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Land
Rich and dark, light and sandy, clay or peat, earth
seems inert to the naked eye but is full of subterranean life when you take the time to observe it.
It has long been shunned by urbanised societies
as a difficult and dirty working environment, only
considered fit for the expansion of cities or for leisurely walks. But more and more we are becoming
aware of its essential, unique role: land feeds us.
It is indispensable for growing our food. It is also
the basic substrate of many ecosystems which
agricultural practices can improve or destroy. For
farmers, it represents their living, working and
production environment. For all of us, it is a key
component of the places where we live: depending
on how it is used, it can fuel intensive or agroecological farming systems and can contribute or not to
the protection of natural resources, public health,
diversity of landscapes, job creation and sustainable rural areas. In cities, it can bring a breath of
fresh air to our surroundings, increasing their desirability and reconnecting inhabitants with their
roots. In the light of worsening climate crises, and
with globalisation bringing us closer together, we
are realising how the Earth, just like earth, is our
common link – the place where we all live and for
which we are all jointly responsible.
The situation has become urgent. It is urgent to
protect agricultural land from destruction and pollution. It is urgent to ensure that this land is used
for nourishing, fair and sustainable agriculture.
Although there are significant differences between
European countries, the same trends and needs
can be observed across the board. Firstly, because
the expansion of industrial agriculture goes hand
in hand with the marginalisation of diversified
human-scale farms, which create local jobs and
sustain local areas, to the point that this type of

farm is now under threat of extinction. Secondly,
because of the environmental crisis: climate emergency, massive loss of biodiversity, pollution of
water and soils. Finally, because we have reached
a generational turning point. In the European
Union, 60% of farmers are over the age of 55. When
they retire, over the next two decades, millions of
hectares will change hands. What happens to this
land when it arrives on the market to be sold or
rented will be decisive. Will it lead to greater land
concentration, more intensive agriculture, a disconnect between agriculture and society, and the
decline of the countryside? Or will it allow a new
generation of farmers to emerge, and a transition
to forms of agriculture which are both nourishing
and environmentally friendly?
Over the last two decades, new initiatives, providing new sources of solidarity and staging innovative social experiments, have flourished throughout
Europe. As well as those initiatives led by farmers,
rural development associations and peasant farmer unions, there is now a host of newly engaged
citizens: enlightened countryside and city dwellers, nature enthusiasts and environmental activists, consumers concerned about the origin and
quality of their food, friends and families of aspiring farmers struggling to set up, advocates for a
type of rural life which provides more than just a
pleasant backdrop for urbanites, and many more.
All of these people feel concerned by how agricultural land is used and want to have their say. They
are all committed to ensuring that land is kept for
agricultural use, transferred to a new generation
of farmers and used for the benefit of all citizens.
These men and women, of all ages and from different European countries, have helped found or

Overall, agricultural employment in the European Union has been declining steadily for decades falling by 30% in just 15 years between 2003 and
2018. Schuh et al. (2019), The EU farming employment: current challenges and future prospects, p 9, available at :
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/629209/IPOL_STU(2019)629209_EN.pdf
At the same time, the number of small and medium-sized farms has collapsed with the
disappearance of 4 million farms i.e. -30% between 2003 and 2013 (Source : Eurostat, 2013).
2
In 2013, 25% of EU farmers were over 65 and 34% between 55 and 65 (Source: Eurostat, 2013).
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joined citizen organisations working to protect and share land, contributing their wealth of experience,
commitment and drive. This book highlights some of the individual and collective routes leading people
to become involved with the land, the struggles waged, the victories won by individuals as part of collective mobilisations. These portraits show different types of engagement:

IN THE DAILY MANAGEMENT OF AN ORGANISATION,
ON FARMS,
WITH THE GENERAL PUBLIC,
ALONGSIDE FARMERS OR FUTURE FARMERS,
WITH POLITICAL AND INSTITUTIONAL LEADERS.
This book illustrates some of the ways of taking action at an individual level to restore the true value of
the land.
The organisations with which the men and women portrayed in this book are involved are listed on pages 40-41. Many of them are part of the
European Access to Land network: www.accesstoland.eu
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56 - Basque Country
Lurzaindia

H

ailing from northern France, Isabel made the
Basque Country her home after marriage.
She is not a born activist but has gradually
gained political awareness through meeting people
and through “the ups and downs of life”.
Isabel grew up in a family of shopkeepers at the
time of the rise of the supermarkets. Concerns
about social justice spurred her to action rather
than any particular rural connections or an interest in agriculture and the situation of small
farmers. She began her career in an association
helping young people with their social and professional integration, supporting people receiving
social benefits with their professional pathways.
She says: “I found myself in a familiar setting, with
people who were lost and had no hope”. At the
same time, she was training in project management
and learning about sociology, and it was then that
her learning and training came together. This has
been her approach throughout her career and associative activities – solving puzzles, always looking
for solutions and driven by an eagerness to learn.
She first honed her skills in the housing sector and
then in vocational training.
When she arrived in the Basque Country at the age
of 31, she met the local alter-globalisation group
ATTAC and explored the issue of consumption with
them, fine tuning her approach to political economics, and then became a member of her local
community supported agriculture group. “That was
the first time I had ever met a peasant farmer in
my life”, she says. The challenge of the lack of land
for these peasant farmers to set up and respond to
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“Being an activist
means forming
partnerships with
people you don’t
know, giving your
trust simply on a
shared objective.”

the exponential demand for local produce in the
Basque Country quickly reared its head. However,
there is high demand for land in the region and
Isabel realised that “the world of agriculture can
sometimes be partly to blame for speculation and
the loss of land used for agriculture and food production”. Isabel and the group “De la terre pour
nos légumes” (Land for our Vegetables) started
working on the subject, drawing information and
inspiration from all possible sources – from urban
planning to rural law – to find approaches and
solutions to make land available. “Even with no
knowledge of the subject, I could understand that
within this crisis system, these issues of food, land
use and the climate are all linked, and that I was at
the centre of the debate”, says Isabel. This is how
she came to develop the concept of what would later become Lurzaindia, together with other people
from all walks of life, all equally passionate about
unravelling the complexity of land management.
Lurzaindia (“protected land” in Basque) is a land
association incorporating a grassroots solidarity
investment mechanism which allows it to purchase
land. It follows in the footsteps of an agricultural
land group (GFA) which was active for over 30 years.
Isabel says: “My involvement in this is a source of
joy, as the 15 peasant farmers I have met at Lurzaindia have become my friends. In today’s world,
being part of something is evaluated and calculated in economic terms. There is no spark behind
all of that, but here there is a huge inner fire.”
“When you go and talk with the local authorities
about these subjects, you realise that the origin
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of food is something that’s simply not thought
about”, she says. Isabel sees her activity with Lurzaindia and in the AMAP network in the Basque
Country as a balancing act – “we are like circus performers spinning plates, we have to find a balance
with others. Everything is a link in a chain, from
farm incubators, where young farmers can find
their feet, to AMAPs and community land trusts.”
“Within the organisation, I’m a jack of all trades
and an ideas developer. I bring people together and

take a candid approach which I can do because I’m
not a peasant farmer, so people give me the benefit
of the doubt in case I haven’t understood.”
“I’m simply sharing what I’ve learned from my past
experiences. My role at Lurzaindia is to provide
support to the people employed here, represent
the organisation and deliver its message of sharing
land wealth in a fairer and more effective way for
food production purposes.”
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31 - Dunblane
Scottish Farm Land Trust
”SFLT is making a concrete and proactive step
towards addressing a large-scale issue.
It’s really what drew me in!”

S

cotland is well known for the beauty of its
landscapes, lakes, moors and mountains.
Malcolm has a real passion for hiking and
mountaineering and has explored a lot of Scotland.
Apart from being a great outdoor activity, it has
also made him wonder why Scotland looks the way
it does: the landscape is largely human-made and
results from a long history of constituting very large
estates, while “clearing” away poor rural communities. Today, the landscape is still dominated by
very large extensive sheep farming, and shooting
estates where game is maintained for hunting. Like
Malcolm, more and more people would like to see
more diversity in land ownership and land use in
Scotland, as it would improve biodiversity, landscapes and rural jobs and communities.
Malcolm grew up in Edinburgh, where he studied
social anthropology. He did his dissertation on
land grabbing in Indonesia, which also led him
to become interested in social enterprises. Determined to work in this sector, he then qualified as
an accountant. He now lives just outside Dunblane
in central Scotland and works as an accountant for
a range of social enterprises.
In 2017, Malcolm got to know about the Scottish

10

Farm Land Trust (SFLT). After attending a couple
of meetings, Malcolm joined the Board of the organisation. It was the Trust’s practical approach that
really drew him in as a volunteer. “I like the fact
SFLT is aiming to make a direct and proactive step
towards addressing a large-scale issue. It’s too easy
to wait for others to solve the problem. I like anything I can do to help that happen.“
Malcolm has special responsibility on the sixperson Board, as he is the treasurer. While SFLT has
a paid accountant for keeping the books, Malcolm
monitors the organisation’s finances and oversees
the business planning. This experience has been
rich, and a good complement to his day job as
an accountant. On the one hand, he can contribute some of his professional skills: for instance,
he recently prepared financial forecasting for the
Board discussion on the business plan. But he also
learns a lot about finance in the context of a notfor-profit organisation. Malcolm also enjoys that
the Board’s conservation is about the big picture
of making progress in developing the organisation,
rather than on a technical approach to finances and
accounts. SFLT is now working towards being registered as a charity and making their first share offer.
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Being on the board has also given him the opportunity to meet other volunteers and some farmers
and aspiring farmers. Even after 3 years, he is still
astonished at the extent of the difficulties farmers
have to access land in Scotland. “Productive land
has consolidated into larger and larger farms, while
smaller plots are harder to find. Land prices mean
that significant capital is required to purchase land
which could never be recovered by farming profits.

This is well out of reach for most people who would
like to enter the farming sector.”
Since joining SFLT, Malcolm has also started to
grow food: he has a small garden and enjoys taking
care of fruit trees. It is more of a weekend thing for
him than a preparation to become a grower, but he
likes reconnecting with where his food comes from.
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63 and 56 - Flanders
De Landgenoten
“When examining farmers’
projects, we pay attention
to the whole. Even their
financial plan has to be right,
and inspiring!“

F

landers, Belgium, is one of the most densely
populated areas of Europe. Farmland is insufficiently protected for farming and land prices
are amongst the highest on the continent. Ludwig
lives in a small town in western Flanders, while
Dirk lives in the north. Ludwig, the son of a farmer,
studied agricultural economics and now works for
the agriculture research institute, ILVO. Dirk is not
from a farming family, but after training as a social
worker he decided to learn about farming, and has
been a farmer for 30 years. He now combines both
passions: the mixed farm he works for produces
delicious cow’s milk and cheese, vegetables, fruit
and bread and also provides a home for people with
disabilities, who live and work on the farm.
Ludwig was drawn to De Landgenoten out of his
concern for soil preservation. He says: “In the area
where I live, I have seen farmland being ravaged.
Especially in wintertime, you can see pools of water on the ruined soil.” He invited De Landgenoten
for discussions at the ILVO, and De Landgenoten
then asked him to join them. Dirk has long been
involved in alternative agriculture in Flanders.
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Over 20 years ago, he helped found Landwijzer, a
school for farmers based on biodynamic principles.
However, he was frustrated to see that year after
year, these new farmers were struggling to find land.
He also strongly believes that, as a farmer, it is better
not to buy farmland yourself, as this ties your farm
in to a mortgage and complicates farm transmission
because of the emotional connection. So when De
Landgenoten’s concepts started to gain popularity,
Dirk helped write a blueprint and joined both the
advisory board and the administration board.
A few years ago, Ludwig and Dirk didn’t know each
other. Now, they meet every month, as members
of the advisory board. This small committee advises the Board on whether to acquire land for
applicant farmers who seek their help to secure
land. As part of the advisory board, Ludwig and
Dirk closely examine the different components
of the farmer’s project. Farmers have to fill in a
form about their education, experience, views
on ownership of farmland, etc. They also present
their future plans, including a detailed financial plan, stating costs, workload and revenues.
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If a piece of land has already been identified or the farmer is already
established, De Landgenoten also organises a farm tour. Members
of the advisory board also consider the human dimension: how
consistent is the application? How motivated is the applicant? “The whole story has to be right. And we always
make sure that the plans will enable farmers to make
a living and maintain acceptable living and working
conditions.”
Dirk loves visiting other farms and investigating the potential of different pieces of land.
He is always excited about innovative farming or marketing models, and is also very
attached to farmers’ autonomy: “How can
farmers remain autonomous despite the
fact that neither the land, nor the means
of production belong to them?” Ludwig,
too, is always keen to go out and visit
farms. With his professional background,
he pays special attention to the financial
and business plans. He feels responsible
for helping the farmers who come to
them. Of course, the main objective is to
inform the Board’s decision but he also
invests a lot of personal time in helping
farmers improve or fine tune their financial plans.
Sometimes, discussion is very intense and
the decision is hard to make. Recently,
De Landgenoten had the opportunity to
work with a piece of public land. The sandy soil was perfect for vegetables, but the
applicant’s passion was for growing fruit.
In the end, the advisory board decided
not to go ahead. “We thought that it was
better for him in the long run. It was difficult for the young farmer and also for De
Landgenoten as it would have been our
first collaboration with a municipality.
But we felt it was the right decision.”
Ludwig and Dirk are proud to be part of
De Landgenoten: “Despite the difficult
context and all the doubts we had when
starting, we are doing what we said we
would do. We have bought land for 18 farmers and are advising more every year!”
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39 - Havelland
Obstmuckelei
“It creates links between people: they meet each other,
build projects together and, over time, reap the
fruits of their labour, quite literally!”

N

ot too far from what is undoubtedly the
most famous pear tree in German literature, the one from Theodor Fontane’s poem,
is Konstantin Schroth’s orchard (Obstmuckelei),
located in Ribbeck, in the region of Havelland, to
the north-west of Berlin. This six-hectare plot,
previously an area of environmental offset land,
was bought by Konstantin and the cooperative
Kulturland. Through purchasing shares in this cooperative, supporters of the project protected the
land from speculation and made it possible for
Konstantin to farm it. As of 2020, he has been managing the 400 apple, pear, plum, cherry,
and walnut trees which make up this
organic orchard. The land is surrounded by hundreds of hazel
trees, dozens of wild roses,
and a few redcurrant bushes.
As well as 18 colonies of bees,
it hosts hares, white storks, red
kites, and yellowhammers, which
either live there or pass through
from time to time in search of
food. A neighbouring shepherd
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also lets his merino sheep graze under the trees
two or three times per year.
Arne has been a supporter of the project right
from the start. He works as an independent educator and assists young adults with international
volunteering. He met Konstantin at university,
when they were both studying landscape and nature conservation, and they developed a strong
friendship which continues to this day. Arne grew
up in a neighbourhood of prefabricated buildings
on the outskirts of Jena, in Thuringa, in a semiurban, semi-rural environment, which gave him
with contact with nature. During his studies,
he developed an interest in ornithology.
He now lives in Uckermark, to the
north of Berlin. For Arne, his volunteer work is an opportunity
to experience hands-on a direct
contact with nature”.
Arne quickly became attached
to the orchard. “It’s like an
oasis in an agricultural landscape which seems more or less

abandoned”, he says, “I think it’s a great project to
support”. Maintenance work is constantly needed
to conserve the land and its many fruit trees and
bushes. One of the issues is to prevent the wind
drying out the soil out by planting and maintaining hedgerows. Volunteers contribute to the orchard’s mission of developing and maintaining a
biologically diverse area which serves as a place
for education about the environment. For example,
they help to organise tree pruning workshops and
visits to the orchard. Since Konstantin took over
the orchard, Arne has helped out several times and
wants to continue to do so. “Oh yes, I’m always
keen!” he says, “I really want to support the orchard all year round and see how things develop.”
In practical terms, this has meant getting invol-

ved in planting hedgerows, for example. Over two
days last year, they planted fast-growing poplars
to complete the hedgerow surrounding the land.
As well as providing protection from the wind, these
hedgerows are home to a wide variety of animals.
Arne is convinced that “without these hedgerows,
the surrounding area would be less biodiverse, particularly in terms of bird species”. Arne enjoyed the
planting: having spent time working in a nursery,
he is comfortable with this type of work and welcomes the opportunity to work with his hands. Arne
and many other people also lend a hand by helping prune overgrown fruit trees and hedges and
harvesting fruit. He also helps Konstantin publish
the monthly newsletter with the latest news from
Obstmuckelei.
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46 - Prague
Nadace Pro p du
“Let’s farm the land in such a way that we
can look our children in the eyes when we
can no longer care for the land ourselves.“

T

his story takes us to the beautiful outskirts
of Prague, in Zbraslav, which is home to the
Research Institute for Soil and Water Conservation. Jan is the head of its Department of Soil
Conservation. After initially training in landscape
engineering, he developed a passion for soils, exploring all dimensions from microbiology, to landscapes, forestry and water. His extensive knowledge
and practical experience have forged his reputation
in the academic and agricultural sectors alike.

A few years ago, he began working with Nadace Pro
p du (Foundation for Soil) to develop a way for
landowners to assess soil quality and incorporate
soil improvement measures into tenancy contracts.
Together with Alena, one of the Foundation’s trustees, he developed an easy-to-use field survey,
based on a spade test. This is accompanied by methodological documents on soil type and soil analysis: organic matter content, pH – acidity, available plant nutrients, etc. It also provides basic
recommendations on updating lease agreements to
include continual improvement of soil quality. Jan
loves working with the Foundation and other enlightened landowners: “When I see the Foundation
and its land, I can sense a deep conviction. In agriculture, the influence of subsidies is often visible,
which unfortunately leads to prioritisation of the
economic dimension over environmental aspects.”
16
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These surveys are always carried out together with
the farmers. During the annual visit, the farmers,
the Foundation’s representatives, and Jan walk
around the land and take samples at selected locations, which Jan and his colleagues then analyse
at an accredited research laboratory. This not only
results in a report with a high level of expertise but
also provides the opportunity for in-depth debate
on site, and for farmers to ask specific questions
and receive recommendations on their current farming practices.
Discussion about soil conservation and use overlaps with Jan’s own family life: “We have a garden
which we divided into three equal parts so
that each of our children could try their
hand at farming. Our younger son leased
his part to his older sister. They just came
up with their own lease without any help
from me – they must have picked up the
concept from my phone calls. It’s funny
that my son, who was about six years old
at the time, didn’t want his older sister to
grow flowers in his part of the garden or
to use chemicals. That made me laugh.”
For Jan, this voluntary work is very
important. “Scientists and academic
experts often find fulfilment in their

publications and the number of projects they have
completed. But I think that each of us should
also leave something tangible behind, such as
motivating farmers or young people, for
whom working with the land can be a
solution that helps them improve
their attitude to life.”
Jan is pleased to see a
growing interest in soil
assessments in the
Czech Republic. More
and more people are
becoming aware of
the impacts

of soil deterioration due to erosion, drought, pollution, etc. “As humans, we must pay attention to
what the soil is telling us. What the Foundation
represents and what we are collectively trying to
do, is to return to these roots. What we face
today will not be solved by scaling up
technology and greater intensification.
We need to move away from a
purely economic
or technical
approach and
try to take a
more positive
and humane
approach to
the soils.”
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25
Tarragona
GEPEC
“It is important to have helped a farmer,
to promote a shift to a different
model and to preserve more land,
hence more biodiversity.”

O

nce upon a time, there was a farmer who,
together with his two brothers, owned a large
farm spanning 300 hectares in the highly
urbanised tourist area of Cambrils on the Mediterranean coast 100 kilometres to the south of
Barcelona, near the city of Tarragona. Bordered on
one side by the road which leads to the sea, and
by neighbouring fields on the other, Ernest grows
vegetables such as aubergines,
courgettes, watermelons,
and peppers.
He made the
decision to
switch to organic agriculture,
not only to be
able to obtain
organic labelling
and sell his produce at a better
price, but also
because he was
genuinely keen to
change his practices
to improve biodiversity on his farm
and see wildlife
and insects return.
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When Estel arrived on the farm to carry out a study
on pollination and identification of the wild bees
which pollinate the crops, Ernest had already made
a start: sowing cover crops to protect the plantations and soil, planting hedgerows and floral borders to attract bees, setting up insect hotels, and
digging ponds for frogs. This meeting between the
farmer and the student proved to be an opportunity for both of them.
Estel grew up in the city of Tarragona, but she had
always had a connection to nature. “My parents
would take me to the countryside or forest when I
was a child to forage for mushrooms or pick blackberries and figs with my grandfather. I was fascinated by reptiles and birds, and at school biology
was the only subject I didn’t find boring!”
A few years later, Estel
moved to Girona to
specialise in biology
for the management
and conservation of
biodiversity. When
she returned to Tarragona, she got in touch
with GEPEC, a very active
environmental group in

control aphids. I made a few recommendations.
In general, we came up with measures for more
environmentally friendly management which also
have an impact on soil quality. I was intrigued to
find out about the impact agroecological practices
can have on biodiversity and soil life.”
Estel says that meeting the farmer helped her grow
as a person. “I really enjoyed working with a peasant farmer who has made the effort to make a
change, by maintaining floral borders, putting up
bat nesting boxes, and embarking on a pathway
which sets an example to his neighbours.”

the region. She participated in several environmental education activities and then
decided to get involved with the group as
a volunteer. GEPEC has a number of farms
under its stewardship and asked Estel to
carry out the study on Ernest’s farm.
“At the time, I was very pleased to think
that my knowledge and involvement as
a voluntary biologist could help with the
transition to an agroecological model, even
though agriculture wasn’t an area I’d ever
had much to do with. It sounded very interesting. It was Ernest who asked for help in
order to study and improve the pollination of
his vegetables. He was very keen.
He would meet me on the
farm every morning
to explain everything
he had already implemented and his practices,
and in the afternoon I
would collect samples and
carry out analyses. I analysed
the borders, herbaceous and
shrub species which attract
bees, and also the presence of insects which

This encounter clearly demonstrates the vital link between biodiversity, land, and human life.
By protecting the land, peasant
farmers encourage the presence
of insects and pollinators,
which in turn make it
possible to produce food
by pollinating flowers.
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39 - Falkirk
Scottish Farm Land Trust
“It gave me a warm and fuzzy feeling: people bet on us
and trusted us with their money. I’d be willing to
coordinate another crowdfunder!”

A

lmost halfway between Edinburgh and Glasgow, in the Central Belt of Scotland, Falkirk
sits in an area which was at the core of the
industrial revolution but also has some of the most
fertile lowlands of the country. Kirsty lives there
with her family, in a wee town called Larbert, right
on the edge of being rural. Her primary interest
when it comes to land is making it accessible to new
entrant farmers, partly because she’d like to be one!
Kirsty has no connection with farming; she has a
suburban upbringing and was trained as a microbiologist. She first considered farming when she
came across a survey from the Scottish Farmland
Trust (SFLT) while surfing social media in 2017.
The survey sought to find out more
about those looking for farmland
in Scotland. Researchers like
Kirsty often have back-up
career plans and the survey
prompted her to think:
“Wouldn’t it be nice to
have a little market
garden in the back of
the garden, living out in the
country? Suddenly it made me
think, oh, this could actually be a
possibility for me and my family.”
Kirsty went along to a general meeting of the SFLT to find out more
and, before she knew it, she had volunteered
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for the Board! It was her first time as volunteer
of an organisation, and a new topic for her. Since
the 2014 independence referendum, she had grown
aware of the very high level of land inequality
in Scotland, and she started hearing about new
mechanisms to make land available for the public
benefit. A key personal value for Kirsty is equity:
“It isn’t fair that so much of Scotland’s land is
concentrated in so few hands.” The fact that the
SFLT is looking to address this imbalance was a big
draw for her as a volunteer.
As a Board member, Kirsty has been working to improve the policies and processes of SFLT, especially
with regard to staffing and recruitment. She has
also shared her professional skills. Kirsty
works as a public engagement professional across three universities. Public
engagement involves training researchers to work
in collaboration with
the public, to share
the outcomes of their
research, and gain ideas
on what they should do next.
“At this point, I can talk about
almost anything with almost
anyone. From nursery school
children to learners in prison,
from someone at a science festival to a
University Principal, I can talk to them all“.

In 2019, the SFLT board decided to try crowdfunding
to hire their first employee and take the organisation to the next level. Together with other directors
and volunteers, Kirsty ran the crowdfunding campaign, which was based on social media (primarily
Twitter and Facebook). It was difficult to get started
because SFLT had a very low base of followers.
“It was a lot of work to identify other relevant accounts and tag them in posts, but we were successful in reaching out to individuals and organisations
who then passed the word on to their followers.”
In the end, SFLT had garnered about 300 followers
on Twitter and 680 on Facebook, and many of these
accounts had hundreds of followers themselves.
Individuals and social enterprises also donated
rewards to be offered to the supporters; Kirsty herself donated willow staves cut from her garden!

During the two-month campaign, Kirsty and other
volunteers constantly worked to maintain the
flow of tweets and posts: “On Facebook or Twitter,
a post lasts only about 20 minutes, and that’s if
the algorithm doesn’t work against you!” They had
no explicitly planned tweets or pre-set messages,
rather an organic approach of entering a dialogue
with interested people, which soon reflected in the
amount collected. While the initial objective was to
raise £10,000, SFLT ended up raising raised £18,032
from 189 supporters, including £5,000 donation
from the Royal Bank Back Her Business campaign.
Crowdfunding sounds like a simple approach to
raise funds - you just need a few decent rewards,
there are no expectations about what you are going
to spend the money on, but it was an enormous
amount of work. Apart from the financial benefits,
it also raises the profile of the organisation and
expands its social base. “It was lovely to see the
breadth of donations, from ten pounds to several
hundred pounds, and that people were trusting us
with their money!”
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58 - Barcelona
Freelancer
“I’m not a scientist, nor a biologist,
nor an ecologist – I’m a citizen
and a journalist, who talks about
environmental issues to people like me.”

P

ilar is half urban – born in Barcelona where
she has spent most of her life – and half rural.
She is strongly inspired by her family history,
which includes a goatherd grandfather and a father
raised in the mountains of Aragon, and was a naturalist from a young age. Early in life, she also
became aware of the lack of nature in urban life.
Her connection with nature comes from her roots
and was forged during her holidays roaming the
mountains. “Everything which has been passed
down to me is very close to my heart”, she says.
“On my mother’s side, my family experienced the
typical rural exodus after the civil war. Although
they moved away to provide the labour necessary for industry, they would still go to the
countryside to steal potatoes to survive.”
This family history is perhaps one reason which explains Pilar’s involvement
in environmental projects, always
with a focus on the social element.
“I realised that the problem of the
destruction of nature is linked to
the way humans exploit other
humans and all living organisms,
and that it is vital to re-establish a
balance via regenerative practices,
and to care for the land and
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human beings. I am also concerned about how the
industrial agri-food model treats peasant farmers.”
Pilar’s involvement is closely linked to her profession as a journalist. “My work allows me to draw
attention to a wide range of social initiatives and
concepts, and I consider it a social duty to do so”.
Creating a radio programme on the environment
has enabled her to combine her personal concerns
about nature and her work. “Very naturally, my
work and my private life merged together, and I
can’t tell one from the other now – I pour everything I learn into my radio work and the
books I write”, she says. Pilar closely follows many projects which advocate for the
restoration of wildlife species, environmentally
friendly agricultural production and agroecology,
and the revival of traditional seeds. She believes
in and is involved in collaborative projects, which
involve alternative forms of social organisation: small, resilient, and collaborative communities, and organised
neighbourhoods. For her, redefining
our relationship with the environment
also means reinventing the ways humans interact with each other – as she
says, “because social justice and environmental justice go hand in hand”.

Pilar sees the big picture when it comes to these
issues: “I try to explain that everything is linked.
As I see it, a plastic bag in the ocean has to do
with our consumption patterns.” But she takes an
optimistic view, and feels it is important to “always
include positive examples when speaking out,
highlighting people who are working to establish
a new model”.
One challenge she faces is getting her message and
convictions across to the public and ensuring they
are understood. Her strategy is to try to make the
stories she tells personal, appealing to people’s sensitivity and emotions. ““I’m not a scientist, nor a
biologist, nor an ecologist – I’m a citizen who talks
about environmental issues to people like me.”
“I closely follow many projects and receive updates
from them via newsletters or social media and over
the years I’ve built up direct links with many as-

sociations.” But Pilar is adamant that she must remain free: “I am connected to civil society. I can’t
tie myself to any particular organisation.”
This environmental awareness stays with her when
she leaves the radio studio – it is part of her.
She has recently made the leap of moving to a rural
area in the province of Girona where she is trying
to regenerate a small plot for growing crops and
restore the vegetable gardens and orchards which
have disappeared in her new community. This individual initiative is clearly linked to a strong political conscience. Pilar explains: “Restoring the
health of the land, the only thing which can keep
on feeding all of humanity, cannot be done using
biotechnology – the only way is to follow the rules
of agroecology. I believe that small plots with diverse produce, requiring few inputs and little
mechanisation, run by autonomous farmers, are
the basis for everything.”
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34 - Cluj-Napoca
ALPA/EcoRuralis

“Something has awakened in me. I now want
to engage with farmers who work the land
with respect and support them.”

A

ndrei grew up in the
countryside, surrounded by farm animals.
Throughout his childhood,
he was always connected
to the land and involved
with nature, removing potato beetles from leaves, harvesting fruits, etc. His
favourite activity was sitting with the cows while
they were grazing. “In a choice between that and
anything else, I would always choose the cows –
they were my best friends and I loved to spend time
with them”, he says. He later went to a high school
specialising in silviculture in the city of Timi oara,
after which he studied tourism at university.
Later on, he emigrated to study horticulture in
the Netherlands, learnt about Dutch production
technology, and completed an
internship on a large-scale
organic farm. Andrei
then moved to
Helsinki

to enrol in a Master’s programme in Environmental
Soil Science. When he’s not studying soil, he likes
to get out into nature with friends, and bikes or
hikes almost every weekend.
Andrei gained a first insight into the issue of access
to land through reading the newsletter of Provision
farm, a new agroecological farm in Transylvania.
What he read interested him, and he contacted
the farmer, Lars. Lars is also one of the founders
of ALPA, a small Romanian organisation aiming to
secure farmland by purchasing and leasing it to active agroecological farmers. As Andrei learned more
about ALPA, his interest in the project grew.
Around the same time, he started working at
a bike shop in Helsinki, and was planning a
long bike trip for the end of his contract.
And so a plan was born: to turn the bike
trip into an opportunity to help
a cause he believed in.
Andrei planned a route
from Helsinki to Romania,
stopping at agroecological
farms, documenting their
story, and supporting

24

ENGAGING WITH THE GENERAL PUBLIC

ALPA with a
small fundraiser.
He began his trip on 1st
September 2019 and arrived in
Romania 24 days later, travelling via
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia
and Hungary (including some parts by
train). The finish line was the farm of
Brându a, another of Alpa’s founders,
in the village of Stanciova. Another
ALPA volunteer set up the fundraiser
page and social media pages to follow
Andrei’s journey. Along the way, Andrei regularly
posted bilingual videos (in Romanian and English)
to document his encounters.
This was the first time Andrei had ever
embarked on such an experience.
He says: “It was a very steep
learning curve!” On a
personal level,
he learned to
slow down and
accept his surroundings.
The most important aspect for him were the
people he met along
the way and their
stories, the care
they show for their
land and

animals and the great efforts they go to
not to harm them. For example, one
Estonian farmer never ploughed
his land, but produced food by
conserving and regenerating
the soil. “Something awakened in me”, says Andrei.
“I realised that I want to
engage with more people
like this, to support farmers
who work the land with
respect. It gave me the idea of
becoming a consultant in agroecological and regenerative farming, to
help increase the amount of land farmed
in a way that regenerates the soil, and is
valued for its capacity to produce healthy
food, not for its speculative
monetary value.”
In the future, Andrei aims to offer training in regenerative farming
principles and techniques, based on
tried-and-tested models, adapted to the
relevant context and language. He does not
know if he will ever return to live in Romania,

but he is keen to support farmers there with the
knowledge he is gaining from his studies. His goal
is to revive the role of subsistence agriculture in
the natural environment, and contribute to a more
positive image of peasant farmers, as well as improve the marketing of the food they produce.
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39 - Liège
Terre-en-vue
“I consider Terre-en-vue’s activity vital – maintaining a vibrant local community by providing the
necessary conditions for peasant farming.”

W

hen you think of a town in Belgium which
is transforming its food system using short
supply chains, Liège immediately springs
to mind. For several years, a movement following in
the footsteps of the Transition Towns has been putting down roots and developing a strong network
of initiatives, prioritising short supply chains and
local food production, and supporting local business with the introduction of a local currency,
the Val’heureux.
Julie has spent 16 years working at Barricade, an
association for popular education in the old district
of Pierreuse. Since its inception, this association
has been examining the links between producers and consumers, and the living and working
conditions of the local peasant farmers. At the
end of the 1990s, the association decided to relaunch a joint purchase group, type of communitysupported agriculture, in Liège.
“I love food and eating, and I believe it’s important to support producers and maintain a vibrant
farming community.
My involvement with
Barricade allows
me to put this
into practice”,
Julie tells us.
As a vegetarian,
her passion for
quality vegetables
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and her belief in supporting local agriculture have
led her to buy her food at the Larock farm, via
the Barricade joint purchase group.
This family farm was established in
1927 and is located in Rotheux,
in the Liège area, “just next to
undulating countryside with
magnificent light”. In 1986, it
was taken over by Louis Larock,
who made it a site for social and
agricultural experiments following
the principles of biodynamics, created
a kindergarden following the Waldorf educational
approach. In order to retain the social collectivism
he had established and to make the project viable
over the long term, Louis contacted Terre-en-vue
to buy his land. This provided enough liquidity to
invest in equipment and buildings, and also to support a process of inter-generational transmission
between producers. “This made a lot of sense to
me, because it facilitated the transmission of activities to Louis’ son by removing some of the financial pressure in this complex process”, says Julie.
In the context of this project, the local group firstly went in search of disused land to buy to add
to Louis’ land, and also launched a fundraising
campaign. It was at this point that Julie joined
the project, where she found the type of activism
to her liking. “When we try to change behaviour,
progress is almost imperceptible, but here it’s clear

– we can see the impact of our actions.” She is
training as an ambassador to gain new skills and to
be able to present Terre-en-vue to others and raise
public awareness of the issue of access to land.
A key aspect of the campaign is communication
and raising awareness. Mobilising people to take
action for the farm is a good way of introducing the
topic of land-related issues and the huge pressure
from real estate which pushes producers into debt.
To this end, Julie launched the idea of a newsletter called “Le fil des saisons” which provides information on the farm and Terre-en-vue. Julie says:
“People knew of the farm but didn’t have a full
idea of all the activities going on here.” She writes
the editorials, compiles articles for each sector
of activity of the farm and manages the layout.
The newsletter is published every six months, targeting clients of the farm and people from the
different joint purchase groups who consume the
farm’s produce. She highlights seasonal work in the

different sectors of activity on the farm, provides
news updates, and context with articles on access
to land. The newsletter also includes recipes and
book reviews. “Le fil des saisons is very popular”,
says Julie. “It may not have an impact on fundraising, but it is a useful tool to provide information
at awareness-raising events.”
The fundraising campaign is now almost finished
and the group still needs to find several thousand
euros. Julie has reduced her hours at Barricade
and has competed a training course in market
gardening. Up until the end of 2020, she was
working 1.5 days per week at Larock farm, market gardening and helping out in the farm shop.
She remains active with Terre-en-vue and the local group but is starting to think about setting up
her own project, building on the awareness she has
gained of the issues linked to land access and the
conviction that the land that feeds us should be
managed as commons.
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64 - Barcelona
Terra Franca
“Volunteers carry out meticulous and collective work,
building a network of trust between people, encouraging
and supporting projects not only to enable them to
start up, but also to maintain and consolidate them.”

L

aia is a Doctor of Catalan Studies, specialised
in modern women’s literature – she is just as
comfortable in a library as she is with her feet
planted firmly in the soil of a vegetable garden.
Although she grew up in an urban environment,
she maintained a link with the rural world both
in the region of Camp de Tarragona, south of
Catalonia, from where her family originates, and in
the Pyrenees, to the north. She is also a medicinal
plants enthusiast.
This strong connection with the
land is the guiding thread running
through all the projects in which
she is involved. As a member of
Germinal, the oldest agroecological consumer cooperative in the
Catalan capital, she has found a way of “bringing
the rural world into the city”, by supporting projects and suppliers, always conscious of the need to
maintain the food sovereignty of the regions. Laia
is also a social activist, and founded a care centre
for homeless people in the neighbourhood of Gràcia
de Barcelona more than 20 years ago. She says:
“For people who live and even sleep on tarmac pavements, seeing the beauty of what the earth can
produce, and sowing the seeds themselves, is extraordinary. The piece of land we have obtained is
not only a place for production, but also a positive
environment where we work together as a team
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and where these people feel visible and useful.”
Her strongest source of inspiration, however, came
in 2010 when her son decided to study with the
Escola de Pastors (the School of Shepherds) in
Catalonia. Through him, she discovered the world
of livestock farming and the problems surrounding
access to land. She then came up with the idea of
writing a book on shepherds. She tells us: “I was
interested in the human aspect of this vocation
and the issues people face.”
When she heard about the idea of
creating the project Terra Franca
to address the issue of access to
land, inspired by the experience
of Terre de Liens, she decided to
get involved.
“I wasn’t an expert, but it didn’t
worry me, as I believe that we spend our lives
learning”, she says. The first few years were used
to analyse the situation, define the theoretical
framework, and most importantly, present the
project to build trust, talking to landowners and
young people planning a project.
At first, they were unable to match up the profiles
with each other - “We realised that the location
of land was very important, as most requests were
for land in the area where people already had social or family connections, or belonged to a group.
Social support was a key element in developing a
project.”

They changed strategy to first identify land before
starting to look for projects. “Thanks to Twitter,
we were able to reach more local networks and
we connected with many people from around the
areas concerned”, Laia tells us. Volunteers with
Terra Franca have the task of analysing projects,
interviewing new peasant farmers to evaluate the
degree of maturity of the project and determining
if it suits the farm available – “We go over the
project with a fine-tooth comb!” There are three
volunteers in charge of studying projects. Laia is
more involved in the communication and administrative side, and her two colleagues in the technical and financial side.
Once the farmers have set up, the work is still not
complete, as they need to be provided with support.
The main task, according to Laia, is the human and
social element – “Using Whatsapp helps us and
allows us to react quickly when a problem arises.
We try to limit bureaucracy. The most important
thing is to care for the people involved, which is
important not only for the new peasant farmers,
but also for the retiring landowners and peasant
farmers. Carefully managing the farm transfer is
crucial. We do our best to create confidence and assurance, because transferring land normally means

leaving behind a life’s work,
and this is not easy either.
Providing this care requires
time and energy. We may have
fewer projects, but what we
want are sound projects.”
“I think that volunteering
has to be something that
comes from the heart.
I make the choice to give
my time to people who need it,
for a cause I believe in. And I
can now see how urgent
it is to change our food
production model.
The issue of land is
incredibly difficult for
those at the bottom of the ladder. We need thorough reflection on what type of peasant farming
we want on a global scale, although we focus on
our immediate environment, and are trying to turn
up the pressure to see how the Catalan government
responds. Every day we see how land, which becomes available for farming, ends up being gobbled
up by industrial, business or tourist infrastructure.”
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52 – Vienna
GeLa Ochsenherz

“Farmland is often converted into
land for development. This is a big
problem for us. We want land for our
vegetables, not to make money
from speculation.”

I

nitially, it was the fresh vegetables which attracted him. There were so many different varieties! It’s now six years since Vincent and his
family joined the association GeLa Ochsenherz.
“GeLa” is short for “GEmeinsam LAndwirtschaften”
(which means “farming together”). The name says
it all: the 350 members of the association manage
a farm to the east of Vienna to supply themselves
with local, quality,
and seasonal
produce.
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Vincent is originally from France but has been living in the Austrian capital for more than 20 years.
He says: “My wife’s sister explained the principle
to us, we liked it and decided to give it a go.”
His parents had a vegetable patch where they grew
their own vegetables, and Vincent is pleased that
his children can also experience growing their own
food. Volunteering with GeLa provides a balance
with his job as an engineer,
which is mainly
office-based.

Although the
association now has
over ten employees, much
of its work still depends on active
member participation. Vincent does a lot
of work for GeLa, and has developed this over
time: weeding, sowing, planting seedlings, etc.,
depending on what needs to be done. Vincent is
also one of the vegetable distribution coordinators.
A stall is set up every Friday at Naschmarkt market
in the centre of Vienna, where members can collect
their share of the harvest. Vincent also manages
the vehicle fleet, which is comprised of several old
bikes. From Vienna to GeLa’s fields, it takes half an
hour on the train, but then there are four remaining kilometres. Vincent had the idea of leaving a
few old bikes near the train station to be borrowed
by people coming to help on the farm. Over time,
GeLa has become an important meeting place,
“a bit like a family”, says Vincent. “In spring or
autumn, we get together for a meal and to chat to
like-minded people.”
Initially, GeLa Ochsenherz went into partnership
with a farmer in the region and purchased his entire
crop. Over time, and as the group has expanded, more
land has been rented. “The issue of land wasn’t important to us at the start, but when the farmer decided to retire and sell his land, we had to sit down
together and think about it”, says Vincent. This situation jeopardised the future of GeLa and it was a
very difficult period. At this point, the members of
GeLa started thinking about how to maintain their
access to land over the long term. They decided
to set up a foundation for the purpose of owning
and managing land and farm infrastructure for solidarity-based, local agriculture. The foundation’s
purpose cannot be changed, in the interest of protecting the land from privatisation and speculation.

What this
meant in practical
terms was that the land
belonging to the farmer was
purchased directly by certain GeLa members and
by the foundation, aided by donations from its
members. The foundation rents the land to GeLa
under a long-term lease. It will soon be able to buy
the shares of the other members who part-own it to
become the sole owner.
In addition to this, GeLa also continues to rent
land, which makes up most of the growing area
and therefore is a major source of uncertainty –
“We are not far from Vienna. There are new building
projects everywhere, and agricultural land is often
converted into land for development. This is a big
problem for us. We want to grow vegetables, not
make money from speculation”, explains Vincent.
Changing to different fields would not be easy - it
takes three years just to obtain organic certification.
In one of the fields it rents, GeLa has planted poplar trees as a windbreak. If the owner wanted to
take their land back to sell it, they would have
to remove the trees, go in search of a new plot
of land, and raise funds again. This would not be
easy but Vincent is not worried as GeLa has always
found solutions!
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73 - Southern Belgium
Terre-en-vue

“I’m much happier seeing Sébastien’s farm
developing and a support community coming
together around him than seeing a few euros
in dividends appear in my bank account.”

T
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he story begins in Belgian Lorraine, to the
south of the Belgian Ardennes, just a few
kilometres away from the border with the
Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, not far from Arlon.
Here, in a small village in the municipality of
Attert, Arthur forged his connection with the land
alongside his father. He remembers that
during his childhood there were around
twenty farmers here. Now, there is only
one who comes from the village – most
of the land is farmed by a farmer from
Luxembourg.

During an alternative agricultural fair, Arthur came
across Terre-en-vue, which he says is “a brilliant
initiative”, and he also crossed paths again with
Sébastien, a new farmer and former neighbour
of the village. Sébastien was looking to acquire
land to provide greater stability for his new farm.
He contacted the cooperative Terre-en-vue to see
if they could buy some land and rent it to him,
not really expecting anything to come of it.
Arthur encouraged and supported him in this
initiative with the conviction that the project
could come to fruition.

The Walloon agricultural landscape has
undergone significant change. Small farms
are dying out, making way for large-scale
operations which are taking over more and
more land. Ten kilometres away from where
he lives, across the border, there is even a
farm modelled on the mega-farm of 1000
cows which caused controversy in France.
“Here there are 1200 cows!”, he tells us.
“When someone told me how many there
were, I couldn’t believe it!” In this border region, the price of agricultural land has more than
doubled in the space of five years. There is huge
demand for land and this makes it difficult, if not
impossible, for new farmers to set up.

Terre-en-vue had just had a spectacular bit of
success: locally, 180 cooperative members had
managed to rescue six hectares of land from
land speculation, to make it available for the
Bio-Lorraine farm in Arlon. This project was the
first time Arthur played an active role with
Terre-en-vue, using his contacts with the
local press. He then became an “ambassador”
for Terre-en-vue, representing the
movement all
around Wallonia at
different events.
Ambassadors
raise awareness
of the issue of
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access to land, set out
practical solutions and encourage
people to take action by becoming a member
of the cooperative. Arthur also got involved with
the local group to present Terre-en-vue at markets
and fairs.

well as the issues faced by peasant farmers, and
give people a good reason to make a solidarity investment in the cooperative.

To raise Sébastien’s profile in the area, Arthur helps
organise regular farm visits. These visits begin with
a welcome coffee and a fair-trade orange juice in
the workshop. Arthur tells the visitors about Terreen-vue, and then Sébastien takes the lead for the
rest of the visit, starting with the “maternity ward”
where calves have just been born. Then they head
to the large stable where all the animals are. Sébastien tells them about
how he started off with ten animals
and how he raises and feeds them.
These farm visits show people
what the job of a peasant farmer
looks like in practical terms, as

Arthur formerly taught economics and eco-development in universities and to workers in Belgium
and Africa. He says: “I was the only teacher who
had a vegetable garden, and my Senegalese friends
called me the peasant farmer economist”. He is
now retired,and spends a lot of his free time helping out with the cooperative. “The rest of
my time is for my garden”, he tells us. He is
aware of the limits of the work he does
for the land within the cooperative:
“What we do will probably never be
enough, but it’s still worth doing.
And the satisfaction it brings is
the best of all dividends!”
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69 - Western France
Terre de Liens Pays de la Loire
“I knew nothing about town planning,
so I learned about it by reading and from other
volunteers and staff at the association.
That’s popular education!”

L

et’s first look at our characters: a hunting representative, elected officials from the department and prefecture, a landowner, a forestry
worker, representatives of the different agricultural unions, project officers from the local Directorate of Territories, an environmental association,
and in the midst of all these people, Jean-Louis, a
volunteer with Terre de Liens. Now as a backdrop,
imagine the formal atmosphere of the Prefecture of
Angers, with the French flag flying in the breeze,
grand gilded gates, rooms with comfortable armchairs, and a microphone for each person.
Our characters have convened here for the local
public committee meeting on conservation of natural, agricultural and forest areas (known as the
CDPENAF). These committee meetings take place in
all departments of France with the aim of limiting
urbanisation and development projects in natural,
agricultural, and forest areas.
Jean-Louis is the son of peasant farmers but instead of following the family trade he chose to study
in order to “specialise in agricultural machinery”,
hoping to understand and experience what “agri-
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cultural progress” meant.
Subsequently,
he became a
teacher, worked
in a company repairing
agricultural machinery, became manager of an
agricultural cooperative shop and then a sales representative selling livestock equipment. He took
a different route but never strayed too far from the
reality of peasant farming. He helped with work
on neighbouring farms and was involved in defending peasant farmers alongside the Confédération
Paysanne. He says: “My parents struggled to set
up their farm. Relations with the landowner were
tense. It’s an issue which struck a chord with me.”
It was via this network that he came across
Terre de Liens. “First, I bought shares in
La Foncière (Terre de Liens’ solidarity
land trust), and then when I arrived in Maine-et-Loire region
after retiring, I was able to
get involved in the local
group to help with
purchasing farms.”

ENGAGING WITH POLITICAL AND INSTITUTIONAL LEADER

“After that, I was chosen as a volunteer to sit on
the CDPENAF committee. The Local Urban Plan is a
document which governs land activities in the municipality over 10 or 20 years. Each square metre
or hectare of land is subject to specific regulation.
I now understand what’s happening in my municipality, the environment where I live. But there’s a
lot of jargon to learn – I’ve made lists of acronyms
to remember and learned to speak in
technical language and
understand the interests
of each stakeholder.
Sometimes you have to
accept things you don’t
like. At the beginning you
don’t realise this, but you
can quickly feel it
happening!”

building projects in villages far from cities. “We need
to build houses on top of houses and farms on
top of farms and not just spread out infinitely”,
he says. “But these decisions are difficult to make
because they affect people, craftspeople or farmers
who want to extend their buildings, or individuals
buying farms who want a more spacious home.
It’s not easy to say no!”
Jean-Louis acts as the voice of Terre de Liens and
ensures its activities are taken seriously by the
local authorities, who turn to the association more
and more often when they encounter land-related
problems. He says: “I represent Terre de Liens –
I am not here to give my opinion as an individualand nowadays people listen to me and not just out
of politeness.”

“As citizens, we have a role to play in land-use
planning, because this land feeds
us and provides us with
a place to live and
work. The landscape
is not just there for
decorative purposes
– it sustains us!”
To ensure he is taken
seriously, Jean-Louis
studies each file in depth,
and sometimes visits the areas
concerned. He considers that he has
won a few battles. He may not have
prevented industrial estates being
built, but he has managed to get
the message through that carpark
surfaces must be porous, to allow
rainwater to pass through and
maintain the natural functions
of the soil, limiting run-off and
flooding, replenishing the water
table, maintaining underground
biodiversity, etc. His other main
focus is increasing the density of
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35 - Greater Paris region
Terre de Liens Ile-de-France
“Indexing wasteland gives us real influence as citizens!”

T

he story begins in Sénart, 35 kilometres southeast of Paris. In the 80s, when Johann was
born, the local authorities of this municipality, which was still semi-rural at the time, bought
hundreds of hectares of some of the most fertile
land in France for next to nothing, creating a huge
land reserve. Their plan was to sell this land to
developers, for individual houses to be built for
Parisians seeking leafier views and more space,
along with a plethora of offices, warehouses, and
shopping centres, all in the name of employment.
In the midst of this new town, a two hectare orchard
maintained by a group of local residents remains
as a symbolic pocket of resistance. Carré Senart, a
huge shopping centre, was built just next to it, on
196 hectares of former agricultural land.
Many of the families living there at the time left,
disillusioned, to look elsewhere for the patch of
land which they aspired to for their quality of life.
But some, like Johann, grew up in this area and
remain attached to its last farms. Together
with others, he decided to take action.
“Gathering apples from this orchard
is a way of stating, collectively,
that this land belongs to us.
For the moment we have authorisation to maintain the orchards, but if
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we manage to stop them being sold off it would be
remarkable!” says Johann, a researcher in biology,
passionate about living things, who prefers local
action to partisan approaches. He created the association Court-Circuit (which means “short supply
chain”) which specialises in local farm produce,
as ever since participating in the citizen climate
emergency movement Alternatiba, he has been
convinced that “bringing food production back to
local areas is a way of combatting climate change”.
However, citizen mobilisation against
the increase in artificial land cover
is not enough. “We also need to
establish a balance of power
with the authorities”, says
Johann. He and his friends from
the local Terre de Liens group are
using a collaborative mapping
tool to index all the unused land
in their municipalities.

ENGAGING WITH POLITICAL AND INSTITUTIONAL LEADER

“We prepare our tools. We meet in a carpark with other volunteers and other
nature conservation groups who have
good knowledge of the wasteland and
unused land in their area. And we find
amazing pieces of land. We roam across
these deserted areas which you can tell have

been abandoned for a long
time by the brambles that just spring
up out of the ground. We distinguish between
business, industrial and natural sites, and nonrented housing and premises. We give each parcel a name and caption the photos according to
a predefined nomenclature. Sometimes, we don’t
know if a building is abandoned or not. Once we
have the number of the sector, we ask the prefecture for information from the land register.
We can sometimes get the contact details of the
owner from residents. We go in search of information, using the network. And when we have all the
data, we list it in a table. It’s painstaking work.”
“62 hectares of disused built-up areas and wasteland and we are still building warehouses on extremely fertile land, it’s unbelievable!”

Armed with this
mine of information,
Johann and his local group
meet with the local councillors
and officials in the area. Their aim is
for this disused land to be included in the
future strategic planning documents for the
urban area and to hold local councillors to account
for their responsibilities and commitments they
have taken. “They are always amazed to see how
much information we have, and we can see that
it interests them”. Before converting more land to
concrete, they must decide what is to be done with
these abandoned areas, which could be reclaimed.
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Guardians of the land
Whether driven by a passion for saving biodiversity,
like Estel, by concern for the working and living
conditions of peasant farmers, like Dirk and Ludwig,
by the need to protect land for food production
and to promote food sovereignty, like Isabel, or by
combatting soil degradation, like Jan, all of these
volunteers are taking action for the land.
Each farm purchased, each plot of land protected,
each peasant farmer supported, each citizen or political figure provided with information is an accomplishment and contributes to reinforcing the
importance of local food production, protecting
soils and biodiversity, diversifying economic, social
and cultural activities and restoring hope in often
declining communities. Many different forms of action stemming from many different concerns but
which all work together - preserving agricultural
land and directing land use towards agroecological
practices.
For the host organisations, there are the practicalities of providing a common framework and
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culture for their volunteers as well as equipping
them with the tools for action. Many volunteers
undergo training and gain new skills, diversifying
their modes of action and gradually taking on
more responsibilities. And through their host organisations, themselves often working as part of
a network on a local, national or European scale,
these volunteers are challenging the status quo,
making radical change and taking a stance on a
subject long abandoned by political leaders: land
and its use and ownership. In this mutually rich
exchange, new connections and relationships are
formed: motivation, strength, the inspiration to
keep going even when the magnitude of the work
to be done may seem overwhelming. Together, part
of a broader movement - alongside thousands of
aspiring farmers, partner associations and likeminded organisations, political figures, and local
authorities - working to protect agricultural land.
Although the reverberations may be political,
these volunteers are grounded in practical handson action - whether that’s helping peasant farmers

with tasks such as sowing, weeding, or mulching or getting
out exploring on foot or by bike, participating in agroecological initiatives, seeking out unused ground, finding plots
of land and helping restore the links between the city and
the countryside.
Astounding progress has been made. Land has been
purchased collectively by citizens, and local authorities have reviewed their development projects in
the face of growing mobilisation from citizens
– all of this proving that a different way of
managing land is desirable and possible!
These volunteers, these guardians of the
land, offer us inspiration to get involved and make a difference. To reconnect with nature, share in and learn
from the expertise of peasant farmers, to come together in support of
farms, to put our creative energies
and activism to use. Together, we
can care for the land, our commons,
and help shape its future.
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Description of the organisations
Established in 2014, De Landgenoten aims to provide access to land for
organic farmers in Flanders and to preserve land for organic farming.
De Landgenoten can be translated both as ‘compatriots’ or ‘countrymen’.
It consists of a cooperative and a foundation, which own a total of
42 hectares, supporting 18 farmers. www.delandgenoten.be
ALPA (Acces la P mânt pentru Agroecologie) is a project aiming to support access to land for new farmers in Romania, grounded in agroecological principles. ALPA has been co-founded by the peasants‘ rights
organisation Eco Ruralis. www.acceslapamant.ro and www.ecoruralis.ro
The association “Gemeinsam Landwirtschaften Ochsenherz” is a communitysupported market gardening project in Gänserndorf to the north-east of Vienna.
It provides around 350 members with organic vegetables all year round. The members,
supported by an agricultural team, contribute to funding, preparing the crops, maintenance, harvesting and distribution. www.ochsenherz.at
GEPEC is an environmental NGO founded in 1985 in the south of Catalonia. It runs
nature conservation projects and is involved in land stewardship in river, coastal and
agricultural areas as well as protecting land, running educational and environmental
volunteering activities, and advocating for environmental causes. It is part of several
environmental networks, such as XCN and Ecologists of Catalonia. www.gepec.cat
The Kulturland cooperative is an organisation enabling regionally-embedded ecological farmers to secure farmland as a commons through community capital. Founded in 2013, it operates across Germany.
The Obstmuckelei is an orchard in the Havelland region to the north of
Berlin, founded in 2020 by Konstantin Schroth. Konstantin is an entrepreneur and fruit-tree specialist, producing organic fruit juice and honey.
www.kulturland.de and www.der-obstbaeumerich.de
Created in 2013, Lurzaindia is a land trust in the Basque Country. It purchases agricultural land and buildings thanks to a grassroots solidaritybased investment scheme in the form of shares. It enables new farmers
to set up, or helps consolidate existing smallholdings, maintaining peasant agriculture. It stems from the mutual agricultural land group Lurra,
created in the 1970s by committed peasant farmers. www.lurzaindia.eu
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Nadace Pro p du (NPP) is a Czech foundation focused on land liberation. We understand
land as commons, not as a resource that can be owned. We protect land in the long term:
our land can be used only for organic farming, and cannot be sold again. Farmland is leased
under long-term tenancies to organic farmers committed to preserving and enhancing soil
quality. The foundation currently stewards 492 hectares of land, which it provides to three
different farmers in Bohemia. www.nadacepropudu.cz
The Scottish Farm Land Trust (SFLT) aims to increase secure
land access opportunities for people wanting to farm agroecologically. This will be done primarily through acquiring land to
be owned by the trust and leased on long-term basis to agroecological farmers, and secondarily through other options that
increase secure access to land. We will practice responsible resource use, and regenerate ecosystems for
intergenerational and ecological justice. www.scottishfarmlandtrust.org
Terra Franca is a non-profit association, established in 2013 in Catalonia. It aims to establish a new
model of land management, bringing together on the one hand people and
social enterprises seeking to settle in rural areas, and on the other hand
people and organizations who own land and wish to dedicate their farm to
the development of an agroecological project. www.terrafranca.cat
Counteracting the loss of agricultural land, making it easier for farmers to set up, and
developing organic peasant farming – these are the driving forces behind Terre de Liens
across all regions of France. Our initiative is based on a citizen approach: savings and
donations contributed by the public allow us to purchase agricultural land for use by
farmers committed to preserving the environment and to prioritise food crops and short
supply chains. Terre de Liens also plays a role in raising public awareness and advising
local decisionmakers. www.terredeliens.org
The movement Terre-en-vue brings together citizens, organisations, and public figures
with the goal of: 1) making it easier for agroecological farmers to access land in Belgium
and 2) saving land from speculation through collective ownership and management.
Through this work, Terre-en-vue contributes to preserving the environment, encouraging solidarity between farmers and citizens, and boosting the economy of rural areas.
www.terre-en-vue.be
The Catalan Network for Nature Conservation (XCN, Xarxa per a la conservació de la Natura) is a network
of environmental NGOs. XCN’s mission is to promote nature conservation in Catalonia through social
involvement, mainly through land stewardship and environmental volunteering.
XCN works to develop community and private conservation, carries out advocacy on
environmental causes, and involves society in nature conservation, as well as promoting cooperation and collaboration between the different entities. www.xcn.cat
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Glossary
Agricultural land group
In France, the legal status of an agricultural land group
(known as groupement foncier agricole) means it can
set up a company specifically to hold farmland. It was
created in the 1970s to encourage transfer of family
farms via transfer of shares rather than assets.
Agroecology
Agroecology aims to promote viable food systems which
are respectful of humans and their environment. These
systems involve agricultural production methods and
activities which promote the environmental, economic,
and social potential of an area. Their development is
based on transdisciplinary approaches, linking professionals from the world of agriculture, scientists, members
of agroecological social movements, and public policy.
Ambassador
Terre-en-vue ambassadors support the movement
throughout Wallonia and help to represent the organisation at different events. They raise awareness of the
issue of access to land, put forward practical solutions
and encourage people to take action by becoming a
member of the Terre-en-vue cooperative.
Artificial land cover
This phenomenon involves the transformation of natural, agricultural or forest land via development operations which can lead to partial or total covering over of
the soil, ‘soil sealing’ - e.g. housing, businesses, leisure
areas, roads, and railways.
Biodynamic agriculture
The concept of biodynamic agriculture was invented
in 1924 by Rudolph Steiner, an Austrian philosopher
and scientist. Biodynamic agriculture takes a holistic
approach to farming, nature and even the cosmos. In
some European countries, it accounts for a significant
percentage of the organic sector and has its own label,
the Demeter label.
Community Land Trust
The community land trusts presented in this book purchase farms to prevent the loss of farmland and to re-
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duce the difficulty of accessing land. They collect solidarity-based savings and investments from citizens and
private organisations, and purchase farm land and buildings to ensure their long-term social and ecological management by entrusting them to agroecological farmers.
Confédération Paysanne
Since its creation in 1987, Confédération Paysanne has
been a major player in French agricultural trade unionism, based on the values of solidarity and sharing.
It promotes a model of peasant agriculture in which
the social, agronomic and environmental dimensions
are part of agricultural production. It provides an alternative to the industrial agricultural model which is
wiping out peasant farmers and diversified agricultural
structures.
Cooperative member
Cooperative members are shareholders and have voting
rights at General Assemblies but only one vote per person.
This is one of the major differences from companies in
the traditional economy, in which voting rights are proportional to the number of shares held.
Crowdfunding
This form of fundraising, typically via the Internet,
connects investors directly with people who want to set
up a project. An overall target is set and money is given,
usually small amounts from a large number of people.
Crowdfunding can take many forms: donations, loans
with or without interest, or capital investment.
Environmental offsetting
Actions taken to offset the harm caused to the environment by the implementation of projects such as
construction of roads for e.g. supporting projects which
help water or soil, biodiversity, protection (creation of
a natural area), sustainable management, or education
and raising awareness. These offsetting actions are often
implemented in a different area to the place affected by
the project. They generally do not truly compensate for
all of the real long and short-term repercussions of a
project and often contribute to the financialisation and
commodification of nature.

Farm incubator
Inspired by business incubators, farm incubators allow
people who want to set up an agricultural project to
try out their future plans in a secure environment, by
providing them with a suitable legal framework, advice,
and personalised support, as well as access to the means
of production (land, agricultural equipment, etc.).
Joint purchasing groups, community supported agriculture and solidarity partnerships
A joint purchasing group is a group of people established
for the purpose of jointly buying produce grown locally, from producers and/or intermediaries. They agree on
certain quality or origin criteria - e.g., organic agriculture (with or without the organic label), or small-scale
and artisanal production methods. In some cases, consumers and producers enter into partnerships, based on
solidarity and a reciprocal commitment over time, which
is known as community supported agriculture (CSA).
In France the most well-known of these are AMAP –
Association de maintien de l’agriculture paysanne (associations for maintenance of peasant agriculture). In Belgium they are known as GAC – groupements d’achats en
commun (joint purchasing groups) and GASAP – groupes
d’achat solidaires de l’agriculture paysanne (solidarity
peasant agriculture purchasing groups).
Land grabbing
Land grabbing refers to the controversial takeover of
large areas of agricultural land by people or entities
(corporations, governments, etc.) with a view to speculation, extraction, commodification, or resource control,
at the expense of peasant farmers, land stewardship, food
sovereignty, and human rights. This phenomenon is part
of a worldwide context of shrinking supply of arable
land, growing water stress, and rising food demand.
Local currency
A local currency is a means of payment implemented to
encourage trade within a particular community or area
to support local producers and businesses which take an
ethical approach (on working conditions, environmental
friendliness, fair trade, etc.). In a context of dwindling numbers of small businesses, outsourcing, unemployment,

and lack of social ties, it provides a way of reclaiming
ownership of the economy and making it more human.
Popular Education/Lifelong learning
In Belgium or France, popular education is a trend
which promotes education with the goal of improving
the social system, outside of traditional and institutional educational structures. Since the 18th century,
this school of thought has been adopted by many Western movements advocating the individual development of people and social and community development
(of a neighbourhood, town, social group, religion, geographical origin, place of residence, etc.) to enable each
person to thrive and find their place in society. More
broadly, it involves facilitating access to knowledge and
culture, to develop awareness, emancipation, and the
exercise of citizenship, using active teaching methods to
allow each person to take charge of their own learning,
and then share this with others.
Regenerative practices
Regenerative agriculture is characterised by an agricultural production ethos and a set of adaptable techniques
which are strongly influenced by permaculture. Its main
goals are to regenerate soils, increase biodiversity, promote soil carbon sequestration, improve the resilience
of soils to climate fluctuations, optimise the water cycle,
and improve the provision of ecosystem services.
Share (or membership share)
A share represents a portion of the capital of a company
or organisation. Holding shares means owning a part of
a company or organisation. This confers certain rights
on the holder, including the right to receive dividends
if these are distributed and the right to have a say in
decisions at shareholder’ meetings. Buying or taking out
‘solidarity shares’ in a land trust means that shareholders can find out exactly what their money is used for
and ensure that this aligns with their views. The funds
received by the land trusts portrayed here are invested
in buying land and farms to support producers who have
chosen to farm according to agroecological principles,
on a human scale.
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M

eet the men and women who are taking action to protect
agricultural land and help agroecological farmers access
land. Follow their individual journeys as they recount their
experiences and share their stories. From supporting new peasant
farmers to monitoring biodiversity and soil health, to awareness
raising and becoming a spokesperson, these inspiring volunteers
share why and how they decided to get involved.
15 portraits from eight European countries: Romania to Spain,
passing through Austria, Belgium, Germany, and France with a
detour via Scotland and the Czech Republic. A diverse people all
sharing a wider ambition: to put a stop to the rapid loss of land to
industrial agriculture and speculation, to restore its vital function
for good food provision and to promote an agroecological model
which respects people and all living things.
A publication from the European Access to Land Network:
www.accesstoland.eu

