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I � Key messages 

The growth of agro-industrial practices, global climate vulnerability and policies that 

favour the dominant global food regime all threaten regional food security. Smallholders can 
make an important contribution to ameliorating food insecurity and achieving food sovereignty, 

i.e. local control over food production and supplies.

Rural development has a multi-dimensional nature that encompasses economic, social, 
political and environmental sustainability. Smallholders need empowerment to take action 
and participate in all development processes. Such action can be fostered by appropriate 
institutional arrangements, including opportunities to engage in political activity and the design 

and implementation of relevant public policy. 

Agroecology has emerged in response to the negative impacts of the irst Green Revolution 
and has matured in response to proposals for a new Green Revolution. Agroecology offers an 
alternative agenda for addressing poverty and hunger through food sovereignty.  

A socially just solution needs a careful combination of public and private investment to assist 
smallholders to lift themselves out of poverty, improve incomes and secure their access to good-

quality, culturally and ecological relevant food. Furthermore, such support is also important in 

terms of allowing certain sectors of rural communities to diversify into non-farm activities and 

enhance their livelihood security.  

Rural communities are confronted with multifaceted challenges and vulnerabilities – 
demographic, economic, social, environmental (climate change and natural resource 
degradation and depletion). A more context speciic and participatory research is needed and 
a more targeted set of policies must be designed and implemented under sound governance 

regimes, involving innovative institutional arrangements and decentralisation.
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II � Extended summary 

Recent trends and strategies for sustainable rural development recognise the central role of 
smallholders in development dynamics and their crucial contribution in achieving food security. 
This paper embraces that stance stressing the multi-dimensional and cross-sectoral character 
of sustainable rural development and the idea that development strategies should not rely solely 
on increasing agricultural productivity through technical innovation but matching production as 
closely as possible to agroecological potential. Moreover, the latter should be framed within 
the hierarchy of social, cultural and political structures that provide the context for development 
activities. 

The present document begins by outlining the current situation of rural smallholders in the 
Southern and Eastern Mediterranean Countries (SEMC), highlighting their importance in the 
rural landscape of this region, where agriculture still counts as the main economic activity but is 
threatened by land fragmentation, water scarcity, limited rural services, and climate vulnerability. 
At the same time the region is experiencing a population increase that brings along problems 
such as youth unemployment, heavy inlux of rural migrants to urban centres and widespread 
rural poverty.

The outline provides a classiication of the major farming systems of the area, categorised 
according to socio-economic and institutional contexts, as they relect the complexity of rural 
livelihoods, the interdependence between on- and off-farm activities and rural-urban linkages and 
the need to adjust livelihood systems to limited resources. According to the speciic contexts some 
main strategies for increasing income and generating growth - intensiication and diversiication of 
production, development of off-farm activities and, eventually for some, exit from agriculture- are 
identiied.

The document, in the following sections, sets out a number of key development challenges: 
demographic trends, off-farm economic activities, climate change and natural resource 
degradation, poor services, gender inequalities and inadequate decentralisation.

It is particularly stressed the importance of the state in facilitating sustainable development 
by providing public goods like rural infrastructure, extension services, credit, education and 
access to markets. At the same time it is acknowledged the limits of state action in targeting and 
responding to the needs of rural communities because of the lack of administrative coordination, 
conlicting priorities and restricted budgets. In this context local stakeholder organisation and 
action take on increasing importance. Through participation in decision-making and development 
processes, community organisation and collective action, and the mobilisation of under-utilised 
local resources smallholders and rural communities can better respond to development priorities 
articulated at the local level. Decentralisation has played a major role in empowering local 
stakeholders but the process remains incomplete. There is still a need for policy to: support the 
emergence of innovative institutional forms; promote the role of both formal and informal groups 
and networks; and, above all, to foster the expansion of capabilities and development of critical 
innovation and learning competences among the full range of rural development stakeholders.

In order to provide appropriate guidance to policy makers, the paper concludes by assessing 
immediate policy needs and identifying priority issues for research: creating and systematising 
knowledge on sustainable agricultural practice and natural resource management, understanding 
smallholder farming systems and appropriate technologies, identifying key development actors 
and institutions, assessing the potential for capabilities expansion through the development of 
critical innovation and learning competences among the inhabitants of rural communities and the 
employees of relevant state, private and third sector institutions.
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III � Introduction

Food security, as deined by the World Food Summit (1996)1, requires people to have physical and 
economic access to food at all times. Despite a signiicant reduction in the proportion of people 
living in extreme poverty since 1990, according to the FAO (2012), almost 870 million people 
remained food insecure and chronically undernourished in 2010–12, the vast majority living in 
developing countries. Rural communities, who account for 48% of the total global population 
(2004), and include 70% of the world’s 1.4 billion poor, are among the most severely impacted by 
food insecurity (World Bank and IFAD, 2011).

Rural people’s vulnerability to food insecurity depends on several factors, characterised by 
interrelated complexities and linked to speciic local contexts. These may include: scarce and 
environmentally-fragile resource base, extreme and unpredictable weather events, population 
growth, and weak local economies. Public policy shortfalls resulting in insuficient or locally 
inappropriate provision of services (access to market, credit, education, extension), rural 
infrastructure (roads, electricity, information and communication technologies), regulatory 
frameworks (land rights) and protection for the most vulnerable groups (women, youth, displaced), 
have also contributed to the political, economic and social marginalization of rural communities 
(IFPRI, 2011). Nonetheless, rural communities and small-scale farmers remain very important 
actors in terms of producing food and contributing to the feeding of more than 50% of the global 
population (IFAD, 2009), and, at the aggregate level, they manage vast land areas and natural 
resources, determining their maintenance or degradation. 

Important research efforts conducted in more than 50 poor countries over millions of hectares, 
demonstrate the extent to which poor, small-scale producers are able to apply resource conserving, 
low external input technologies, maintaining or enhancing natural resources, while improving food 
security and incomes (Pretty et al., 2006; WOCAT, 2007; IAASTD, 2009). Literature also reports 
greater land use eficiency and productivity for smallholders compared to larger producers (Hazell, 
2011; Conway, 2011; Eastwood et al., 2009; De Schutter, 2011) the validity of their conservation 
technologies, polycultural and integrated farming systems; their ability to adapt to stress and 
changing conditions, invent and innovate technologies, preserve and use fragile landscapes, 
and maintain bio-cultural heritage (Altieri, 2008; Barthel et al., 2013; Critchley, 1999; FAO, 2002; 
Pretty, 2006). 

Success stories often emerge from new patterns of working between external and local institutions, 
especially the shift from top-down to bottom-up approaches. Key elements for success are the 
recognition of the agroecosystem/territorial speciicities and the active participation of rural 
communities in technology development and dissemination, innovating productive activities, 
policy and decision making, building informal knowledge systems, territorial planning, market 
processes, and resource management (FAO, 2012; Critchley, 1999; Lamberti et al., 2011). 
Almost without exception, an appropriate institutional framework is a key element in the success 
of smallholder agriculture, giving power and authority to rural communities in vital sectors related 
to their livelihoods development (OECD,2012; FAO, 2012).

Numerous international agencies and fora emphasize the importance of investing in rural 
communities to facilitate sustainable development and inclusive growth as a viable path towards 
food security and sovereignty2 and poverty eradication. The FAO proclaimed 2012 the International 
Year of Cooperatives and 2014 the International year of family farming, thus highlighting the 
crucial role of local institutions and small scale producers 
Investments by governmental institutions are needed to target a set of key elements for 
supporting livelihood strategies, which include intensiication and diversiication of smallholders’ 
agricultural activities; production of more and cheaper food while protecting natural resources and 
human health; development of non-farm rural economies, linked to agricultural activities or as an 
alternative where agriculture cannot be intensiied, to generate alternative employment and raise 
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incomes; development of institutions to improve market and services access and development 
planning; public goods supply, addressing the urban bias in development policy, protection 
from unpredictable and unstable economic and political events at the national and regional 
levels, as well as the more obvious secure access to adequate land and natural resources. 
The empowerment of marginalised groups, such as women, is also identiied as a key goal for 
increasing the productivity of rural communities (FAO, 2012; IFAD 2011). 

The role of the rural poor in generating food sovereignty and security continues to be threatened, 
besides the aforementioned multidimensional challenges  by the increasing expansion of a 
global agro-food system pushing towards a new Green Revolution3 (Box 1), In the wake of last 
years’ more people-centred and resource conserving approaches aiming at local and sustainable 
rural communities development agroecology4, for its  transdisciplinary, participatory, and action-
oriented approach to the development of sustainable food regimes (Altieri, 1995, 2009; De 
Schutter, 2011; Gliessman, 1997, 2000, 2007; Mendez, Bacon and Cohen, 2013), appears as 
a promising approach for addressing the “interrelated global problems of hunger, rural poverty, 
and sustainable development” and is identiied as a discipline whose principles should guide the 
design of sustainable strategies and policies (IAASTD, 2009).

Box 1

By the middle of this century the global human population is estimated to grow to around 9 
billion, leading to calls for an increase of 70% in global food production by 2050 (Conforti, 
2010). Numerous reports have claimed that the most effective way to achieve this increase in 
production is through signiicant investment in biotechnology (World Bank, 2007; Bertini and 
Glickman, 2008; Baulecombe et al., 2009; Beddington 2011) to accelerate and disseminate what 
Conway (1997) has referred to as the ‘Doubly Green Revolution’. It has been estimated that a 
new Green Revolution of this type would theoretically allow the world’s food requirements to 
be produced on roughly 50,000 large-scale industrial agricultural units (Amin, 2011). However, 
as Holt-Giménez and Altieri (2013: 94) enquire, if this were to happen “how would 2.5 billion 
displaced smallholders be able to buy this food”? 

The further global expansion of industrial agriculture through a reinvigorated Green Revolution 
represents a signiicant threat to the ability of smallholders to continue farming. The further 
consolidation of what McMichael (2009) has called the ‘corporate food regime’ would involve 
transnational corporations in land-grabbing campaigns, the assertion of intellectual property 
rights over crop genetic materials and the establishment of oligopolies in both inputs and food 
markets. In the process smallholder livelihoods will be destroyed, agro-biodiversity will be 
reduced and ecosystem services and resilience will be weakened – developments that will 
“increase global hunger and limit our ability to mitigate and cope with climate change” Holt-
Giménez and Altieri (2013: 97). Emerging in response to the negative ecological and social 
impacts of the irst Green Revolution and maturing in response to proposals for a new Green 
Revolution (Gliessman, 2013), new development approaches, like agroecology, putting rural 
people and small farmers at the centre of development and offering an alternative proposal for 
addressing poverty and hunger.

Development institutions should also investigate success stories and best practices in order to 
learn lessons and feed them into policy processes. Signiicant changes are needed to establish 
and strengthen more appropriate institutional attitudes and capacities. Development approaches 
need to be adapted to the speciicities of the bio-physical and socio-economic environments 
where rural communities live, while agencies must learn to work with rural communities rather than 
trying to manage them. In fact, best practice in relation to community empowerment, based on 
decentralization and participation, natural resource conservation, and cross-sectoral approaches, 
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often remain conined to speciic projects, while they deserve to be included in higher level policy 
and institutional strategies, which further demands an upgrading of institutional capacities (Pretty, 
1995).

Success and sustainability depend on expanding people’s capabilities and empowering rural 
communities to secure their own access to natural resources, information and markets, and 
guarantee their rights to participate in policy making and governance processes (OECD, 2012; 
FAO, 2012; ESCAP, UNDP and ADB, 2007, Via Campesina).

1.   Aim and Scope

The present document identiies rural communities as crucial actors in the struggle to end food 
insecurity and poverty, and contribute to the sustainable development of rural areas. It provides 
an overview of the situation in the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean Countries (SEMC), for 
which current conditions and regional trends are assessed and key areas requiring research are 
identiied by drawing on a range of international reports, on the tenets of agroecology and the 
goals of food sovereignty. The aim of the research agenda is to generate better understanding 
of the roles of rural people and communities in achieving food sovereignty and sustainable 
development and the institutional arrangements required to facilitate their efforts.

The speciic objectives of the paper are briely to outline the situation of smallholders and rural 
communities in the SEMC in terms of their geographical and social contexts, their agroecological 
resources and food systems, their livelihood strategies, political and institutional contexts, and 
the environmental, social and economic challenges they face. Having described their situation 
we identify which aspects would additional research to provide a more targeted and speciic set 
of policies to address development deicits and allow them to tackle food insecurity and achieve 
food sovereignty.

IV –  Concepts and deinitions 
The present paper reports and discusses issues related to the following concepts and deinitions:

Rural communities: conventionally understood as human populations clustered together in 
hamlets, villages and small towns located in rural territories (ISTAT, 2010). They share similar socio-
economic and agroecological conditions that inluence the livelihood systems of their inhabitants 
and have long-established cultural norms and institutions for dealing with community problems 
and resolving disputes. Especially within pastoral and semi-pastoral traditional communities, 
activities are governed by customary rules and land ownership is characterised by tight linkages 
between ecological conditions and social structures. Families (nuclear and extended) are the 
main social unit in rural communities. 

Small scale producers: these are the backbone of rural communities. They include: “women and 
men, farmers, ishers, livestock producers, and forest users who produce on a small scale for both 
auto-consumption and the market …  [They] are relatively vulnerable to food insecurity due to 
limited resource endowments ... Scale refers to farm size for farmers or to the scale of production 
for ishers and forest users” (FAO and IFAD, 2012).

Rural livelihood systems: sets of activities that are carried out to secure the necessary means 
for living. Livelihood systems can be deined at the level of the individual, the household or the 
community. They are characterised by a number of factors: agroecological resources, human and 
physical capital, and access to infrastructure and services. Rural livelihoods are based largely 
on natural resource management. Small scale producers manage resources including cultivable 
lands, forests, rivers, rangeland, etc., to which they have a mixture of access rights: private 
property, state property with management rights, common property and open access resources.
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Livelihood strategies: in order to satisfy different human needs and to cope with risk, seasonality 
and other vulnerability factors, rural communities are engaged in a wide range of interlinked 
activities that can include agriculture, forestry, ishing, processing, trading, etc. Different activities 
can be categorised according to what they involve and where they occur. They may be undertaken 
on-farm or off-farm and might include farming, herding, hunting, gathering, handicrafts (e.g. 
weaving, carving), processing, petty trading or wage labour, etc. Depending on the location and 
size of rural communities, other non-farm activities are conducted such as masonry, carpentry, 
tourism, hospitality and transport services.
Smallholder agricultural  practices, based on techniques developed from local knowledge 
and experience, are generally characterized by low external inputs, diversiication in time and 
space, signiicant crop and wild species genetic variation, integration of crops and livestock, 
and water harvesting techniques (De Schutter, 2010; IAASTD, 2009). In the context of policies 
and efforts towards market integration, commercial/industrial resource use practices may also 
be incorporated within rural livelihoods. These, in contrast, are more likely to involve external 
knowledge and inputs, specialised monocultures of hybrid or genetically engineered crops and 
modern, capital intensive irrigation systems. 

Local groups and organisations: these refer to associations of farmers, pastoralists, ishers, 
forest users, food processors or craft workers that are established to optimise their members’ 
responses to agroecological conditions, market opportunities and public policy signals. In addition, 
we can also talk about communities developed in the context of NGO activity seeking to enhance 
local capacity for managing the social and inancial resources required for fostering sustainable 
development processes. Examples of such groups are identiied in Box 2.
Local groups are particularly important for providing a framework for consensus building, 
collecting, analysing and evaluating information and taking collective action such as co-ordinated 
management activities. Local groups and institutions can also provide the basis for the type of 
learning and innovation systems that enable small scale producers to identify solutions collectively 
and build strategies to cope with change (FAO, 2012). Other institutions may play a bridging 
role between various local groups and between local groups and higher level organisations. The 
success of agricultural innovation and technology adoption depends on institutional arrangements 
including political power.
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Box 2 Institutions for sustainable rural development and food sovereignty

Community campaigning groups: to gain political recognition, ight for agrarian 
reform and win inclusion in policy-making fora and develop political capital.
Community co-operatives: allow people to beneit from economies of scale by bringing 
together their resources and experiences in production, processing or distribution.
Credit unions or rotating loan groups: community banks that can provide farmers with small 
loans to undertake investments in sustainable agriculture.
Farmer research groups: can facilitate community development by allowing smallholders to 
set the research agenda and providing an institutional setting to allow scientists to work within 
the complex dynamics of existing agroecosystems.
Farmer-to-farmer groups: spread knowledge and understanding of productivity enhancing 
and resource-conserving methods between local farmers.
Local consumer organisations: can stimulate the market for local agricultural products, 
allowing farmers to retain more income and consumers to buy their food more cheaply, by 
excluding intermediaries.
Local resource-management organisations: basis for community-led action in such areas 
as reforestation, irrigation management or soil and water conservation schemes.
Machinery circles: sharing the costs of owning machinery
Multi-stakeholder innovation platforms: promote learning and innovation competencies

Drawing on: (FAO, 2012, Woodgate, 2012)

Power and empowerment: There are many deinitions of power and types of power. Rowlands 
(1997) distinguishes among: ‘power over’ – the type of coercive power that results in win-lose 
situations; ‘power with’ – associated with the mutual support and solidarity required to  build 
political alliances and promote community interests; ‘power to’ – the agency we all possess, which 
allows us the make a difference in the world; and ‘power within’ – our own self-belief that allows 
us to hope for and believe in a better world for ourselves and our families. Empowerment is about 
building power ‘within’, ‘with’ and ‘to’, so that small-scale producers and rural communities can 
engage in political action and participate in state institutions in order to inluence the design of 
public policies that create a favorable institutional framework for the development of sustainable 
agroecosystems and food sovereignty.

V � Rural communities in Southern and Eastern Mediterranean 

Countries 

A signiicant number of the SEM countries have, in recent years, experienced and continue to 
experience signiicant economic and social change. 

Over the last decades structural adjustment policies have sought to reduce public spending 
and promote market liberalization and integration, but while these policies resulted in signiicant 
economic growth, this was not proportional to the population growth rate and did not improve 
average living standards (OECD, 2011), generating further inequality. With the onset of the 
2007-2008 banking crisis, compounded by the  sovereign debt and the euro-zone crises in 2010 
and 2011, and subsequent economic recession in the European Union and the USA, booming 
commodities markets began to slow and the dependence of regional growth to global economic 
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conditions was laid bare, resulting in a signiicant slowdown of the economic development rate 
in the SEMCs.

Under these circumstances numerous countries in the region have experienced political upheavals, 
leading to the “Arab Spring”,  that have had and continue to have signiicant implications for 
their citizens, including the inhabitants of rural communities. Thus any characterization of rural 
communities and livelihoods must be treated with caution and accepted as being subject to rapid 
change.

1  Population and poverty
The Region has an overall population of 361 million people that has increased by more than 
120 million in the last two decades (IFAD, 2010). About 161 million (45%) live in rural areas. 
Rural populations are still growing and according to a study reported in Mediterra (2009) they will 
continue to grow until 2020 by which time a further two million people will have been added to 
the total. However, the rate of growth is slower if compared to the growth of urban populations, 
although it should be noted that the overall demographic 
trend is inluenced by the weight of populations in particular 
countries. Egypt, for example, with more than 81 million 
people of whom some 47 million live in rural areas, masks a 
more diffuse trend of rural depopulation.

Aggregate data show a decline in the number of poor and 
food insecure people in rural areas in recent decades. 
According to IFAD (2010 – see Box 3) the Region has seen 
a reduction in rural poverty from 32% in 1988 to 11.7% in 
2008. In 2008 there were, however, still 6 million people 
living in extreme poverty (subsisting on less than US$ 1.25/
day) in the rural areas, which represent 40% of the total 
regional population experiencing this level of deprivation.

In some of the Region’s countries poverty increased during 
the 1990s: especially Algeria, Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia. 
A decline in Algeria’s industrial sector also led to an increase 
in social inequality. 

The geographic distribution of poverty is characterized 
by signiicant variations depending on natural resource 
endowments, the presence or absence of social services, 
employment opportunities in accessible urban centres 
and, of course, the security situation. For example, 12% 
of the Region’s rural population live in the highlands and 
mountains, which are isolated and characterized by low 
levels of economic development (Mediterra, 2009). On 
the other hand, urban poverty is increasing and has now 
overtaken rural poverty rates. This is related to the massive 
migration phenomenon pushing poor rural people towards urban centres in the search for 
employment opportunities.

The global economic and inancial crises, of the last ten years, inluenced signiicantly economic 
and political stability in the region. The Region’s international trade decreased by 9% in 2009, 
the most important decline during the last 60 years (Benhammouda, 2010), while foreign direct 
investment has decreased by 50% and remittances and income from tourism have fallen between 
5 and 8% since the crises set in (Hugon, 2010). The impacts in a number of the SEM countries  
are particularly notable (see Box 4). 

Box 3  



Feeding Knowledge 121

Despite a signiicant improvement in food security in the SEM countries in recent decades, 
food insecurity still affects vulnerable groups, such as nomadic pastoralist communities and 
marginalized rural populations more generally. This situation is, of course, exacerbated during 
moments of political upheaval. During 2008 and 2009 there was an increase in the number of 
hungry people as a consequence of the food price hikes but also as a consequence of declining 
farming population, scarcity and deterioration of natural resources, and neglect of government 
policies (IFAD, 2010).

The“Arab Spring”, calling for social and political reforms, has increased the level of uncertainty 
and instability in the most affected countries, downsizing projections of economic growth (OECD, 
2011).

Box 4 Impacts of the economic crisis of 2007-2008 in the Maghreb countries

 – Tunisia: of the loss of 40,000 jobs in the manufacturing sector in 2008. The unemployment 
rate during 2007-2008 stabilized at 15% and recorded a small increase in 2009, mainly 
affecting those with a university degree (whose unemployment rate was 30%). The tourist 
sector was also affected and only improved in 2009-2010 due to the inlux of Algerian 
tourists (1.5 million out of a total of 4 million). All these economic indicators explain the 
fall in Tunisia’s GDP growth rate, from 6.3% in 2007 to 4.6% in 2008 and 3.5% in 2009.

 – Morocco: The economic growth rate dropped to 3.5% in 2010 as a consequence of the 
decline in the market value of phosphates, slow development of tourist revenues, weakened 
lows of remittances and a decrease in foreign direct investment. In the same year there 
was a deicit of 5.2% in the balance of payments. Morocco’s trade deicit has doubled 
over the last 20 years due to the explosion of its food and energy bills, whose prices have 
dramatically increased since 2007-2008. The worldwide economic and inancial crisis has 
restrained the scope of public spending intervention in relation to the investment needed to 
implement different sectors’ plans (Green Plan, Industrial emergency, etc.). The National 
Pact for the industrial emergency, whose ambition was the creation of 400,000 jobs by 
2015, has been reviewed and the target cut by almost 50% to 210,000.

 – Algeria: the transition from the import substitution economic model promoted in the 1970s 
to one based on exports is taking place in a global economic situation characterised, 
in the year 2000, by relatively stable prices for hydrocarbons. This is why, even though 
the Algerian economy is not very diverse (hydrocarbons represent 90% of exports, 
with oil taxes amounting to 40% of State revenues) and there is a remarkable level of 
unemployment (10%), this country has been less affected by the inancial crisis. Those 
effects have been ameliorated by public expenditure implemented within the framework 
of various plans under the general rubric of “economic revival”. The increases in the price 
of oil prices in the global market have been crucial for the country’s economic revival and 
have provided the basis for the redistribution function of the State in the years since 2000. 

   Source: Bessaoud, 2013

2. Rural community groups 

Rural communities in the SEM countries are composed of numerous different groups and 
categories, and IFAD suggests distinguishing the major groups by livelihood systems as follows: 
small farmers, nomads and pastoralists, artisanal ishers, the landless and waged labourers(see 
Box 5). In addition, a number of important categories are also identiied by personal characteristics 
such as women headed households, unemployed youth and displaced persons.
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Box 5

Major groups deined by livelihood system
Small farmers

Tenants and smallholders practicing rain-fed agriculture on small farm plots are generally the 
poorest and most vulnerable groups of farmers. While there is insuficient data to aggregate 
their numbers across the region, they probably constitute the majority of farmers. In Morocco, 
for example, roughly 85 per cent of arable land lacks irrigation. Aside from rain-fed farmers, 
a considerable number of small farmers on irrigated land are also poor, due to their weak 
asset base. Most vulnerable of all, however, are farmers with insecure land tenure: those who 
farm as tenants or sharecroppers. The livelihoods of small farmers generally depend on a 
variety of resources including: rain-fed tree crops, cereals grown for household consumption 
(such as wheat) or animal feed (such as barley), and small livestock that enhance household 
nutrition and supplement crop income. In Egypt, for example, smallholder households typically 
have access to less than 1.5 ha of land and keep an average of one large and three small 
ruminants. They have to supplement their incomes from wage labour and internal migration, as 
their agricultural work provides, at best, only half of their staples.

Nomads and pastoralists

These groups depend on natural rangelands and are most prevalent in Algeria, Jordan, 
Morocco, Somalia, Djibouti, Sudan, Syria, Turkey and Yemen. Pastoralists in these countries 
typically keep a few camels and some small ruminants (sheep and goats) and reside/move in 
very arid zones. These include: (i) settled pastoralists who on average own around 50 animals; 
(ii) semi-nomads travelling limited distances with about 120 animals; and (iii) nomads with 200 
or more animals who are part of extensive transhumance systems. Small Bedouin herders in 
Syria, for example, own a small ruminant herd of 50 to 100 sheep and/or goats as their major 
source of income. Some may derive additional income from other sources, such as working 
abroad or within the Badia rangelands for larger stock owners, or being involved in trade.

Artisanal ishers
Artisanal ishers can be broadly deined as the traditional ishers who exploit small-scale 
isheries extending some 4 to 12 km from the shore. They operate with 5 to 10 metre boats, 
typically shared by small groups of four to seven members. The boats are usually open and 
single-deck, powered by small outboard engines. Artisanal ishers reside in small ishing 
communities located along more than 7,000 km of coastline in Yemen, Syria, Lebanon, Sudan, 
Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco. These communities receive practically no social services 
and many live in destitution.

Landless and wage labourers

This group includes a growing number of agricultural and non-agricultural workers. Many are 
members of farm households with insuficient land or water resources to support all family 
members. Others have no land at all. In some areas there is a strong predominance of landless 
wage labourers over farmers, who make their living working for daily wages off-farm or on 
the farms of larger landowners. In Egypt, for example, the landless are usually engaged in 
daily wage labour in agriculture or construction, internal migration to urban areas, and petty 
trading. On average, they ind work for about 10 days a month. They have insigniicant numbers 
of livestock, usually only domestic fowl, which are used for home consumption but more 
frequently are sold when the need for cash is particularly acute. Rural households headed by 
wage earners tend to dominate the lowest expenditure groups. In Morocco, for example, the 
rural poor  — landowning or not — rely more on wage income than the fruits of cultivating their 
own land. In Jordan, most small farm households rely on wage labour income to survive. In 
rural Egypt, labouring typically accounts for 85 per cent of household income among the poor.
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Major groups deined by personal characteristics
Women-headed households

The number of households headed by women in the SEMC is increasing because of extensive 
male migration, the increased number of disabled males (due to conlict), widowhood and 
divorce. On average, these households tend to be considerably poorer and more vulnerable 
than households headed by men. In Turkey, for example, poverty rates are higher among 
households headed by women (32 per cent) than those headed by men (26.6 per cent). In the 
mid-1990s, woman-headed households constituted 5 to 20 per cent of all rural households in 
the Region. The percentage of woman-headed households was highest in Sudan, at 23.8 per 
cent, while in Egypt and Morocco it was 17 per cent. According to a recent study of the socio-
economic characteristics of woman-headed households in Egypt, 62 per cent of women who 
head families are widows. The illiteracy rate for woman-headed families (73 per cent) is higher 
than the rate for the entire population of rural women (63.3 per cent). About 80.5 per cent of 
woman-headed households in rural Egypt are landless and it should be noted more generally 
that liberalization of the land-rental relationship has pushed some woman-headed tenants out 
of their agricultural landholdings.

Rural unemployed youth

As mentioned earlier, in a region with a very young population (58 per cent under age 25) 
estimates of youth unemployment are very high. Economic growth in recent years has not kept 
pace with the high population growth rates throughout most of the Region. The resulting rise in 
unemployment has particularly affected the young new entrants to the job market, especially 
in the rural areas. Unemployment igures for young women appear to be even higher. This 
segment of the population often has inadequate education and skills. In 2003, youth illiteracy 
was 17 per cent, 80% of whom were girls. According to the ILO, the youth unemployment rate 
in the Region stands at 25.6 per cent, which is the highest regional rate in the world. According 
to the same report, labour force participation rates for young people at just 39.7 per cent are 
lowest in the Middle East and North Africa compared with sub-Saharan Africa (65.4 per cent) 
and East Asia (73.2 per cent).

Displaced persons

Signiicant numbers of poor people have been displaced or live in post-conlict situations. The 
largest number of refugees in the Region today originates from Gaza and the West Bank, 
Somalia and Sudan. In addition, the region includes Yemeni returnee migrant workers, recent 
Iraqi refugees in Jordan, and Lebanese farmers whose farms were destroyed during the latest 
war with Israel. Most recently the Syrian civil war has resulted in more than two million people 
leeing the country and more than 4 million becoming internally displaced, bringing the total to 
more than 30% of the national population. An estimated 19 per cent of the world’s refugees 
and displaced persons emanate from the Middle East and North Africa. These people are 
probably among the poorest and most vulnerable population groups and constitute a signiicant 
proportion of the rural poor in the SEMC. The percentage of women and children in these 
groups is relatively higher than in more settled communities. 

Source: Adapted from IFAD 2007

It is clear from the data presented in Box 5 that one group which requires particular mention 
across the Region is women, whose exclusion from the economic, political, civil and social life 
of rural communities is still marked. Women rarely beneit as much as men in terms of training, 
information, credit and extension services, and a signiicantly higher percentage is illiterate (in 
Morocco 62% of women against 39% of men). It has been estimated that if women received the 
same education as men, farm yields would rise by between 7-22% (J. Berdeguè, 2005; J.Dixon 
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et al., 2001; Roseboom, 2007b). Women suffer from limited access to and control over land, with 
some reports suggesting that women account for just 5% of total landholders in Egypt (where 
80.5% of women-headed households are landless) and Syria.

Women, in some areas are only expected to interact with female extension agents the number 
of whom is very limited. However, the trend is reversing thanks to the emergence of women 
graduates returning to their villages in countries such as Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Morocco and 
Tunisia (IFAD, 2007). 

3. Territories and livelihoods
In general, agriculture is practiced on small, frequently marginal and/or fragmented parcels of 
land (see Table 1 for the most recent data).

Groups are located in a variety of landscapes and with different population densities. While there is 
a concentration of communities along the coastlines and major urban centres, other communities 
are located in desert oases, mountains and steppe areas. This implies marked differences in 
the availability of resources, services, presence/lack of institutions and infrastructures, urban 
employment opportunities, and security, all of which inluence the possibilities and pace of 
development of their livelihoods.

Table 1 � Farm structure in Mediterranean countries 

Morocco (1996) 2 million agricultural entrepreneurs, 70% with land holdings below 5 ha

Tunisia (2004-2005) 516,000 enterprises, 53% with access to less than 5 ha
Algeria (2001) 1.2 million enterprises with average farm size of 4,7 ha
Egypt (2000) 3.7 millions farms mostly under 2 ha

Turkey (2000) 3 millions farms 25% less than 5 ha

Albania (1996) 450,000 farms with an average size of 1,7 ha

Source: Mediterra 2009 

Dixon and Gulliver (2001) identiied eight main farming systems in the region, according to the 
speciicities of regional territories, such as natural resources or the availability of infrastructure 
and services:

• irrigated: small-scale irrigation sub-systems represent a crucial factor in the livelihoods of 
smallholders in arid and remote mountain areas; 

• highland mixed: where most of the rural communities are located but occupying only 7% of 
the total land available, hence with high poverty levels, distant markets, poor infrastructures 
and signiicant natural resource degradation;

• rain-fed mixed, characterized by high population density (living on only 2% of the available 
land) and lower poverty rates thanks to off-farm income generating activities derived from 
seasonal labour and migration; 

• dryland mixed, with larger sized farms but higher risks of drought and high food insecurity, 
where poverty is widespread among smallholders; 

• pastoral, with mainly sheep and goats but also some cattle and camels, carried out over 
large areas of semiarid steppe, characterised by low population densities, with more 
densely populated areas around irrigated settlements. These are linked to other farming 
systems through movement and sale of animals. Poverty is widespread;
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• coastal artisanal ishing, artisanal ishers living along the coasts combining income from the 
sale of ish with small-scale crop and livestock production, accounting for about 1 million 
people living on an area of around 11 million ha;

• sparse (Arid), covering more than 60 percent of the region and including vast desert zones, 
where poverty is low and population pressure limited. It includes about 4 million people 
concentrated in oases and irrigation schemes (Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco and Libya) who 
produce dates, fodder and vegetables and have about 2.7 million cattle. Sparse agriculture 
and herding coexist with boundaries set by climatic conditions;

• urban-based, a small population of urban residents engaging in small-scale production of 
horticultural and livestock products.

Table 2 indicates the weight of different systems in terms of area and population, and indicates 
the predominant livelihood activities and the incidence of poverty. 

Table 2 - Major Farming Systems in the Middle East and North Africa

 

Source: Dixon and Gulliver (2001)

VI � Problems analysis

Small rural communities account for a signiicant proportion of the population of the Southern 
and Eastern Mediterranean countries, and they are spread over a vast area. Their productivity, 
economies and social wellbeing are important in terms of maintaining vibrant communities that, 
through food production and economic diversiication, can counterbalance the attraction of rural-
urban migration, which is seen to result in the shift of poverty from rural to urban areas. However, 
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a range of environmental, social and political issues related to the geography, history and ecology 
of the region, affect smallholders’ productive capacity and wellbeing in critical ways.

1. Bio-physical and socio-economic challenges

Bio-physical and socio-economic constraints represent big challenges for the productive activities 
of these communities. Their livelihoods are strongly reliant on access to natural resources like 
agricultural land, pastures, forests, water bodies and lows, but the entire region has always 
suffered from resource scarcity, especially water and land (see Box 6). The Region has insuficient 
land for cultivating the staple crops required to meet the increasing demand of a growing 
population (Breisinger et al., 2010). The current situation, involving natural resources degradation 
and climate change, with their unpredictable and irregular paths, is posing additional challenges. 
Production risks are increased for rural communities, frequently based in more remote territories, 
such as mountain and pastoral areas, and more exposed to phenomena such as droughts or 
loods.

Box 6

The entire region is characterized by scarcity of cultivable land (accounting for just 9% of 
the total, compared to 12% globally). Scarcity is exacerbated by land degradation due to 
deforestation, over-cultivation urbanisation and fragmentation. FAOSTAT, Near East & North 
Africa (NENA), 2003. 

Water is also a very scarce resource and in vast areas the rainfall is below 300mm per year 
or is unpredictable and irregular. Water shortages can quickly become droughts, leading to 
increased ire risks, desertiication, and changes in tourism patterns (IPCC, 2007). 

The hotter and drier conditions brought on by global warming are likely to impact areas not 
usually at risk from erosion, salinisation, ire hazards and, ultimately, desertiication, especially 
where inappropriate management practices and production systems are employed (IPPC, 
2007).

Farming activities are also affected by farm sizes. According to World Bank data the availability 
of arable land (hectares per person) in the Region declined from 0.45 ha in 1961 to 0.14 ha 
in 2009, due to population growth, sub-divisions linked to inheritance, from unclear laws that 
relect the overlapping of ex-colonial laws, land nationalization processes and tribal regimes, 
which have determined the multiplicity and complexity of land rights (AUC-ECA-AfDB, 2010) and 
urban encroachment and land grabbing. Rural communities have often lost rights to manage 
forests, pastures, and common lands, or their ownership is not oficially recognized, discouraging 
investments that could increase their productivity and favour natural resource conservation 
practices (Devex, 2013).

Although indicators highlight that poverty in rural areas has decreased in recent decades, 
a general weakness in terms of infrastructure and services is reported in all SEM countries, 
preventing the creation and reinforcement of livelihood opportunities. The poor quality of roads, 
communication technologies, education, access to credit, agricultural research, extension 
services, storage facilities, etc., has hampered smallholders’ access to markets, posing threats 
to incentive, to people’s capacity to innovate and hindering their competitiveness (De Schutter, 
2011). The enhancement of information and human capital are increasingly needed due to the 
emerging need to conserve limited resources and fragile agroecosystems, to create skills in non-
farm sectors, and to adjust to market requirements shaped by local and regional demand, thus 
implying modiied practices and patterns of production (IFAD, 2007).
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Public investments in agriculture and rural areas have decreased since the disengagement 
of the state following structural adjustment in the 90s and this gap has not been illed by the 
private sector because of the marginalised status of rural areas and the perception of higher 
risk (Mediterra, 2009). Supporting services are very limited and often inadequate. For instance, 
agricultural extension processes, where still present, are mainly controlled by governments and 
operate under budgetary constraints and lack of adequate skills, with a consequent deterioration 
in their quality. They struggle to reach rural communities scattered in vast areas and they are 
often based on top-down processes (IFAD, 2007) that leave no room for developing local learning 
and innovation competences and are insensitive to local speciicities and sustainability needs. 

2. Rural livelihood opportunities
Rural economies are characterised by low levels of diversiication: agriculture, tourism, 
remittances and income generated by foreign companies delocalised and based on low-skill 
labour, with low salaries and low technological input, are the main sources of economic wealth 
(Mediterra, 2009).
The population growth rate has not been accompanied by an equivalent economic growth. A 
high percentage of youngsters is ready to enter the job market (in the year 2010 alone there 
were between 300 and 400 thousand newly economically active people on the labour market in 
Morocco and between 30 and 40 thousand in Tunisia), more than 50% of whom are under the 
age of 25 (IFAD, 2010). Poverty, exclusion from development, and migration lows have been the 
most striking indicators of the crisis experienced by local economies, which have been unable 
to provide employment and income to support the livelihoods of the growing numbers of the 
potentially economically active young population, leading to signiicant migration lows towards 
urban areas (see Box 7). The massive exodus from rural areas causes further impoverishment 
of rural communities (lower services provision, less infrastructure investment, and economic 
decline). However, in some contexts, especially in countries like Algeria and Morocco, urban 
unemployment is determining a  phenomenon of “counter urbanization”, with the return of 
young people to their communities of origin, and the formation of new or the growth of existing 
settlements in rural areas (Mediterra, 2009).

Box 7

The unemployment rate in the SEMCs, in 2011, has been calculated, by the International 
Labour Organisation, close to 10%. It particularly affected young people with a diploma, whose 
unemployment rate has reached 23.6% in Algeria, 20% in Tunisia (800,000 unemployed) and 
30% in Morocco (World Bank, 2012). Rural unemployment in the Region, however, is likely 
to have been underestimated for two reasons: irst, what is called “disguised unemployment 
or underemployment” either as a consequence of family and especially women’s labour on 
small farms invariably being unpaid or, a as result of involvement in the informal sector where 
unskilled labour is very poorly rewarded. The second reason is the mass migration of the rural 
poor towards the urban centres, thus inlating urban unemployment rates: what IFAD has called 
the “transfer of poverty from rural to urban areas” (2007).

Migration towards urban centres is massive, as young people looking for jobs try to escape 
the lack of opportunity and hardship of rural lives, but what they ind is mainly very precarious 
livelihood conditions with very limited job and income opportunities. Most urban centres are 
unprepared to receive this inlux leading to informal settlements and uncontrolled urban 
expansion onto agricultural land, environmental pollution, higher crime rates, unemployment, 
inadequate infrastructure and a subsequent fuelling of tensions (Mediterra, 2008).



Agriculture, though, is still the main activity on which rural communities base their livelihoods.  In 
well served, sub-urban and irrigated areas, agriculture is still providing good opportunities to small 
farmers.
Strong support is needed from research and extension services for promoting crop diversiication 
as well as sustainable intensiication of cultivation, such as in horticulture, incentivising smallholder 
farmers, to invest their land and labour power and generate good incomes. At the same time, 
governments should invest in developing the commercial cultivation of under-utilised or minor 
species and crops, strongly linked to the territories and knowledge of small rural actors (e.g. 
medicinal and culinary herbs).
However, large communities’ needs and expectations, in particular of those based in rain-fed 
and pastoral areas, are not currently satisied by agriculture. This is conirmed by trends showing 
a decrease in agricultural workers in many countries such as Lebanon, Libya, Israel, Turkey, 
Morocco, Palestine, and Jordan (Mediterra 2009). This situation is clearly portrayed in Table 3, 
which takes the case of Turkey.

Table 3 Agricultural and non-agricultural employment in Turkey 1990-2006

Source: Mediterra, 2009

The increasing of unemployment records in rural areas indicates a general dificulty of the non-
farm economy to provide incomes and jobs (see Fig.1). The construction sector, especially in 
Egypt and Algeria, has been a major source of attraction to urban centers, although the situation 
has deteriorated as the global economic slowdown as continued (Mediterra, 2009). Other 
sectors such as manufacturing and tourisms, considered important for the diversiication and 
strengthening of rural economies for their linkages to agriculture and local territories, still lag 
behind and need to be supported.

The lack of job opportunities, consequently, implies people migration towards urban centers or 
abroad. This, in addition of creating potential discomforts in urban areas, can have negative 
impacts on the vitality of local communities, determining loss of human and social capital 
necessary to foster rural development.
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Figure 1. Rural and total unemployment rates in the Mediterranean. As % of the rural and total 

economically active population
Source: Adapted from Radwan (2007) according to national surveys in Mediterra 2009

3. Communities’ social assets 
The presence of local networks, community based organizations and institutions is the key for 
empowering rural communities. These are important structures that can bridge and link these 
communities with external environments, providing important economic and social services, and 
illing, at least in part, the existing gap with urban areas. 

Producer organizations, such as associations and cooperatives, have an important presence 
in the region and data show that in some countries igures are increasing.  Morocco, in 2006, 
registered 250 producers’ associations and groups, and 6,000 cooperatives. Algeria had 1,300 
professional associations and over 800 service cooperatives. Egypt had 5,717 cooperatives in 
2002 (Mediterra, 2008). The majority deal with issues related to agricultural production and water 
management for irrigation purposes. Their role is very important in terms of ensuring food security 
and sustaining local economies. For example, in Tunisia cooperatives signiicantly inluence the 
cereal crop market, with their annual business turn-over standing at 190m dinars (around 146m 
US$) (ESMED Network, 2011). However, these organizations frequently appear to depend on 
governmental authorities in terms of technical and managerial capacities, and have often acted 
as implementers of government policy, rather than conforming the vital two-way link between 
farmers and the private sector or government (World Bank, 2014).

New forms of rural organizations have also appeared in the last years, pushed by different factors. 
Within the context of decentralization and local development processes in the Maghreb countries, 
for instance, citizens have started to mobilize and organized themselves around common 
interests or needs, to produce, deliver services, and protect ecological and cultural values, etc. 
Organizations cover speciic territories and communities. In Algeria cooperatives have been set 
up within a governmental program to facilitate distribution of food and provision of veterinarian 
and training services to pastoral people in steppe zones. In Morocco and Tunisia, communities 
have been organized in networks for promoting participatory management of territories to reduce 
natural resource degradation or promote local development strategies. The presence of new elites 
in rural areas, represented by those attending training programmes, young people looking for jobs 
and retired experts (e.g. extension oficers and researchers), has favoured the establishment 
of new organizations promoting traditional products, organic farming, tourist activities, agro-
processing plants, etc. (Bessaoud, 2008, 2009).

Governments are also taking important steps towards decentralizing their functions and 
facilitating local development processes. In Egypt’s Fayoum Governorate Farmer Field Schools 
were adapted to local agro-ecosystems and operated as community networks, proving much 
more successful in building local human capital in agriculture. Now, after a decade of experience,  
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the government has decided to extend the program to other areas as part of its long-term 
Strategy of Sustainable Agriculture Development applied by the Ministry of Agriculture & Land 
Reclamation (MALR). In Morocco more than 40,000 local development agencies (most of them 
in rural areas and the outskirts of the largest cities) have been established to promote literacy 
campaigns, schooling projects for girls, programmes to bring water and electricity to villages, and 
more generally to promote connections and ight social exclusion by means of fostering income 
generation activities (ESMED Network, 2011). Similar agencies have been set up in Algeria and 
Tunisia, where important programmes have also been implemented in mountain areas prone to 
land degradation and poverty (Bessaoud and Petit, 2009). 

However, in most cases a number of problems prevent the eficient functioning of these new rural 
organizations: while well intentioned, they are often dictated by oficial programmes and projects 
that lack the necessary human, inancial and material capacities; while incomplete and immature 
decentralization processes limit their functions. (Bessaoud, 2008). Self-organised communities 
have found it hard to promote endogenous development due to the high level of bureaucracy 
and centralisation that continue to characterise this region’s governments. At the same time the 
quality of governance is low, due to the lack of participation, rule of law (especially in land tenure 
issues), transparency, equity, consensus orientation, inclusiveness, and accountability (IAASTD, 
2009). IFAD (2007) also highlights the fact that women are often underrepresented in the boards 
of rural associations and cooperatives. Nonetheless, there is an encouraging trend showing an 
increasing number of women’s groups and associations at different levels (national and local), 
which contribute to spreading awareness and information concerning several aspects of interest 
to them (rights, technology, environment, education, etc.).

Some examples of rural organizations for delivering rural inance services to small communities 
come from IFAD experience and denote a variety of approaches and challenges. IFAD have 
promoted partnership arrangements with speciic bodies, charitable foundations, small NGOs 
and rural institutions in countries like Morocco, Egypt, Syria and Yemen, succeeding in providing 
access to credit for very poor communities. Signiicant results have been achieved, sustaining the 
establishment of local women’s savings and credit associations in West Bank and Gaza, Syria 
and Sudan. Nevertheless, the lessons learned from these experiences highlight a number of 
challenges threatening these processes. These include: widely dispersed populations; absence 
of credit culture; lack of managerial capacity at all levels; limited availability of performance data 
for practitioners, lenders and supervisory agencies; governmental preference for integrated rather 
than stand-alone rural inance programmes; and limited availability of wholesale credit funding 
(IFAD, 2006).

VII � Policy needs

Perhaps the most important issues identiied by this paper is the importance of political and 
governance environments conducive to the establishment and development of rural community 
institutions, together with appropriate policies to enable stakeholders to take actions leading to 
sound development and investment choices. Existing policies have often failed to address: context 
speciic problems; smallholders’ speciic needs; and inclusiveness and equity in the access to 
property, resources, and credit. This is clearly the case for land and water, where traditional 
rights can be unclear and differentiated across countries, communities and social groups. Limited 
access to information prevents smallholders from taking advantage of the market like other 
stronger players (commercial farmers, multi-nationals, etc.). Well intentioned policies to address 
low agricultural productivity and poor marketing, have often favoured large-scale producers 
operating in more favourable areas. Moreover, policies providing public goods and services, such 
as healthcare, education and infrastructure, are usually more favourable to urban people, leaving 
smallholder communities behind, restricting food sovereignty and failing to address food security 
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for the most marginalised. There is still the need for better designed policies in guaranteeing 
smallholders a full role in debate and decision-making, allowing them better representation in 
political bodies at different levels.

There is also a need for policies capable of addressing impending challenges like climate change, 
natural resource scarcity, and the loss of important agrobiodiversity. Policies need to target 
vulnerable groups and support rural community organizations, such as producer and consumer 
associations, cooperatives, and other formal and informal groups, which are essential tools for 
rural communities’ development, especially in building effective “smallholder-oriented value 
chains” (IFPRI, 2011). 

In the light of the trends and deiciencies mentioned above, the SEM Region has witnessed 
the emergence of rural development policies targeting improvements in living conditions, 
focusing on infrastructure; linkages between farming and non-farming activities; diversiication 
of activities to support agricultural employment; protection of natural resources; strengthening 
the role of rural organizations that can successfully claim rights, establish responsibilities, reduce 
transaction costs, and facilitate the circulation of knowledge and information (Bessaoud et al, 
2009). Such policies, and a better coordination among them, are crucial for smallholders’ capacity 
and opportunities for development and also to support and encourage innovation and learning 
competence that can contribute to greater food sovereignty and reduce food insecurity.

VIII � Research needs

In the SEM countries the general situation of research presents broad margins for improvement: 
in terms of GNP only 0.2% is invested in rather than the recommended 2% (IAASTD, 2009). 
Moreover, there is a signiicant mismatch between the orientation of national and international 
research agendas and the types of research that would be most helpful to small farmers. This 
gap needs to be illed immediately as agricultural research has the greatest impact on poverty 
and agricultural productivity (De Schutter, 2010). Research should be more focused on the real 
needs of rural communities and of their small producers, more sensitive to their local ecological 
conditions and “receptive to local/traditional knowledge” (IFAD, 2009) aiming at developing more 
appropriate agroecological practices. More should be done to increase smallholders’ resilience 
and productivity and to incorporate their indigenous/traditional knowledge into development 
processes. The existing trends towards decentralization require important investigation into 
the local and national institutional arrangements needed for supporting the establishment of 
ecologically and culturally appropriate local development processes.

After the political leadership was overthrown in Tunisia in January 2011, Arabic and Maghrebi 
civil societies have increased their expectations concerning the activities of the political decision-
makers to solve problems such as unemployment, purchasing power, social equity and better 
governance of public affairs. Current political upheavals (“Arab spring”) are the result of processes 
linked to profound changes experienced by the Arabic and Maghrebi societies, both political and 
social. Rural and farming communities in these countries have witnessed an unprecedented 
demographic expansion with migration towards urban centres causing the “urban sprawl”, lack 
of growth in the rural areas and dificulties in the creation of economic activities for income 
generation and favouring employment, insuficient rural services that have hampered well-being 
and cultural progress. The sudden appearance of the civil society, not heralded by research, 
in the public domain poses question to the academic research. It is requesting to strengthen 
research programmes linked to increase knowledge of rural communities, of factors and causes 
at the basis of their evolution and profound changes. Those programmes, underpinned by 
considering the results obtained in the domain of social and cultural anthropology of the rural and 
farming communities of the Mediterranean region should, on one side, question the relevance 
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of agricultural and rural public policies, and on the other side, recognize an increased level of 
interest to the impacts of the those policies on the communities. 

1. Creating Knowledge on Sustainable Agroecosystems (SA) and Natural 
Resource Management (NRM) experiences.

Sustainable Agroecosystems and Natural Resource Management are priorities in the SEM 
countries. These practices can ensure the conservation and protection of fragile rural environments 
and communities who often suffer from the externalities of economic development in the urban 
centres and so-called core nations. Experience generated over many years of the Sustainable 
Agriculture programme at the IAMB has already catalogued several positive experiences in the 
SEM countries (Lamberti, op.cit). Elsewhere, research has contributed to the development of 
technical measures for land management, soil and water conservation, soil fertility management, 
pest and disease management, etc. Frequently, programmes have been established to promote 
Integrated Pest Management (IPM), watershed management, and the conservation of critical 
natural capital. It is important to investigate how these technologies have been adopted and 
adapted to the beneit of small-scale producers in order to identify and understand both bottlenecks 
and catalytic factors in sustainable development processes.

2. Researching smallholder agroecosystems and technologies

Research has to orient investigations in the light of smallholder agroecosystem speciicities and 
local needs or opportunities, while maintaining an agroecological approach that is consistent with 
long-term local potential (Gliessman, 2000; De Schutter, 2010). This includes the improvement 
of key technologies and practices, to increase agroecosystem productivity and resilience; the 
use of ecological processes, minimizing the use of external inputs and non-renewable energy. 
The study of small/medium scale post-harvest agro-processing technologies, with low operating 
costs, locally developed bio-pesticides and cultural practices will be essential.

3. Investigating local knowledge and institutions
Research should strengthen understanding of local knowledge and institutions, the product of a 
constant adaptation of local communities to speciic agro-ecosystem conditions. Different studies 
and experiences worldwide (FAO, 2012; Pretty, 2003; Critchley, 1999), and in SEM countries 
too (Lamberti, op.cit; Lamberti et al., 2010) show the important role that local communities have 
in innovation processes and development, designing sustainable practices and establishing 
local groups that facilitate sustainable management of natural resources and agroecosystem 
productivity. Traditional practices, institutions and knowledge have also been neglected and 
frequently lost to inappropriate and unsustainable modernization processes, yet they frequently 
can represent important cultural and social assets for securing livelihoods, building food 
sovereignty and maintaining the sustainable management of fragile environments.  An example 
is the Agdal, a traditional institution for forest management in the High Atlas of Morocco that 
for a long time has contributed to the protection of sustainable patterns of forest resource use 
by village communities, by strengthening social-ecological system resilience and adaptability 
(Auclair et al., 2011).

4. Research on value chains and non-farm sector development with added 
value for Rural Communities (RCs)

Research should be also be oriented towards sectors where market opportunities exist, not 
only in farming, but also at other levels in the value chain, looking for linkages among rural 
communities’ actors and appropriate external players (De Schutter, 2011). Sectors like fruit crops 
and vegetables offer good opportunities in irrigated areas, where smallholder productivity is 
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higher and a lot of labour is required. In particular, locally valued species and varieties, often 
neglected by commercially oriented research should be identiied and developed in the context of 
integrated production systems. In more marginal areas, spices, Mediterranean herb crops (such 
as rosemary, saffron and argan (Argania spinosa L.) and ecological and cultural tourism offer real 
opportunities for added value (Mediterra, 2009). The role and potential of smallholders should 
be analyzed at each level of the value chain: as suppliers of inputs, processors of products, or 
providers of other services, such as certiication, marketing and training. Research into how more 
equitable linkages (embedded services, contracts, etc.) can be established between small-scale 
producers and more powerful actors along the value chain also needs attention. 

5. Studies for supporting service decentralization processes and rural 
communities’ empowerment

Research has to contribute to identifying and analyzing solutions for strengthening local 
institutions and organizations in consideration of a set of structural and organizational limits, such 
as marginalization, poor infrastructure, weak services, imperfect and unstable markets, natural 
resources access and control, which restrain the livelihood opportunities of rural communities 
and smallholders. The trend towards decentralization should drive research activities through 
the analysis of the most appropriate institutional arrangements for facilitating communities’ 
participation and empowerment. Examples include: studying local governance systems for 
services innovation and development (research, technical assistance, credit, natural resources 
management, etc.) based on the decentralization of responsibilities and active participation of 
local actors; studying small rural producers’ land tenure systems and looking for opportunities to 
extend their rights over the management of important resources such as water; studying positive 
externalities linked to the maintenance of rural communities as custodians of the environment 
and biodiversity.

IX � Final remarks

This work has highlighted the highly heterogeneous peculiarities of the Southern and Eastern 
Mediterranean Countries, a characteristic that is precious from the cultural and ecological point 
of view (Barthel et al., 2013) but also the source of many vulnerabilities from the point of view of 
designing integrated regional rural development policies. And this has led to marked social and 
economic disparities.

About 48% of the population of the SEMCs lives in rural areas, where poverty is still concentrated 
despite a growing urbanization (especially along the coasts). Agriculture continues to be the 
main activity but is not the sole contributor to livelihood sustainability, rising incomes or food 
security. As data provided by IFAD in 2007 show, considering the percentage of economically 
active people engaged in agriculture in the region (37.8%) and the contribution of agriculture to 
regional GDP (12.6%) it can be seen that labour productivity is still low. One of the reasons is the 
reduction of public investment in rural areas that has not been compensated for by a stronger 
engagement of the private sector. The latter is hampered by several obstacles, among which 
the most important are poor rural infrastructure, poor access to credit, limited rural services like 
extension, education, and training to enhance smallholders’ capabilities, and imperfect market 
mechanisms. Engagement in non-farm activities would offer smallholders more opportunities 
and reduce households’ vulnerability to shocks and crises. At the same time, however, we have 
also pointed out that increasing labour productivity requires capital investments and associated 
energy costs that may not be sustainable in the long run.

The SEM countries are faced with major challenges, among which scarcity and depletion of 
natural resources are critical. Access to and use of water and land are at risk, as a consequence 
of demographic pressure, marginalisation, and gaps in policy frameworks, and will be aggravated 
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by climate change. They need access to technology and markets, and their role and potentialities 
should be analyzed at each level of the value chain. Small rural communities need to take action 
in the management of natural resources to guarantee their sustainable use. And in this they need 
to be assisted by better targeted policies deining clear and equitable sets of rules.

Empowering rural people and institutions is also important for holding local governments and 
government agencies to account with respect to the performance of policy measures and 
transparency of policy processes. The process of smallholder and rural community empowerment 
implies a set of pre-conditions such as political space for institutional development and the 
facilitation of constructive interaction among different interests (OECD, 2012).

All these issues affecting smallholders’ productivity and posing obstacles to rural development 
have highlighted the importance of agroecology as an important approach to generating 
sustainable, long-term solutions. As stressed by UNCTAD (2013),this approach has proved its 
eficiency in increasing agricultural productivity by promoting cultivation practices that conserve the 
ecosystem: low external input techniques, where biodiversity is carefully managed favouring the 
distribution of more resilient crops (IFAD, 2013), labour intensive practices where diversiication of 
land uses helps to cope with climate changes, where smallholders’ livelihoods are improved. This 
improvement is synonymous with increased incomes that can drive smallholder communities out 
of food insecurity and towards greater food sovereignty, and out of poverty. In fact, more income 
is usually spent in the local markets, contributing to create demand for non-agricultural products 
and conferring dynamism and non-farm employment opportunities in their rural areas (UNCTAD, 
2013; Wiggins et al., 2013; De Schutter, 2010) helping to slow down population migration to urban 
centres and with it poverty.

According to Gonzalez de Molina (2013), while agroecology is increasingly accepted as an 
important approach to dealing with food insecurity and promoting sustainable development, very 
few studies have paid signiicant attention to the politics of food sovereignty. The majority of 
practical agroecological experiences do not move beyond the local sphere; they are generally 
based on farms or occasionally in rural communities, where participatory research, design 
and action for sustainable rural development are developed. At this level, however, there is no 
signiicant challenge to the hegemony of the corporate food regime and its ‘global food security’ 
discourse. In order to mount a sustained challenge, and realise their counter-hegemonic potential, 
agroecological experiences and the goal of food sovereignty require appropriate institutional 
arrangements in terms of political power and appropriate public policies.
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Notes

1  World Food Summit deinition of food security (1996): �Food security exists when all people, at all times, 

have physical and economic access to suficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and 
food preferences for an active and healthy life.�

2 Via Campesina, the largest and most inluential global peasant and small-farmer organization, has 
introduced food sovregnity as an alternative to the concept of global food security. It is “the right of peoples 
to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, 
and their right to deine their own food and agriculture systems, putting the aspirations and needs of 
those who produce, distribute and consume food at the heart of food systems and policies rather than the 
demands of markets and corporations” (Forum for Food Sovereignty, 2007).

3 Over the last decades approaches to research and development have promoted the transfer of standardised/
universal knowledge and inputs, ixed technology packages with “pre-set” goals, and where local people 
where considered beneiciaries rather than actors (Chambers, 2010) contributing to phenomena like the 
Green revolution-transfer of research and technology packages to promote development through increased 
production- beneiting farmers having access to them and in favourable areas, disregarding biodiversity, 
with intensive use of fertilizers and pesticides having a negative impact on the environment.   

4 Agroecology “promotes the ecological management of biological systems through collective forms of social 
action, [employing] systemic strategies [focused on] local endogenous potential encoded within knowledge 
systems ... that demonstrate and promote both ecological and cultural diversity” (Sevilla, Guzmán and 
Woodgate 1997, 93–94). 


