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1. Aim of the proposed work

Scientific objectives

Our proposal grounds pragmatically the relationship among researchers and practitioners in situations of learning and change. Its field of application relates to innovation processes in the agricultures of industrialised countries (abbreviation: ICA). The main research question addressed is: How can diverse stakeholders be involved in meaningful conversations and actions, that engage them in new ways of learning, with the aim to move farming and related industries, such as water, towards a multi-functional agriculture .

In the recent past, the development of  ICAs has benefited from strong public and private backing to support continuous productivity Agricultural research has played a prominent role in this. But the situation has now changed. No consensus has been reached on the role of agricultures, and the funding of public R&D is being questioned. There is uncertainty about the development models appropriate to meet the challenges which agriculture has to face: food quality and safety, rural employment, ecological functioning, contribution to water catchment management, etc.

Research, advisory and other support structures need to adapt to the changing relationships between agricultures and the societies of which they are a part. Our hypothesis is that this challenge can be metby promoting learning in innovation processes, not just among individual farmers in their enterprises, but within collectives associating farmers, researchers, advisors, consumers and other stakeholders, at various organisational levels. Our proposal triggers new networks of discussion and action while simultaneously strengthening existing learning-based  activity, based on the implementation of state-of-the-art protocols about social learning processes. The protocols are constructed on the basis of previous and on-going work by the LEARN group and its associated networks, involving case studies, systematic research and action learning.

Historically, farmers and policy makers have shared the view that development mainly results from an appropriation of knowledge produced outside the sphere of concrete activity (farming, water management, nature management). Our position is that nowadays, there is a need for a change in practices associated with knowing and learning. This change needs to be tackled from both theoretical and methodological angles to support the collective action of a wide diversity of actors having little experience of working together. Dealing with situations such as environmental degradation, water catchments management and food safety risks, necessarily involves higher degrees of interdependent learning and action across sectors and among diverse stakeholders. The scientific community has an important role to play in helping to develop the intellectual and social capital for the kinds of interactive learning and actions among diverse stakeholders that is needed to bring multi-functional agriculture into existence. We propose to do so by assisting network members :  (a) to learn about the adaptive management of natural resources and ecological processes through agriculture, as well as (b) to learn new ways of designing  the relationship-mediating processes among diverse stakeholder institutions. 

Relevance to priority Thematic Area of Research in FP6

The proposal mainly relates within Priority 1.1.7 Citizens and Governance in a Knowledge-Based Society to point 1.1.7.i Knowledge-based society and social cohesion (Improving the generation, distribution and use of knowledge and its impact on economic and social development). It starts from the premise that cost-effective relationships among stakeholders in agricultural, food, environmental and rural policies and practice are not optimal, as the relationships do not lead to the desired outcomes i.e. multi-functional agriculture, safe food, and a vibrant rural economy. The ‘crisis of multi-functionality’ is in part a reflection of the quality of the relationships among stakeholders, and the organisation of R&D. Our second  premise  is that agricultures in industrialised countries will be able to meet the new challenges only by improving the ability of the stakeholders themselves to learn and act collectively. Our experience suggests that interactive concepts and methods, which have been widely applied with varying success in diverse and often critical situations in developing countries and other sectors of activity (manufacturing sector, health sector, services, etc.) are ready to be developed and extended on a larger scale.

The amplification of environmental and food safety risks is generating heterogeneous public claims towards agriculture and agricultural policy. Such a symptomatic situation emerges from a half-century commitment to linear models of technological improvement and social change characterised as the ‘agricultural treadmill’. Today, this commitment is simultaneously challenged by consumer behaviours at the market place, as well as by citizens and representatives through technological assessments of biotechnology and food safety reforms at the European level. Our point of view is that such a context is in itself challenging the professionals and practitioners of R&D, as well as policy institutions, to engage with society in new ways.

 The proposal indirectly contributes to Priority 1.6.1 Sustainable development, global change and ecosystems, in three ways. The notion of ‘sustainable development’ emphasizes interdependencies between activities in a given space and within a given territory. Secondly, this notion makes it even more necessary to take into account the complexity of interactions between biophysical, social, technical and economic processes. Thirdly, the uncertain knowledge of the ongoing dynamics, and of action procedures promoting sustainable development, is brought to the forefront. To design and develop technologies (including social technologies such as environmental management and impact assessment), it is necessary to take a holistic view of the situations implied by the above statement and to consider the changing use of technology within its social, economic, cultural and institutional context.  Stakeholders facing different sustainable development situations will require opportunities and skills to engage with these technologies and contextualise them in their own lives before they can effectively use them  to achieve the rational resource use, reduced waste and impacts sought by FP6.

2. Background of the proposed work

Although learning is often used as a synonym for knowledge, many authors describe it as a process. This is a distinction we follow in this proposal. There are many theories of learning, which variously emphasise the biological, psychological or social aspects of learning. To clarify the different concepts of learning and their applications, a typology (based upon Wenger, 1998) has been constructed by some of the participants in the current proposal, during an earlier stage of their collaboration . It is not possible to provide a comprehensive review of all theoretical perspectives here. Nor are these perspectives as distinct in practice as our typology might suggest; they relate to a wide range of theoretical frameworks such as neuro-physiological, behaviourist, cognitive, constructivist, social, organisational, socialisation and activity theories.

Despite possible dangers of eclecticism, we share the view that learning is based on experience and results in modifications to behaviour or potential for behaviour. We hope to achieve a better understanding of our respective theories to capture learning processes, identify the most relevant, in order to offer possibilities for guiding future R&D in ICA, and develop methodologies to structure multiple stakeholders’ learning processes in ICA. 

Since 1998 within the European branch of the International Farming Systems Association, the participants have developed a core inter-disciplinary network, including practitioners and they have held regular Workshops at biennial FSR/E symposiums*. The networking process have resulted in: i) publication of a book1,  ii) submission of a project within FP5 (IHP Programme Accompanying measures): Learning in European Agricultural and Rural Networks: institutions, networks and governance (HPAM-2002-00056) which has been accepted, (iii) collaboration in an EU-funded project, Social learning for the integrated Management and Sustainable Use of Water at Catchment Scale (contract no: EVK1-CT2000-00064 SLIM), (iv) inter-action with related  networks at European level. 

3. Expected results from the proposed work

While there is a need to integrate public decision-making at the European level, it is nevertheless clear that policies are diversely applied at the national, regional and local levels. The subsidiary principle recognises this reality to some extent, but it has been applied more as a top-down derogation than as a bottom-up process of policy construction. One could envision a democratic and subsidiary process that allows space for local response to local problems, and for public decisions to be defined locally and transmitted to national and European levels. We have articulated this vision under our proposal to FP5. The participative approach is carried into in the framework of our proposed Network of Excellence. We propose to develop also a “case-study base”, to enable comparative work on the dynamic interplay between interactive policy making, top-down policy formulation and implementation. That for we’ll particularly study situations in which contradictions perceived by actors between their own meanings and values and those promoted by public policies induce a dynamic of change, causing actors to venture off the beaten tracks and transform ways of acting and thinking to create efficient procedures and adopt new legitimate scopes. Exploring this dynamic and the way R&D practitioners are involved should enable us to better understand how to perform R&D in the European space, given the heterogeneity of national cultures, institutions and economic objectives for agriculture. 

Major outputs will be fourfold: (i) methodological (conditions for reflexivity among stakeholders  on the ways they apprehend phenomena and build conceptual categories, and role of their knowledge in the changes occurring); (ii) educational (design of a European curriculum for graduate and post grad. students, and of a training programme for R&D practitioners; (iii) scientific (changes in professions, professional identities and abilities as well as changes in social configurations and socio-technical schemes); (iv) innovations occurring in the case study sites as a result of action learning processes. On the one hand, this will enable scientists to understand better phenomena and behaviours for closer assessment of their impact, and to justify their own intervention. On the other hand, this will allow the actors themselves and political decision-makers to understand ongoing changes and to help direct these within collective action schemes.

4. Activities to achieve the proposed objectives

4.1. Seminars to confront theoretical and methodological perspectives within the expanded network. These will be based on work done during our FP5 project, whose main purpose is to identify, together with stakeholders, new social science research that can match the challenges facing R&D in multi-functional agriculture. The small scale activities undertaken under the FP5 project will be some of the materials which will support our reflexive work about learning concepts and participatory methodology during seminars. Those will be organised around three main topics: (A) Production and maintenance of the environment, based not only on ecological criteria but including territorial components as well, meaning that agriculture has to be performed in relation to the particular social ‘history’ of the locality and in synergy with other non-agricultural activities ; (B) Provision of safe foods having high biological and organoleptic (taste, smell, touch) qualities, which will at the same time serve to enhance a particular feature of a locality's identity as well as ensure that it endures and evolves; (C) Performance of functions that acquire new values in response to an evolving Western urban society (changing consumer demands, political alliances, etc.), such as delivery of ecological services (providing drinking water, providing space and recreation, etc.), or minimisation or elimination of risks linked to technology. 

4.2. The case study base. This includes the selection and design of comparative cases, and protocols for action learning, together with stakeholders, and the implementation of the studies.

4.3. The development of curricula for graduates and postgraduates and training programmes for R&D practitioners. Both  2 & 3 activities will be elaborated further at the end of the FP5 project, in Autumn 2004.

5.
Expertise needed to achieve objectives

The core of our network is constituted by the LEARN (Learning in Agriculture Research Network) Group, which includes social scientists, agronomists and ecologists. The LEARN group produced a book in 2000 (see note1) dealing with learning experiences among scientists and other stakeholders related to land use, farming activities and environmental management (29 papers, 52 authors from 9 countries in Europe, America and Oceania). Our capacity-building aim is to increase social science mobilisation, in order to identify more clearly the scientific community actually involved in participatory research with stakeholders at different organisational levels ( i.e. local, regional and national levels). It will allow the assessment of scenarios for developing further European research infrastructures in this research domain. The LEARNing proposal in FP5 seeks to strengthen our community within the European Research Area so as to be prepared for an application under FP6 by enabling us to enlarge our network to a first circle of scientists from other European countries including Candidates Countries. Our core group is well situated to expand this first circle and to gather the key social and other scientists interested in this goal, given that the book was well received and disseminated within this scientific community. Actually, we have started to identify a second circle which  is composed of individuals or teams who already develop some common understandings of learning issues in ICA with those of the rest of the network due to regular participation to AFSRE workshop devoted to this specific topic (appendix 1 give details about the different circles). Meanwhile, we continue to interact with our colleagues in Australia and New Zealand in order to compare support for learning and innovation in a spectrum of European conditions with support in other developed societies.

6. 
Promotion of results outside of the consortium

Comparative analyses of local, regional and national situations across disciplinary and national boundaries will offer favourable conditions for an efficient exploitation of results, as these analyses will have been confronted with the opinions and positions of the main stakeholders through open national round tables and workshops, and through a European Conference, which we plan to organise in mid-2004, at the end our proposal under FP5.

Beyond the structuring of a scientific community, the challenge is to involve social scientists more directly in building a “dynamic knowledge-based economy … having greater social cohesion”. We are actually helping to identify social and institutional conditions that are favourable to learning and innovation in a “learning society”, in order to manage change and to involve European stakeholders more actively in shaping their own future. Points of comparison will include: citizen participation in R&D, the role of representative institutions in setting R&D agendas, the contribution of informal organisations, the implications of changes in regulatory approaches for R&D, and conflict resolution. Our studies are directly aimed at analysing the relationships between technology and society within the ICA and at producing concepts, facilitation processes and tools supporting participation mechanisms for collective action at different levels and allowing for the emergence of new development strategies fostering better economic and social cohesion towards sustainable development.

As our network includes many Higher Education Institutions, we also aim to produce new curricula for both students and extension officers, as well as seminars for other stakeholders and policy makers.

7.
How the proposal will be managed

From late 2002 until autumn 2004, participants in the LEARNing proposal will meet four times in different countries (France, the Netherlands, Poland and Hungary) to co-ordinate among themselves; new potential members in the network will progressively be invited to these meetings and related seminars. A web-site will be created during year 2003 open to every participant in the proposal (scientists, other stakeholders, policy makers... and potential participants in the network). Based on learning gained from this bottom-up approach at national level, cross-national exchanges of practices and agendas will be shared during a European conference in mid 2004. This will then allow the conference participants to produce an Agenda for Learning in Industrialised Country Agricultures that will have relevance for both teaching and research programmes.

If at that time, the Network of Excellence has been established, then a seminar gathering all the participants will be organised to plan the FP6 proposal and to agree on the project management. A governance body, composed of representatives of INRA, Milton Keynes Open University, Wageningen University and other institutions involved in the network, will then be established. A scientific committee composed of researchers working on learning issues in other fields of activity and of EU officers, will guarantee the relevance and the excellence of the work undertaken within the network. The need for a management body will be considered : management activities will be distribute within the core group (such activities are : intellectual properties according to the types of outputs from the network –teaching packages, WEB site, aso-, human resource management – postgraduates and researchers exchanges within the network- and financial issues).

We will also identify criteria to assess the outputs of our work such as: (i) change in system performance (emergent properties from the interface of technical and social sciences, new research questions, altered capacities to manage change, implementation of a European shared curricula for students, common scientific publications and shared doctorate thesis); (ii) relevance to policy through process definition and methodology to enact appropriate participation at local and regional levels (in case of conflict between public policies and  their local implementation); (iii) events specifically organised for policy makers (summer schools, workshops, seminars), dissemination documents, web-site.

APPENDIX 1 : COMPOSITION OF THE NETWORK

The Core group : an amount of 40 academics

	
	Organisation/Country
	Contact
	Area of Excellence
	Role in the Proposal

	1
	INRA-SAD dept./France
	B. Hubert
	Agronomy, economics, sociology, anthropology, management sc., cognitive sc.
	Management
(see above 4.1-A,B,C)

	2
	Open University-
Systems discipline/UK
	R.L. Ison
C. Blackmore
	Systems studies,
Information Technology
	Co-management  (4.1-A,C)
Water catchments management, technological risk assessment

	3
	Wageningen University, Dept of Communication and Innovation Studies
	J. Proost
	Economy, sociology, anthropology, history, education and extension
	Co-management  (4.1-A,B)

Water catchments management, food quality and safety


The LEARNing Network: Some 15 more academics

	Organisation/country
	Contact
	Area of excellence
	Role in the proposal

	Univ. of Lodz-dept Sociology/Poland
	E. Rokicka
	Sociology, 
	Participant 
(4.1-A)

	KVL- Econ. & Natural Res /Denmark
	N. Sriskandarajah
	Participatory learning approach to extension and education
	Participant
(4.1-A,B)

	AUA-Agric. Econ. &
Rural Devel./Greece
	A. Koutsouris
	Economics, agricultural extension and education
	Participant (4.1-C)

	Szent Istvan Univ.-dept.
Extension/Hungary
	J. Kosari
	Agricultural and rural development
	Participant (4.1-A)


Other colleagues who accepted to participate in the network activities : 30 academics

	Organisation/country
	Contact
	Area of excellence
	Role in the proposal

	Dept. Agricultural Zoology, University of Croatia
	I. Barcic
	Participatory R&D with farmers/other stakeholders (e.g. water agencies) on non-chemical WCR management, funded by FAO in context of WCR network 
	Participant
(4.1-C)

	LIB – Agricultural Innovation Bureau, Netherlands
	G. Wims
	Social learning/action learning for landscape scale water management on basis of  enterprise level water control/farming measures undertaken by farmers
	Particiapnt
(4.1-C)

	Plant Sciences, Wageningen University and Research Centre
	J.W.A.Langeveld
	Domestic and international expertise in learning approaches to technology design, & interactive R&D
	Participant
(4.1-A,B) 

	Helsinki Uni., Center for Activity Theory/ Finland 
	L. Seppännen
	Learning challenges in organic farming
	Participant (4.1-B,C)

	Univ. Tras os Montes e Alto Douro, Econ. & Sociol. Dep., / Portugal
	A. Cristovao
	Participatory learning approach in rural development
	Participant (4.1-C)

	Univ. degli Studi di Firenze, Econom. Agrario e Forestale Dept./ Italy
	L. Omodei Zorini
	Multifunctional agriculture, rural development , organic farming
	Participant (4.1-B,C)

	CIRAD – dépt. TERA/ Montpellier (France)
	P. Caron
	Territorial dynamics
	Participant (4.1- A,B,C)

	CEMAGREF – LISC/ Clermont-Ferrand (France)
	G. Deffuant
	Ingénierie des systèmes complexes
	Participant (4.1– A)

	Melbourne Univ., Institute of Land and Food Res./ Australia
	M. Paine
	Learning challenges in supply chains, Continuous business improvement netw., Catchments mgmt. netw.
	Participant
(4.1-A,C)

	Centre for Research on Work, Education and Business/ Canterbury Uni/ New Zeeland
	R. Hill
	Learning challenges in supply chains,
decision support participative design
	Participant
(4.1-B)

	Centre for Systemic Research, Uni. of Western Sidney/Australia
	R. Packham
	Participation learning approache to education and extension
	Participant (4.1-C)


* This symposium is attended by around 200 academics and R&D practitioners, and the workshop held on learning and change is by far the most popular indicating a high degree of relevance of our proposal.


1 See Learn Group book (2000) : “Cow up a Tree, Knowing and Learning for Change in Agriculture : Case studies from industrialised countries ”, Science Update, INRA Editions, Paris, pp 492.





1
1

