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Focsiv (Federazione Organismi Cristiani Servizio Internazionale Volontario) is a member of CIDSE 

(International Cooperation for Development and Solidarity) and it is composed of over 70 Italian 

NGOs that provide international volunteering and development cooperation; these organisations 

have operated at global level for over 40 years for fair and just development. Millions of people in 

the South and the North are involved in Focsiv activities and projects in support of family farming. 

It is impossible to take account of all the actions implemented so far. This paper will make a report 

based on our opinion of the most relevant elements to the debate concerning tools to support family 

farming and food security, in the framework also of the international campaign "One Human 

Family: Food for All " of Caritas Internationalis, launched with Pope Francis, and of the Italian 

articulation supported by Focsiv with Caritas. 

1. Ethical approach 

According to the solidarity principles inspired to the Social Doctrine of the Church, the approach of 

Focsiv and CIDSE - that we represent here - is based on the centrality of the human person and of 

the family, on the respect of Human Rights and on the protection and enhancement of natural 

resources. Our work is focused on the achievement of food security and sovereignty, in other 

terms, ensure that the right to food is the right of every individual, alone or in community with 
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others, to have physical and economic access at all times to sufficient, adequate and culturally 

acceptable food that is produced and consumed sustainably, preserving access to food for future 

generations. Focsiv approach is based on the protection and the improvement of the various tasks 

and roles that farmers' families play within their community with special focus on women's role. 

Focsiv NGOs apply and pursue specifically these aims by working side by side with the farmers’ 

families, by sharing problems and solutions, giving rise to genuine partnership through long-term 

relationship with local communities. 

2. Political approach 

Households, women and youth specifically, are the leading players and agents of change in local 

development. Individually, they fail to respond to the ongoing changes. It is therefore necessary to 

promote collective and community-based actions targeted to all the members of the community as 

well as to organised groups of farmers and pro-active households who are able to disseminate agro-

ecological innovations which in turn can trigger multiplicative and virtuous circles.  Our approach 

is basically aimed at two main objectives: a) the empowering of farmers' families and of their 

communities and organizations in local decision-making in order to make them the leading players 

of a sustainable rural development as they are an effective alternative to agro-industrial systems that 

often weaken food security and social cohesion; b) improving opportunities for direct access and 

control to resources, adjusting the speed of response to the fast change of structural and 

environmental conditions that characterize the areas of operation.  This approach corresponds to the 

concept of Food Democracy, put forward by Olivier De Schutter, special rapporteur on the right to 

food, “Understood as a requirement for democracy in the food systems, which would imply the 

possibility for communities to choose which food systems to depend on and how to reshape those 

systems, food sovereignty is a condition for the full realization of the right to food”. 

The overall reference approach is integrated and process-based; it provides some guide-lines of 

action that consolidated over time: 1) secure self-consumption of households and reduce 

dependency from external inputs through the organisations of networks/cooperatives and an 

improved access to local market; 2) support to national and regional farmers' organizations to 

promote democracy and accountability in order to make them representative stakeholders in 

decision-making processes at various political and territorial levels; 3) adopt agro-ecological 

systems in farming, in alliance with the research sector and on the base of all the complementary 

functions of family farming (farming, forestry and livestock production, land management, 

knowledge and the transmission of social values), foster diversification in food production and 

inclusion in the value chain and in local food systems, with the re-appropriation of a significant 

share of the added value; 4) raise awareness and promote training, also in cooperation with other 

local actors, in order to make the farmers' families the real social and economic force of local 

development. 
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3. Tools that work  

Over the years, the experiences of Focsiv NGOs demonstrated the effectiveness of some tools that 

improved the living conditions of rural households and of family farming and food production 

systems in the areas of action. These tools contributed to achieve results and fostered the overall 

effectiveness of the actions also in the medium and long term; they can be analyzed on categories 

broken down according to the lines of action mentioned above.  

a) tools that guarantee the possibility to defend and obtain ownership/use of land  as a fundamental 

production mean for food security.  The point is: support local farmers' organizations in terms of 

recognition of land ownership and use; activate legal support tools; access to loans and micro loans; 

contrast violence and abuses by local political and economic power; and show - by the same token - 

the importance of family farming for food production and distribution as well as land preservation, 

ensuring the access to the use of State land property.  

b) at the same time, over years a growing importance has been taken by experience that give access 

to seeds, provide their selection, monitoring and improvement starting from the enhancement of 

native seeds, guarantee the replicability of seasonal planting by farmers and therefore limit their 

dependency from multinational companies that hold monopoly on the market and seed supply for 

production. These tools have proven their maximum effectiveness in the promotion of genetic 

improvement process and were shared with the involvement of scientific research institutions, 

preferably local ones.  

c) For the empowerment, the organizational and marketing capability of farmers families, the 

promotion of the cooperative/association spirit are important as well as the insertion in local and 

national value chains. This is essential in order to have a point of contact between the surplus 

agricultural production and demand, specifically demand linked to population increase in cities, to 

improve the food storage, the food transformation by community, and food marketing in order to 

strengthen the market position of small farmers, and escape overpower imposed by intermediaries 

in distribution. 

d) Among tools for the adequate food production and consumption under a nutritional 

viewpoint, it is important to have a continuous community-based information targeted to education 

for adequate nutrition from an early age of life, and create nutrition-awareness within the family 

household (mothers) and at school, in order to have an informed and conscious food consumption. 

Best efficiency is achieved when information and practical training courses are given to mothers 

and heads of school canteens on food processing techniques and diversification of diet through the 

use of local products with high nutritional values. At the same time, to increase the capability of 

resilience of local communities to health stress it is necessary to promote an integrated system of 

public-community prevention and treatment system for malnutrition, inspired by the principles of 



 

“International Year of Family Farming (IYFF) 2014  –  The Role of the European Union"                                 

Tools for traditional-family farming: Focsiv experience 

 

community epidemiology. This is based on some sort of collectivization of risk and responsibility 

management to monitor the factors that raise malnutrition.  

h) The mitigation of the impact of climate change consists of a systematic action against  

vulnerability in fragile and marginal environments. Conservative agro-ecology is used to improve 

soil structure, to increase organic substance and water storage capacity of soil, with a resulting 

overall improvement of soil fertility. This ensures higher levels of productivity, gives greater 

resistance to crops, increases soil vegetation cover and its capability to capture and hold water. 

i) Finally, it is fundamental to face the crisis of family farming because of the cultural devaluation 

of farming. In this case, tools are education, the dissemination of know-how about the winning 

models of farming and agriculture and the defence of biodiversity stemming from the indigenous 

people farming; the support to training in an ever-closer relationship with research and innovation, 

as well as between farmers and consumers in a short supply chain, and through the involvement of 

children, families, teachers and local leaders.  

4. Consistency between tools and policies 

Finally, the experience acquired by FOCSIV NGOs demonstrated the effectiveness of the tools used 

in relation to consistency of policies at both national and international level. It is precisely in light 

of the results achieved, that a revived attention is required to policies to offset the homologation to 

the agro-industrial model with support measures to small producers; the problem of land grabbing 

must be addressed by applying standards for responsible investment (with special reference to the 

implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines that the Committee on World Food Security is 

negotiating), by regulating market powers in favour of fair competition; by recognizing the social 

cultural and environmental function of traditional farming, which protects biodiversity; by 

abolishing subsidies to large corporations and countering the introduction of GMOs by large 

multinationals, as well as biopiracy. Additional policies are needed to enhance local farming know-

how/skills, and support to small producers (ensuring remunerative prices and infrastructural 

investments for rural areas). A greater emphasis must be given to the funding of research in support 

of family farming, and to critical analysis of the effects on family farming of large ongoing political 

operations at international level (as the New Alliance for food security and nutrition). 


