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Abstract  
 

This thesis explores claims that organic agriculture may be an empowering development 

strategy by investigating the impacts of conversion to organic farming systems on the 

lives of small-scale farmers in Cambodia. The thesis interrogates the diverse uses and 

abuses of the term óempowermentô in development rhetoric and argues for an 

empowerment model that is derived from farmersô self-defined concepts of   

development. This model was used to conduct a qualitative case study involving semi-

structured interviews and focus groups with members of organics initiatives in seven 

diverse Cambodian communities.  

 

Results indicate that many farmers in all communities felt that their most important 

objective was not only to achieve food security, but to be able to grow sufficient rice to 

feed their family. Farmers joined the organics initiatives primarily to improve their health 

and reduce the cost of farming inputs. As a result of joining the initiatives, all farmers 

(including both certified and non-certified organic farmers) felt they had improved their 

health and food security. Most farmers also increased incomes, created stronger family 

and community ties and felt they had more control over their livelihoods. These benefits 

were not, however, distributed equally amongst individuals or communities. Very poor 

and isolated farmers could not generally access benefits. The three main factors that 

determined the impact of the organics initiatives on farmer empowerment were identified 

as: the individualôs level of resources, the strength of the farmer group, and the policies 

and values of the supporting organisation.  

 

The implications for future initiatives are, firstly, the tremendous potential for farmers 

and wider rural communities to benefit from organic agriculture as a development 

strategy. However, this study also shows that if organics is to be viable for low-resource 

people, it may be necessary to promote both resources and techniques in organics 

initiatives. Also, a focus on building strong relationships both within the farmers group 

and linkages with local and wider stakeholders may enhance long-term sustainability of 

organics initiatives.    
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Chapter One: Introduction  

 
I want to share this with the next generation. I want them to learn about 

organics; I want them to live without chemicals (V2F5).
1
 

Introduction 

 

The current global food system may produce impressive quantities, but its inaccessibility 

to the hungry and the environmental costs it brings have demonstrated its limits. Supplies 

of water and productive land are dwindling. Terms of trade for commodity producers 

continue to decline alongside the increasing power of multi-national retailers and 

seed/chemical companies. Many small-scale farmers in developing countries feel 

powerless against these forces (KIT et al., 2006). Farmers are forced to farm more 

intensively on smaller areas, further promoting environmental degradation and causing 

families to spiral into debt. Poorer producers in isolated areasðwho have often been 

ignored in rural development initiativesðmay be the worst affected as increasingly they 

can neither take advantage of market opportunities nor produce enough food to feed their 

families. New biotechnology initiatives may raise productivity in some areas, but the 

ability of farmers to control what and how they grow may be negatively affected.   

 

Rural people around the world are calling for governing institutions to respond to their 

plight by helping them gain back control over their own development. In 2007, a 

delegation of more than 500 farmers from 80 countries held a World Forum for Food 

Sovereignty (WFFS) in Mali, Africa, at which they signed a pledge demanding not only 

food security and fair market prices but ófood sovereigntyô. This concept originated from 

the óLa Via Campesinaô international peasant movement in the early 1990s, and 

represents a strengthening global force of people demanding the right to control the 

production and marketing of food as they choose, in an ecological and diverse manner 

(Declaration of Nyeleni, 2007).
2
 Many of these farmers, as well as some multilateral 

                                                        
1
 See p.60 for an explanation of participant coding. 

2 The concept of food sovereignty encompasses the following key areas: priority on food production for 

local markets, based on peasant and family farmer diversified and agroecologically based production 

systems; ensuring fair prices for farmers; access to productive resources through genuine redistribution; 

recognition and promotion of womenôs role in food production and equitable access and control over 

productive resources; community control over productive resources; protecting seeds for the free exchange 

and use of farmers; and public investment in support for the productive activities of families, and 
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institutions such as UNESCAP (2002) believe that organic agriculture may offer the most 

comprehensive response to the sustainability problems facing agriculture, rural 

communities and our food production system. However, the viability of organic 

agriculture as a rural development strategy is still debated. Some studies (Janz et al., 

2003; Kotschi, 2003) point to limitations of the approach in cases where the context is not 

properly investigated and where institutional barriers such as government policy or social 

barriers prevent producers from realising the benefits of their organic status. Other 

authors argue that the original ósmall is beautifulô principle of organic systems has 

disappeared as organic markets become more mainstream, and this is eroding the power 

that farmers have gained (Oppermann and Rahmann, 2005).   

 

Most studies of organic agriculture to date have focused on production aspects of organic 

agriculture (Holt and Reed, 2006). This thesis, however, joins the small but growing 

number of studies that analyse the social impacts of organic agriculture initiatives. 

Specifically, I devise a framework for investigating how the adoption of organic 

agriculture as part of rural development initiatives in Cambodia may empower farmers to 

live better lives as defined in their own terms. This study draws together literature on 

rural development, empowerment and network theory to assess the extent to which 

organic agriculture empowers farmers, and in doing so also addresses wider questions 

about the value of the empowerment concept and its relationship to wellbeing and 

development. 

 

Research aim, questions and objectives 

 

This research aims to further understanding of the socio-economic impacts of 

development initiatives that focus on small-scale farmer conversion to organic 

production. Specifically, the main research aim is:  

 

To contribute to an understanding of the effectiveness of organic 

agriculture as a tool for rural development in Cambodia. 

                                                                                                                                                                      
communities, geared toward empowerment, local control and production of food for people and local 

markets (Ferrante et al., 2002). 
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The research focused on three further questions in order to inform the main research aim, 

with specific objectives relating to each question that determined the research 

methodology pursued: 

 

Question 1: How do organic agriculture initiatives impact on the lives of small-

scale farmers in Cambodia? 

Objectives: Devise a framework for investigating the impacts of organics 

initiatives, with consideration of a wide range of impacts including 

impacts on farmers, their families, their communities and the wider 

social environment.  

Conduct primary research with farmers in several organics 

initiatives in different areas of Cambodia, in order to draw some 

comparisons and conclusions between and across approaches.  

  

Question 2:  Are farmers empowered by their involvement in organic agriculture 

initiatives to move towards their own vision of development?  

Objectives: Investigate the concept of óempowermentô. 

Determine a framework for investigating empowerment amongst 

organic farmers in Cambodia.   

 

Question 3: What factors enable farmers to access and benefit from organic 

agriculture initiatives in the Cambodian context, and what constraints 

hinder the success of organics initiatives? 

Objectives: Conduct primary research with organic farmers and others involved 

in several organic agriculture initiatives, including development 

organisation staff, government officials and traders to investigate 

factors that influence farmer empowerment and success of organics 

initiatives. 

 

Key theoretical concepts 

 

In assessing the ways in which small-scale farmers may be empowered by conversion to 

organic agriculture, this study brings together three broad bodies of theory:  
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¶ Emerging literature studying the sociology of organic agriculture in developing 

countries, which also provides the platform for this study.    

¶ A discussion of indicators used to measure development, particularly the 

óempowermentô concept and its relation to development and poverty alleviation. 

This discussion forms a base from which I develop an empowerment model for 

use in the study.     

¶ Network theory which maps the process of food production and consumption. 

This allows me to conceptualise the many people, processes and non-human 

elements involved in organic agriculture and the relationships between them, so 

that processes of empowerment may be identified. 

 

Context: agriculture and rural livelihoods in Cambodia 

 

The south-east Asian nation of Cambodia is still recovering from years of social, political, 

cultural and environmental devastation. Problems can be traced back to a long period of 

French colonial occupation, followed by extensive US bombings during the Vietnam war, 

a drawn-out civil war that ended with the defeat of the Lon Nol government in 1975, and 

the Khmer Rouge Democratic Kampuchea (DK) regime from 1975-78, led by the 

infamous General Pol Pot. The genocidal atrocities of the DK regime have been widely 

documented (Vickery 1984; Chandler, 1996; Kiernan 1996), and it is estimated that over 

two million people were killed (Heuveline, 2001:22) and ten million landmines were laid 

(CTRP, 2000:2) during Pol Potôs rule. Fighting was not stamped out until the late 1990s, 

and even now millions of landmines still litter the border areas.  

 

Cambodiaôs gruesome past has had a profound negative impact on the environment and 

human development through the dumping of pesticides and landmines, a legacy of 

lawlessness, and extreme poverty. Cambodia is currently one of the poorest countries in 

the world, ranked 133th out of 177 countries in the United Nations Human Development 

Index (UNDP, 2005). Although many rural people are flowing into urban areas, poverty 

is still essentially a rural phenomenon in Cambodia, with 91% of those who are 

considered poor residing in rural areas (World Bank, 2006:45). This is a startling figure, 

given that 80% of the population live in rural areas and rely primarily on small-scale 

agriculture for their livelihood (Setboonsarng, 2006: 2). Yet, agricultural growth is slow 
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due to limited markets, inequitable access to land and poor infrastructureðless than half 

of arable land is cultivated, and only 10% of that is irrigated (UNCTAD, 2004).  

 

Cambodiaôs isolation during the Khmer Rouge regime meant that the country was slow to 

take on modern agricultural techniquesðreferred to in this thesis as conventional 

agricultureðwhich make use of technologies including hybrid seeds and chemical inputs 

to increase production levels. However, in recent years this has changed as a lack of trade 

regulation and the free flow of goods over the Vietnamese border have encouraged the 

spread of synthetic inputs such as fertilisers and pesticides. The improper use of 

chemicals has resulted in a high degree of soil degradation, crop failure, negative impacts 

on human health and pollution of water reserves (IFAD, 2005). Moreover, there is 

growing evidence that the high yields achieved through conventional agricultural systems 

are not sustainable long-term, especially on marginal land where soil fertility levels are 

decreasing (Scialabba and Hattam, 2002). This combination of falling yields, declining 

terms of trade and rising land prices associated with the booming tourist industry 

adversely affects the livelihoods of small-scale farmers. Both UNCTAD (2004) and the 

IMF (2004) have recently conducted studies into Cambodian agricultural markets and 

conclude that farmers lack the bargaining power necessary to achieve higher incomes due 

to a number of factors. These include: limited long-term finance, uncertain property 

rights, limited access to markets, lack of information, lack of government support, low 

levels of trust and lack of capacity to handle post-harvest produce. UNCTAD (2004) adds 

that Cambodiaôs accession to the World Trade Organisation (WTO) has come with the 

condition of strict phytosanitary
3
 and seed quality requirements, further placing small-

scale producers at risk of failing export certification and thereby limiting their access to 

markets.  

 

Growing awareness of the negative impacts of conventional farming systems on both the 

environment and farmers has led to a push for more sustainable agricultural systems. A 

number of research trials for sustainable agriculture techniques such as Integrated Pest 

Management (IPM), Farmer Field Schools (FFS), and more recently, low-input 

cultivation systems such as System of Rice Intensification (SRI) are taking place in 

                                                        
3 Phytosanitary regulations refer to government standards to protect the health of humans, plants and 

animals, and have been subject to much criticism as they are seen to constitute a barrier that prevents 

developing countries from accessing international markets (Henson and Loader, 2001).  
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Cambodia (IRRI, 2000). Since the late 1990s, organic agriculture has spread throughout 

Cambodia and there are now several organisations promoting organics, including non-

governmental organisations (NGOs), bilateral donor agencies, private companies and 

government departments. Organic agriculture has been identified by the Cambodian 

Government as a priority sector (UNESCAP, 2002), in order to achieve food security, 

diversify rural livelihoods, and gain access to value-added markets. As part of this decree, 

the government plans to diversify production, encourage the participation of poor people 

and women in agriculture and enhance information flows to farmers, financed in part by a 

five year USD35 million dollar loan from the Asian Development Bank (UNCTAD, 

2004). However, as yet there are no domestic organic standards, and barriers to 

participation in international markets are still thought to be prohibitive for many small-

scale organic farmers (IFAD, 2005). 

 

The two biggest non-profit organic agriculture initiatives in Cambodia are led by a local 

NGO (CEDAC) and the German federal development agency (GTZ). Although the two 

initiatives are similar in many ways, the GTZ initiative focuses more on taking advantage 

of the premium prices gained for export certified organic products on the world market, 

while the CEDAC initiatives, and the majority of initiatives developed by other local 

NGOs, focus more on the local non-certified and domestic certified markets. Critics argue 

over which market approach is most effective, and there are many unanswered questions 

around the ability of farmers to equitably access the potential benefits of organics 

initiatives. 

 

Justification for study 

Given the rural concentration of poverty in Cambodia described above and the large 

amounts of development funds poured into the economy that appear to have little impact 

(ANU, 2005), more research needs to be conducted to find effective rural development 

strategies for Cambodiaôs people. Although organic agriculture is thought to hold promise 

as a development strategy and several initiatives are now in place in Cambodia, little 

ground-level research has been undertaken (Setboonsarng, 2006). This situation is typical 

of research in other countries; in fact, agricultural research is said to have neglected 

organic farming for decades (Niggli and Willer, 2000). Several review papers point to the 
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need for research to be stepped up in order to drive organic farming forward (Padel, 1999; 

Willer and Zerger, 1999; Niggli and Willer, 2000), and the most recent Asian 

Development Bank (ADB) paper on the topic argues that the improvement of agricultural 

systems in a sustainable manner, along with provision of market access for the poor, 

holds the key to mass reduction of rural poverty in Asia (Setboonsarng, 2006). The author 

argues that there is a ósevere knowledge gapô concerning organic agriculture and small-

scale farmers in Asia, and that further research is crucial for the development of effective 

policies to support organic agriculture for poverty reduction in developing countries 

(Setboonsarng, 2006:21). Other studies (Rice, 2001; Scialabba and Hattam, 2002) have 

drawn attention to the need for research into the linkages between farmers, development 

organisations, governments, institutional support and the private sector, in order to assess 

the challenges that small-scale farmers face when converting to organics. 

Despite this apparent support from the development community, little empirical research 

into organic farming has been conducted in any discipline and recent work is mainly 

concerned with either technical questions of improving crop production techniques, or 

development organisation and donor reviews that aim to evaluate the potential of organic 

agriculture as a poverty reduction strategy by focusing on international markets with 

limited empirical research (Setboonsarng, 2006). While the existing literature on organic 

agriculture has put forward a convincing case for environmental benefits, there remains a 

research gap in understanding the human benefits (or otherwise) of conversion to 

organics. This knowledge is vital if organic agriculture is to be used as a widespread 

strategy for poverty reduction. 

 

This research will therefore go some way to filling the major research gaps in sociological 

studies of organic agriculture, especially as it relates to the social relations within organic 

agriculture networks and impacts on farmersô livelihoods. This information will be useful 

for farmers, development organisations, donors and policy makers, in formulating the 

development of effective initiatives and policies to support the development of organic 

agriculture. 
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Structure of the thesis 

 

This thesis is organised into eight chapters (Figure 1). In Chapter Two, the place of 

organic agriculture within rural development discourse is examined. The documented 

impacts of organic agriculture initiatives in developing countries including Cambodia are 

reviewed, highlighting the wide range of benefits experienced, but also factors that may 

limit success. 

 

In Chapter Three, the concept of empowerment and the various ways in which it has been 

conceptualised in development are unpacked; the relevance of empowerment to organic 

agriculture is then examined. In the second part of the chapter, commonly used 

approaches to analysis of food systems in development are examined, including 

commodity chain analysis and network theories. The network approach is then adopted 

for analysing the empowerment of small-scale organic farmers in Cambodia.  

 

In Chapter Four, the methodology used during fieldwork undertaken in Cambodia from 

April-May 2007 is described, including discussions on theoretical position, life in the 

field, and a detailed description of the methods employed for data collection and analysis.  

 

In Chapter Five, the case study of organic agriculture initiatives in Cambodia is 

introduced, utilising the concept of networks and drawing on information collected during 

fieldwork to describe the key actors and relationships between them. The second half of 

Chapter Five draws on data from farmer focus groups and interviews to examine the 

values farmers hold about development, their aims and motivations for farming 

organically, and the main problems they face. 

 

In Chapter Six, the main impacts of the organics initiatives on farmers, their families and 

their communities are analysed. The chapter also includes reflections on factors which 

may be limiting the reach and beneficial impact of the various initiatives. 

 

In Chapter Seven, insights gained from the case studies are situated within the wider 

context of literature examined in the initial chapters. In this final chapter I reflect on the 

key questions that formed the basis of the research and also highlight the importance of 
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other, unanticipated findings. The chapter concludes with suggestions for possible 

directions for future research and organic agriculture development initiatives. 

 

 

Figure 1: Thesis chapter conceptual framework 
Source: Author 
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Chapter Two: Organic agriculture, a tool for poverty reduction 

or a trap for small-scale farmers? 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter introduces the concept of organic agriculture and places it in the context of 

rural development initiatives. Through a summary of existing sociological studies on 

organic agriculture, I argue that organics can be a sustainable form of agriculture that can 

have many positive impacts for small-scale farmers in developing countries. Existing 

studies of organic agriculture provide background information on possible factors that 

limit or enhance the success of organics initiatives in various countries; this information 

is vital for contextualising the results of the current study.    

 

Organic agriculture and rural development discourse 

 

Much debate in current rural development discourse concerns the poverty reduction 

potential of agrarian-based development versus diversification out of agriculture. In order 

to understand organic agricultureôs place in current rural development debates, this 

chapter first traces the historical pathway of rural development thought from the 1950s to 

the present. Adapted from Ellis and Biggs (2001), Figure 2 highlights two main paradigm 

shifts during a sixty year time frame of rural development. Firstly, modernisation ideas of 

dual growth and the backward peasant have given way to a focus on small farm 

agriculture as the engine of growth and development from the 1960s onward. Secondly, 

the authors identify a shift in rural development from ótop-downô approaches to grassroots 

or óprocessô approaches that emphasise participation and empowerment. This has been 

marked by the rising power of civil society and a backlash against the failure of 

technological agriculture advancesðknown as the óGreen Revolutionô
4
ðin low-

productivity areas (Ashley and Maxwell, 2001).   

 

                                                        
4 The term óGreen Revolutionô refers to the rapid advances and spread of agricultural technology from the 

1950s, such as chemical fertilisers and hybrid seed packages, that allowed many farmers to increase yields, 

but also had negative consequences for many poor farmers whose land was unsuitable for the new 

technology, and long-term consequences including degradation of the environment due to problems such as 

increased pest build-up and soil toxicity (Pingali and Rosegrant, 1994).   
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Decade Development ideas Dominant rural development 

themes 

1950s Modernisation; dual economy model; óbackwardô 

agriculture; lazy peasants. 

1.  

 
1960s Transformation approach; technology transfer; 

mechanisation; green revolution (start); rational peasants. 

1970s Redistribution with growth; basic needs; integrated rural 

development; state-led policies; urban bias. 

1980s Structural adjustment; free markets; retreat of state; rise 

of NGOs; Farming Systems Research (FSR); Women in 

development (WID); Poverty Alleviation. 

1990s Microcredit; Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA); 

environment and sustainability; poverty reduction; 

Gender and development (GAD). 

2000s sustainable livelihoods; good governance; 

decentralisation; critique of participation; sector-wide 

approaches; poverty eradication. 

Figure 2: Dominant and sequential themes in rural development 
Adapted from Ellis and Biggs (2001) 

 

The focus of this study is the place of the small-scale farmer within alternative 

agriculture, a place that is still largely undefined, especially in the context of Cambodia 

where rural populations have often been excluded from development (Ledgerwood, 

1998). The paradigm shift from the óbackward peasantô to a belief that traditional small-

scale farmers could form the basis of agriculture-led development can be traced to 

Schultzôs 1964 work óTransforming Traditional Agricultureô, where it was shown that 

small farms have much potential. Small farms have been shown to perform with better 

economic efficiency than larger farms (Heltburg, 1998), reduce rural poverty and food 

insecurity (FAO, 2002), create productive employment opportunities and vibrant non-

farm rural economies, and contain rural-urban migration (Hazell, 2005). In the 

Cambodian context, the World Bank (2006) found that small farms are more 

economically efficient (have higher productivity and profitability than large holdings per 

hectare), but they also have high transaction costs due to economies of scale.   

 

In recent years, declining real prices of agricultural commodities and wide rural-urban 

migration patterns have prompted critics to question whether the focus on small farms is 

still appropriate for rural development; this uncertainty is represented by the dotted line 
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connecting ósmall farm efficiencyô with the current decade in Figure 2. Rural societies are 

increasingly separated into an upper tier of relatively prosperous farmers practicing high-

input agriculture, a middle tier of small-scale producers who consume most of what they 

grow and have minimal articulation with the market, and a bottom tier of landless and 

near-landless who cannot subsist in rural areas and move to the cities, pushed by 

diminishing land, low returns and disease, and attracted by the chance of a job and a 

better life (yet often ending up in peri-urban slum areas). Ashley and Maxwell (2001) 

argue that small farms may not be viable in these increasingly separated rural spaces, 

noting several constraints that are relevant to the Cambodian context: 

 

1. Small farmers are more likely to grow low value staples for self-sufficiency; 

2. new technology is capital-biased and geared for farmers from the North;
5
 

3. skills to manage new technologies are beyond the scope of many small farmers; 

4. small farmers often pay more for inputs and receive less for outputs than large 

farms; 

5. new commodity chains impose quality and timeliness requirements that small 

farmers find hard to meet (and that co-operatives cannot help with); and 

6. large farmers manage dangerous chemicals more carefully and are more likely to 

use new, resource-saving technologies.   

 

Ashley and Maxwell go on to suggest that greater investment in public goods or subsidies 

to small-scale farmers in the form of fertiliser subsidies may offer solutions (2001:408). 

However, this conclusion may neglect the potential of organic agriculture to reconcile a 

number of these constraints. For example, organic agriculture does not require use of 

dangerous chemicals or difficult technologies and skills, input costs are often cut, and the 

value of staples (such as rice in the Cambodian context) can be increased. However, the 

quality requirements imposed by organics regulations may be an issue for small-scale 

farmers (see p. 16).    

 

                                                        
5 In this thesis, the pairs of terms óNorthô and óSouthô, and ódevelopedô and ódevelopingô are used to divide 

the world into two main economic spheres: rich countries (óNorthô or ódevelopedô) and poor countries 

(óSouthô or ódevelopingô). However, it is acknowledged that these terms are problematic, as they may infer 

a negative connotation of the ósouthô (Samson, 2006), and there are many wealth differences between and 

within countries that cannot be captured by these terms. Understanding this, these pairs of terms are still 

seen to be relevant for this thesis discussion.     
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In recent years, Ellis and Biggsô second paradigm shift from ótop-downô to participation 

and empowerment has become entrenched in mainstream development vocabulary (Ellis, 

2000). Some believe that the turn to participatory processes and poverty reduction 

constitutes a radical departure from structural adjustment policies, while others argue that 

this óre-balancingô of market-oriented economic growth and poverty reduction objectives 

has not gone far enough (Ashley and Maxwell, 2001). Current discourses continue to 

focus on poverty alleviation (or poverty eradication), but this is now seen to be achievable 

through a óNew Poverty Agendaô built on ópartnershipsô between civil society (local and 

international development organisations), governments, and the private sector; however, 

there is much debate over the extent to which the partnerships are composed of ópartnersô, 

or whether unequal power relations between groups impede the concept (Maxwell, 2003; 

Power, 2003; Storey et al., 2005).  

 

In Cambodia, there is obvious tension between apparent ópartnersô involved in 

agricultural development, especially between those groups who focus primarily on 

agricultural service provision (including government and local NGOs) and those focusing 

on diversification by enabling market linkages and non-farm activities (mainly 

international development agency strategies). This tension is discussed in Chapter Five. 

 

Organic agriculture defined  

 

Organic agriculture is generally understood as part of the wider term óalternative 

agricultureô, an umbrella term for a variety of movements that have sprung up in 

opposition to the conventional ways of growing, transporting and consuming agricultural 

products. These movements seek to redress imbalances in the productivist model that 

causes producers to become increasingly dependent on agribusiness capital, and also seek 

to assert control over the commodity chain. Whatmore et al. (2003) draw together the 

diverse strands of alternative agriculture, which they term Alternative Food Networks 

(AFN), by a common focus on building trust between food producers and consumers, and 

articulating new forms of political association and market governance. It may be 

comfortable to think in terms of a binary opposition
6
 between the productivist approach 

                                                        
6 Foucault (1980) showed that in our attempts to understand the world, things get categorised according to 

similarities and differences and the world becomes divided by a system of binaries. These binaries have the 
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of conventional agriculture, characterised by its dependence on agrichemicals, 

monoculture production, intensive irrigation and mechanisation (FAO, 2002), and the 

sustainable focus of alternative agriculture with the ófeel-goodô trust factor referred to by 

Whatmore et al. (2003). However, within both paradigms there are many subsets, and the 

line between them is becoming increasingly blurred (Kristiansen & Merfield, 2006).  

 

Just as there are many forms of alternative agriculture, there are many forms of organic 

agriculture also. Common definitions frequently focus on what organics lacks; the 

prohibition of most (but not all) synthetic inputs is a central aspect of the practice of 

organics. However, organics is not simply a óreturn to the pastô (Lampkin, 2002). 

Organics combines traditional farming knowledge with modern scientific understandings 

of crop rotation, composting, green manure, multiple cropping and other techniques to 

create a system that relies on minimal outside inputs to keep up soil fertility, and is 

therefore different from many notions of traditional agriculture. Although the relationship 

between traditional agriculture and modern notions of organic agriculture has received 

little attention in the literature (UNESCAP, 2002), recent studies have attempted to bridge 

the divide between modern organic and traditional agriculture by highlighting the 

ecological benefits of traditional systems and the relative ease with which traditional 

small-scale farmers can convert to a certified organic system (Altieri, 2002).   

 

The International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM), the worldôs 

leading international organic umbrella organisation, continues to evolve its concept of 

organic agriculture, which it defines as óenvironmentally, socially, and economically 

sound production of food and fibresô (IFOAM, 2000:1). In 2005, IFOAM developed a set 

of organic principles that they hope will be adopted world-wide and guide the 

development of organic agriculture: 

 

¶ Principle one: Health 

Organic Agriculture should sustain and enhance the health of soil, plant, animal, 

human and planet as one and indivisible. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                      
potential to place one of the terms as lesser, can imply there is nothing in between, or that no change can 

occur; however in this thesis the binary of óconventional and alternative/organic agricultureô is used merely 

as a descriptor and the arrangement is understood to be neutral. 
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¶ Principle two: Ecology 

Organic Agriculture should be based on living ecological systems and cycles, 

work with them, emulate them and help sustain them. 

¶ Principle Three: Fairness 

Organic Agriculture should build on relationships that ensure fairness with 

regard to the common environment and life opportunities. 

¶ Principle Four: Care 

Organic Agriculture should be managed in a precautionary and responsible 

manner to protect the health and wellbeing of current and future generations and 

the environment. 

(IFOAM, 2005; see www.ifoam.org) 

 

Importantly, IFOAMôs principles envision organics as much more than a method of 

production by also encompassing social and ecological aspects. This may be compatible 

with indigenous conceptions of organics, such as the Bangladesh óNayakrishiô project, 

which is not about óagriculture understood in a very narrow sense, as a sector of 

productionô, but rather ósustainable agriculture as a precondition to food sovereigntyô 

(Nayakrishi, 2007:17).   

 

Organics as eco-colonialism? The roles of certification 

 

Eco-colonialism, or eco-imperialism, is said to occur when environmentalists place the 

wellbeing of the environment over the wellbeing of humans, particularly people in 

developing countries (Driessen, 2003). Even well-intentioned conservation efforts by 

NGOs may fail if there is an unwitting disparagement of the traditional knowledge, 

culture, political systems, and integrity of indigenous peoples. There is an increasing 

trend in both the industrialised world and developing nations to pass laws and regulations 

that require products to be certified by specialised agencies before they can be sold as 

óorganicô, óbiologicalô, or ónaturalô, and this may be seen as a form of eco-colonialism 

(Gomez et al., 1999). The requirement for certification was first initiated by farmerôs 

organisations to make organic products distinguishable from other types of products, 

thereby protecting both the consumer and the farmer. As a result, certified organic 

agriculture is now widely promoted by development agencies and governments in 
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developing countries as a high-value export option (van Elzakker et al., 2007). However, 

control of standards has largely moved to the private sector (for example, supermarkets in 

the UK such as Tescoôs now expect producers to comply with requirements that are 

beyond those needed for organic certification (Grain, 2008)) and to órichô country 

governments whose standards may be difficult for small-scale farmers in developing 

countries to achieve.   

 

In an effort to create more relevant regulations, IFOAM supports the creation of national 

standards, but critics argue that national standards for certification are ódrawn up almost 

as carbon copies of the IFOAM and other standards to facilitate exportsô and the 

development of local markets is neglected (German NGO Forum, 2005:33). Gomez et al. 

(1999) argue that producers see the stringent production rules developed in the North as 

onerous óeco-colonialô conditions that may exclude resource-poor, illiterate farmers, and 

other researchers have found that farmers are overwhelmed by the technical and 

documentation demands of organic certification (Kotschi, 2000; Mutersbaugh, 2002, see 

plate 1 for an example of a written certification requirement in the Cambodian context). It 

is therefore suggested that prior formation of social and economic capital is needed for 

small-scale farmers to organise and afford certification (Martinez-Torres, 2006:112). In 

contrast, other research in the context of organic contract farming schemes in Thailand 

indicates that conversion to certified organic is fairly easy for farmers and involves little 

risk, although this was not tested in co-operatives (Parrott and Wright, 2007:131). The 

possibility that certification may be exclusionary has important implications for the 

potential for empowerment through organics initiatives. Therefore, assessment of farmer 

perceptions of the certification requirements is a focus of this research (see p.122).   

 

Organic farming is certainly not defined just by certification, and the organics community 

is becoming increasingly open to peer-certified, non-certified and alternative certification 

schemes (Johannsen et al., 2005). IFOAM recently affirmed a commitment to non-

certified producers and a vision of organics as providing healthy produce through self-

provisioning and localised production-consumption linkages (IFOAM, 2006). The 

prohibitive cost of existing quality control systems in organic agriculture is also being 

addressed by IFOAM through concepts of internal control systems (ICS) and 

participatory guarantee systems, which cut down on the need for external inspections by 
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utilising peers as inspectors.
7
 The ICS concept has been criticised due to its requirements 

for high human resources, farmer commitment and organisational capacity (Harris et al., 

2001), but over time these costs are shown to reduce significantly (Pyburn, 2003). 

Farmers from a co-operative in Thailand report that after adopting ICS, members felt 

empowered, more organised and more knowledgeable (Lorenzen et al., 2004). 

 

This thesis aims to add to the debate over the value of various quality control methods by 

investigating both farmers who are members of export certified and ICS certified groups, 

and also non-certified organic farmers. Farmers that are óorganic by defaultô because they 

lack access to inputs but do not use other techniques to improve soils are differentiated in 

this thesis (see p. 14) because organic systems require conscious action on the part of 

farmers to proactively encourage soil and resource conservation and ecosystem 

management. Therefore, this study intends to include only those farmers that practice soil 

and resource conservation methods (such as compost, cover cropping, crop rotation or 

Effective Micro-organism treatments (EM)) and do not use restricted chemicals. 

Furthermore, although I acknowledge that many farmers who are not members of organic 

groups likely employ organic methods, this thesis aims to investigate organics as a 

development strategy and therefore limits itself to investigating farmers who are members 

of organic groups funded by development organisations.  

 

Is organic agriculture sustainable? 

 

Alternative agriculture is not necessarily sustainable agriculture, although these terms are 

often used synonymously (Holt and Reed, 2006). Regardless, in determining organic 

agricultureôs worth as a development tool, the question of sustainability is centralðthat 

is, can organic methods reduce our impact on the environment, provide a living for 

farmers, and support rural communities?  

 

                                                        
7 Most inspection systems for organic certification require the services of an óexternalô accredited inspector 
but under an ICS arrangement óinternal inspectorsô from farmer groups are trained to inspect other farmers. 

External inspectors function more as an auditor for the internal inspection system and visit only a small 

sample of farms; a vastly cheaper option than full óexternalô certification. ICS systems are now in place in 

many countries, as can be seen in New Zealand in the óOrganic Farm New Zealandô (OFNZ) certification 

system. These are currently being expanded, but are still generally only available for domestic certification 

and not for export markets, as is the case in Cambodia. 
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The contested concept of sustainability
8
 has been defined by Ikerd (2001) as a balance 

between the three core principles:  

¶ Ecological integrity,  

¶ Social justice, 

¶ Economic viability.  

 

Goreham et al. (1992) incorporate a further dimension that is a central concern in 

development: 

¶ Ability to provide enough food. 

 

The first aspect of sustainability, ecological integrity, has received the most attention in 

organics literature, and hence, will not be discussed in depth here. The second aspect of 

sustainability, social justice, has been largely ignored in the literature, and this research 

will join the growing number of studies which aim to redress this imbalance. The concept 

of social justice will be further expanded in the following section on ósociological 

research in organic agricultureô. The third aspect of sustainability, economic viability, is a 

central concern in poverty reduction strategies. Most organic products currently enjoy a 

price premium in developed economies, but recent research raises concerns over whether 

the growing popularity of organics will cause the price premium to erode (Holt and Reed, 

2006). However, as explained further in the following section, empirical research finds 

that even without price premiums, organic systems in developing countries can be 

economically viable, primarily due to lower input costs (Offerman and Nieberg, 2000).  

 

Kristiansen and Merfield (2006) turn the fourth sustainability question of adequate yield 

on its head by stating that the problem is not whether organic agriculture can feed the 

world, but whether conventional agriculture is feeding the world now. They argue that 

high-input, high-yielding systems are failing because of problems with food distribution 

and social organisation; therefore, the issue of yield is less important than social issues 

surrounding food distribution. Furthermore, contrary to the popular rebuttal that yields are 

                                                        
8 Other writers suggest various indicators of sustainability; for example Bebbington (1999) suggests that 

reduction in out-migration, increasing local control over economic processes, increased incomes, use of low 

external input technology, improved technology, input resource management, diversification, greater 

economic and social linkages, and social capital linked to natural capital are indicators of sustainability in 

rural development initiatives.  
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lower under organic systems and therefore a widespread switch to organic agriculture 

would need more agricultural land to feed growing populations, recent studies have 

shown that after the initial conversion period yields are similar (80-100%) to conventional 

yields, and up to 94% higher than yields in low-input, traditional systems (Halweil, 

2006). A comparative paper published last year compiled yield data from 293 studies, and 

found that organic methods could produce enough food on a global per capita basis to 

sustain the current human population, and potentially an even larger population, without 

increasing the agricultural land base (Badgley et al., 2007:86). 

 

Using the four criteria above, organic agriculture appears to be a sustainable form of 

agriculture. However, the sustainability of each agricultural system will depend on the 

political, social and environmental situation, and hence there is a need to determine 

sustainability strategies based on the particular context.   

 

Sociological research in organic agriculture 

 

Social science investigation into organics has lagged behind technical production research 

(Holt and Reed, 2006). Despite claims to holism, organic research epistemology has 

largely remained constrained within the reductionist scientific paradigm, with most 

studies still focused on quantitative changes to the environment and physical farming 

techniques (Holt and Reed, 2006). However, arguably the biggest questions confronting 

the organic sector are not about farming management and systems, but about creating 

viable businesses, policies, and the contested meanings of what constitutes óorganicô 

(Kristiansen & Merfield, 2006). In this context, sociological investigation needs to 

occupy a central role in the research agenda of organic agriculture.   

 

Early sociological studies into organics were primarily concerned with farmer adoption 

and the development of organic agriculture as a social movement in the West. Key 

sociological debates in the global organics literature currently centre on the 

óconventionalisationô question: is the organics movement becoming too mainstream for 

its own survival? Political economy-inspired approaches, such as Julie Guthmanôs (2000) 

study of the Californian organics industry, argue that organic agriculture is being 

subsumed into dominant forms of agribusiness by economic processes that undermine the 
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movementôs ideologies. With agribusiness firms now developing organic certified 

fertilisers and pesticides, the original ideologies of organic farming self-sufficiency and 

reduced dependence on outside inputs is called into question by óinput-substitutionô 

focused farmers (Magdoff et al., 2000).  

 

Some authors believe that more than commercial interests, it is the growing relationships 

with the state and over-regulation that is contributing to the downfall of organics as a 

social movement (Courville, 2006). This óinstitutionalisationô argument points to the 

inequitable subsidies,
9
 regulations and labeling procedures as creating significant barriers 

that make it increasingly difficult for small-scale farmers to enter the market.  

 

The organic sector in developing countries such as Cambodia is at a different place in its 

development from the well-studied, mature markets of Europe. Demand from the 

domestic and tourist market is only beginning to expand, and awareness is growing 

slowly amongst farmers. If retailers and distributors continue to take control of the sector, 

small-scale farmers could be squeezed out of price premiums and control of negotiations, 

but it is hard to know yet whether the sector will become óconventionalisedô through 

agribusiness or retail interests. The potential role of the government is also unknown. 

Despite the governmentôs official commitment to support organic and GMO-free 

agriculture and to become the ógreen farm of South-east Asiaô (Halweil, 2005), field tests 

with GMO seeds including Bt-cotton and corn are rumoured to be taking place presently 

in Cambodia (G6).
10

   

 

However, the organic sector in Cambodia currently appears to be defining itself as a 

strong social movement (as identified by Tovey, 1997), led by farmers and development 

organisations who are contesting biased government policies and lack of agrochemical 

regulation. For example, a recent eco-agriculture demonstration in Siem Reap, at which 

more than four hundred farmers and supporters marched through the city, shows the 

vibrancy within the movement (CEDAC, 2007). These farmers are embracing organic 

agriculture as part of a wider food sovereignty movement that calls for political change 

                                                        
9Agricultural subsidies paid to farmers to supplement their income, particularly in the US, Japan and EU, 

are said to depress the world market and thereby disadvantage farmers in developing countries. Although 

the EU has reformed their subsidy system, the US continues to subsidise farmers in the face of global 

criticism (Mulama, 2006).  
10 For an explanation of coding systems for interview participant references, see p. 60. 
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such as stricter controls on informal imports and more producer input into WTO 

negotiations (NEDC, 2006). 

 

Although few sociological studies of organic agriculture have been undertaken in 

developing countries, a limited number of studies, particularly around farmer conversion 

to organics, have shown interesting differences from European studies. For example, 

farmers who converted to organics in the Pondicherry region of India reported that their 

main reason for conversion was the high cost of inputs (63%) and declining soil fertility 

(53%), (Anandkumar, 1998) in contrast to Polish farmers who converted for reasons of 

health, food quality and lifestyle (Zakowska-Biemas, 1998). In the Cambodian context, a 

survey of nearly 1000 farmers found that 70% of people said they were interested in 

organic farming because it was cheaper than buying chemicalsðsimilar to the Indian 

study resultsðwhile 20% cited better health and others mentioned improved yields and 

premium prices (Saroeun, 2000).   

 

Research concerning the impacts of organics initiatives 

 

A growing number of reports on rural development initiatives now argue that organic 

agriculture can be a vehicle for poverty reduction as well as repairing environmental 

degradation (Hossain, 2001; Lampkin, 2002; Parrott and Marsden, 2002; Kotschi, 2003). 

Empirical research confirms a definite link between organic agriculture, food security and 

poverty reduction (IFAD, 2003; Araya and Edwards, 2005; Egziabher, 2005). However, 

research is biased towards certified market-led organic approaches, and the literature on 

the work of numerous organisations promoting organics for subsistence and local 

production-consumption networks is poorly developed (Parrott and Wright, 2007). 

Exceptions to this are Pretty and Hineôs survey of sustainable agriculture (2001) and the 

International Federation of Agricultural Developmentôs (IFAD) studies in Latin America 

and Asia, which broadened analysis from basic yield and profitability to incorporate 

socio-economic impacts and food security (IFAD, 2003, 2005). The Food and Agriculture 

Organisation (FAO) conducted a wide report of organic agricultureôs potential to 

contribute to food security in 2002, concluding that organics is a beneficial strategy not 

only for export, but for subsistence farmers attempting to meet family food requirements 

and perhaps sell surplus in local markets.  
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Although Cambodian reports are limited, GTZ have recently undertaken a survey of their 

certified organic rice initiatives (Schmerler, 2006) and CEDAC has collated a number of 

reports from their organic rice and vegetable initiatives. These reports confirm that 

organics initiatives have contributed to poverty reduction, especially amongst people 

around the poverty line.  

 

Table 1 below reviews a number of qualitative studies into the impacts of organic 

agriculture on human wellbeing from around the world, including the GTZ study, with 

results broken down into various aspects of wellbeing and empowerment. The table 

shows many aspects of wellbeing that have been shown to be positively affected by 

organic agriculture. Impacts on health and economic empowerment are particularly 

positive, with a number of different studies from around the world reporting increased 

health and better nutrition after a conversion to organic farming, and many studies also 

pointing to higher overall incomes due primarily to lower input costs. Community 

relations and psychological wellbeing are also shown to improve in a number of studies. 

However, some aspects of wellbeing and empowerment show conflicting and possible 

negative results from the studies, including impacts on womenôs empowerment, labour 

requirements and risk. Results from this thesis will add to the knowledge on some of 

these contested categories, reported in Chapter Six. 

Table 1: Research into the impacts of organic agriculture for development 

Health Many studies show health improvements for farmers under organic systems.  Farmers in 

India said that symptoms associated with pesticide poisoning disappeared after 

conversion to organics (IFAD, 2005), and a Latin American study showed that farmers 

perceived themselves to be healthier after conversion to organics (IFAD, 2003). A 

further study showed a 10-80% decrease in health-related expenditure after joining an 

organics group (Parrott and Wright, 2007:53). Indirect health benefits may include better 

waste disposal because animal and human manure is used for compost, thereby lowering 

prevalence of diseases such as malaria (Setboonsarng, 2006:14). A reduced malaria 

incidence has also been observed where fish were able to be reintroduced to organic rice 

systems (FAO, 2002). Organic farmers may also experience health benefits due to 

reduced costs and premium prices, if they are able to increase spending on nutritious 

food, medicine and health services (Setboonsarng, 2006). 

In a Cambodian GTZ study, better health was a major benefit, and 60% of farmers said 

that access to healthier foods was the most important benefit they received from the 

initiative (Schmerler, 2006:18). 
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Economic 

empower-

ment 

Research from various developing countries consistently points to lower production costs 

in organic systems because less external inputs are used (von Braun et al., 2003; 

Rosegrant and Ringler, 2005). Also, price premiums of up to 300% may be gained on the 

international market (Setboonsarng, 2006:8). Other studies have found that even without 

price premiums, farmers are adopting organic agriculture to save costs and achieve 

sustainable yields (Scialabba and Hattam, 2002). However, one Indian study found that 

vegetables were slightly more expensive to produce organically when labour costs were 

included (Parrott and Wright, 2007:54).   

 

The impact of organic conversion on yields is highly debated; in an FAO (2002) study, 

farmers converting traditional agriculture (low-input) systems to organics found that 

yields stabilised and outperformed previous yields, while farmers converting from high-

input systems experienced a drop in yields during the three-year conversion. Therefore, 

farmers converting from traditional systems may be more easily able to adapt to organic 

systems. Even if yields drop for conventional farmers, several studies show that profits 

in organic farms are the same or higher than conventional farms, as any drop in yield is 

compensated for by lower input costs and price premiums (Lampkin and Padel, 1994; 

Wynen, 1998; Offerman and Nieberg, 2000).   

In a Cambodian GTZ study, 87% of the organic group members reported increased 

income due to higher prices from the organics premium and less input costs. Yields 

appeared to be around the same level or slightly higher than before the project 

(Schmerler, 2006:20).  

Negotiation A Cambodian GTZ study found that empowerment in negotiations with buyers was 

limited for organic farmers, because there is little competition between buyers in the 

poorly developed market and buyers are therefore able to control the market and give 

lower premiums to farmers (Schmerler, 2006:22). However, organic farmers that are able 

to organise into co-operative groups have been shown to increase negotiation power with 

buyers, resulting in higher prices and stable contracts (Parrott and Wright, 2007).   

Risk levels Organic systems may be more resistant against weather extremes due to the increased 

ability of soil to take in water through higher levels of soil organic matter, thereby 

lowering farmer risk (Sullivan, 2002).  Diversification is common in organic systems, 

which decreases risk, and some initiatives favour the use of traditional varieties more 

resistant to local pest and disease problems (Setboonsarng, 2006:8). The FAO (2002) 

found that diversification to high-value markets for organics can reduce the vulnerability 

of small farms by increasing the security of markets, the diversity of exports and through 

capturing price premiums. However, other writers observe that difficulties controlling 

pests and diseases may increase risk in an organic system, especially in early conversion 

to organics and for farmers who do not have a high knowledge of alternative control 

methods (IFAD, 2005).   
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Source: Author 

 

Now that the possible impacts of organic agriculture on aspects of wellbeing and 

empowerment have been reviewed, the literature investigating constraints to the 

empowerment of farmers will be summarised, in order to provide background knowledge 

for Key Question 3 of this thesis (see p. 3).  

Psychological 

wellbeing 

Increased capacity to experiment and problem-solve has been observed in farmers 

engaged in organic cooperatives (FAO, 2002). Cambodian farmers often mentioned 

increases in self-esteem in a GTZ study, and many felt that the new skills and knowledge 

of organic techniques were one of the main benefits received (Schmerler, 2006). 

Empower-

ment of 

women 

Research on the relationship between gender and organics is inconclusive; some suggest 

that women could be empowered through higher incomes, more power in decision 

making due to the increase in horticulture production under some organic systems, which 

are often womenôs work (CGAP, 2005), and employment (for example, as internal 

inspectors for organic certification). A long-term socioeconomic study of organic 

farmers in Chile, from 1994-98, found that farmersô quality of life improved due to better 

gender relations, as a bigger focus on horticulture production (which grew by 240%) 

allowed more space for woman to develop, and social capital increased through training, 

education and the transfer of organic techniques (IFAD, 2003).  

However, benefits are said to depend on initial gender relations and divisions of labour 

(Pretty, 2002). Organics may also increase the ótime povertyô (i.e. take up more time and 

leave less time for other activities) of women due to the high labour requirements (Dolan 

and Sorby, 2003).   

Labour 

requirements 

Almost all evidence shows an increase in labour requirements under organic systems 

(FAO, 2002; IFAD, 2003). The provincial department of agriculture (PDA) in 

Cambodiaôs Battambang district found that labour requirements went up about 30% for 

organics when compared to conventional systems for local farmers (G2). The higher 

labour requirements may have a perverse impact on education opportunities if children 

are required on the farm (Pretty, 2002), but higher incomes may also increase access to 

education (IFAD, 2003).   

Community 

relations 

 

Conversion to organic systems was found to stabilise employment and alleviate migrant 

labour problems in rural areas, as crop diversification under organics spread planting and 

harvesting times throughout the year (FAO, 2002).   

Cambodian farmers reported high levels of team spirit and motivation amongst organic 

co-operative members (Schmerler, 2006). 

Migration  Organics could reduce the need for rural-urban migration by opening up income 

opportunities in rural areas. A report from Thailand found that migrant workers returned 

from urban jobs to their villages with the introduction of organic asparagus farming 

(Setboonsarng, 2006:18).   
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Research into the constraints to empowerment through organic agriculture 

 

Hunger, poverty and inequitable trading relationships are not caused just by poor 

agricultural production standards. Unfair land distribution, inequitable resource access 

and degradation of natural resources, amongst other factors, can limit the success of 

organic farming as an approach for empowering small-scale farmers. For example, some 

studies suggest that major constraints exist for small-scale farmers to reach markets and at 

the same time secure a price premium (Janz et al., 2003; Kotschi, 2003). Kristiansen & 

Merfield (2006) recently analysed a number of reports from around the world to develop 

a list of common constraints experienced by small-scale farmers converting to organics in 

developing countries. They suggest that the main constraints include: 

 

¶ Lack of knowledge about organic agriculture; 

¶ lack of economic and political advocacy; 

¶ population pressures encourage intensification; 

¶ high cost of certification; 

¶ low literacy levels (record keeping is a problem); and 

¶ lack of trade liberalisation prevents development of exports. 

 

The FAO (2002) argues that land tenure security is also a major factor, as organics needs 

a long-term commitment (certification often takes three years to achieve), and therefore, 

farmers need to feel secure in their control of the land. Institutional support is also seen to 

be vital for the further spread and success of organics, as the small size of the sector as a 

part of all commercial agricultural produce makes it difficult for organic farmers to 

influence trade, labour and agrochemical policies (Norse & Tschirley, 2003). Several 

recent reports have outlined significant constraints to the development of an organic 

industry in Cambodia; these are synthesised in Table 2. 

 

When compared with the constraints suggested above by authors in other developing 

country contexts, Table 2 shows that the constraints that exist in Cambodia are similar 

and perhaps even more challenging than in other countries. Barriers such as a lack of 

economic and political advocacy are intensified in the Cambodian context, where political 

corruption and low trust levels are rife. The legacies of war, including landmines, poor 
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rural infrastructure and poor health are also significant constraints in the Cambodian 

context.  

 

Table 2. Constraints to the development of organics initiatives in Cambodia 

Physical production Marketing  

declining access to and quality of common 

property resources 

 

poor health  

 

shortages of key inputs (water control, quality 

seed, credit (high interest rates), transport, 

increasing landlessness) 

 

land mines prevent utilisation of land  
 

corrupt government with limited technical 

capacity and resources  

 

poorest people unable to access organic farming 

initiatives because of lack of land and irrigation  

 

limited skill base amongst rural population, and 

low literacy 

 

lack of cooperation amongst NGOs, government 
and local community groups 

 

disinclination toward community or group action, 

lack of social cohesion 

 

lack of donor-interest in long-term development 

work 

 

lack of participation of people in development 

process 

 

 

poor post-harvest infrastructure (including 

transport and roads, old machinery, expensive 

electricity, lack of rice warehouses at local level) 

 

poor market knowledge  

 

corruption at government level inhibits flow of 

goods 

 

small domestic capital base, limited domestic 
demand 

 

low reputation and poor quality of Cambodian 

products 

 

on-farm processing with high post-harvest losses. 

 

lack of private investment in agriculture 

 

costs and knowledge to meet phytosanitary and 

certification standards 
 

cheap products imported from Thailand and 

Vietnam  

 

low levels of trust amongst stakeholders,  cheating 

and theft 

 

market for paddy rice reliant upon Vietnamese 

market 

Source: Author, based upon Bora (n.d); Turton (2000); Echo (2002); Dao (2004); Schmerler (2006); 
AusAid (2007) 

 

 

One potential constraint suggested in Table 2 that is particularly relevant to a 

development studies thesis on organic agriculture is the possibility that the poorest people 

may not be able to access organics initiatives. Further research into this area is 

investigated in the section below. 
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Research concerning the reach of organics initiatives 

 

Analyses of poverty reduction strategies should question the extent to which the people 

who arguably most need supportðthe poorest of the poorðare actually being reached. 

Padel (1999) argues that conversion to organic agriculture fits the ódiffusion of 

innovationô model, whereby óinnovatorsô adapt first and these innovative risk-takers are 

generally not the poorest people. An emerging critique of organic agriculture as a 

development strategy is that farmers without existing access to resources may be unable 

to capture the benefits (Martinez-Torres, 2006). This claim was substantiated in a study of 

150 Indian organic farmers, where the majority of participants in the initiative were older 

farmers (average age 43) from mid-high castes rather than low castes (Parrott and Wright, 

2007:71). Dao (2004) adds that poor people with lower quality land may find the seed 

varieties chosen for organic production poorly suited to their farming system, resulting in 

low yields. Similarly, GTZ concludes that the projects in Cambodia have had a significant 

impact on poverty reduction for people around the poverty line, but the very poor with 

limited assets were not generally reachedðonly 5% of families in the co-operative were 

identified as ómost vulnerableô (Schmerler, 2006).   

 

One aspect of poverty reduction which has been largely ignored by the literature is the 

poverty of consumers. The high price for organic food means that it is often beyond the 

reach of the poor, a situation described by Allen (1999) as óironicô considering the 

original organic movementôs aim of social equity. Johannsen et al. (2005) also warn us 

that the poverty reduction potential of organic farming initiatives is not guaranteed, and if 

organic development initiatives ignore local socio-economic and ecological demands or if 

products are restricted to high price luxury goods for niche markets, there could be 

negative effects on local poverty levels. If food security is defined as ensuring óthat all 

people at all times have both physical and economic access to the basic food that they 

needô (FAO, 1983:7), the growing nichification of food products cuts off people with less 

money from access to a source of healthy food, and therefore contributes in one way to 

food insecurity. The possibility that organic agriculture may not reach poor peopleðboth 

farmers and potential consumersðis a concern that needs to be addressed in research and 

policy; this is further explored in Chapter Six. 
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Research concerning success factors in organics initiatives 

 

Now that possible constraints to empowerment through organics initiatives have been 

discussed, it is important to consider the factors that may lead to successful 

empowerment. In the context of Fair Trade coffee networks, Raynolds (2002b) argues 

that three factors influence the potential for development impact. These may also be 

important in the case of organics:  

 

¶ Political and economic conditions (at local, national and global levels);  

¶ networks and organisational capacity both within producer groups and linking to 

wider actors; and 

¶ individual characteristics of farmers including resource access and ideological 

commitment.  

 

The need for strong links to wider institutions such as government or development 

organisation support outlined by Raynolds is supported by further studies (UNESCAP, 

2002) and demonstrated at a national level in the case of Brazil (Oliveira and Santos, 

2004) and Cuba (Kilcher, 2001) which have both developed national organic strategies. In 

the absence of government support, strong development organisations and farmers groups 

are critical for success, such as the Kenyan Institute of Organic Farming (established in 

1987), which now has the largest number of IFOAM member farmers in Africa and 

organises training and support for its members (Parrott & Marsden, 2002).  

 

In contrast to Raynoldsô second point about linking to wider actors, Kotschi (2000) argues 

that while wider links are essential, development organisations should focus on building 

up local and national markets so that developing countries can have independent support 

systems for organic production and advisory services. Confirming the findings of 

Martinez-torres (2006) mentioned previously, Kotschi (2000) believes that organics 

initiatives are currently biased toward farmers with better access to resources, and he 

argues that they can only become accessible to larger rural communities by channeling 

resources into advisory work and separating these services from export-oriented trade. 

 

Points to take from this summary of success factors include the importance of building up 

capacity at local and domestic levels as well as creating relationships with wider actors. 
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In the Cambodian context, Raynoldôs first point about the importance of political and 

economic conditions is salient, as the current political and economic climate has many 

problems (see p. 81); but for the farmers in this study, who have limited opportunity to 

advocate for political change, success may depend more on group capacity and 

networking. The need to cultivate both local and wider relationships identified in this 

section will be further expanded upon in the following chapter (see p. 43), where concepts 

of network theory and óbondingô and óbridgingô networks are introduced in the context of 

farmer groups. 

 

Summary 

 

This chapter has placed organic agriculture firmly into a rural development context 

through an investigation of sociological studies that have researched the impacts of 

organics initiatives on human development. Research shows that organic agriculture can 

be a sustainable form of agriculture, which may provide solutions to many problems that 

small-scale farmers in developing countries face today. Positive impacts on health, 

economic empowerment, improved psychological wellbeing and better community 

relations were observed in a number of studies, while impacts on other areas of wellbeing 

such as womenôs empowerment are debated. Research into possible constraints to 

empowerment in organics initiatives show that political corruption, low trust levels in 

communities, lack of economic and political advocacy, poor rural infrastructure and poor 

health may be significant constraints in the Cambodian context, and these constraints may 

prevent organics initiatives from reaching the poorest farmers. Research into factors that 

increase chances of success in organics initiatives shows that building up relationships 

with farmers and stakeholders at local levels, and also on a wider scale, may be large 

factors in creating sustainable initiatives.  

 

The thesis now turns from a review of empirical research on organic farming to a 

discussion of theoretical research into the concepts of empowerment and food 

frameworks. These concepts form the basis of a framework that is used to map the 

organics movement in Cambodia and its impact on human development.  
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Chapter Three: Empowerment and the food journey 

 
Poverty reduction on a large scale depends on empowering the central actors, 

those who are most motivated to move out of poverty ï poor people 

themselves (Narayan, 2004: ix).     

Introduction 

 

Mainstream development is moving (on paper at least) toward a view of outsiders as 

facilitators rather than owners of the development process. An extension of this shift is 

the realisation that local people should be given the choice to define their own 

development. However, people need not only visions of their own development but also 

the power to enact them. This chapter argues that a true empowerment approach will 

work to change the power imbalances that are perpetuating poverty by helping people 

gain the power to define and grasp what development means for themselves.   

 

Research into the empowerment concept within agricultural systems is limited, but the 

notion of empowerment is particularly relevant for small-scale farmers in developing 

countries as the past fifty years has been a time of marginalisation or ódis-empowermentô 

for many people. The rise of multinational retailers, seed and fertiliser companies, 

distributors, and development agencies, and in many cases the policies of governments, 

have gradually eroded the power of farmers to control the way they run their farms and 

therefore the generation of their livelihoods.   

 

As noted in Chapter One, the organics movement in Cambodia is still in its infancy, and 

control lies with local and international NGOs and development organisations, and to a 

lesser extent government and farmers associations. Retailers and private distributors have 

not yet become a dominant force in the movement (Schmerler, 2006). Empowerment of 

small-scale producers is seen as a key outcome for German federal development agency 

GTZ (Schmerler, 2006) and local NGOs (CEDAC, 2006). Yet, none of the project policy 

documents are clear about what óempowermentô might encompass, and to what extent the 

development organisationsô conceptions of empowerment fit with an empowerment 

model that looks for significant changes in the social and political position of the farmers 

in the organics initiatives, or whether it is ótacked onô while the status quo of power 
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relations is preserved. Different conceptions of empowerment may mean radically 

different development outcomes for poor rural families targeted by development projects 

(Malhotra et al., 2004).  

 

To help situate the concept of empowerment within the organic agriculture movement in 

Cambodia, this chapter first unpacks the concepts and indicators used to measure 

development. I turn briefly to what empowerment may offer and how it may be measured. 

I then investigate frameworks that may assist in connecting organic agriculture and 

empowerment.   

 

Can development be measured? 

 

The search for a way to define and measure human development has puzzled humans 

since ancient times (Schalock, 1990). Does ódevelopmentô mean an ability to possess 

more things, higher intelligence, a bigger social circle, better technology, increased 

satisfaction with your life, or something else entirely? The development discourse of 

ódevelopment as practiceô or óintentional developmentô (Cowen and Shenton, 1996) that 

is dominant today took root following American President Trumanôs famous post-war 

speech of 1949, in which he called for wealthy countries to assist the óunderdevelopedô 

nations. Development then became a tangible, measurable item with the introduction of 

the ópoverty lineô, which established quantitative points of analysis for determining the 

effectiveness of development in different contexts (Booth et al., 1998).  

 

Most empirical analyses on inequality and poverty use individual or household income, or 

consumption to approximate quality of life (QOL); however, it is well known that these 

measures are deficient (Campbell et al., 1976; Korten, 1990; Deutsch et al., 2003). 

Widespread calls for alternative measures of human development have led to a number of 

influential papers on broader social indicators including subjective (self-defined) 

measures (Stewart, 1985; Narayan, 2000; Nussbaum, 2000). The development 

community now declares itself committed to recognising wellbeing and poverty as multi-

dimensional concepts, but subjective measures are still largely ignored in the dominant 

development indices (Diener and Biwas-Diener, 2004). For example, global campaigns 

still focus on the óone dollar a dayô measure of poverty, and even the commonly used 
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Human Development Index (HDI) still relies primarily on objective measures and is 

criticised as being correlated too closely with measures of income per capita to be 

informative (McGillivray, 2006).  

 

As conceptualisations of wellbeing become broader, the notion of empowerment has 

received much attention in the literature (Sen, 1985; Agarwal, 1997; Narayan, 2002). 

Empowerment encompasses objective and subjective aspects: external empowerment (the 

actual ability to control oneôs environment), and internal, or psychological empowerment 

(feeling one can do so) (Deiner and Biwas-Diener, 2004). In fact, Diener and Biwas-

Diener argue that the most important aspect of empowerment is not objective power but 

feelings of power, and therefore external conditions necessary for empowerment are not 

sufficient without internal feelings of competence, energy and desire to act.  

 

Discussion now turns to the various meanings ascribed to empowerment, and ways in 

which the concept can be used, and misused, in development. 

 

Empowerment 

 
Power and empowerment 

 

Empowerment is an increasingly popular term within literature ranging from development 

studies, sociology and public health to business studies, and yet the conceptual meaning 

of the word is unclear and it is often mis-used in the development world (Taylor, 2000). 

In a recent comprehensive review of empowerment literature, Malhotra et al. (2004:11) 

found that common themes included gaining power and control over decisions and 

resources, as well as notions of independence, choice, dignity, self-reliance, control, 

freedom and capability. However, they concluded that no rigorous definitions and 

measurements of empowerment have been developed. It is therefore unsurprising that 

there is uncertainty as to how empowerment is to be achieved, measured, and indeed 

whether it is possible to empower somebody else or whether empowerment must come 

from within. Furthermore, concepts of empowerment will differ depending on how one 

conceives the notion of power itself.     
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This study looks to a Foucauldian understanding of power as a dynamic product of social 

relations. Foucault (1980) acknowledged the extent to which underlying struggles for 

power create and destroy societyôs institutions; even the bastions of ótruthô and 

óknowledgeô are seen to be social constructions designed and maintained by the powerful. 

Several aspects of Foucaultôs power model are relevant for this research. Firstly, power is 

relational; it is central to all social relations and is productive (rather than simply 

repressive). Secondly, power is understood as a dynamic, fluid process, and crucially, 

ónot something to be overthrown, but rather to be used and transformedô (Cresswell 

2000:264) by those restricted in power relations. Empowerment is therefore a process that 

changes the balances of power, and as Taylor (2000:1) notes, óall people involved, 

including not just the vulnerable but also the powerful, must expect to be affected by the 

process of empowermentô.   

 

This concept of empowerment as a process of transferring power stems from the work of 

Paulo Freire (1970), who regarded empowerment as a process aimed at changing not only 

a personôs position in the structure of society but also changing the structure itself if 

necessary. He believed that the oppressed would gradually realise the forces that 

oppressed them (he called this realisation óconscientizationô) and would then unite with 

others to force widespread change. Later writers such as Friedmann (1992) and Rowlands 

(1997) have developed empowerment frameworks to describe and measure this process.  

Friedmannôs model includes three axes of power: social power (access to household 

production), political power (power to have voice and collective action), and 

psychological power (individual sense of potency). Friedmann criticised development 

projects that focused on economic empowerment, arguing that this did not guarantee 

social and political empowerment and therefore the economic benefits were going to 

certain sections of the community (rarely the most vulnerable).  

 

Empowerment: business as usual? 

 

Within the context of development projects, empowerment may be used less as a 

stimulant for major social change and more as a development tool for increasing the 

power and control of vulnerable groups. This is said to dilute its potential power (Taylor, 

2000:1). Post-development theorists argue that empowerment and the related concept of 

participation have been corrupted by mainstream development agencies that use them to 
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achieve their own aims (Rahnema, 1992; Escobar, 1997). Rahnema (1992:2) sees a 

danger in adopting impressive terminology that may cover inadequacies of practice, 

arguing that development which sets out to fulfill the pre-determined goals of 

development agencies is coercive, while real development is the órecovery of inner 

freedomô (1992:128).  

 

One particularly lively debate takes place over the arena of óeconomic empowermentô. 

While most writers agree that increasing income has positive effects on wellbeing, there 

is disagreement over whether a focus on helping farmers to access high value export 

markets is empowering, or whether this strategy further displaces control away from local 

hands. I term this the ófood security and cash crop debateô. Much of the literature 

concerning agricultural relations in developing countries tends to support the ócash cropô 

side of debate, suggesting empowerment may be best achieved through international and 

premium price channels (for example, World Bank, 2004), which is facilitated through 

ópartnershipsô between the state, non-profit and for-profit companies (see p. 13 for a 

discussion of partnerships). Competing tensions over which sector of society should lead 

development initiatives and where these should be focused are clearly articulated in 

policy documents; writers in favour of private sector participation and cash crop trade are 

calling for development organisations to ónot be afraid of linking with businessô (Kirby, 

2006:32) and to avoid creating a ósubsidy-based societyô (SDC, 2007), although other 

non-profit groups (usually smaller NGOs that may see themselves as more politically 

defined in opposition to the government and private sector interests) have traditionally 

been skeptical of cooperating with for-profit agencies and have tended to create 

alternative marketing channels (Shepherd, 2007).  

 

These skeptical groups ask whether it is feasible to expect empowerment in the global 

market place to be a solution to poverty issues, and criticise large donor agencies for a 

lack of dialogue on how exactly the benefits through cash crops and partnerships are 

expected to flow to the poor (Crowe, 1998). They argue that in developing country 

contexts, groups that aim to empower farmers by engaging with the private sector and 

other actors may find themselves turning from a facilitator to a leader in market-based 

development because of a lack of private-sector involvement (Danse and Vellemer, 

2007), and all groups may be unable to assist with market involvement if they do not have 

the necessary business skills and organisational approach (Shepherd, 2007). Groups that 



 

 

35 
 

create alternative markets (such as shops owned and supplied by the organisation) may be 

seen as blocking the participation of the private sector (Delind, 2002), but they may see 

these alternative markets as a necessity in contexts where conventional private-sector led 

markets are not inclusive of marginal producers.
11

  

 

The trend toward market expansion and access as a development objective amongst 

groups seeking private sector cooperation and also those attempting to create alternative 

channels creates a complex environment in a country like Cambodia where both state and 

private sector initiatives in agricultural development are minimal. Increased trade 

openness following Cambodiaôs accession to the World Trade Organisation (WTO) is 

said to put more pressure on domestic producers who are faced with greater competition; 

in this environment, some see the development of high-value export markets as an answer 

(Dao, 2004). However, it is vital to understand the relationships between subsistence-

focused agriculture and cash cropping, as there is a concern that household food security 

and soil quality may decline due to intensive land use (Mertz et al., 2005) or the neglect 

of subsistence crops (Kotschi, 2000). Critics argue that the focus on high-value export 

markets as a development strategy places more risk on vulnerable farmers and may 

enmesh people further in processes that they have limited control over and may not be 

able to comply with (Danse and Vellemer, 2007). Some see alternative arrangements such 

as community co-ops and informal markets as viable sources of food security that are not 

adequately considered in development initiatives (Lyson, 2000; Delind, 2002), and this 

type of ócivic agricultureô is said to go beyond economic empowerment to focus on 

ócitizen engagementô, thereby securing long-term gains for farmers (Delind, 2002:202). 

While most major development agencies do not go so far as to promote informal markets 

as these critics suggest, there is a recent acknowledgement of the need to consider local 

markets as a viable, and possibly less risky and more sustainable option for development 

strategies (Scherr, 2004).  

 

                                                        
11 This perception is part of a wider grey area around the profit-making activities of non-profits; many non-

profits wish to diversify their funding sources and generate some of their own revenue, seeing this as a way 

to escape from the pressures of pleasing donors and relying on short-term project based funds. The 

dichotomy between a desire for self-funding and distortion of market activity is said to create confusion for 

non-profits (SDC, 2007).   
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The cultural appropriateness of reproducing the Western-developed economic 

empowerment model in a different cultural context also needs to be questioned. One 

Danish NGO director in Cambodia, who markets farmersô produce in the city of Siem 

Reap, believes that the idea of economic empowerment is foreign to Khmer
12

 culture: 

 

I think the idea that farmers need to be entrepreneurs and be óempoweredô is 

an American way of thinkingðnot the Khmer way. My beekeepers arenôt 

interested in going into the city to sell honey; theyôd rather keep doing what 

theyôve always done and get me to deal with the city market. If I left, they 

would go back to selling to the local market (Jump, D, 2007, pers. com, 17 

April). 

 

This view raises questions of what empowerment really means, and reinforces the need 

for empowerment to be defined by local people. 

 

An organics empowerment framework 

 

The wide distrust of empowerment in the post-development literature and the potential for 

the concept to be misused has left empowerment in danger of becoming a development 

cliché, useful for project submissions but distrusted by people on the ground. Is it still 

possible to rescue empowerment as a worthy goal in development? How should we 

attempt to measure it at all? Taylor (2000) believes that the measurement of 

empowerment can still be valuable if it is used to keep the process of development on 

track and meaningful to people. He suggests that we need to change our entire 

epistemology of development measurement by rejecting statistics in favour of personal 

narrative that focuses on peopleôs own ideas of development, and also by including 

qualitative pictures of the formative relationships surrounding the person in question. 

Similarly, the Research Group on Wellbeing in Developing Countries (WED, 2006) argue 

that development strategies based on external ideas of wellbeing and development may 

undermine existing livelihood strategies, and therefore the focus should be on 

empowerment strategies that create the conditions for people to experience wellbeing as 

they see it.   

 

                                                        
12 Khmer is the largest ethnic group in Cambodia. All farmer participants in this study identified as Khmer.  
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In line with these arguments, I felt it was vital that my assessments of wellbeing 

attempted to ógive voiceô (Hay, 2005) to people by using participantsô own criteria and 

not a pre-determined list of values, as a large part of this research concerns peopleôs 

wellbeing and feelings of power.  

 

Although this chapter has shown that the notion of empowerment is often reduced to 

economic or political foci, in a wider sense empowerment embraces the idea that people 

develop the ability to define and work toward their own sense of development. In this 

thesis I describe this notion of the life that people aspire toward as óthe Good Lifeô, 

drawing from the work of Pacific academic David Gegeo (1998). Gegeo writes critically 

about empowerment and rural development measures in the Solomon Islands in relation 

to indigenous epistemology. He believes that outside notions of development promoted 

through development organisations and governments are not relevant to indigenous 

notions of change, and points out that Solomon Islanders have many words for concepts 

of development, or the Good Life, but these are distinct from Western notions of 

development that are equated largely with bisnis (capitalism). Gegeoôs post-development 

line of critique questions whether it is possible for even an óalternativeô development 

paradigm, rooted in notions of participation and empowerment but often led by outsiders, 

to understand and embrace indigenous notions of the Good Life. I agree in part with 

Gegeoôs observations about the dichotomies between dominant development paradigms 

and the goals of local people. However, this thesis asks whether there can be connections 

between the impacts of development initiatives pursued by outsiders (in this case the 

NGOs and donor agencies funding the organics initiatives), and the aspirations of local 

people.     

 

The notion of empowerment is therefore defined in this study as: 

 

People achieving their own vision of the Good Life. 

 

Specifically, I aim to find out: What is the Good Life to this person living in rural 

Cambodia? Is the organic initiative helping to move people toward the Good Life?  

 

Studies such as this that use participatory wellbeing indicators to ask people about their 

visions of development and the Good Life are becoming more common. For example, 
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reports such as the World Bankôs óVoices of the Poorô (Narayan, 2002) are excellent in 

illustrating the ways that peopleôs ideas of poverty and wellbeing vary according to their 

culture and life situation. In a recent wellbeing study spanning four developing countries, 

researchers asked participants a range of questions about their values and aspirations and 

found that subjective quality of life was not simply equated with happiness, but related to 

the aspects of life people regarded as important (WED, 2006). In the WED research, 

respondents generally conceptualised wellbeing in terms of material things such as 

óhaving enough food to feed my family for a yearô and size of farmland. The researchers 

found that conceptions of óillbeingô were also important for understanding peopleôs 

values; interestingly, these were characterised in less material terms, such as having many 

problems, being in debt and being unhappy. Similar research has suggested that the main 

sources of wellbeing for rural people may be having: land and other assets, sufficient 

food, diverse sources of income, education, good family and community relationships and 

sufficient labour (Moore et al., 1998). Moore et al.ôs study confirms the importance of 

sufficient resources, but highlights the importance of the social context, including the 

importance of relationships with family, community, and authorities, and self-respect. 

However, the authors felt that people were most likely to place importance on basic needs 

such as food rather than independence and self-respect, although all were important.   

 

I drew my approach in part from a study by Veluw (2006) that questioned Ghanian 

farmers about their values by asking them óWhat sustains you?ô In my study, the 

participants were initially asked to reflect on their values by answering a similar question, 

translated as óWhat is most important to you?ô I then asked about the fulfillment of the 

identified areas in order to gain a more accurate picture of the personôs subjective 

wellbeing, and their vision of the Good Life. This line of questioning is explained further 

in Chapter Four on methodology. 

 

The food journey 

 

This chapter has so far focused on empowerment as a relational concept, wherein all 

relationships are seen to have dynamic power structures. Now I ask how these 

relationships may be represented in the case of organic agriculture. This section identifies 
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frameworks that will be used to map the organic food movement in Cambodia and 

analyse its impact on producers.   

 

In recent years, the international development community has become increasingly 

interested in ólinking farmers to marketsô, using predominantly value chain and network 

methodologies to analyse the potential for farmers to access high-value markets. There is 

a realisation that the separation of óurbanô and óruralô no longer describes the increasing 

mobility of people, goods and information flows within agriculture (Dabbert et al., 2004). 

Effective development strategies will need to take a wider view of the importance of 

agriculture to the livelihoods of both rural and urban dwellers (Garrett, 2005). 

Development organisations as diverse as DFID (2003), the World Bank (2003), Helvetas 

(Arndt et al., 2005), Oxfam (Clay, 2005) and SDC (2007) are promoting value chain 

analysis, but critics question whether this will prove to be another in-vogue development 

concept that is snapped up uncritically by donors only to be left behind when it seems not 

to work (Shepherd, 2007). Discourse on the related concept of ónetworksô in development 

is also problematic, as there is little theorisation about what these are and how they work 

(Koehler, 2000, cited in German NGO forum, 2005:33). There is, then, a need to critically 

analyse the food frameworks that have entered into development discourseðparticularly 

value chains and networks as these are the most popular in the development literatureð

and assess whether these are appropriate and useful in different contexts. This section 

explores the origins of various frameworks and directions in which the literature has 

developed; I then attempt to critically assess the usefulness of these frameworks for my 

own study.   

 

The development of food frameworks 

 

This section provides an overview of the various approaches, motivations and critiques in 

the literature on conceptual frameworks in order to assess the utility of such frameworks 

in this study; these approaches are summarised in Table 3. The table shows a gradual 

broadening of focus from narrower frameworks that highlight physical production and 

distinct power relations in a linear logic, through to attempts to incorporate conceptions of 

dynamic power relations, wider social relations and non-linear logic. Many of the early 

frameworks represented in Table 3 and their later spinoffs, such as Global Commodity 

Chains (GCC), are based on political economy approaches and are useful for highlighting 
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the potential abuse of power by large firms in commodity trade (Hartwick, 1998). 

However, critics argue that the simplified analysis of chains as óproducer-drivenô or 

óbuyer-drivenô means it is difficult to discern various relations of power and control along 

complex chains, and some believe that the framework is centred too much on the 

production side of commodity chains (Raikes et al., 2000). The Systems of Provision 

(SOP) models (Fine and Leopold, 1994) emerged in response to critiques of previous 

chain theories, and attempted to focus more on social relations and spaces along specific 

elements of the commodity chain, as does the French Filiere tradition (Goodman, 2001). 

Critics of SOP argue that the framework gives insufficient attention to the practices by 

which production and consumption are linked (Hughes, 2001); that is, it is said to 

privilege the (horizontal) social relations over (vertical) power relations. In response, 

frameworks that incorporated both horizontal and vertical chain logics were developed 

(Uzzi, 1997; Hartwick, 1998).  

Table 3: Approaches to conceptualising the food journey 

Approach Key authors Areas of focus 

Chain approaches 
Commodity systems Friedland (1984) National labour relations 
Commodity chain Derived from world 

systems theory (Hopkins 

and Wallerstein, 1986) 

Worldwide spatial relations 

Filiere Lauret (1983) National political regulation and 
institutions 

Supply/value chain Porter (1990) International business 

organisations, profit extraction 
Systems of Provision (SOP) Fine and Leopold (1994) Horizontal relations and spaces 

with systems 
Global Commodity Chain 

(GCC) 
Gereffi (1994) Large firm power ï óproducerô or 

óbuyerô driven chains. 
Hybrid approaches (chain/network) 
Netchains Uzzi (1997) Attempts to incorporate horizontal 

and vertical aspects of chain. 
Network approaches 
Actor Network Theory (ANT) Latour (1993) Relational, context-based, inclusion 

of human and non-human actors. 
Food networks Arce and Marsden (1993) Analysis of global processes 

embedded in local contexts. 
Conventions approaches 
Quality conventions Thevenot (1995) Mapping quality aspects. 

  
Mapping food relations Holloway et al. (2007) Mapping range of social spaces. 

  
Source: Author, adapted from summaries by Hartwick (1998); Leslie and Reimer (1999); Jarosz (2000); 

Lockie and Kitto (2000); Goodman (2002); Raynolds (2002a); Mansvelt (2005) 
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While most of these frameworks have roots within social science disciplines, Porterôs 

(1990) work óThe Competitive Advantage of Nationsô propelled the concept into the 

business world. Porter argues that in order to maximise profit, the ósupply chainô that 

links farms to firms, distributors and final consumers must be analysed. More recently, 

the concept of óvalue chainsô, which stress cooperation between all actors in the chain to 

maximise value-added profit has become popular in business literature and development 

studies literature (Gereffi, 1994). 

 

Within the development literature, value chain methodology has become an increasingly 

popular method of analysis in many aspects of rural development, and advisory 

handbooks that describe the uses of the value chain method have also been developed by 

the International Development Research Centre (IDRC) (Kaplinsky and Morris, 2001) 

and the International Labour Organisation (ILO) (2006). A number of analyses of 

alternative food systems in a development context have used supply chain and value 

chain methodology to analyse opportunities for producers (Kaplinsky and Morris, 2001; 

Dolan and Humphrey, 2001; Roduner, 2004; Hellin et al., 2005; Schmerler, 2006). Within 

organics, writers have used value chain theory to argue for a focus on both local market 

linkages with other farmers and consumers (Myers, 2005) and the benefits of distant 

markets that are brought ócloserô through trust developed by organic certification 

(Kaplinsky and Morris, 2001).   

 

From chains to networks - socially embedding organics 

 

In recent years, a flurry of work based on networks, particularly Actor-Network-Theory 

(ANT) (Latour, 1993) has dominated the food frameworks literature (most notably in 

Sociology, such as in the journal Sociologica Ruralis) to the extent that critics have begun 

to ask whether there is any way to see beyond ANT (Dupuis and Goodman, 2004). Many 

studies are perhaps misleadingly lumped under the category of network theory 

(Goodman, 2001), but they may be seen as a collective attempt to dissolve the binaries of 

previous chain-based approaches described above, particularly between natural/social and 

macro/micro analysis. ANT combines humans, non-human and óhybridô actors as 

networks; power is seen as the relations between and within actors. Power in this case is 

similar to Freudôs conception of dynamic, relational power (see p. 33) and this post-
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modern view of power allows us to move between actors to get a hold on issues of 

inequality that are normally considered macro-social.  

 

Writers are now moving on from ANT and exploring alternative methodologies that seek 

to integrate culture without ignoring the political nature of producer-consumer relations 

(Raynolds, 2002a:407). An exciting recent development is the emergence of studies that 

incorporate aspects of both political economy and cultural and network studies, thereby 

showing how actors are both shaped by and shape networks (Raynolds, 2002a:409). 

These writers argue that ANT understates power differences by concentrating on the 

dynamic quality of power (Thevenot, 1995; Murdoch et al., 2000). Mansvelt (2005:124) 

argues that further exploration of networks on a micro-scale to show how networks are 

embedded within communities would aid in understanding their relationship with 

community change and development in distinctive regions, and thereby highlight both the 

dynamic nature of power and also inequalities at the micro level. 

 

The changing organics movement and increasing complexity of agricultural relationships 

brings with it a need to adapt previous food framework theorisations. Critics argue that 

the traditional organic focus on production and short-food chains to ensure a higher 

income may no longer be relevant and is at the expense of the wider potential social 

benefits from organics (Darnhofer, 2005). Even ópro-marketô critics are searching for 

ways of ósocially embedding [analysing the social context of] the agricultural chain by 

exploring and integrating the views of stakeholders on the fringe of agri-food networksð

the poor, weak, isolated, non-legitimate, and even non-humanô (Hart and Sharma, 2004). 

Parrott and Wright (2007) similarly argue that analysing the organic supply chain in 

isolation from other processes does not allow us to recognise the diverse social networks 

that organic farmers form from linkages with other economic, social and ecological 

activities. Darnhofer proposes that:  

 

When studying the potential impact of organic farming on rural development, the 

perspective should be widened to include the effect of conversion on activities of 

the farm household, instead of focusing exclusively on the food chain ( 2005:308).  

 

Darnhofer goes on to argue that organics contributes to a wider reconfiguration of rural 

development through increased independence and social embeddedness within 
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communities. Stock (2000) develops a similar social and psychological networks focus in 

writing about the importance of social networks within the context of organic farmers in 

the American Midwest, arguing that organic conversion contributes to increased 

community networks and self-esteem for farmers.   

 

Along with a growing focus on the social, writers are arguing that linear models are not 

representative of increasingly complex global food relationships. The non-directional, 

more inclusive framework of network models may allow the social and political aspects 

of food relations to be better analysed. However, many of these network-based studies 

focus on developed country settings with a mature organics movement, while developing 

country studies still tend to be based on value chain approaches to analysis (Smith et al., 

2002). There is certainly nothing wrong with this approach if the aim is to observe 

primarily economic relations between the main stakeholders of the commodity, but if the 

aim is to undertake a wider analysis that looks at social, political and psychological 

empowerment, a chain approach may be too narrow to represent this and alternative 

approaches including aspects of network theory and conventions theory may be better 

suited (Smith et al., 2002).  

 

Network theory is particularly useful for investigating relationships between different 

actors involved with development initiativesðboth directly and indirectlyðand the 

various power balances between them that can impact on the success of the initiative. The 

following section highlights the importance of relationships for creating successful 

farmers groups, including relationships both within the group (óbondingô networks) and 

connections with other groups (óbridgingô networks).  

 

Farmer groups and the importance of bonding and bridging networks for 

empowerment 

 

This section utilises the concepts of empowerment and network theory and integrates 

these with the social capital concepts of bonding and bridging networks, in order to build 

upon the discussion of success factors in organics initiatives in Chapter Two (see p. 28) 

and focus in more depth on factors influencing farmer groups. With the limited 

functioning of the state and private sector in many developing countries, farmer groups 

are often seen as a way to improve negotiation capacity with other actors. These are 

known under a variety of names, such as Producer Organisations (POs), farmers 
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associations, cooperatives and self-help groups (I refer to them in this study as ófarmer 

groupsô or specifically óorganics groupsô). Shepherd (2007) identifies two methods used 

to create farmer-market networks; either a ótop downô approach which involves 

identifying market demand and then seeking farmers to satisfy it, or a óbottom-upô 

approach of first identifying farmers to work with and then finding markets they could 

supply. He further categorises donor interventions by the complexity of market relations: 

simple networks (e.g. creating farmer groups to improve negotiation within existing 

markets) may require only initial assistance and links with new urban markets such as 

hotels and processors may still be achievable by a local NGO or farmers group, while 

more complex linkages may require support from several different agencies, NGOs and 

the government (Shepherd, 2007).  

 

Studies of farmer-to-market linkages often talk of the need to promote farmer 

empowerment by expanding entrepreneurial capabilities, but Shepherd (2007) points out 

that this raises questions over whether it is unrealistic to expect farmers to suddenly 

become entrepreneurs and óchain-ownersô. He believes that direct sale in local areas 

should be encouraged, but also says that locally-focused projects that call for farmers to 

become involved in processing, transport and retail sale are questionable because most 

farmers will not have the capacity to manage them, and they are likely to not be 

profitable. Stringfellow (1997) extends this argument by stating that there is a place for 

both ólinkage-dependentô (rely on outside agency for market access and supervision) and 

ólinkage-independentô (self-sufficient) groups, as the need for managerial skills and 

marketing experience in independent groups may preclude some farmers joining. 

Woolcock (1998) agrees with Shepherd (2007) that farmers should not take on all 

operations themselves, and believes that farmers need to build strong relationships with 

others in the industry, as well as authority figures, to have more control. He argues that 

two forms of social capital
13

 are particularly important: firstly, strong internal relations 

within farmer groups to bind farmers together, and secondly, a multitude of ties to form 

bridges between different social and economic sectors.  

                                                        
13 The concept of ósocial capitalô was developed by Pierre Bourdieu (1986), James Coleman (1988) and 

Robert Putnam (1993;2000). Although no precise definition is agreed upon in the literature, social capital 

can be understood as encapsulating the notion of social organisation and the achievement of goals via 

networks of trust within an organisation or community, and ties to outside communities and organisations, 

which improves the social and economic functioning of the group (Stewart-Withers and OôBrien, 2006). 
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These two distinct forms of social capital were labeled by Robert Putnam (2000) as 

óbondingô capital, which refers to links between individuals within a particular 

community, and óbridgingô capital, which refers to links outside the immediate group or 

locality. Putnam saw bridging social capital as particularly beneficial for societies, 

governments, individuals and communities. Bonding and bridging networks are shown to 

be distinctly related to empowerment; for example, one study has shown that people with 

more developed networks at both bonding and bridging levels are empowered to 

participate in civic action beyond the level at which their particular class or age group 

would normally participate (Larsen et al., 2004). However, it is important to qualify a 

discussion of the concepts of óbondingô and óbridgingô networks with an awareness of the 

critiques around this discourse. International financial institutions, NGOs and many 

governments have used these concepts problematically by focusing on the role of the 

community in developing networks and ignoring larger structural issues such as access to 

finance and unequal trading relationships (Willis, 2005:111). In this way, the concepts of 

networks in social capital discourse can be mis-used, similarly to the óempowermentô 

discourse described earlier, so that they are used to serve elite interests (Stewart-Withers 

and OôBrien, 2006). However, as with empowerment theory, these problematic aspects of 

the discourse should not discount its value in understanding social relations. Rather, it 

must be understood that social capital is not just about the individualôs ties to networks, 

but the social and political environment which shapes structures and networks, including 

those which are global (Stewart-Withers and OôBrien, 2006:212). 

 

In the context of farmer groups in development initiatives, aspects of bonding networksð

such as group cohesion and high levels of communication and trustðare shown to be 

important success factors (where success is taken as longevity and membership) by a 

number of studies (Stringfellow et al., 1997; Speer et al., 2001; Shepherd, 2007), see 

Table 4. Stringfellow et al. (1997) argue that group cohesion is critical for success, with 

tight networks both between farmers at the local level and national and international 

levels necessary to gain power. Indeed, psychology research into the relationship between 

group cohesion and empowerment has found that groups that have high levels of trust, 

connectedness and civic engagement experience greater empowerment (Speer et al., 

2001). However, Shepherd (2007) argues that farmers incur hidden costs from group 

activities such as meetings, and that groups that appear cohesive may not be totally 

democratic, with the same people doing much of the work.  
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 Table 4: Success factors and reasons for failure in farmer groups 

Success Factors Reasons for Failure 

Group cohesion ï links at local, national, 

international levels 

Effective management and leadership  

High levels of communication and trust 

Resources available to farmers (land, water 

other assets)   

Long-term donor funding to build capacity 

Legal status of group (recognised by 

authorities) 

Farmer education level 

Tendency to expand activities beyond capacity 

of group 

Farmers unwilling to take on óhidden costsô of 

meetings, training etc 

Lack of trust between parties may lead to 

collapse 

Loss of flexibility in enterprise choice 

Dependency on donor funds for group 

activities, resulting in breakdown when donor 

funds finish 

Source: Author, adapted from Stringfellow et al. (1997); Speer et al. (2001); Shepherd (2007) 

 

Beyond bonding and bridging networks, Table 4 shows that other factors are critical to 

successful farmer groups, including the timeframe available for funding, with researchers 

arguing it takes between 2-15 years for a group to be independent (Shepherd, 2007:xii). 

An FAO (2002) report stresses the possibility of donor dependency if too much external 

assistance is given to achieve short-term goals, and points to the case of a group in 

Madagascar that successfully developed over fifteen years by slowly building up larger 

networks and skills based on farmerôs identified needs (Bienabe and Sautier, n.d, cited in 

FAO, 2002). Furthermore, existing access to resources and education levels are also seen 

by many as correlated with successful groups (Shepherd, 2007). Shepherd notes that 

organisations are faced with a basic contradiction; they want to work with poor farmers, 

but a lack of business skills and poor access to resources may mean that other farmers 

capture the benefits of intervention. Considering the multitude of difficulties faced by 

resource-poor and isolated farmers, Shepherd remarks that it may be better to focus, in the 

short term at least, on better-endowed farmers (Shepherd, 2007:56). He further argues 

that the difficulty in working with resource-poor farmers, together with the management 

difficulties described above, may mean that successful ventures cannot be replicated on a 

large scale. He therefore suggests that alternative uses of resources, such as facilitating 

the development of large-scale farms for provision of employment opportunities, may be 

more worthwhile. There is some evidence to support this idea that large-scale farms may 

contribute more to poverty reduction in some areas (Humphrey, 2006), but in the 

Cambodian context small farms are shown to be more effective (World Bank, 2006); (see 

p. 11). Furthermore, given that óequityô is one of the four principles of organic agriculture 

(see p. 15) and the Cambodian government (RGC, 2002) and the development community 
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at large have stated a commitment to poverty reduction (Aturupane et al., 1994), the extra 

time and funds that may need to be spent to make initiatives inclusive for poorer farmers 

are arguably necessary for the initiatives to be termed successful in a development sense.  

 

Summary 

 

This chapter has introduced two distinct areas of literatureðwork on the concept of 

empowerment, and theories of food frameworks. Together with the literature on organic 

agriculture covered in the previous chapter, these will be weaved together to become the 

basis for the framework followed in this study; this process is described further below. 

The concept of empowerment was acknowledged in this chapter to be problematic, but it 

was argued that empowerment is a vitally important aspect of wellbeing and is still a 

worthy aim for development initiatives when the concept is defined by local people. In 

light of the need for contextual relevance, empowerment was defined in this study as: 

ópeople achieving their own vision of the Good Lifeô.  

 

The second section of the chapter reviewed various approaches to conceptualising the 

relationships involved in food, focusing on two main areas of theoryðcommodity chains 

and food networksðand also acknowledging emerging theories that reach beyond both of 

these schools of thought. While all theories were seen to have aspects relevant to this 

study, theories on food networks were considered to be most appropriate for representing 

the scope and dynamic power relations amongst different people and organisations 

covered in this study. Network theory was then used to describe relationships between 

development organisations and success factors in farmer groups, with a focus on the high 

levels of organisation and relationships both within the group and in connection with 

other outside stakeholdersðtermed óbondingô and óbridgingô networks, respectivelyð

seen as indicators of successful farmer groups.  

 

Drawing on the two strands of literature throughout this chapter, Figure 3 provides a 

framework for investigating the impacts of the organics initiatives on farmer 

empowerment, using the concept of networks. The framework originates with a self-

defined concept of development. The impacts of the organics initiatives are then assessed, 
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with a focus on the networks involved at both local level (including networks of self, 

family, organic group and community), and wider level (government, development 

organisation, national and international relations), as these local and wider networks are 

both shown to be important factors in the success of organics initiatives and in 

empowerment, as discussed in the previous section. In this framework, the identified 

impacts of the organics initiatives are related back to the self-defined concept of 

development, so that an assessment of the effectiveness of the initiatives is based on 

contextual aims rather than pre-determined indicators.  

 

The following chapter details the practical methods used in fieldwork to assess the 

qualitative impacts of the organics initiatives.  
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Figure 3: Self-defined development conceptual framework for research 

with organic farmers in Cambodia 
Source: Author 
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Chapter Four: Methodology 
 

Introduction 

 

In light of the research gap into sociological studies of organic agriculture explained in 

Chapter Two, this study follows an interpretive methodological approach. This chapter 

provides background into my philosophical position, described as constructivist 

ethnographic and participatory, and justification for the methodologies employedð

essential background for understanding research context and potential researcher bias. A 

detailed description of specific methods employed during fieldwork follows. The 

discussion of fieldwork experiences and the various spaces that had to be negotiated is 

substantiated through extracts from research journals, in an attempt to ótake [you] into the 

setting and permit you to make your own judgementô (Patton, 2002:23). 

 

My philosophical position 

 

Within sociological research into organic agriculture and development studies research 

generally, there is a push for researchers to clarify their own values, make transparent the 

motivations for research, clearly document methods, and show areas of uncertainty and 

ignorance (Watson et al., 2006). Some authors have criticised organic research for not 

being objective, because it is generally written from a strongly committed point of view 

(Tinker, 2000). However, science is neither value-free nor independent, and therefore 

rather than posturing as óobjectiveô, I believe that all research should strive to be reflexive 

and make the role of values explicit.  

 

I am under no illusion that I occupy an unbiased research position, as I am unashamedly a 

supporter of the organic agriculture movement. I have worked on an organic farm and 

teaching centre, purchase the NZ Soil and Health Association publications, and regularly 

buy organic food, primarily for its perceived environmental and health benefits. I am 

concerned about the impact of corporate influences on the organics movement, especially 

the impact on producers. I am committed to the potential of organic agriculture, and 

would like this research to be used for social change; in this respect, my study is ósocial 
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actionô research, which has wider aims of producing change.
14

 My connections with 

organic agriculture make it clear that I am not an objective observer placed óoutsideô the 

movement. I am participating in it and hold values about its worth; however, this does not 

render my research óunscientificô.  

 

I follow Kaltoft (1999) in describing my position as constructivist ethnographic and 

participatory; a post-modern way of doing research that calls for the researcher to reflect 

on the premises of the production of knowledge. This approach realises that all 

knowledge is ósituatedôðthere is no independent position from which one can fully and 

freely observe the world, and our position and the ótruthsô we produce are central to the 

outcomes of the research. This is related to an awareness of hermeneuticsðstudy which 

aims to interpret the meanings behind language and text and investigates the ways that 

humans use and make these meanings (Yates, 2004). The tradition of political science 

also influences my work as it is concerned with questions of powerðhow power is 

organised, created, distributed and used (Patton, 2002).  

 

Qualitative case study approach  

 

Lofland and Lofland (1971, cited Patton, 2002:21) believe that the first principle of 

qualitative research is to understand participants on their own terms by learning ótheir 

categories for rendering explicable and coherent the flux of raw realityô. My subjects of 

enquiryðhuman development and empowermentðare intensely personal concepts, so I 

believe they should be defined in the language and space of the individual as opposed to a 

generic scale on a survey. Qualitative methods also served my purpose because the 

parameters of the topic were not well known and few other studies (at least in published 

accessible form) were available. Therefore a deductive approach was not possible (as 

advised by Okely (2004)). I decided upon a mix of qualitative methods, including open-

ended interviews, focus group interviews, participant observation and also secondary data 

                                                        

14 There are numerous definitions of action research, however one of the most widely cited is that of 
Rapoport, who defines action research in the following way: óAction research aims to contribute both to the 

practical concerns of people in an immediate problematic situation and to the goals of social science by 

joint collaboration within a mutually acceptable ethical frameworkô (1970:499).   
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collection. Many authors, such as Trow (1970), argue that multiple methods of inquiry are 

needed to fully analyse case studies. Some methods, such as participant observation and 

ethnography, are useful for understanding social relations at the local level, but they are 

inadequate in revealing macro-level political structures and wider factors (Ellen, 1984). I 

chose a range of methods that would complement my research questions and theoretical 

standpoint by allowing me to learn about the why and how questions as well as the 

meanings that participants ascribed to concepts. 

 

In light of my decision to focus on qualitative research, I chose to follow a case-study 

approach with an investigation of seven cases of village-based organic farming groups. 

This allowed me to talk with individuals and groups to some depth, but also to investigate 

a range of initiatives and geographic regions so that I could form ideas about the country 

as a whole. While the case-study approach does not contain the large sampling sizes of 

quantitative analysis, Perecman and Curran (2006) argue that people who say that case 

studies are not significant actually misunderstand the goals of case-based research, which 

are to understand reasons and concepts rather than causal inferences. This type of analysis 

seeks to understand the world by interacting, empathising with, and interpreting actions 

and peoples (Bryman & Burgess, 1999). I decided to focus my case study on farmers who 

are members of organic groups, rather than extend the investigation to include both 

organic and conventional farmers (this type of comparative methodology was also 

considered at the planning stage), as I felt that a wider approach would sacrifice richness 

in data gathering and analysis.  

 

 The cases were chosen in order to cover three main criteria: 

¶ A wide geographical area with diverse farming conditions and infrastructure (see 

Figure 4 below); 

¶ a variety of quality control approaches, including export certified, domestic 

certified and non-certified production systems, and, related to this, a variety of 

trading approaches including export, long-chain domestic (i.e. transporting to 

urban centres), organised local market trade and un-organised trade; and 

¶ the two largest organic agriculture development initiatives (CEDAC NGO and 

GTZ) were covered. 
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Figure 4: Cambodian map showing research sites  

Source: CIA, 2007 

 

Figure 4 shows the cluster of research sites around the Tonle Sap lake region. Coding for 

village names is explained on p. 60; full case descriptions are provided in Appendix 1. 

   

Holistic perspective 

 

A current methodological challenge in organics, and indeed within the wider field of rural 

sociology, is to acknowledge that óruralô can mean many things, and agriculture is a 

ómultifunctionalô activity which not only involves producing food and fibre, but also has 

social, economic and political functions. I believe that the motivations and expectations of 

all people involved in the agricultural process need to be explored in order to assess the 
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power relations between and within groups (for examples of ómultifunctionalityô in 

agriculture, see Bowler (2002) and Dabbert et al. (2004).  

 

Within organic research, holism is particularly important. If we are to acknowledge the 

organics pioneersô concept of organics as the recognition that everything affects 

everything else (Lampkin, 2002), then we must strive to see the system as a whole. 

However, the majority of studies continue to view organic agriculture as a production 

activity, or more infrequently from the consumer standpoint, but still viewing only one 

link of the óagriculture chainô. Furthermore, despite an increasing number of authors 

embracing the concept of holism in organic research (Woodward, 2002), a review of a 

large number of organic and conventional peer-reviewed studies found that there was no 

difference between organic and conventional research questions (Lockeretz, 2000). This 

result reflects the complexity and difficulties of attempting a holistic approach. Although 

holism sounds attractive in theory, there is no determined definition of what óholisticô 

means and encompasses.  

 

Dabbert et al. (2004) argue that the lack of consensus on the role of holism does not 

discount its worth as a methodology, and they suggest four ways in which it can be 

approached in organic research: holistic methods, systems research, participatory research 

and cross-disciplinary research. My research relates to the latter three points. I take a 

ósystemsô perspective, recognising the importance of interactive processes and the need 

for a wide understanding of the farming systems studied; I include participatory methods 

(discussed in-depth below) by consulting a wide range of people, and my research is 

cross-disciplinary in terms of the literature drawn upon (a wide range of agriculture, 

development, sociology and psychology literature was consulted) and also in terms of my 

background (development studies, marketing and agriculture).  

 

The first point about the need to consult a wide range of people is important as 

development research has a tendency to focus on the ópoorô and ignore the other half of 

the equationðthe wealthyðdespite the obvious importance of these peopleôs actions and 

attitudes to the lives of the poor (Scheyvens and Storey, 2003). Arguably, sustainable 

approaches to poverty reduction and meaningful development can only be achieved when 

people at all levels of society, and in all countries are consulted. The limitations of 

approaches that aim to empower people at the local level without ensuring that these 
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initiatives will be recognised and supported beyond the community level is well-

documented (Rapley, 2004; Simon, 2006; see p. 45 for a discussion of this concept in the 

context of networks). My research attempted to rectify this short-coming by focusing on 

the linkages between different people and organisations, and interviewing both farmers 

and wealthy city-dwellers.  

 

Ethical considerations            

 

Could we do more than just ask our questions and leave?  Yet, as researchers, 

could we justify in any way intervening? (Patton, 2002:406). 

 

Formal ethics requirements 

 

This study was evaluated by peer review prior to fieldwork and judged to be low risk. 

Consequently, it was reviewed by the Massey University Human Ethics Committee and 

consent to undertake the research was granted. An internal ethics review, involving a 

meeting with supervisors and other staff members to discuss ethical concerns, was also 

held prior to fieldwork. During fieldwork, all research was undertaken in line with the 

Massey University Human Ethics Committee Code of Ethical Conduct for Research, 

Teaching and Evaluations involving Human Participants (2006).
15

   

 

Empowerment research ï beneficial or harmful? 

 

Research is a ódirtyô concept for some people who see it as a colonial process of 

maintaining power imbalances (Howitt & Stevens, 2005). I was committed from the 

outset to an óempowerment approachô to fieldwork that aimed to right these power 

imbalances, but I found varying opinions in the literature of what this may entail, and a 

number of empowerment advocates amongst student researchers who found the approach 

more difficult to implement than first thought (Scheyvens, 1995; Cahn, 2006), due in part 

to the difficulty of providing feedback for empowerment.  Howitt and Stevens (2005:33) 

argue that an empowering, or post-colonial research aims to óright the wrongsô of colonial 

                                                        
15 The major ethical principles outlined in the code are: a) respect for persons; b) minimisation of harm to 

participants, researchers, institutions and groups; c) informed and voluntary consent; d) respect for privacy 

and confidentiality; e) the avoidance of unnecessary deception; f) avoidance of conflict of interest; g) social 

and cultural sensitivity to the age, gender, culture, religion, social class of the participants; h) justice 

(MUHEC, 2006). 
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research by fostering self-determination and cultural affirmation, not simply through 

being culturally sensitive, but by respecting the legitimacy of óothersô knowledge. 

Following Scheyvens (1995), who developed guidelines for her own empowerment 

research, I wrote guidelines that I endeavoured to follow during my research: 

 

¶ My research should be beneficial and empowering to participants. 

¶ The participant should feel comfortable and in control of the discussion. 

¶ I will endeavour to ódo goodô during my time in the field and after, and at the 

least, will ódo no badô. 

 

I tried to put the concept of empowerment research into practice in a number of ways: 

 

¶ I always met with people on their own ground (usually their house or place of 

work) so they would feel more in control.  

¶ I started each interview with a self-introduction in Khmer. This gave me a chance 

to explain who I was and most people enjoyed listening to a óbarangô (foreigner) 

struggle with the language that was so natural to them!  

¶ When people asked, I shared with them the achievements and successful methods 

of similar groups I had visited.  

¶ In focus group interviews (discussed in depth below) I encouraged participants to 

direct the course of discussion, and investigate ways in which they might mitigate 

negative influences on the group. 

¶ I asked for questions at the end of interviews, so that the experience would feel 

less of a one-way interrogation. This proved to be an insightful part of the 

research experience in a way I hadnôt anticipated, as I learnt a lot about peopleôs 

values and concerns through their questions. 

¶ I provided verbal summaries of my investigation to local development 

organisation staff in two provinces. I will provide brief written summaries in 

Khmer language to the farmerôs group in each area at the conclusion of the 

research, and more extensive summaries to organisation staff and other 

participants who asked for them. 
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Although I was able to implement aspects of empowerment research, at times I found 

myself questioning how empowering my study really was, and I found that negotiating a 

space for relationships with research participants was a constant challenge. I aimed for 

óempathetic neutralityô, a concept described by Patton (2002:34) as being caring, 

interested and understanding towards people while also being non-judgmental (note that 

óneutralityô in this sense refers not to óobjectivityô but to lack of judgement). However, I 

found that I was apt to form judgements rather quickly about particular approaches and 

groups of people. This propensity for researchers to begin to relate and side with ótheirô 

communities is common (Ellen, 1984). I was not sure how to deal with these feelings, and 

I settled eventually on spending time each night to reflect on my judgements and 

emotions and writing them down. I hoped that by making explicit my values to myself, I 

would be better able to understand them (or at least be aware of them) when talking to 

people.  

 

Fieldwork methods 

 

Let us be done with the arguments of participant observation versus 

interviewing...and get on with the business of attacking our problems with the 

widest array of conceptual and methodological tools that we possess and they 

demand (Trow, 1970:7).   

Fieldwork took place over six weeks in April-May 2007. I first contacted the director of 

CEDAC NGO in 2006 via email after reading about their extensive organic agriculture 

initiatives. The NGO offered to facilitate access to possible research participants 

including farmers, development organisation staff (from CEDAC and partner 

organisations) and local government officials, and also to arrange a research assistant. I 

began a dialogue with the head trainer at CEDAC to determine suitable field-sites; my 

plan was to conduct fieldwork in two villages that contrasted in growing conditions, 

proximity to markets, and wealth levels, but where organic agriculture initiatives were 

well established. However, when I arrived in the capital city of Phnom Penh in April 

2007 and met with representatives from the NGO to finalise my research plan, I 

discovered that they had arranged for me to visit seven villages, and had also set up a 

large number of interviews with officials, allowing little time for conversing with farmers. 
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I was alarmed at this development, and worried that I would be sacrificing depth in my 

research, but the NGO did not want to cancel the appointments made with officials. I 

compromised and decided to conduct the study in four villages, staying in each village for 

approximately four to ten days, with some ódown timeô to allow for changes. This 

flexibility proved to be essential, as I later heard about a development initiative for the 

production of certified organic rice and was able to conduct research in three other 

villages at short notice. I also attended a óWorkshop on Organic Productsô, the first forum 

in Siem Reap to bring together development organisations, local government and the 

private sector, which was invaluable for the contacts I made.  

 

Village selection 

 

Upon arriving in an area, I would meet with a representative from a development 

organisation involved with an organic farming initiative for a pre-arranged interview, and 

was then accompanied to a target village by an organisation field-worker. Villages were 

selected on the basis of having an established vegetable and/or organic rice initiative, and 

I endeavoured to study a range of growing conditions, regulation systems and marketing 

channels to investigate how these impacted on farmer empowerment (see Table 5). 

Several different development organisations were studied, the largest being CEDAC and 

GTZ, and the organic regulatory systems are shown in Table 5 to include three main 

forms of quality control systems (non-certified, domestic certified and export certified); in 

each certified initiative, either rice or vegetables were certified, but not both crops. 

 

I was usually taken to meet with the village chief and representatives from the organic 

farmers group first. Where possible, I took this opportunity to conduct a focus group 

interview, then used the ósnowball samplingô technique (whereby participants are asked to 

name other possible contacts) to select further interview participants. Moore (2006) 

argues that the snowball technique is convenient and practical, but perhaps not 

representative. However, it can provide some legitimacy to the research as participants 

have the chance to óvetô the researcher. It was practical for my context, as I was 

interviewing only a small portion of the population (members of the organic farmers 

group) and I would have spent a long time attempting to identify membersô houses 

without assistance from other farmers. Also, fair representation was not so much a 

problem, as I was often able to interview all, or almost all, of the group members. 




