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culture. This will be done by examin- and peoples' 
ing women's participation in the cultural 
transnational peasant and farm move- 
ment, the Via Campesina.' I begin by 
briefly discussing the meaning of "sustainability" in main- 
stream policy deliberations on agriculture, food and rural 
development. Next, I explore the Via Campesina's con- 
cept of food sovereignty as an alternative to a neoliberal 
model of agriculture. This is followed by a discussion of 
peasant women's efforts to achieve gender equality within 
the Via Campesina. 

From Locd to Globd of  Agriculture 

Concepts, however revolutionary, are often misinter- 
preted, misused and usurped by those in positions of 
power. For example, the concept of "sustainable agricul- 
ture," originally embraced a conscious move away from 
high-input agriculture to adoption of farming practices 
emphasizing a profound respect for ecology. Sustainable 
agriculture focused on local production for local con- 
sumption. It required environment-friendly practices such 
as, among others, integrated pest management, organic or 
low-input and small-scale ,agricultural production and 
polyculture. However, the term has now acquired new 
meaning. 

Numerous international institutions like the World 
Bank, the International Fund for Agricultural Develop- 
ment, the United Nations Commission for Sustainable 
Development, and the Global Forum for Agricultural 
Research have now integrated consideration for the envi- 

ideology. In agriculture, sustainability 
has been re-invisioned by national 
governments and many international 
institutions as successful integration 
into a global market place. 

This prompted, on the heels of the 
Structural Adjustment Programs 
(SAPS) implemented throughout the 
1 980s, the signing of numerous bilat- 
eral and regional free trade agreements 

values. and the creation of the ~ ~ r l d  Trade 
Organization in 1995. All empha- 
sized increasing production for ex- 

port, elimination of tariffs, opening borders, and increas- 
ing global trade in agriculture and food. In this light, 
"sustainability" in agriculture rests on the pillars of de- 
regulation, privatization, industrialization, liberalization 
and globalization. 

Theglobalization ofthis neoliberal model ofagriculture 
was countered by the formation ofa transnational peasant 
and farm movement, the Via Campesina (Desmarais 
2002, 2003a, 2003b). The Via Campesina emerged in 
1993 as the Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade (GATT )was drawing to a close with the 
signing of-among 20 other agreements-the World 
Trade Organization's (WTO) Agreement on Agriculture 
and the Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS). 
The transnational movement embraces organizations of 
peasants, small and medium scale farmers, rural women, 
farm workers and indigenous agrarian communities from 
the Americas, Asia Europe and Africa. Currently, 97 farm 
organizations representing millions of farming families 
from 43 countries now belong to the Via Campesina. 

Through thevia Campesina progressive farm organiza- 
tions vowed to collectively resist the globalization of 
agriculture and to ensure that the voices of those who 
produce the world's food would be heard and their 
interests addressed in future deliberations. Most impor- 
tantly, for the Via Campesina resistance includes develop- 
ing viable alternatives. 
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Frontiers of Food Sovereignty 

Peasant and farm women from over23 counrris throughout the Americas gathered together at the First LLah American 
Assemby of Rura/ Women he/d/h Bras~Ea, BrmZ November 2-3; 199Z Photo: Douglas Mansur 

Food Sovereignty: An Alternative to Neoliberal Moreover, food sovereignty is only possible with the 
Agriculture democratic control of the food system and recognition 

According to the Via Carnpesina food is a basic human 
right and "all peoples" and states must have the right to 
define their own agricultural and food policies" to ensure 
domestic food security and the well-being of its farming 
population (Via Campesina 2000c, 2OOOd). The Via Cam- . . 

pesina calls this food sovereignty. Food sovereignty, in the 
words ofthe Via Campesina (1 996a), means that peoples 
have the "right to produce our own food in our own 
territory" in ways that enhance the environment and peo- 
ples'cultural\ralues. Food sovereignty means ensuring that 
peasants, small farmers and rural women have the right to 
all resources necessary for producing food; they must have 
greater access to and control over land, seeds, water, credit 
and markets (Via Campesina 2000~) .  Food sovereignty 
requires far reaching, genuine agrarian reform. 

that "cultural heritage and genetic resources belong to all 
humanity" (Via Campesina 1996a: 22). This means that 
all life forms-including plant and animal-must be 
protected from patenting. I t  also means regulating mar- 
kets through practices like supply management and or- 
derly marketing. 

Food sovereignty centers on the production offood and 
those who actually work the land. Hence, it goes beyond 
the common understanding of food security as guarantee- 
ing that an adequate amount of food is produced and 
made accessible to everyone. Instead, food sovereignty 
deals head on with questions of what food is produced, 
where it is produced, how it is produced and at what scale. 
The Via Campesina (1996b) argues that food security 
cannot be reached without food sovereignty. 

Clearly, food sovereignty is a radical alternative to the 
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WTO's vision for agriculture. Whereas the WTO's guid- 

ing principles are the "right to export" at all costs and the 
" . r~ght  to import" food as the best way to ensure food 
security, food sovereignty prioritizes local production for 
local con~umpt ion .~  It is not that the Via Campesina is 
opposed to agricultural trade. But, as the Via Campesina 
stresses "food is first and foremost a source of nutrition 
and only secondarily an item oftrade." Since food isa basic 

committee" to work specifically on integrating women 

and gender issues in the Via Campesina (1996b: 41). 
Furthermore, the Conference designated the only female 
member of the newly elected ICC-Nettie Wiebe, Presi- 
dent of the National Farmers Union (NFU-Canada) and 
Via Campesina Regional Coordinator for North  
America-to head the women's special committee. 

For most women, the formation of a special committee 
human- right "on6 the excess should be traded." In to deal specifically with women was no;seen as a goal in 
addition, this international trade and of itself (Via Campesina Wom- 
"must serve the interests of society" en's Working Group). Many women 
rather then filling the bottomless The women who farm leaders had haddirect experience 
pockets of transnational agribusiness and were acutely aware of the numer- 
corporations. ~ o o d  sovereigntyis sim- gat hered toget her ous limitations with women's auxilia- 
ply not possible under the WTO at the Tlaxcala ries and/or women's secretariats in 
framework. mixed organizations. Rarely did these 

Conference had structures guarantee equal status; of- - 
Rural Women's Involvement in struggled for years ten they were subordinate to, and 
the Via Campesina in their own played a secondary role within, male- 

dominated organizations. However, 
It really was not until the Second COM M U n if i e ~  and women considered this strategy as an 

International Conference of the Via organizations t o  important means, aprocess, that could 
Campesina, held in Tlaxcala Mexico integrate women-and their concerns, 
in 1996, that the Via Campesina be- jntegrate gender needs and interests-into the Via 
gan to address gender issues in a con- issues in debates of Campesina, faciliate collective analy- 
certed and systematic fashion? This sis and collective action amongwomen 
is perhaps not that surprising given 

policy' (as women), and potentially challenge 
that all eight representatives who male domination in rural organiza- 

signed the Managua Declaration, the tions and within the Via Campesina 
precursor to the Via Carnpesina, and all regional coordi- itself (Via Campesina Women's Working Group). In 
nators elected at the First International Conference of the essence, this special committee could gave women an 
Via Campesina, were men. Rural women's access to important space to organize themselves with the ultimate 

political and economic resources is greatly restricted and goal ofeventually reaching gender equalitywithin thevia 
they continue to be excluded from decision-making posi- Campesina. 
tions. Agricultural policy making-both within farm Via Campesinawomen were quick to take advantage of 
organizations and beyond-remains largely male domi- the space they had won. Four months after the Tlaxcala 
nated. Conferencewomen's representatives from Europe, North 

The women who gathered together at the Tlaxcala America and Central America gathered in San Salvador 
Conference had struggled for years in their own commu- for the first meeting of the Via Campesina Women's 
nities and organizations to integrate gender issues in Working Group, subsequently known as the Via 

debates of agricultural policy. For most, this was an on- Campesina Women's Commission. The gathering cov- 
going struggle waged at the local, national and regional ered a lot of ground and set the tone for future collabora- 

levels. In Tlaxcala women delegates demanded no less at tion among women of the Via Campesina. As women 
the international level and the Via Camepsina was driven spoke from their own experiences of working within 
to take direct actions in this area. peasant and farm organizations a teal sense of camarade- 

Following a long and heated debate the Tlaxcala Con- rie, sharingofinsights, and respect for one another perrne- 

ference stipulated concrete steps towards gender equality. ated the discussions of potential models and plans for 
Essentially, the debatecentered onwhat mechanism could work within the Via Campesina. 
best ensure women's increased participation and repre- The women also enthusiastically contributed to further 
sentation. Some argued for an affirmative action strategy defining the Via Campesina's position on food sover- 

whereby women would automatically have two seats on eignty thatwas to be presented at theworld Food Summit 

the International Coordinating Commission (ICC). 0 t h -  (held in Rome in 1996). They studied the draft position 

ers claimed that women's effective participation at this in detail and stressed a number of additional issues. For 

level could only result from their leadership abilities and example, women claimed that at the heart of food sover- 

positions within their own countries and regions. Ulti- eignty was the notion that farming peoples "have the right 

mately, the Tlaxcala Conference agreed to form a "special to produce our own food in our own territory" (Via 
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Flgure I. Cornparion of Women 3 Patiic~bation in fbe Uaxca/a and Bangajore Conferences 
Source: Lists of de/egates aftending the Uaxca/a and Banga/ofe conferences. 

Campesina Women's Working Group 6). Although the 
draft position recognized the need for sustainable farming 
practices to ensure environmental sustainability women 
added a human health dimension. For women, as those 
primarily responsible for the well-being of their families, 
food sovereignty must also include a move to organic 
production or certainly drastic reduction in the use of 
health endangering chemical inputs and an immediate 
stop to the export of banned agro-chemicals. Finally, 
given the impact that agricultural policies were having on 
women's daily lives and their unequal access to productive 
resources (relative to men) women insisted that food 
sovereignty could only be achieved through women's 
greater participation in policy development in the coun- 
tryside. All of these concerns eventually were integrated 
into the final position of the Via Campesina on food 
sovereignty. 

Organizing women's meetings immediately prior to 
international events and/or beforevia Campesinagather- 
ings has contributed to greater participation and increased 
representation ofwomen. For example, thevia Campesina 
Women's Commission co-organized the Rural Women's 
Workshop on Food Security just prior to the World Food 
Summit in 1996; three years later the Women's Commis- 
sion convened a meeting prior to the WTO events in 
Seattle. As a result, women constituted 34.5 per cent and 
37.5 per cent ofthevia Campesinadelegates to Rome and 
Seattle, respectively. 

Latin American women used this same strategy when 
they convened the First Latin American Assembly of 
Rural Women just prior to the general Congress of the 

Coordinadora Latinoamericana de Organizaciones del 
Campo (CLOC) held in Bra~ilia.~ A total of 125 women 
participated in the Women's Assembly and subsequently 
they made up 37 per cent of the delegates at the CLOC 
Congress. Although the CLOC women did not reach 
their goal of gender parity the extent and level ofpartici- 
pation of women was unprecedented in what had until 
then been largely a male-dominated space. 

Of course, gender equality is not simply measured by 
numbers. The Latin American women's assembly pre- 
pared women leaders to contribute actively in policy 
development and advocacy plans throughout the CLOC 
Congress. Women enthusiastically joined the CLOC - . . 
working group discussions on agrarian reform, sustain- 
able agriculture, indigenous and Afro-American peoples, 
environment and natural resources, human rights, culture 
and education, rural workers, and organizational matters. 
Women were clearly visible as they joined men at the head 
table to give summary reports of the working group 
sessions and readily went to the microphones to voice 
opinions on various topics. Consequently, the Women's 
Assembly influenced the results ofthe CLOC Congress by 
addinggender to the analysis of class and ethnicity (Leon). 
Just as importantly, the CLOC Congress approved all of 
the resolutions and proposals of the Latin American 
Women's Assembly. Many of these were measures to help 
reach gender equality in both the CLOC and the Via 
Campesina. By the Third Congress of the CLOC, cel- 
ebrated in Mexico in August 200 l ,  women surpassed their 
goal as they represented 56 per cent of Congress del- 
e g a t e ~ . ~  
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The Via Campesina Women's Commission, with the 

approval and support of the ICC, went on to organize the 
First International Women's Assembly immediately pre- 
ceding the Third International Conference of the Via 
Carnpesina held in Bangalore India in early October 
2000. Figure 1 clearly demonstrates how this strategy, 
once again, effectively led to a considerable increase (albeit 
with great regional variation) in women's participation." 

The First Women's International Assembly brought 
together peasant women from around the world and 
facilitated their engagement in discussions and decision- 
making on the future policy directions of the Via 
Campesina. Not only did women deepen their under- 
standing of the situation women faced in their own 
regions but they also learned about the struggles of coun- 
terparts from different continents. For some women, this 
was the first time they had crossed national borders and 
they were exposed to a whole new world. As one Indian 
participant claimed in her evaluation of the event: "I felt 
a closeness .... I no longer feel alone." In addition to 
discussing thevarious draft Via Campesina positions-on 
food sovereignty and trade, gender, agrarian reform, hu- 
man rights and solidarity, alternative agriculture, and 
biodiversity and genetic resources-women analyzed their 
achievements and the barriers they face in achieving 
gender equality in the countryside. 

While the Third International Conference fell short of 
reaching the goal established by the Women's Commis- 
sion and the ICC-that 50 per cent of the delegates be 
women-it did, however, take some important steps in 
that direction. During conference delegates unanimously 
agreed to a structural change to ensure gender parity. As 
mentioned before, from 1996 to 2000 the NFU's Nettie 
Wiebe was the only woman on the ICC. In Bangalore, the 
Via Campesina decided to expand the ICC from eight to 
fourteen Regional Coordinators. Each region would now 
have two Regional Coordinators (one man and one woman) 
that were to be elected by the region and thus would be 
responsible for, and accountable to, the region. In addi- 
tion, the women Regional Coordinators would meet prior 
to the ICC meetings and thus continue to function as the 
Women's Commission but now their work was broader 
since it included the general work of the Via Campesina. 

The Third International Conference also approved a 
Gender Position which clearly put women and gender 
issues at the heart of the Via Campesina. The position 
articulated three main principles--equality and human 
rights, economic justice, and social development-each 
clearly specifying the particular role, position, needs and 
interests ofwomen. A gender action plan stressed that the 
Via Campesina perspective a gender perspective that also 
class and ethnicity. Furthermore, it called for organizing 
gender workshops for both men and women; ensuring 
gender equality on all Via Campesina delegations, work- 
ing groups and exchanges; integrating a gender perspec- 
tive in all Via Campesina positions; and fostering better 

coordination and communication among all Via 
Carnpesina organizations. 

Conclusion 

The significance of the work done by the Women's 
Commission since its inception in 1996 cannot be under- 
estimated. By the Third International Conference of the 
Via Campesina, just four short years after the Women's 
Commission was created, women had gained consider- 
able space in the Via Campesina. Women were now more 
visible and actively participated in decision-making and 
Via Campesina activities. Placing gender front and centre 
on the Via Campesina's agenda had forced the regions and 
their organizations to consider exactly how they would 
address and what actions were necessary to deal effectively 
with the gender question (Nicholson). The ViaCampesina 
leadership now makes greater efforts-with varying de- 
grees of success and failure-to select women and men to 
represent the Via Campesina in international fora. Cer- 
tainly, a cursory reading of Via Campesina documents 
demonstrates a shifi from earlier days where women and 
gender were barely mentioned. The more recent positions 
of the Via Carnpesina do reflect, to varying degrees, more 
of a gender analysis. 

This is not to suggest thar theworkwithin the Women's 
Commission itself and the Via Campesina as a whole was 
easy. However, given the space limitations I cannot elabo- 
rate on these issues here. Suffice it to say thar there is much 
more work to do. As the First International Women's 
Assembly pointed out, while women had made consider- 
able advances in creating more spaces, women's daily 
unequal access to and control over productive, political 
and social resources remain significant barriers to their - 
equal participation and representation within the Via 
Campesina. In many ways, the Via Campesina's success 
rests primarily on the persistent and concerted efforts of . 

local and national organizations working towards gender 
equality. 

Annette Aurklie Desmarais is  an Assistant ProfPssor in the 
Department ofjustice Studies at the University of Regina 
where she teaches international development, social justice 
and human rights. 

This article is based on her doctoral research which analyzes 
the formation, consolidation and finctioning of the Via 
Campesina. The research was made possible with support 
from the SocialSciences andHurnanities Councilof Canada, 
the International Development Research Center and the 
Department of Geography at the University of Calgary. 

'This title of this article is the name of a Via Campesina 
project. 
'See Einarsson for an analysis of how fundamental this 
'C . right to export" is to the WTO agreement on Agricul- 
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ture. Stevens et al. argue that for the W T O  food security Quito: ALAI. 26 de noviembre, 1997. 
is perhaps best defined as having access to an "adequate 
supply of importedfood" [my emphasis] (3). 
'The following discussion is based on my own observa- 
tions while attending the evenrs described below and - 

information compiled in various Via Campesina docu- 
ments. 
4See CLOC and CLOC-Via Campesina for the full pro- 
ceedings of both events. 
5According to final declarations of the CLOC events in 
Mexico, 180 women participated in the Second Latin 
American Assembly of Rural Women. Subsequently, a 
total of 320 delegates participated in the Third Congress 
of the CLOC. 
Vigure 1 does not include the First Conference of the Via 
Campesina held in Mons because there was no regional 
structure at that time. Women represented 20 per cent of 
the participants at the Mons Conference. 

References 

Coordinadora Latinoamericana de Organizaciones del 
Campo (CLOC). "I1 Congreso Latinoamericano de 
Organizaciones del Campo." Memoria del Congreso, 
3-7 de noviembre, Brasilia. Sao Paulo: Secretaria 
Operativa de la CLOC, 1997. 

Coordinadora Latinoamericana de Organizaciones del 
Campo (CL0C)-Via Campesina. "I Asamblea 
Latinoamericana de Mujeres del Campo: Mujeres del 
Campo Cultivando un Milenio de Justicia e Igualdad." 
Memoria de la Asamblea, 2-3 de noviembre, Brasilia. 
Sao Paulo: Secretaria Operativa de la CLOC, 1997. 

Desmarais, Annette Aurilie. "The Via Campesina: Con- 
solidating an International Peasant and Farm Move- 
ment."journalofPeasantStudies 29 (2) (January 2002): 
91-124. 

Desmarais, Annette Aurklie. "The Via Campesina: Peas- 
ants Resisting Globalization." Unpublished Ph.D. Dis- 
sertation, Department of Geography, University of 
Calgary, 2003a. 

Desmarais, Annette Aurilie. "The W T O  ... will meet 
somewhere, sometime. And we will be there." Part of a 
series of papers prepared for the project entitled Voices: 
The Rise of Nongovernmental Voices in Multilateral 
Organizations. Ottawa: Canada: The North-South In- 
stitute, 2003b. Available on-line at http://www.nsi- 
ins.ca/ensi/pubIications/policy~briefs.html#voices 

Einarsson, Peter. "Agricultural Trade Policy as if Food 
Security and Ecological Sustainability Mattered: Re- 
view and Analysis of Alternative Proposals for the 
Rrenegotiation of the W T O  Agreement on Agricul- 
ture." Report from Church ofSweden Aid, Forum Syd, 
Swedish Society for Nature Conservation, and the Pro- 
gram of Global Studies. Stockholm: Forum Syd, 2000. 

Leon, Irene. "I Asamblea Latinoamericana de Mujeres del 
Campo: Participaci6n y Igualdad." Servicio Informative, 

Nicholson, Paul, leader with the Coordination Paysanne 
europienne and regional coordinator of the Via 
Campesina. 22 February 2002, telephone interview. 

Stevens, Christopher, Romilly Greehill, Jane Kennan, 
and Sreven Devereux. The WTO Agreement on Agricul- 
ture and Food Security. Economic Series No. 42. Lon- 
don: Commonwealth Secretariat, 2000. 

Via Campesina. "Proceedings of the I1 International 
Conference of the Via Campesina." Held in Tlaxcala, 
Mexico on April 18-21, 1996. Brussels: NCOS Publi- 
cations, 1996a. 

Via Campesina. "The Right to Produce and Access to 
Land." Position of the Via Campesina on Food Sover- 
eignty presented at the World Food Summit, Rome, 
Italy. 13-17 November, 1996b. 

Via Campesina. "Via Campesina Gender Position Pa- 
per." Position paper approved at the Third Interna- 
tional Conference of the Via Campesina. Bangalore, 
India, 3-6 October, 2OOOa. 

Via Campesina. "The Struggle for Agraian Reform and 
Social Change in the Rural Areas." Position paper 
approved at the Third International Conference of the 
Via Campesina. Bangalore, India, .3-6 October, 200Ob. 

Via Campesina. "Food Sovereignty and International 
Trade." Position paper approved at the Third Interna- 
tional Conference of the Via Campesina. Bangalore, 
India, 3-6 October, 2000c. 

Via Campesina. "Bangalore Declaration of the Via 
Campesina." Declaration ar the Third International 
Conference of the Via Campesina, 3-6 October, 
Bangalore, India, 2000d. 

Via Campesina Women's Working Group. "Report of 
[he Via Campesina Women's Working Group Meet- 
ing." San Salvador, El Salvador, 6-8 August, 1996. 

1 KAREN SHENFELD 

The Tent 

I have no need 
of an elaborate design. 
I have only to walk away 
from the tent's somber canopy, 
blood-prick of needles, thorns, 
from spring or well, 
its name, a tale of 
joy or woe. 

Karen Shenfeld is a poet, freelance writer 
and film researcher living in Toronto. 
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