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1.0 A BRIEF
HISTORY OF RICE
AGRICULTURE
Rice farming originated in the alluvial
soils of Asia dating back some 6,000
years or so. It is the staple food of
more than half of the world’s 6.4 bil-
lion people, with 90 per cent of world
rice production consumed in Asia.

Some 140,000 rice varieties have
been developed during the course
of history, living proof of the central
role that this staple food plays in the
civilizations dependent on it. It has
shaped their lives and culture. Rice
diversity has emerged from adapta-
tions to a range of agro-environmen-
tal conditions, growth habits, uses,
flavors, and colors. Thus the exist-
ence of the drought-tolerant, pest-
and disease-resistant, and deep-
water varieties as well as different
characteristics such as aromatic,
sticky, red or violet color, long and
slender or short and round grains.

Rice farmers also developed
local knowledge as coping mecha-

nisms and adaptation to environ-
mental challenges and problems.
They matched specific varieties with
specific agro-climatic requirements.
Likewise, farmers were free to save,
improve, exchange, or even to sell
seeds. On top of everything, farm-
ers continuously improved and de-
veloped varieties. They carried out
breeding and selection. Farmers,
seeds, and the environment were all
intertwined and interdependent.

1.1 Farmers Pushed
to the Periphery

The institutionalization of the sci-
ence of breeding in universities and
government research institutions
paved the way for the development
of ‘modern’ seeds and management
technology. This shifted the fulcrum
in agriculture from farmers to the
formal sector, starting about 100
years ago. ‘Modernization’ of seeds
and agricultural technology was
brought in with the introduction of the
Green Revolution (GR), which
brought a package of technology

containing ‘modern’ seeds that re-
sponded well to fossil energy-based
inputs such as fertilizers, pesticides,
machinery, irrigation, and production
loans. The GR was introduced in the
1960s. More recently, rice seeds
have become commodified and
privatized via controls in the form of
Plant Breeders Rights (PBR) and
patenting, or genetic engineering
(GE) technologies (of particular con-
cern is the development of termina-
tor technology1 ).

Because farmers were excluded
in the development of seeds and
technology, they were alienated to
the extent of losing local knowledge
in rice farming. Those who were not
ready to convert to chemical farm-
ing were even ridiculed as being ‘ig-
norant’ and ‘backward’ farmers. All
varieties, inputs and management

EMPOWERING
SMALL RICE FARMERS:
The MASIPAG Approach

The Green Revolution caused the genetic erosion of traditional rice varieties,

poisoned people and the environment, and inflicted economic difficulties on most

small-scale farmers. It reduced farmers into no-choice passive recipients of technology

and disempowered them. The newly unfolding Gene Revolution is expected to worsen

the situation. The approach taken by Philippines-based MASIPAG provides hope in

terms of building farmers’ capacities and self-reliance through the organization of

farmers and farmer-led development, seed breeding, innovation, and experimentation.

The results and impacts of MASIPAG’s work have been outstanding.

1 Using genetic engineering to restrict the use
of GE crops by modifying them to be sterile,
the aim being to stop seed saving for the
next generation; or controlling plant growth
or traits by modifying them to be dependent
on chemicals sold by the companies
producing the GE seeds and agro-chemicals.
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practices relied upon government
extension workers, who in many in-
stances had connections to agro-
chemical companies.

About 10 years into the GR, rice
farmers started to experience nega-
tive effects of the technology. There
was soil nutrient depletion and im-
balance, leading to an ever increas-
ing application of chemical fertiliz-
ers which were becoming more and
more expensive.

Pesticide poisoning incidences
were increasing and these chemicals
even contaminated some tubewell
waters (Bouman et al., 2002; Rola
and Pingali, 1993). Pesticides also
eliminated non-traditional sources of
protein in the farm like frogs, fish,
snails, birds or other edible plants
such as water crest, taro, water cab-
bage, and others. When farmers
wanted to plant traditional rice vari-
eties, they were no longer available
because they were already replaced
by modern varieties. This phenom-
enon is called genetic erosion.

The increase in rice yield was off-
set by the greater cost of production
leading to less net income. Thus,
poverty and malnutrition worsened.
Farm failure rates remained high and
bankruptcy of farmers was preva-
lent. There was no hope of getting
out of this ‘quicksand’ of poverty
because the GR architects did not
acknowledge the problems or the
fact that it was precisely their tech-
nologies that created the problems.
Thus, research priorities often turned
out to be wrong, the packages were
rejected, and the technologies did
not fit, were non-sustainable or in-
equitable because of an emphasis
on purchased inputs in resource-
poor contexts (Pimbert, 1994).

Equally problematic was the ero-
sion of farmers’ knowledge in the
new system; farmers were no longer
part of the process of developing
technology as well as saving, select-
ing and breeding the seeds. They

also forgot associated local knowl-
edge that was practical and cost-
effective in rice farming.

2.0 REVERSING THE
TREND: MASIPAG AS
A RESPONSE

2.1 How MASIPAG
was Formed

A confluence of two initiatives pre-
ceded the formation MASIPAG.  A
participatory research initiative to
understand the impacts of the GR
on small farmers was implemented
by an NGO, the Agency for Commu-
nity Education and Services
(ACES). The approach taken was
the organizing of farmers so that the
organization would be a vehicle for
promoting, facilitating and incorpo-
rating creative acts of farmers.
Through the organizations formed,
farmers had attitudinal and value
changes that led to their becoming
adept at problem-solving. This small
farmers’ organization (SFO) project
may be said to be the origin of the
Peoples’ Organization (PO) ap-
proach in MASIPAG.

Another development that hap-
pened simultaneously was an initia-
tive by national scientists and pro-
fessors from the University of the
Philippines Los Banos (UPLB),
called the Multi-Sectoral Forum
(MSF). It raised issues about high
yielding varieties (HYVs) being in
reality ‘seeds of dependency’, the
role of the International Rice Re-
search Institute (IRRI) in ‘genetic
imperialism’, social equity issues,
and foreign intervention.  The MSF
was the catalyst in the formation of
a farmer-scientist partnership.

In-country regional consultations
regarding the effects of the GR were
conducted in 1984, culminating in a
National Rice Conference in July
1985. During the conference, the
farmers complained that they could
not rely on the government to ad-

dress their problems and they sug-
gested the initiation of farmer-led
rice research. The farmers even of-
fered to raise one Peso per farmer
to start the project, dubbed the ‘Piso-
Piso Para sa Binhi’ (a peso for
seeds) project. The scientists and
NGOs were challenged by the seri-
ousness and determination of the
farmers so they accepted, capitaliz-
ing on mere commitments and
volunteerism. The farmer-scientist
partnership (MASIPAG) was born.

2.2 How MASIPAG
is Organized

There are three stakeholder sectors
in the partnership: the Farmers who
are the main active partners in the
development work, the Scientists
who provide technical support, and
the non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) which facilitate the organiz-
ing and coordination.  The ultimate
goal of MASIPAG is to improve the
quality of life of resource poor farm-
ers and empower them through:
• participatory planning and devel-

opment,
• effective and efficient utilization of

locally available resources and
farmer-developed/adapted tech-
nologies, and

• access and control of production
resources, namely, seeds, tech-
nology, and land.

The MASIPAG development ap-
proach has five strategies:
• Farmer-scientist partnership to

combine the theories and techni-
cal knowledge of the scientists
with the experience and practical
knowledge of the farmers.

• A bottom-up approach to prioritize
community needs, problems and
aspirations.

• Farmer-led research and training
through the farmer-managed trial
farms cum training centers.

• Farmer-to-farmer mode of tech-
nology transfer.
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The PO is also important for mu-
tual support among the farmers. Any
member can easily be guided and
supported by another member. The
weak members are protected from
any exploitation by influential elites
or corporate salesmen because of
the organizational framework. If there
are benefits that can be derived, the
PO assumes the role of equalizer for
the diffusion of such benefits, so
there is greater distributive justice.
Moreover, POs can also ensure the
sustainability of projects because
when funding is delayed or cut, the
organization usually takes over the
project. At MASIPAG, one PO can
have anything from 15-100 farmers.

2.5 Farmer-Managed
Trial Farms

Every PO begins with a trial farm.
The organization is expected to find
a piece of land of about 600 square
meters to work with. The trial farm is
planted with at least 50 varieties of
rice and is managed by the farmers
themselves. The trial farm is a farm-
ers’ laboratory because it is where
the farmers learn how to observe,
measure and monitor agronomic
characteristics like tillering capacity,
days to maturity, height, length of
panicle, number of grains per panicle,
and yield, among others. After two
cropping seasons, the farmers can
already identify locally adapted vari-
eties and selections (Medina, 2004).

Most often, resource poor farmers
are not ready to experiment on their
farms because any failure will mean
empty stomachs for them. However,
through the farmer-managed trial
farm, site-specific technology can be
developed without having to worry
about potential danger of failure,
loss of income and hunger. With
many varieties available, breeding
is often done at the trial farm.

As such, the trial farm is a very
powerful tool for creative organizing.
Farmers who are indifferent (inactive)

• Advocacy for sustainable/organic
agriculture, genuine agrarian re-
form, farmers’ rights, and opposi-
tion to the patenting of life, geneti-
cally engineered organisms, GATT-
WTO agreements on agriculture
and other issues affecting farmers.

The farmers decided to start work-
ing with traditional rice varieties
(TRVs) because these did not re-
quire much capital input and were
ecologically adapted to diverse
agro-ecological conditions. Rice
breeding was identified as a priority
area for research to make use of and
further improve TRVs, accompanied
by alternative pest management
(APM) to do away with toxic and
expensive pesticides, and soil fer-
tility management (SFM) to make
rice production more sustainable.
The aim of all these was to reduce
expenses incurred from purchasing
expensive chemical inputs.

The farmers were willing to un-
dergo the rigors of intensive skills
training. This was the first time in the
history of Philippine agriculture, per-
haps in the world, that organized
farmers participated meaningfully and
extensively in rice breeding and tech-
nology generation. It was the first ever
participatory rice breeding process.

2.3 Farmer-Scientist
Partnership

The circumstances of planned part-
nership evolved with the farmers al-
ways at the center. Initially, the sci-
entists outlined what should be done
to initiate rice breeding work: the col-
lection of traditional and improved
rice varieties from which the farm-
ers had to select the characteristics
of parent materials to be used in
breeding. On the social side, the
NGO-PO leaders facilitated the
learning of the technical processes
which, by themselves, required
organizational development. The lat-
ter required the social engineering

expertise of NGOs that had been at-
tuned to the people’s local culture
and capability. It was at this point
that the farmers used the term ‘sci-
entist’ to refer both to the UPLB
group (natural scientists) and to their
NGO development partners (social
scientists). Hence, the working to-
gether among the farmers, NGO de-
velopment workers, and UPLB pro-
fessors took the form of a ‘farmer-
scientist partnership’.

As a farmer-scientist partnership,
the participatory process is inherent
in MASIPAG. The discussion ses-
sions with the farmers are actually
training sessions. On the other
hand, the scientists find such inter-
actions very educational in terms of
the farmers’ knowledge and capac-
ity as well as the realities of life on
the farm. No major activity is ever
done without farmer participation. In
the field of agricultural research, the
farmer-scientist partnership in
MASIPAG is a concrete example of
a bottom-up model in which agricul-
tural research directly addresses the
actual needs of farmers to make
their production systems more pro-
ductive, ecological and profitable.

2.4 The Peoples’ Organization
(PO) Strategy

A fundamental element for the bot-
tom-up approach and empowerment
is a PO, because it is a vehicle for
consolidating, coordinating and pro-
cessing local knowledge of farmers.
Through the PO, planning and deci-
sion-making can be done to reflect a
common goal. Through their organi-
zations, farmers can articulate, pro-
cess and implement development
approaches and solutions of their
own choice to their own specific prob-
lems. The PO is an effective coordi-
nation mechanism.  It has a multiplier
effect because when someone talks
to one member, he/she is effectively
talking to all the members of the or-
ganization or even the community.
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ation the socio-economic setting. It
is also stressed that resource poor
farmers should help themselves, be-
cause there is no one else to depend
on. It is also highlighted that in order
to address the issue of powerless-
ness, the PO is a useful tool for col-
lective planning, strategy building, re-
sponsibility and action. From there,
the farmers’ competencies in technol-
ogy development and their social and
political capacities evolve.

3.1 A Central Role for Farmers

The bottom-up approach of
MASIPAG gives farmers a central
role in defining the priorities and di-
rection of agricultural development.
The Peoples’ Organization (PO)
strategy, likewise, is a strategy for
consolidating and coordinating farm-
ers’ collective interest and knowl-
edge, with the local leaders acting
as facilitators of technological devel-
opment. Through their organizations,
they are able to articulate, process
and implement development ap-
proaches and solutions appropriate
to specific situations and conditions.

The most immediate form of em-
powerment of the farmers in
MASIPAG is their control of seeds.
Through their breeding activities,
they are able to develop the kind of
seeds they want to grow. Control of
seeds by the farmers eliminates the
cost of procuring expensive seeds
and chemical inputs. Thus, farmers
are now replacing the ‘seeds of de-
pendency’ from seed companies
with the ‘seeds of liberation’ that they
have developed. MASIPAG farmers
also develop the associated technol-
ogy for sustainable, organic and di-
versified farming systems using lo-
cally available resources.

As a result of their competence in
seed and technology development,
MASIPAG farmers are now very
confident. Farmer trainers are the
main actors at the grassroots level,
and many of them conduct orienta-

tion and training sessions for other
farmers. In many instances, such
training is even requested by the
local government units in the Philip-
pines. Farmer-trainers are a ready
source of expertise at the PO level
and enable a common language for
capacity-building to exist.

Through their organizations, the
farmers are able to articulate their
needs and aspirations to local gov-
ernment units. Some have accessed
funding from the government while
others are able to help or influence
the development of local legislation
related to sustainable agriculture
and other issues that are in the in-
terests of small farmers.

The complex socio-political-tech-
nical dimensions of MASIPAG are a
seamless fabric to empower farm-
ers. Technologically, once the farm-
ers have identified locally adapted
varieties, each farmer is given only
100g per variety. Why not by the
sacks, as long as they pay for it?
Because MASIPAG rice seeds are
common property and they are not
meant to be objects of commerce.
These are materials for the empow-
erment and liberation of farmers.
Providing only 100g compels each
farmer to re-learn and capacitate
themselves on how to propagate
seeds. More importantly, the farm-
ers subsequently claim ownership
and stewardship of the seeds be-
cause they also share in multiplying
the seeds on their own farms.

As such, MASIPAG farmers have
debunked the common image of
farmers as backward traditionalists
and developed an image of peasant
scientists (Frossard, 1998; Frossard,
2002). Situated in a collective orga-
nization, the farmers’ joint efforts have
enhanced their capacity to make al-
ternative agricultural development vi-
able. Having developed technologi-
cal capacities, the farmers are truly
empowered by increasing their con-
trol over their economic circum-

can easily be convinced to partici-
pate in trial farm activities because
of the tangible benefits of access to
improved or locally adapted rice va-
rieties.  Non-member farmers often
volunteer to become members of the
PO so that they can access the
seeds and technology or else orga-
nize their own farmer organization.

The trial farm is strategic because
it can also serve as an advocacy tool.
Any farmer, NGO, or local govern-
ment official who visits the trial farm
is invariably interested in MASIPAG.
Moreover, the trial farm also acts as
the community seed bank.

2.6 Field Days

Field days are incorporated as a
component process of farmers’ trial
farms. They are aimed at selecting
the top ten locally adapted TRVs and
MASIPAG selections. Just before
harvesting, field days are organized
where all PO members, non-mem-
ber farmers, NGOs and local gov-
ernment officials are invited to evalu-
ate the performance of the variet-
ies. During the activity, all are given
a list of the varieties, requested to
inspect the labeled plots, and
choose the ten best varieties. The
top ten varieties selected by the par-
ticipants are adjudged as the best
locally adapted cultivars. The result
is heightened interest in the variet-
ies, especially when they are in-
formed that the trial farm is free of
chemical fertilizers and pesticides.

3.0 FARMER
EMPOWERMENT:
THE CORNERSTONE
OF MASIPAG
The principle of farmer empowerment
is laid out from the initial orientation
of the farmers by MASIPAG, before
they become members. What is clari-
fied is that agricultural development
had been biased in favor of high
yields, without taking into consider-
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stances, improved social and ecologi-
cal sustainability, and greater au-
tonomy (Ong’wen and Wright, 2007).
Beyond empowerment, the end re-
sult is enhanced food sovereignty.

Organizing farmers to be the foun-
dation of agricultural development
work sets MASIPAG apart from con-
ventional agricultural approaches
(Oram, 2003). This has proven to be
a powerful strategy because it starts
with the social dimension as the foun-
dation of technological development.

What lies at the very center of
MASIPAG is farmer empowerment.
MASIPAG wanted to demystify sci-
ence, which drove its determination
to teach farmers how to breed rice,
despite criticisms from many scien-
tists that breeding should be done by
scientists only. MASIPAG stressed
that the thousands of traditional rice
varieties that existed had been de-
veloped by farmers themselves, al-
beit mostly through selections.

Gender sensitivity is also important
in MASIPAG and women’s participa-
tion is encouraged, with trainings di-
rected to women to further
strengthen capacity and confidence.
As a result, many women have be-
come not only leaders but outstand-
ing farmer trainers and breeders.
When women are given responsibil-
ity, they are able to improve the way
that they relate to other people. Or-
ganizations are stronger when
women actively participate. Hus-
bands and wives make farm deci-
sions together. There is more open-
ness to other opinions as well as in
sharing work and responsibilities.

With a combination of strong PO
and enlightened LGU (local govern-
ment units) officials, some local gov-
ernment resolutions and ordinances
have been enacted. Funds for local
training were accessed by
MASIPAG POs from the LGU for lo-
cal trainings and the establishment
of PO trial farms.

What has flourished is not only the

ing’ from conventional methods to
MASIPAG’s organic/ecological sys-
tems are informed of technical alter-
natives in making the transition, but
each farmer makes his own decision
on which alternative to choose.

If amenable to the MASIPAG phi-
losophy, the farmers, through their
PO, have to establish their own trial
farm. MASIPAG farmer-trainers as-
sist in the setting up of this trial farm
but the farmers are responsible for
maintaining it. With the trial farm as
a learning facility, the farmers need
to observe the agronomic character-
istics of the different varieties to as-
sess them for suitability to local en-
vironmental conditions and for pest
resistance. The top ten performing
locally adapted varieties are then
selected. Some farmers also do fur-
ther verification trials on their farms
by planting the top 10 to 15 variet-
ies before they finally select two to
five (Medina, 2002).

In terms of seeds, MASIPAG uses
the term ‘selection’ for seed that can-
not technically be called a variety
because it does not meet the crite-
ria of purity and uniformity. The use
of such seeds is intentional to main-
tain more genetic variability, giving
wider possibilities to match selec-
tions to environmental conditions.

active participation and cooperation
of farmers, but also active participa-
tory leadership among them. As a
result, they have developed inde-
pendence from outside technologi-
cal influences that are most often
hostile to the interests of small farm-
ers. Small successes like the devel-
opment of new varieties and new
technologies have enhanced the
farmers’ confidence and given bone
and flesh to the empowerment of
MASIPAG farmers.

4.0 MASIPAG
DIFFUSION: LIVING
AND GROWING

4.1 The MASIPAG Approach

To join MASIPAG, farmers simply
have to signify their intention. Farm-
ers interested in joining MASIPAG
will either have to set up their own
PO with support from an NGO, a
community organizer or MASIPAG
farmer trainer nearest to them; or join
an existing one. An orientation will
then be held on the history and sta-
tus of agriculture at the local, na-
tional and global levels, and the role
of MASIPAG in providing an alter-
native to the Green Revolution mode
of agriculture such as sustainable or-
ganic agriculture. Farmers ‘convert-

Figure 1. The MASIPAG Approach
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Unlike many development initia-
tives which have a definite number
of clients or partners, MASIPAG is
open to all genuinely interested farm-
ers groups. It is not upscaled; rather
it spreads through diffusion from
farmer to farmer. A cycle of organiz-
ing, training, trial farms and technol-
ogy generation with advocacy (Fig.
1) has made MASIPAG membership
snowball in the past two decades.

4.2 The Growth of MASIPAG

In its 22 years of existence,
MASIPAG has grown to involve 635
farmers’ organizations in 47 prov-
inces in the Philippines with a mem-
bership of more than 35,000 farm-
ers. There are 64 farmer rice breed-
ers and at least 200 volunteer farmer
trainers. MASIPAG farmers are sup-
ported technically by 15 scientists,
and organizationally by some 60
NGOs.

A total of 1,090 TRVs have already
been recovered by MASIPAG farm-
ers and there are 1,069 MASIPAG
bred rice selections. MASIPAG
farmer-breeders have also devel-
oped 273 farmer-bred lines and
these are steadily increasing.

MASIPAG currently has 226 PO-
managed trial farms. In addition,
there are 10 back-up farms, each
maintaining at least 300 rice variet-
ies, with the national back-up farm
maintaining more than 2,000 TRVs
and MASIPAG rice varieties.

MASIPAG has already gone
through a continuing evolution of
methodologies in participatory re-
search, diffusion of knowledge, or-
ganizational growth, ecological farm
systems management, and local
market development. It has already
expanded beyond the rice crop; it is
now into corn breeding, livestock
breeding and production, diversified
integrated farm systems, and local
organic market development.
MASIPAG has developed several
organic standards and it has its own

5.0 ANALYSIS OF THE
MASIPAG APPROACH
Almost all development work is fo-
cused mainly on either technologi-
cal or socio-political components.
Often these are too structured and
technology-centered, but worse,
they have become too academic
and detached from the sector that
they are supposed to serve. Thus,
there are programs focused mainly
or solely on the development of
technology, seed banks/genetic
conservation, sustainable agricul-
ture, organic agriculture, food secu-
rity or advocacy.

In contrast, MASIPAG does all of
the above with an underlying social
context. The empowerment of farm-
ers makes the technological dimen-
sion open and flexible to suit all
types of socio-economic and agro-
ecological conditions. MASIPAG’s
contribution is the partnership of
scientists and farmers for the latter
to help themselves. MASIPAG farm-
ers see themselves as innovators,
capable of generating change on the
farm through their own experiments,
and effecting broader change
through their collective efforts
(Oram, 2003). Thus, MASIPAG is a
powerful movement providing rice
farmers a way out of the treadmill of
debt and chemical dependency
which is the legacy of the GR. In this
way, it is both more subtle and pow-
erful than simply an alternative ap-
proach to agriculture. MASIPAG has
provided a framework for small farm-
ers to organize themselves. It is

2 The International Assessment of Agricultural
Science and Technology for Development
(IAASTD), which began in 2004, is a product
of a collaboration initiated by the World Bank
in partnership and consultation with a multi-
stakeholder group of organizations, including
the United Nations Food and Agriculture
Organization, United Nations Development
Programme, United Nations Environmental
Programme, the World Health Organization
and representatives of governments, civil
society, private sector and scientific
institutions from around the world.

participatory guarantee system. It is
now a nationwide leader in sustain-
able and organic agriculture, espe-
cially in rice production. More than
anything, the farmer-scientist part-
nership and bottom-up participatory
agricultural development nature of
MASIPAG make it unique when
compared to other developmental
approaches.

4.3 MASIPAG in the Face
of Global Challenges

MASIPAG continues to be relevant
amidst global environmental chal-
lenges. For example, its use of dif-
ferent traditional varieties and
MASIPAG rice selections, crop and
farm diversification, on-farm re-
search and other sustainable uses
of locally available resources are all
coping mechanisms to deal with cli-
mate change. Even its POs are so-
cial networks of support as sources
of seed and manpower to farms that
are prone to calamities.

MASIPAG rice seeds are concrete
alternatives for farmers amidst the
proliferation of hybrid and geneti-
cally engineered seeds. The fact
that seeds are in the hands of farm-
ers—and they have the knowledge
to breed and improve varieties—is
the farmers’ antidote to the patent-
ing of life forms.

The International Assessment of
Agricultural Science and Technology
for Development (IAASTD) 2008 2

has declared that high chemical in-
put farming (“business as usual”) is
no longer an option. It also recom-
mends that local knowledge should
be tapped in partnership with formal
science and technology, and this
should be incorporated into agricul-
tural development. MASIPAG has
done this 22 years ahead of the
assessment. Likewise, the
assessment’s recommendation of
biodiversity-based sustainable agri-
culture has been a cornerstone ac-
tivity of MASIPAG since its inception.
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about escaping the mindset of de-
pendency (Oram, 2003) and restor-
ing farmers’ confidence and
innovativeness, making them politi-
cally informed and attuned to their
role in the country’s economy.

The replication of the MASIPAG
model/approach in small farming
communities in other countries is
highly viable because the ap-
proaches and principles applied are
malleable enough to fit different lo-
cal socio-cultural background and
unique agro-ecological settings.

5.1 Some Lessons Learned

In the 22 years of MASIPAG’s exist-
ence, and in understanding the com-
ponents and processes of the devel-
opment program described previ-
ously, lessons have been learned—
some directly and others indirectly.
• Agricultural problems have tech-

nological as well as non-techno-
logical solutions. Many develop-
ment research projects focus only
on technology development.
These are often deeply preoccu-
pied with technological efficiency,
sustainability, etc., to the exclusion
of social context and processes.
At the other extreme, some
projects are preoccupied with par-
ticipatory methodologies without
concrete technological or material
support to the community. A bal-
ance is therefore needed.

• Research and development
should be farmer-centered .
Project-centered, or discipline-,
scientist-, agency- or even NGO-
centered programs, wittingly or
unwittingly, are self-serving.
Genuine rural development
should focus on the farmers’ iden-
tified priorities and approaches.

• Need-driven, not funds-driven.
There are many instances where
a project is conducted because
the researcher has been awarded
a research grant.  In most cases,
such research projects may not be

a necessity or a priority in the com-
munity concerned.

• A certain degree of trust and con-
fidence building as well as level-
ing-off is needed. Stakeholders
who cannot trust one another or
who have different perspectives
and priorities create nothing but
more problems.

• Farmers’ counterparting and ‘no
dole-outs’ policy should be ob-
served. Farmers’ counterparting
enhances their sense of owner-
ship. Dole-outs create another
layer of dependency wherein
farmers become reluctant to work
without financial gain.

• Sense of ownership by the farmers.
For a rural development activity to
succeed, the activities must be
aligned with the farmers’ needs and
circumstances and be led by them.

• Change and development should
only be as fast as the farmers can
assimilate. Very often, develop-
ment is forced on to the farmers
at a speed set by a particular
project or plan. This usually hap-
pens when the project-holder sim-
ply wants to produce reports of
successful projects.

• Farmers’ organizations have mul-
tiplier and sustainability effects.
When a development worker talks
to one member of an organization,
in effect he/she talks to all mem-
bers because of the ensuing com-
munication in the organization.
POs can ensure sustainability be-
cause when project funding is de-
layed or cut, the organization,
through its leaders, usually takes
over the project.

5.2 Farmer Empowerment
Everywhere

To enable farmers to regain their lost
role of being the center of seed con-
servation, breeding, and agricultural
technology development, they should
be consulted and involved in such
processes. The major steps to em-

powerment of farmers everywhere
should begin from recognizing the
farmers themselves as the experts
and specialists. A catalyst of NGOs
and scientists is very important in ini-
tiating this momentum of change.

Based on the MASIPAG approach,
there is no single blueprint for agri-
cultural development and farmers’
empowerment. Rather, it should op-
erate on key principles/components.
This would allow this model to be
adapted to different local socio-cul-
tural, economic and agro-ecological
conditions. The key principles/com-
ponents are as follows:
• Organizing and Orientation.

The first step is organizing the
farmers and beginning with an ori-
entation on the global, national
and local agriculture and food sys-
tems. As much as possible, the
farmers’ resolve to address their
needs should surface along the
lines of sustainable agriculture.
The farmers should be at the cen-
ter of the initiative. A farmer-man-
aged trial farm is often essential.

• Training, Experimentation and
Conversion. From the trial farm,
farmers can have seeds selected
to be adapted to their specific lo-
calities. Farmers should be en-
couraged and guided on how to do
experimentation and observation.
Technical support from scientists
and NGOs is important here, es-
pecially in farmer training.  In this
way, local knowledge is cultivated.

• Strategic Development. This in-
volves organizational strengthen-
ing with regular meetings of POs,
training of trainers, and collective
action by farmers as well as ad-
vocacy and campaigning for farm-
ers’ rights, land reform, and other
issues besetting small farmers.

Beyond these basic components,
different tactical and strategic activi-
ties could be undertaken based on
specific conditions in the local
community.
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