
52 Profiles on Agroecology:  
La Costanza: Urban Agroecology in a quickly urbanizing place 

 

Case study written by Constantino Casasbuenas, member of La Costanza Cooperative 
Contact: Constantino Casasbuenas [constantinocasasbuenas@gmail.com] 

La Costanza: Urban Agroecology in a 
quickly urbanizing place  

Let's make a national minga1 together! 

Introduction  

48 million people live in Colombia nowadays. During the last 60 years of internal conflict, the country 

urbanized. According to the World Bank stats, less than 24% of the Colombian population lives in 

rural areas. About the 30 largest cities concentrate more than 70% of the population.  

The competition for land, seeds and agriculture has been a constant struggle after colonisation. 

Being indigenous, black and women you are doubly disadvantaged in the struggle to escape from 

poverty. Colombia's concentrations of wealth and inequality are one of the biggest at global level.  

Colombia has had many expressions of violence in her history. Between 1948 and 1957 it had what 

we call the Colombia Violence, where more than 300 thousands Colombians were killed. In the 

1960s, because of the conflicts for land Colombia had a 60 year conflict, having as main characters 

the Colombian government (Colombian army), several guerrilla groups (FARC, ELN, EPL, M-19), 

narcotic groups (Medellín cartel, Cali cartel), paramilitary groups and delinquency groups. This 

conflict has reinforced the urbanization and the competition for resources, and have opened the 

country to 'free trade', creating conditions for mining, agro-industry and export of commodities. 

Though there is an important peace process between the FARC guerrilla (The Revolutionary Armed 

Forces of Colombia) and the government. The paramilitaries groups, enforced by the most powerful 

groups, continue to exist.  

Different expressions of civil society have become 

stronger during the last 40 years, at the same time 

that trade unions have become weaker. 

Indigenous, campesinos and black community 

organisations continue to make an important voice 

to defend human rights at the national and 

international level. The 'Juntas de Acción Comunal' 

(more than 45,000 all over the country) are 

strongly influenced by the government and by 

traditional political parties.  

La Costanza is a 'family' (LCF) farm located in Chía, 

Cundinamarca, 23 km north of Bogota. LCF is 

integrated by Mireya (owner); Dora (farmer from Gachetá), Jessica and Laura (Dora's daughters, 

though primary students, they are learning agroecology) and María and Constantino (fully dedicated 

to agroecology). Although Chía has been a rural place, dedicated to agriculture, it is now becoming 

strongly influenced by Bogota. Bogota has 8 million inhabitants and keeps growing. Though they 

keep their jobs in Bogota, many people have moved to Chía, now with a population of 127,000

                                                           
1 Minga entails a collaborative work system that dates back to the Incas. It refers to the commitment, contract 
or work agreement between two or more people. The word minga also stands for meeting or reunion. 

Figure 1. Crops grown at La Costanza 
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inhabitants, registered the highest grow rate (more than 113.24!) at the municipal level in the 

Cundinamarca province, during the last two census held in 1994 and 2005. Smallholders (many of 

them coming directly from the Chibcha tribes who populated the area before the Spanish colonised) 

continue to exist, and together with many other farmers and with the institutional support of the 

UMATA (Municipal Units for Technical Assistance) we continue to develop agroecology on our lands. 

In many different ways we are connected with the agroecological movement and with agroecology 

in universities all over Colombia.  

Description of the Agroecology system 

La Costanza exists since 1981. It used to be a rural 

house of which its 1500 square meters was little 

used. The house is in the centre of the plot; its front 

was used as a garden, and the back side as a big 

patio used by children and neighbors for family or 

community meetings. It had huge trees that were 

chopped about 5 years ago. Our ‘family’ came to live 

in La Costanza one year ago and together with other 

farmers families we started an agroecological 

practice, with three goals: getting good quality food 

for our families, being self-sustainable and keeping a 

good balance between esthetics and production. It 

has to provide an enjoyable place for community and for family and friends. In the medium term our 

objective is to make it a sustainable restaurant where most of the food is produced at La Costanza 

(Figure 2).  

Description of the agroecology system 

We have been producing compost since 1997. Then we decided to start producing organic 

agriculture. A couple of years later we moved to the UK, and it was only one year ago, when we 

came back to Colombia, when we decided to produce at least 50% of the food we eat. The question 

was how to produce while not knowing much about agriculture. I started getting the support of my 

neighbours and from three women who have lived in rural areas and who wanted to share part of 

the tasks.   

All over Colombia it is a new farming system in the sense that all is organic. We are combining the 

best of the traditional experience (campesinas' and farmers neighbors’ knowledge and experience), 

the technical support from the UMATA, the agreement with Freski-fruta (organic fruit company) in 

order to increase our capacity to produce compost and training supplied by other farmers and by 

SENA (National Service for Training). Basic knowledge refers to the farmers’ knowledge and 

experiences, but we are also buying seeds from private sector agencies who sell organic seeds. 

UMATA and SENA are empowering our knowledge system. In the case of enriching soils, through 

Google we are using systems developed in other countries and regions (i.e. using urine as fertilizer: 

http://www.theecologist.org/green_green_living/gardening/605742/urine_the_ultimate_organic_fe

rtiliser.html).  

Set of practices 

After considering the problems coming from Climate Change and from El Niño and La Niña, we 

developed a water system to catch and store rain water. It has a total capacity of 6 cubic meters. On 

a normal day, we are watering the plants every morning and evening. Then we collect around 70 kg 

of organic residues every day at Freski-fruta (200 mts from la Costanza) and we process it with other 

Figure 2. A lunch from La Costanza 
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residues from our home and from relatives' homes who are regularly transporting residues to us. 

Depending on the rain, in March/April we are planting maize and beans. We are also planting 

potatoes, taking into account rotating crops in the different plots. In March we are planting lettuce, 

broccoli, spinach, tomatoes and Physalis. We are 

regularly collecting tomatoes, physalis, potatoes, figs 

and passion flora. When we have too many of a 

product, we sell it. We are keeping and improving our 

own seeds. We produce nine different herb varieties 

(mint, ruda, salvia, oregan, basil, hinojo, toronjil, 

limonaria and cidrón). With the herbs (romero, 

oregan, cidrón and basil) we started to bake artisan 

bread. We are now at the stage of getting feedback 

from costumers.  

The UMATA and SENA (regional and national institutions) experiences have been excellent for us to 

meet other students from all over the region and from different social classes. UMATA (Municipal 

Units for Technical Agricultural Assistance, within the Fund for Rural Integral Development) provides 

soil, equipment, greenhouses, experts and organic seeds that we can use in our farms. SENA is a 

national institute providing free training on many disciplines, agroecology is one of them. Though 

both institutions are not claiming to develop agroecology, they have understood its importance and 

all practices correspond to agroecology in its technique and scientific fields. The training sessions are 

becoming one of the best opportunities to learn from other practices. It has been interesting to see 

that though there is no explicit agreement, we are all saying “no” to any intromission of big 

companies. It has been great to see the specific experiences of a group of farmers who get good 

training and some resources from the ICA (Colombian Agrarian Institute). They have also installed a 

farm where you can see how they are producing good quality food.  

We are living in one of the most productive areas of 

Colombia and we find that the whole system (crops, 

tree, seed, soil, water and animals) are strongly 

related. As it happens with other small municipalities 

in Cundinamarca, perhaps the biggest problem we 

face is the urbanization process forced by the growth 

of Bogota. Colombia is over the Equatorial line. 

Because of seasonal change in countries located 

North and South of Colombia, during a normal year 

we have migration of birds coming from other 

countries. Though we don't have seasons, we 

experience the effects of seasonal changes in other 

parts of the globe.  

In La Costanza we have the involvement of young girls from the LCF. They have developed part of 

the infrastructure, they plant and collect potatoes.  

Political space  

At the local level, there is an important institutional and political space to develop agroecology. This 

happens because agroecology has been the main activity in Chía for hundreds or thousands of years. 

Most of the farmers in the region are aware of the importance of producing good quality food.  

Figure 3. Artisan Bread 

Figure 4. Girls with the harvested potatoes 



52 Profiles on Agroecology:  
La Costanza: Urban Agroecology in a quickly urbanizing place 

 

 

At the regional and national level it is more complicated as we fight big challenges face to face: (a) 

Disorganized urban development, and (b) big companies trying to monopolize the use of soil, the 

access to seeds and the type of agriculture. This is a national collective fight.  Though the Colombian 

government is ambivalent in supporting big agri-business too, it is clear that here in Chía the local 

government supports agroecology.  

Outcomes of the practices 

Based on an evaluation system that we have designed and based on the daily monitoring of most of 

the key variables, we have found so far positive results. 

Some of our key variables are:  

 Seed sources and comparison of results using seeds given to us by neighbors and friends and 
those others bought in stores; 

 Type of soil that we have and how we can improve it (compost, manure and fertilizers); 

 Availability of rain water for what we are planting; 

 Use of hen in order to improve the protein food and for fertilizing the soil; 

 Adequate research and experience in order to develop new products. 

Positive results that we achieved are: 

 Skills and capacity for producing compost, enriching our soil; 

 Young girls attend their school and are interested and committed to agroecology; 

 We are using national and municipal institutions (SENA and UMATA) to empower La 
Costanza; 

 We had very positive results from using the seeds provided by farmers. 

We are monitoring the whole system well and we are very slowly approaching to food sovereignty. 

Again, the biggest question is how to face the urbanization process, and perhaps the best way will be 

to provide a good set of agroecological practices.  

The local government has developed an agreement with other regions in Colombia, as we should be 

able to sell any excess product that we might have. If we reach full development of our Agroecology 

project, we will find out the degree of sustainability 

Our economic results keep improving all the time, and we feel that we are eating healthy food. The 

biggest fight is the real sustainability for all of us, dedicated to agriculture, when we live in the 

borders of a growing city like Bogota.  

 Message from farmer to farmers   

 “Water and seeds are essential to us. Let us watch how we keep natural water flowing and how we 

continue improving our own seeds. If Colombia is to become democratic after the peace process, 

inequality must be significantly reduced. We know the essence of fundamental things like good and 

healthy food. People in the cities are aware of this and are supporting our struggle. We are not 

selling our land. Let´s make a national minga together (rural and urban areas)!”   

— Constantino Casasbuenas, La Costanza 

 


