise themselves and 
govern and manage their territories of life. The 
communities provide food for themselves, 
and often also income for their own broader 
livelihoods needs, by building upon local 
knowledge and skills and working with, rather 
than against, the local natural potential. 
Importantly, in addition to being ecologically-
fitting, the relevant food systems (production, 
processing, consumption, waste recycling) are 
run, valued, managed and controlled locally. 
Taken together, the cases also highlight the 
strength of local biological and cultural diversity 
for community resilience, self-organisation, 
and autonomy. They allow us to understand 
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biocultural diversity as an emancipating 
factor against the homogenization of food 
by industrial agriculture and the conservation 
of nature relegated to protected areas 
established by coercion and control.

Although most case examples we have 
illustrated do not discuss internal equity in 
the custodian communities or trade within 
the communities and with outsiders, we 
see that their food systems offer practical 
illustrations of principles adopted by the Via 
Campesina movement (see Box 2). Most 
notably, we see an active resistance to the 
destructive elements of modernity (e.g. fishing 
by motorboats and monofilament nets, 
mining and oil industries, major roads, non-
endogenous seeds and breeds, uncontrolled 
extraction of resources by outsiders, and 
even military penetration and occupation) 
while non-destructive elements are rather 
easily incorporated.

Are all territories of life illustrated above also 
examples of food sovereignty? We believe 
they broadly are, although with different levels 
of autonomy, security and sustainability and 
confronted by different threats. In fact, they 
may all be examples of community organising 
and struggles rather than descriptions of 
perfectly accomplished situations.

Does that mean that communities that enjoy 
a level of self-determination and are well 
organised to govern, manage and conserve 
their territories of life can/are likely to achieve 
their own food sovereignty? If complex and 
rich phenomena like those we have described 
can be meaningfully correlated, we are 
confident of answering that yes, it appears so. 

Conversely, we also see that the measure of 
food sovereignty enjoyed by a community 
is likely to contribute to, and strengthen, its 
political innovation and sense of autonomy 
and identity and its desire to collectively 
govern and take responsibility for its territory 
of life (sustainable self-determination).32 
Indeed, the process of achieving food 
sovereignty is an important pathway to 
rekindling community governance for 
autonomy and self-determination. The 
everyday practice of food sovereignty 
is a catalyst for the creation of culturally 
appropriate, inclusive, and community-
controlled governance systems. This is 
especially true in ICCAs— territories of life 
that have a history of struggles against 
colonization, racism, and the violence of 
externally imposed resource extraction or 
conservation and development models.33 
Figure 1 offers a schematic representation of 
this relation of mutual support and synergy. 

32	 Corntassel, 2012.

33	 Amin, 2017; Pimbert, 2008.

Figure 1.  Links between territories of life and food sovereignty
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Remarkably, communities who derive 
a good part of their own food from 
their territories of life seem to naturally 
embrace production processes that 
merge with stewardship of the natural 
environment. This includes integrating 
trees with livestock and crops (agro-
sylvo-pastoral farming), producing food 
from forests (agroforestry, forest gardens, 
beekeeping - including the protection 
and management of native bees), 
growing several crops together in one plot 

(polycultures, home 
gardens), integrating 
aquaculture with tree/
crop cultivation, or 
gathering food from 
improved and restored 
ecosystems (fishing 
and gathering with 
appropriate rules after 
suitable regeneration). 
By merging into natural 
ecosystems, such 
food provisioning 
agroecosystems in 
human managed 
landscapes can 
be productive, pest 
resistant, nutrient 
conserving, and more 
resilient to shocks and 
stresses. Moreover, food 
processing based on 
local knowledge and 
indigenous technologies 
contribute to culturally 
specific gastronomies 
that minimise food losses 
and waste.34 Short food 
chains and proximity 
relations between 
food producers 
and consumers also 
minimise the carbon 
and ecological 
footprints of resident 
communities. Thus, local 
webs of production 
and exchange help to 

sustain the territories of life and nature in 
general.35

Food production, processing and 
distribution can even help sustain 
ecological functions like pollination, 
purification of water, and climate 
regulation that are not only critical for food 
security and nutrition but also for the health 
and well-being of communities, and the 
health of ecosystems and the biosphere.36 

34	 HLPE, 2014.

35	 CSM, 2016.

36	 The importance of these ecological functions (or so called ‘ecological goods and services’) is well known and documented (FAO, 1999; FAO, 2019, 
https://www.ipbes.net).
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This is so because community-based food 
production, processing and distribution 
can generate and sustain a vast array of 
ecosystem, species and genetic diversity 
within and around ICCAs—territories of life. 
For example, by building terraces, swales, 
tree belts, hedges, and ponds to conserve 
soil and water, or even by carrying-out 
rotational farming under suitable conditions, 
farmers’ individual and collective action 
enriches the ecological complexity 
and heterogeneity at different scales. 
Recent research also shows that some 
agroecological practices have a positive 
impact on the restoration of diverse plant-
soil microbiomes which are essential for 
productivity and sustainability.

Communities living in territories of life usually 
create a land use mosaic in which the 
landscape is subdivided into agricultural 
areas and wilder conserved biodiversity at 
multiple scales.37 This ‘natural matrix’ model 
sustains a variety of habitats and micro-
environments and a diversity of wild species 
(e.g. algae, flowering plants, insects, 
amphibians, mammals, birds, reptiles) many 
of which are edible.38 Agriculture and food 
provisioning, thus, should never be assumed 
to be harmful to biodiversity. It is the kind 
of farming and land use that appears to 
matter.39

As a matter of fact, different types of 
agricultural biodiversity (cultivated, reared 
and wild) are used by different people 
at different times and in different places, 
and contribute to livelihood strategies 

in a complex fashion.40 In this sense, 
the very distinction between cultivated 
and wild ecosystems and food systems 
can become blurred. In particular, wild 
resources are extremely important for the 
food, medicine and livelihood security 
of indigenous peoples and peasant 
communities– especially women and 
children.41 The mean use of wild foods by 
agricultural and forager communities in 22 
countries of Asia and Africa (36 studies) is 
90–100 species per location.42 In countries 
such as Ethiopia, India and Kenya 
aggregate country estimates can reach 
300–800 wild species consumed.43 And 
even in countries of the industrial North, as 
illustrated in our case example from Spain, 
gathering shellfish from the wild is deeply 
appreciated.

Modern agroecology fully recognises 
its roots in the collective knowledge, 
practices, and ecological rationale of 
indigenous and peasant agriculture(s) in 
territories of life.44 Possibly, however, there 
is room to better recognise that the very 
existence of territories of life play a crucial 
role in securing local livelihoods, ensuring 
the right to food45 and promoting food 
sovereignty. This is so because territories of 
life promote and sustain community self-
determination, and the collective work 
toward food and livelihood security, as well 
as the well-being of people and nature. 
The collective dimension of territories of 
life adds historical and cultural depth and 
uniqueness to the principles identified by 
the Via Campesina movement. In fact, a 

37	 Perfecto and Vandermeer, 2017.

38	 Sántos-Fita, D. et al. 2013; Levy-Tacher et al., 2019.

39	 Perfecto et al., 2009; Pimbert and Pretty, 1995.

40	 Guijit et al., 1995.

41	 Kuhnlein et al., 2009; Guijit et al., 1995. (para.7). More is available regarding recognition and respect for the use, management and protection of 
sacred sites, including in protected areas (e.g., see Wild and McLeod, 2008).

42	 Barucha and Pretty, 2010.

43	 Barucha and Pretty, 2010; Guijit et al., 1995. A recent detailed mapping of agrobiodiversity in 32 indigenous villages of North East India conducted by 
the Indigenous Partnership for Agrobiodiversity and Food Sovereignty (TIP) and North East Slow Food and Agrobiodiversity Society (NESFAS) showed 
that when wild plants, mushrooms, and cultivated crops are considered, the mean number of food plants reaches 200 per village. When looking 
at the intraspecific diversity of staple crops, the key pillar of food sovereignty, on average 33 varieties (mostly of rice, taro, potato, sweet potato, 
cassava, millets or other minor staples) were found per village. In matriarchal indigenous communities such as the Khasis of Meghalaya in North East 
India, women are the custodians of customary lands and territories in which the high dependence on local food system biodiversity plays a crucial 
role in sustaining matriarchal values of community sharing, reciprocity between men and women, and promotion of peace (TIP NEFSAS, 2019 a and 
b). 

44	 Altieri, 1997; Anderson et al., 2015; Gliessman, 2014; Nyéléni, 2015; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Km9Kv5UylU&feature=youtu.be 

45	 Razmkhah, Ali, 2019. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Km9Kv5UylU&feature=youtu.be
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measure of autonomy and self-governance 
appears as the feature from which 
everything else derives, and which could 
not be achieved plot-by-plot and family-
by-family alone. Sustainable livelihoods 
and food sovereignty need enhanced 
consciousness, an intergenerational 
transmission of knowledge, skills and 
institutions, and the strength to assert one’s 
own values and lifestyles.46 The collective 
dimension of territories of life ideally 
provides that strength and an enabling 
context to limit or reverse the social and 
ecological degradation that accompanies 
much of today’s dominant development 
and conservation models.

Similarly, while land rights and conservation 
advocates recognise the immense value 
of agrobiodiversity and the traditional 
knowledge embedded in culture-rich ways 
of relating to specific territories and drawing 
sustenance from them, there is room to 
better recognise that the processes and 
struggles towards food sovereignty play 
a crucial role in sustaining ecosystems, 
and territories of life. The bond that 
communities have with their territories 
and their own willingness and capacity to 
organise, to govern, manage and conserve 

them cannot be divorced from their own 
capacity to produce, process, distribute 
and consume food locally and sustainably. 
Food is crucial to culture and identity 
and those are essential characteristics of 
communities that do not let themselves to 
be easily overcome by destructive forces of 
external or internal origin. 

This said, we should also note that the 
communities we have illustrated in the case 
examples have not been overwhelmed by 
destructive forces, nor been annihilated, or 
totally subjugated and controlled by violent 
means. Neither autonomy nor agency 
exists in a vacuum and powerful forces 
affect community choices and actions.47 
Unfortunately, no amount of community 
organisation, self-awareness, traditional 
knowledge or willingness to remain 
independent and care for one’s own 
environment can resist the overwhelming 
forces that modern states and their allies 
can set in motion. History testifies to 
innumerable crimes against nature, cultures 
and humanity, and the desire to be positive 
and forward looking should not blind us to 
the potential for destructiveness and greed 
that exist in both some individuals and some 
social institutions. 

What is the potential of territories of life to 
foster and promote food sovereignty around 
the world? Recent scholarship documents 
that more than 50% of the terrestrial surface 
is under some form of customary collective 
tenure or claim48 and, according to FAO, 
smallholders still produce at least 70% of 

the world’s food.49 Thus, territories of life are 
bound to play an important role in fostering 
food security and food sovereignty, even in 
today’s dramatic environmental situation. 

Paradoxically, much of the wealth 
embedded in local food systems in territories 
of life— i.e. the unique seeds and breeds, 

46	 Anderson et al., 2019.

47	 Amin, 2017.

48	 Wily, 2011; Garnett et al., 2018.

49	 http://www.fao.org/family-farming-2014/en/

5.	Expanding territories of life  
& food sovereignty— options for action 
and practical recommendations

http://www.fao.org/family-farming-2014/en/
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In capitalist, socialist, and communist states 
alike, the dominant view of conservation 
and development envisions having fewer 
people living off the land. It encourages 
an exodus of people from rural areas to 
work in industry and urban-based trade 
and services.53 People living in and around 
their customary ICCAs—territories of life are 
thus pushed off their lands and maritime 
territories by the combined expansion of 
both fortress conservation and industrial 
agriculture/aquaculture. This modernization 
agenda premised on globalisation is 
seen as inevitable by most governments, 
corporations, conservation organisations 
and a good part of society in industrialised 
countries, despite inherent fundamental 
problems or challenges for sustainability.54 
However, the idea that strong rural 
communities and small-scale producers as 

a group are bound to disappear reflects just 
one vision of the future: it is a political choice 
that relies on specific theories of change 
and worldviews. 

This choice is rejected by social movements 
working for territories of life and food 
sovereignty. A growing number of peoples, 
including youth, are affirming another vision 
of modernity that is rich in meaning and 
hope. This vision rejects the commodification 
of nature and social relations55 and focuses 
on the creation and maintenance of “the 
good life”— including Buen Vivir or Sumak 
Kausai in Latin America, De-growth in 
Europe, feminist subsistence perspectives,56 
or Ecological Swaraj in India—57 all of which 
focus on reconnecting individuals with 
nature and rebuilding strong communities 
embedded in specific ecosystems. 

practices, tools, knowledge, know-how, 
management capacities and governing 
institutions of custodian communities — has 
been largely ignored, neglected or actively 
undermined by governments, corporations 
and conservation organisations.50 Many of 
these custodian communities are made up of 
family farmers, but not all. Some are nomadic 
pastoralists, livestock herders, hunters and 
gatherers, agro-foresters or fishers, depending 
on the ecological context. All, however, need 
to have some form and level of community 
organisation to govern their territories of life, 
and this is what is actively discouraged by the 

processes of globalisation of the economy 
currently at play.

Strong custodian communities governing 
their territories of life and achieving their 
own food sovereignty have the potential to 
fundamentally re-invent conservation and 
development for the well-being of people 
and nature, taking a radical departure from 
exclusionary51 fortress-style conservation52 and 
industrial agri-food systems. But... will this ever 
happen? Can the movements in support 
of territories of life and the food sovereignty 
movement better recognise this and ally 
themselves? Can this be fostered in any way?

50	 Pimbert, 2008.

51	 Exclusionary conservation aims to secure critical ecosystems away from humans and replaces local and indigenous knowledge systems with 
exclusive scientific approaches that prioritize the criteria of external experts. Within national protected area networks, community participation is 
usually limited and confined to buffer zones, away from core areas of protection.

52	 Farvar, et al., 2018; Ghimire and Pimbert, 1997.

53	 Ghimire and Pimbert,1997; Perez-Vitoria, 2015; Pimbert, 2008.

54	 Hodges et al., 2014.

55	 Rist, 2013.

56	 Mies and Bennholdt Thomsen, 1999.

57	 Kothari et al., 2014. 

We outline below a few ideas to guide and inform possible action.

5.1 Re-inventing modernity
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A central challenge for the future of territories 
of life and food sovereignty is to claim, recover, 
and implement economic processes that 
support community control over the means of 
livelihoods, ecological sustainability, and direct 
democracy. Three interrelated issues are key in 
this regard:

Colonial powers, agri-business corporations, 
multinational companies, conservation 
organisations, individual entrepreneurs, 
industrial aquaculture companies, and 
national governments—all have a history 
of appropriating land, water and natural 
resources and denying the pre-existing rights 
of indigenous peoples and rural communities. 
Worldwide, this has been a most enduring 
source of conflict and violence.58 In turn, 
inequitable access to land, water and natural 
resources has been reducing peoples’ 
incentive to conserve nature, undermining 
livelihood security, and eroding cultural 
diversity. 

In the last three decades, both territories of life 
and food sovereignty activists have defined, 
demanded, and defended access to land, 
water, seeds, the commons, and other means 
of production as a human right,59 and important 
international instruments and agreements have 
been achieved, including:

u	 The Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible 
Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries, 
and Forests in the context of National 

Food Security (VGGT).60 Agreed by the UN 
Committee on World Food Security under 
the impulse of agrarian activists, it promotes 
responsible governance under all forms of 
tenure for territories of life: public, private, 
communal, indigenous, customary and 
informal.

u	 The Voluntary Guidelines for the 
sustainability of small-scale fisheries in 
the context of food security and poverty 
eradication. These are different from 
VGGT and were agreed under the FAO’s 
Committee on Fisheries (COFI) in 2014.61

u	 ILO Convention 16962 which is a critical tool 
for the defence of indigenous peoples’ 
territories and, by extension, of their food 
security.

u	 The United Nations Declaration on Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).63 Strongly 
sustained by the activism of indigenous 
peoples, it affirms their rights to practice their 
cultures and strengthen their economies 
and socio-political institutions on the land, 
territories and natural resources which they 
have traditionally owned, occupied or 
otherwise used or acquired. 

u	 The United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Peasants and Other People Working in 
Rural Areas (UNDROP).64 Also backed by 
as strong international movement, it is the 
most recent UN Instrument that recognizes 
new human rights— including the right 
to land, seeds, natural resources, and 
food sovereignty65 via agroecology, local 
markets, local seeds, participatory decision-
making, gender justice, and the transition to 
resilient and sustainable food systems. 

5.2 Restructuring economies for territories of life  
& food sovereignty

58	 Barraclough, 1991; Ghimire and Pimbert, 1997; Wolfe, 1969; https://ejatlas.org 

59	 Henderson, 2008; Claeys, 2015. 

60	 http://www.fao.org/3/i2801e/i2801e.pdf 

61	 FAO Committee on Fisheries, 2015. 

62	 ILO 169.

63	 United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues: http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/index.html ; Charters and Stavenhagen, 2009.

64	 The UNDROP was approved by the UN General Assembly in December 2018. It is available at http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.
aspx?si=A/HRC/39/L.16

65	 Claeys, 2018.

Access to land, water, seeds, 
the commons & other means of 
production

https://ejatlas.org
http://www.fao.org/3/i2801e/i2801e.pdf
http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/39/L.16 
http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/39/L.16 
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Ensuring that governments enforce and 
protect the collective and individual rights 
enshrined in these international instruments 
and declarations, depends on the agency 
and action of peoples and communities.66 
There clearly is an opportunity here for the 
movements for territories of life and food 
sovereignty to join forces to secure access to 
land, seeds, water, the commons, and other 

means of production. In fact, these movements 
will need to go further than governments’ 
pronouncements and support equity and 
non-discrimination also within communities 
and households.67 They will have to focus on 
collective rights and promote at all levels the 
equitable resolution of power dynamics related 
to gender, wealth, age, disability, ethnic 
background, and other axes of difference.68

Planetary limits are being exceeded,69 and 
territories of life are threatened by extractive 
industries and an expanding agricultural 
frontier.70 Reversing these trends partly depends 
on re-structuring and re-locating food and 
fibre production, distribution and consumption 
within decentralised, democratically governed, 
and nested circular systems.71 For this, new 
knowledge is needed, and agroecological 
R&D requires better funding72 to develop and 
promote circular systems that mimic natural 
ecosystems at different scales—from individual 
farm plots to entire cities. The building blocks for 
that do exist, and include enhancing functional 
biodiversity, ecological clustering of industries, 
recycling, and localised production and 
consumption in specific territories dedicated 

to sustainable living. Rural and urban systems 
could be based in territories of life managed 
via agroecological approaches, ecological 
and permaculture design, widespread 
recycling and reuse, a focus on “doing 
more with less,” and the re-localisation of 
production processes, supply chains, and 
consumption.73 Circular systems that combine 
food and energy production with water and 
waste management can reduce carbon and 
ecological footprints, while maintaining a good 
quality of life through controlled processes of 
de-growth in consumption and production.74 
Such processes would be designed for local 
control by communities and strengthen 
collective tenure, conviviality, autonomy and 
direct democracy in territories of life. 

66	 Claeys, 2015; Pimbert, 2012a.

67	 Bellows et al., 2016; Pimbert and Lemke, 2018.

68	 While this is by no means universal, many communities do have shortcomings in relation to equity, gender, and entitlements of the very poor 
and marginalised. Such communities often reproduce overt or subtle forms of exclusion and inequitable power relations, with the weaker and 
underprivileged social groups being the least represented in decision making structures. 

69	 Steffen et al. 2015.

70	 Environmental Justice Atlas

71	 Jones et al., 2012 ; Pimbert, 2012b; 2015. 

72	 Worldwide, there is a chronic lack of investment in research for agroecology, - both domestically and in overseas aid. In the USA for example, a 
recent analysis of funding by the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) showed that projects with an emphasis on agroecology represented only 0.6–
1.5% of the entire 2014 USDA Research, Extension, and Economics budget (Delonge et al., 2016). UK development aid barely supports agroecology: 
overseas aid for agroecological projects in Africa, Asia, and Latin America is less than 5% of agricultural aid and less than 0.5% of total UK aid budget 
since 2010 (Pimbert and Moeller, 2018). 

73	 Jones et al.,2012; Pimbert, 2012b.

74	 Some talk in terms of the eight “Rs”: re-evaluate, re-conceptualise, re-structure, redistribute, re-localise, reduce, reuse, and recycle (Latouche, 2011). 

75	 Argumedo and Pimbert, 2010; Latouche, 1998. 

Circular economies to re-localise 
production & consumption

Reclaiming economics for  
people & planet
Many ICCA custodians have their own distinct 
forms of economic exchange that minimize 
the need to participate in global commodity 
markets. Territories of life and the practices 

of food sovereignty often rely on economies 
that combine market activities with non-
monetary forms of exchange based on barter, 
reciprocity, gift relations, care, and solidarity.75 

https://ejatlas.org/
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Expanding and strengthening ICCAs—territo-
ries of life and food sovereignty fundamen-
tally challenges governments and the wider 
society to enable decentralisation, adapta-
tion, diversity, inclusion, and active direct de-
liberations in place of centralised top-down 
decisions, rigid policies, uniformity, blueprint 
planning, exclusion, control, and coercion.83

In a ‘well defined’ ICCA— territory of life, 
the community is the major actor in ma-
king decisions about the local adaptive 
management of the territory’s biocultural 
diversity. This implies that a local institu-
tion has— de facto and/or de jure— the 
capacity to develop policies and enforce 
decisions.84 Other actors may collaborate 
as partners, especially when the land is 
owned by the state,85 but local decisions 
and self-determination are paramount. This 
defining element of governance of land, 
water, and natural resources in an ICCA—
territory of life is in line with a fundamental 

claim of food sovereignty, i.e. that people 
define their own policies for food, agricul-
ture, environment and development.86 

Not surprisingly, communities and move-
ments committed to expanding territories 
of life and food sovereignty generally seek 
to reverse the democratic deficit and poli-
tics of exclusion that favour the interests of 
powerful corporations, financial investors, 
big farmers, large conservation organisa-
tions, technocratic research institutes, and 
government elites. In practice, this often 
requires an expansion of direct democra-
cy in decision-making in order to comple-
ment, or replace, the prevalent models of 
representative democracy. Democracy 
is thus understood in its original sense of 
self-governance— people deciding their 
individual and collective futures. 

76	 Rist, 2011. 

77	 IPPC, 2018.

78	 IPBES, 2019.

79	 World Inequality Lab, 2018.

80	 Pimbert, 2018a.

81	 D’Alisa et al., 2014.

82	 Kropotkin, 1906.

83	 Pimbert and Pretty, 1998. 

84	 Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2007.

85	 Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2013.

86	 Nyéléni, 2007.

5.3 Deepening democratic governance

These complementary forms of local economic 
exchange offer alternatives to economics with 
a single focus on money-based markets and 
global financial transactions.76 For the sake 
of food sovereignty, sustainable livelihoods 
and well-being in territories of life these plural 
forms of economic exchange should be 
acknowledged, developed and strengthened. 

But piecemeal approaches will not be enough 
in a global context of climate change,77 rapid 
biodiversity loss,78 and growing inequality.79 
A fundamental re-thinking of economics is 
required for the defence and strengthening 
of territories of life and food sovereignty,80 and 
here are some further ideas that could promote 

them: i) local spaces and opportunities to 
highlight and produce use values instead of 
market values; ii) multiple forms of exchange 
within and between communities; iii) a 
significant drop in time spent in wage-work and 
a fairer share of jobs and free time between 
men and women; iv) a guaranteed and 
unconditional minimum income for all men 
and women; v) alternative local currencies 
that help retain wealth and livelihoods in 
specific territories; vi) economic indicators 
that reflect new definitions of well-being such 
as conviviality and frugal abundance;81 and 
vii) a progressive shift to the principle of “from 
each according to his/her means, to each 
according to his/her needs”.82 
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87	 Pimbert, 2009 ; Pimbert, 2012a.

88	 Sortition consists in choosing public officials as a random sample from the population (by a sort of lottery). Sortition is an alternative to elections. It is 
usually part of a participatory process in which a representative random sample of everyday people make decisions in an informed, deliberative 
and fair environment (https://www.sortitionfoundation.org)

89	 Kothari et al., 2012; Forest Peoples Program et al., 2016.

90	 Bookchin, 1990.

91	 Bookchin, 2015.

92	 IPCC, 2018. 

93	 Anderson et al., 2019; Pimbert, 2018b.

Deepening democratic governance assu-
mes that every person is competent and 
reasonable enough to participate in de-
mocratic politics, assuming a different at-
titude than passive taxpaying and voting. 
It also assumes that meaningful forums, 
processes and methods for inclusive de-
liberation and decision-making87 can be 
organised— including peoples’ assemblies, 
citizens’ juries, referendums, and sortition88 
as alternatives to elections. To different 
degrees, many of the consensus deci-
sion-making approaches of indigenous 
peoples deliver democratic and egalita-
rian governance. There may be problems 
with expressing opinions that go against 
other members of the community and, in 
particular, other kin members, but even in 
these cases, people are known to boycott 
assemblies, which is a very strong form of 
disagreement when it impedes reaching 
the quorum. 

Deepening democratic governance also 
means creating safe spaces to integra-
te different types of knowledge, beyond 
western science. For instance, in several 
of the case studies highlighted here and 
elsewhere,89 the governance of territories 
of life is based on the general assembly 
of the community and its local institutions, 
where diverse forms of knowledge can sur-
face and be discussed. Furthermore, only 
with some material security and free time 
can people—both women and men—be 
‘empowered’ to think about what type of 
policies and institutions they would like to 
see and how they can develop them. Free 
time is needed for men and women to fully 
engage in, and regularly practice, the art 
of participatory direct democracy.

The movements for territories of life and 
food sovereignty may wish to coordinate 
adaptive governance and management 

across a range of landscapes (forests, wet-
lands, grasslands, islands) – from the local 
to the global. One option is democratic 
confederations, which involve a network 
of people-based (as opposed to govern-
ment) bodies or councils, with members or 
delegates chosen by sortition or elected 
from popular face-to-face democratic 
assemblies in villages, towns, and neigh-
bourhoods of large cities.90 This web of 
people-based bodies becomes the means 
of interlinking territories of life into a confe-
deration based on shared responsibilities, 
full accountability, firmly mandated repre-
sentatives and the right to recall them, as 
necessary.91 Some of the consensus-based 
organisations of indigenous peoples con-
form to these ideas.

Federating and building alliances between 
spaces of self-governance and bottom up 
decision-making has an important poten-
tial for the governance of ICCAs – territo-
ries of life at different scales. However, ur-
gent issues like the global ecological crisis 
and climate change92 also requires enga-
ging with national governments today. This 
suggests two directions of work:93

1.	 Strengthening community self-gover-
nance and management, developing 
grassroots horizontal networks and 
insisting on participatory planning, 
deliberative and inclusive processes for 
policy making, participatory budgeting, 
power-equalising action-research and 
the co-creation of new knowledge, 
while organising people for widespread 
coordination and democratic oversight 
at multiple scales; and

2.	 Acting to transform the organisational 
structures, professional culture, and 
practices that are necessary to exer-
cise State governance, and focus on 

https://www.sortitionfoundation.org
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enabling national, provincial, and mu-
nicipal governments to support bot-
tom-up, decentralised, and diverse par-
ticipatory processes of decision making. 

Depending on con-
text and history, one 
direction of work 
may be favoured 
over another. Both 
could also be used 
in complementary 
and mutually rein-
forcing ways. The 
latest reports on fast 
accelerating global 
warming,94 loss of 
world biodiversity,95 
growing malnutrition 
and food poverty,96 
and rising inequali-

ties97 starkly highlight the 
need for urgent radical action by as many 
as possible in society. 

Given the converging goals and concerns 
of civil society organisations and networks 
engaged in the current separate movement 
for territories of life and movement for food 
sovereignty, we encourage their alliance 
and collaboration in areas such as: 

u	 Ecological action– e.g., support nature-
friendly, climate friendly, decentralised 
food systems that sustain high levels of 
biological diversity in ICCAs-territories 

of life (e.g., systems that link in circular 
patterns food and energy production with 
water and waste management).

u	 Political action– e.g., expand the 
democratic governance of territories of 
life and their embedded food systems 
by strengthening local knowledge and 
deliberative, inclusive and innovative 
processes for policy making and 
institutional choices (e.g. citizens’ 

94	 IPPC, 2018; The Guardian, 2018.

95	 IPBES, 2019.

96	 Eat-LANCET Commission, 2018.

97	 World Inequality Lab, 2018.

6.	Recommendations

6.1 Recommendations for civil society organisations 
 & networks 

In line with the examples, analysis 
and arguments presented here, the 
ICCA Consortium offers the following 
recommendations for communities and civil 
society organisations and networks as well as 

legislators, policymakers and conservation 
practitioners, who wish to support the 
expansion of food sovereignty and ICCAs—
territories of life.

Th
e 

he
ar

t 
of

 t
er

rit
or

ie
s 

of
 li

fe
 in

 p
as

to
ra

l e
nv

iro
nm

en
ts

 a
re

 a
re

as
 o

f 
ab

un
da

nt
 p

as
tu

re
 a

nd
 w

at
er

 in
 t

he
 m

ig
ra

ti
on

 ro
ut

es
  

(C
ou

rt
es

y 
Ch

ris
ti

an
 C

ha
te

la
in

) 



page 35

juries, sortition to select members of 
legislative and executive bodies, 
local implementation of international 
policies, such as ILO 169, UNDRIP, the UN 
declaration of peasant rights).  

u	 Economic action- e.g., re-territorialize 
food systems, wealth production, and 
economic exchange whilst creating free 
time and livelihood security for farmers and 
other citizens, both men and women, who 
live in and around ICCAs-territories of life.

u	 Action for social inclusion and gender 
justice– e.g., encourage embedding 
in policies and practices values that 
challenge patriarchy and violence, and 

violence against women and minority 
genders in particular.

u	 Popular education – e.g., encourage 
the use of critical adult education and 
knowledge sharing methodologies 
such as Campesino a Campesino to 
scale out agroecology and biodiversity 
conservation and develop the 
confidence, skills, and knowledge 
needed by local communities to 
negotiate with outsiders. 

u	 Active search for a new modernity– e.g., 
demonstrate, document and disseminate 
alternative definitions of modernity 
and well-being, such as Buen Vivir and 
Ecological Swaraj.

Conscious human beings facing the 
disastrous prospect of a planet progressively 
hotter, less diverse, less sustainable and 
more unjust, and where more and more 
people are hungry and desperate need 
to think clearly and act systemically. We 

recommend two main strategic directions 
of work: 1. halting the drivers of disaster 
and 2. enhancing the positive forces that 
provide powerful and viable alternatives for 
a sane society.98

u	 Eliminate the perverse incentives and 
investments that sustain the industrial 
drivers of climate change, biodiversity 
loss, social injustice and hunger, and 
undermine collective social interests and 
the interests of indigenous peoples and 
local communities in particular.

u	 Avoid and disinvest from development 
and conservation programmes that 
pose any risk of abuse to individual and 
collective human rights (due diligence). 

u	 Halt subsidies to industrial food production 
and re-direct those to family farmers, 
indigenous forest dwellers, pastoralists, 
artisanal fishers and communities 

engaged in small-scale and climate 
friendly production (agroecology, 
artisanal fishing, use of local seeds and 
breeds, processing of food and fibres) in 
and around territories of life. 

u	 Protect local economies against the 
dumping of cheap food and fibre by 
using quotas and tariffs to guarantee 
fair and stable prices to small-scale 
producers, food processors, and small 
enterprises. Phase out food security 
programs that import foods unfamiliar to 
local communities and displace nutritious 
native crops, knowledge and livelihoods.

 

6.2 Recommendations for legislators, policymakers  
& government officials 

Halting the drivers of disaster

98	 Fromm, 2001.
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Enhancing the positive forces that  
provide powerful & sane alternatives
u	 Recognise indigenous peoples and local 

communities as key actors to conserve 
biodiversity, mitigate and adapt to 
climate change and achieve food 
sovereignty in territories of life and resolve 
to actively support them in political, social 
and economic terms.

u	 Secure and support the collective 
governance of customary territories 
and natural resources (e.g., forests, 
grasslands, farmlands, wetlands, coastal 
resources and fisheries, seeds and 
breeds and all local commons) by their 
custodian indigenous peoples and local 
communities.99

u	 Redirect subsidies to sound environmental 
management initiatives— and restoration 
initiatives in particular— that produce 
food and clean water for consumption 
in territories of life (and secondarily for 
consumption elsewhere).

u	 Foster the custodians’ collective capacity 
to cultivate, sustainably hunt and gather, 
prepare, serve and eat traditional foods 
in territories of life, including by enabling 
custodians with security of tenure and 
equitable access to, and use of, land, 
water and other gifts of nature.

u	 Secure a decent income for small-scale 
food producers and artisans, encouraging 
them to invest in livelihoods assets within 
and around their territories of life.

u	 Support innovations in agroecology that 
build on peoples’ knowledge and priorities 
and strengthen farmer-led research; 
emphasize peer to peer co-creation of 
knowledge tailored to context; systems 
of circular and organic production and 
consumption; combined agroforestry and 
forest management; and all systems that 
foster diversity and prioritize native species.

u	 Significantly increase public R&D funding 
for agroecology and circular systems 
designed to reduce carbon and ecological 
footprints, re-localise production and 
consumption, enhance sustainability and 
resilience, and increase local democratic 
control over the means of production and 
livelihood within and around territories of 
life. Crucially: include agroecology and 
food sovereignty issues in formal education 
and training of researchers.

u	 Deepen democratic governance and 
secure direct participation of people in 
legislative and executive bodies, including 
by ensuring direct democracy at all levels.

u	 Support collective actions to create the 
social, economic, and cultural conditions 
that allow people to engage in sustainable 
production, healthy consumption and 
wellbeing in and around ICCAs—territories 
of life. 

u	 Support global policies and laws that are 
friendly and positive for local economies, 
individual and collective human rights, and 
the climate.100 

99	 By so doing, government will take crucial steps to implement their obligations following the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the 
UN Declaration of the Rights of Peasants and Other Persons Working in Rural Areas, ILO Resolution 169, and the VGGT.

100	  For more details on enabling international policies and laws for ICCAs and food sovereignty see Pimbert, 2018c.

u	 Transform government agencies to 
become able to support community 
decision-making and local adaptive 
management in territories of life (e.g., via 

re-oriented staff training, organisational 
cultures, policies, procedures, reward 
systems, and accountability mechanisms). 
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