Interview to Paolo Groppo

What is ICARRD and why is it important in this international scenario?

ICARRD stands for International Conference on Agrarian Reform and Rural Development, the first international meeting promoted by FAO since 1979 when a World Conference on these issues did occur.

The rationale for it comes from the evidence that despite considerable improvements in food production over the last 50 years, food security still remains a problem in many parts of the world. Food insecurity and agrarian reform are closely interlinked and without assuring adequate access to land (and water), the most basic productive resource, the goal of eradicating poverty, reducing hunger and promoting more broad-based and inclusive rural economic development will remain elusive. 

Its importance is demonstrated by the increased number of conflicts related to land and other natural resources, everywhere. Land is a limited asset, is not just an economic one, a lot of different actors are competing for it, with a clear unbalanced economic and political power. Land is also still very concentrated in few hands. The need to start re-addressing these issues is because human development cannot be addressed only in urban areas. It is not just a matter of fighting hunger, but also because a strong rural/territorial development based on a more equitable distribution of land is now considered a basis for any democratic development in the future.

By which organisations is ICARRD promoted and which are the most important actors involved? 

ICARRD is an FAO initiative, with a strong support from the Government of Brazil, which is hosting it, and other countries, particularly the Philippines, where a strong agrarian reform program is actually in place.

Being an FAO Conference it means that it is essentially a Governmental Conference. However, the “spirit” of  ICARRD has been since the beginning to promote Dialogue with all interested stakeholders. This is why close collaboration with several international recognized social movements, NGOs etc has been promoted since the beginning. As a result, when we talk about ICARRD we have, de facto, an Official Conference and a Parallel Forum, organized by the International Planning Committee (a mechanism of FAO accredited NGOs/CSOs).

What are the main issues in the Agenda?

We want to promote the discussion around two major objectives: Promote understanding, learning and constructive dialogue to address agrarian reform, sustainable rural development, and rural poverty issues and sharing experiences, fostering recognition, improved willingness, and concrete actions.

This will be done through a multidimensional discussion whose key topics will be: 

Policies and practices for securing and improving access to land by the poor and promoting agrarian reform to alleviate poverty and hunger

Building capacity to improve access to land, water agricultural inputs and agrarian services to promote sustainable natural resources management and rural development and

New opportunities to revitalize rural communities.  
How is Civil Society involved? Which consultation mechanisms are provided? Which Civil Society Organisations are directly involved, from which countries do they come and how were they selected?

As said before, we are using the same mechanism which proved its effectiveness during the World Food Summit, meaning the International Planning Committee which associates hundreds of different social movements, NGOs, CSOs. A series of concrete mechanisms to foster this dialogue have been put in place, like, for example a series of periodical meetings between the Executive Secretariat and IPC and other International NGOs representatives; allowing them to participate to specific sessions of the Steering Committee; proposing them to prepare one of the Issue Paper of the Conference on Food Sovereignty; some concrete Case studies have also been worked out together and finally, it is important to mention that also within the Conference there will be spaces for an open dialogue between delegations of NGOs/CSOs and governments. Just to say some of them, but there are others. This is why we consider that we have “proved” in concrete terms our willingness to foster the dialogue and contributing to create a sense of possible convergence, collaboration for the post-Conference.
In your personal opinion, which are currently the main aspects/factors in terms of exclusion of rural people (I mean from what mechanisms are rural people excluded with the most relevant impact on their livelihoods)? 

Land is still concentrated in few hands. This is a given, not an opinion. Therefore the question of improving the access to land is fundamental. We can then discuss about the mechanisms to be used to tackle this issue but the question remains. Then the issue of credit: again, it is extremely difficult for rural people to get funds for their own initiatives. Usually banks refrain to move out into rural areas; Technical assistance is another one as is also the question of accessing markets on a fair basis. Beyond the pure economic issues, the question of wealth and education seem to me really critical. Governments are usually not investing in these themes which is increasing the de-capitalization of both social and human capital of their own people.

Which re the reasons of this exclusion?

Difficult to say. Evidences are there that this dis-investment in both economic and human capital contributes to an increased migration towards urban areas, contributing to increasing insecurity, poverty etc. The cost of creating a job in the rural areas is far less expensive than doing it in the urban setting. Apparently governments have not yet realized it.
Which solution could or should be provided?

Since the problem is multidimensional, the answer is by nature: systemic. There are no easy solutions. Political willingness is important and for this reason we are advocating for the States to take back their responsibility vis-à-vis rural people. A stronger role for the State is essential, not leaving to the market to regulate aspects as education, health, access to land etc. which needs a more balanced approach where the Public sector should have a say. But on the international arena, Governments should be facilitated in these tasks and not constrained by top-down financial and fiscal policies. On the other hand, Gvts should become more flexible and accept an increased role in the policy making by civil society, and other local stakeholders in order to make the political choices better discussed and more shared.  
Do you think that a better access to qualitative education aiming at building specific capacities for rural people may aid this process? How?

Definitely yes. In our vision of a territorial development where different actors negotiate between them, search for “social” agreements, the question of power unbalance is critical and education therefore is a fundamental pillar. There are several areas of potential work, we do only want to mention that if we want to promote Social Dialogue in the countryside, we do need to help local people to be in a position to better defend and negotiate their views and positions. This FAO methodological approach, called Participatory and Negotiated Territorial Development will be illustrated at the Conference and we hope, after it, to start working on improving the training and education component through a participatory and open process involving CSOs, NGOs and Universities.
