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Introduction 

Since 2009 collaboration between Sustainable Agriculture Trainers’ Network (SATNET), National Organic Agriculture Movement of Uganda (NOGAMU) and Organic Denmark (OD) has seen the establishment of over 130 ecological Farmer Family Learning Groups (FFLGs) in the Rwenzori region.

An FFLG is a group of 15-30 small holder farmers who get together motivated to improve their livelihoods through ecological farming alternatives made possible through learning and acting together practically on the farm. The practical learning is done in rotation such that every farmer’s farm is uniquely studied to provide for the variations from one farm to another. In every FFLG, learning is guided by a Community Process Facilitator (CPF). A CPF is a person knowledgeable and experienced in ecological farming and has innovative skills to steer the group through from one stage of development to another. A typical FFLG therefore is characterized by learning with and from each other about ecological/good traditional farming methods, working on the farm of each member as a group, savings and credit schemes, joint marketing of produce and taking social responsibility such as opening a community village road, maintaining a water scheme, paying school fees and scholastics for orphans, constructing a pit latrine for a widow to mention a few. (See also, Mette et al., 2012)
The Rwenzori region of Uganda is a mountainous area, highly populated, endowed with relatively naturally fertile alluvial soils that are inherently capable of giving life to a diversity of crops and animals.

The majority of farmers use practices that fall between traditional and ecological farming methods by default. This is partly due to the poor agricultural extension system, low income and the possibility to produce crops and animals without use of external synthetic inputs. Small holder farmers are continuously tempted into inorganic farming practice with the magical promises that never come through due to their vulnerability to the emerging pests and diseases, diminishing soil fertility, climate change, reducing available land for agriculture attributed to population growth, and limited technology to handle laborious farm activities and value addition. In addition to the government of Uganda agricultural extension emphasizing non ecological farming methods, there are trials on Genetically Modified (GM) maize in the only one functional irrigation scheme (Mubuku) in this part of the country and this makes most farmers vulnerable since the irrigation scheme has for long served as a farmers’ learning centre and source of good quality seed.

Compared to the forms of conventional agriculture in which much effort has been invested in this part of the country and in the country as a whole, the FFLGs in the Rwenzori region clearly demonstrate the social and economic benefits of agricultural development approaches based on ecological/organic alternatives and strengthening of farmer collaboration. While environmental dimensions form an important motivation behind these efforts, the social and economic benefits explained below are equally important in justifying the FFLG approach and must be made more visible not least given their potential role in convincing other stakeholders of the merits of these efforts as described below:-
1. Social aspects
· Promoting/sustaining the culture of sharing agro-inputs
Ecological/organic farming systems adopted by FFLGs have enabled farmers to share agro-inputs such as compost and seed. This kind of sharing is not possible with the purchased inputs relied on by conventional farmer groups such as synthetic fertilizer, pesticides and herbicides especially among the small holder farmers who are at different income levels where affordability of such costly inputs is non-uniform. The sharing of the locally made agro-inputs has promoted social cohesion that extends to ensuring that the entire farmer group is utilizing the shared resource appropriately and gaining from the same through increased productivity. 
· Social capital building

All ecological FFLGs have contributed to the development of their community through making sacrifices such as investing a percentage of their profits in the education of less privileged children such as orphans, supporting elderly women by clearing for them land, clearing a village access road and maintaining a village water source. Such self-help initiatives have increased the appreciation of the group by the community hence encouraging collaboration and the spirit of self-help initiatives. Socially, this has become a building block for the community social movements to act together to solve their own problems.  

· Learning and innovation collaborations

Limited joint learning and innovation brought about by factory made synthetic labels has weakened cooperation that is essential to take particularly small holder farmers to meaningful production and markets. As organic agriculture is knowledge-intensive, there is need for effective learning and innovation in FFLGs especially among farmers in the FFLGs who are currently aged above 35 years to convert traditional farming methods to sustainable ecological methods. Farmers in the FFLG learn from each others’ farm and provide the site specific practical solutions to each farm through the Agro-Ecosystem Analysis of each specific farm under study. In addition, farmers learn from each other through exchange visits between and within FFLGs. Such interaction and encouragement strengthens farmer groups and stimulates innovation to overcome farming related and general life challenges. This is opposed to use of non organic methods which in most cases are based on manufactured inputs that come with restrictive prescribed commands that the farmer must follow hence encouraging dependence on factories and individualistic life style. 
· Guaranteed trust

Trust building through the Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) among ecological farmers has enabled joint marketing of produce. PGS being a trust and confidence based approach to product promotion, has built both the social and economic strength of the FFLGs and   members through collaborative action and increased incomes associated with going together to the market. Although over 50% of FFLGs have not completed the PGS, the steps being taken that have enabled over 70% to associate around a similar enterprise for marketing has enabled them to generally fetch prices 30% better than those individual large scale holding conventional farmers and trying to market their products individually.

·  Appreciation for indigenous knowledge

Ecological farming builds on the existing indigenous/traditional farming methods hence building the confidence among the farmers to use and own the innovations. In the FFLGs, knowledge has been generated to adapt to climate change effects for example through developing appropriate intercropping patterns, soil and water conservation methods, pest and disease management and spreading planting periods. These innovations being based and built on the indigenous methods have been strongly owned and built confidence and cohesion among the small holder farmer families.
2. Economic aspects
· Cost cutting
In all FFLGs, avoidance of costs of synthetic and safety gear that is required in the use of synthetic agricultural inputs has enabled FFLGs to maximize profits. One of the characteristics of Small holder farming is certainly limited investment capital hence a strong need to avoid unnecessary expenditures on external inputs. Small holder farmers in the FFLGs have been able to share labor intensive work e.g. on digging contour lines for water and soil Conservation, prepare their own compost, bio-rations and are using natural enemies in the control of pests. Given the life and environmental friendliness of nature based agro-inputs, by their use, one certainly overcomes the unbearable costs associated with the purchase and precaution that must be taken while using synthetic inputs.

· Cost effective Seed management systems

Seed security in ecological farming systems achieved by FFLGs through use of their own saved seed and shared varieties of seed has enabled farmers to avoid costly seed in both the short and long run, ably practice timely planting, grow a diversity of crops hence maximizing production for better incomes and strengthening the socialization among the farmers while overcoming the climate change hazards that have become more pronounced among farmers who plant late. Late planting is common among the conventional farmers who rely on purchased seed which in most cases is not readily available hence delaying planting season and when readily available is not of good quality hence causing farmers loss of their money for purchasing the adulterated seed and a loss of their labor on non viable seed.

· Ecological resilience to economic losses

Ecological farming methods build resilience of farms through shock absorbing of climate change disruptions. All FFLGs have encouraged diversified enterprise production. This diversity comes with soil fertility improvement benefits, reducing input costs through for example crop residue serving as feed for livestock during drought; trees providing shade to livestock during hot sun and in case of failure of one enterprise, the farmer is able to compensate from another enterprise. This is opposed to large scale conventional farms which depend on shopped synthetic inputs and are typically based on mono crop farm regimes.
· Increased production, productivity and associated income rises

Over 3255 farming families have increased produce and productivity on their farms by over 40% for each enterprise resulting into average 25% income increase per household. This is associated with the enhanced soil fertility, use of better farming methods and cultivation of more than one crop on a unit of land and other factors of production. The double score on increasing the production and  productivity reciprocating into food security and income can all be lumped on the benefit of ecological farmer family learning that are themselves attributes of ecological farming methods and the inbuilt socialization there implied.  

· Labor efficiency

As a result of increased collaboration among farmers in the FFLGs, farmers work together and produce more work than working individually. This reduces the cost of labor and enables timely farm operations hence overcoming the loss associated with short rain seasons. In all FFLGs for example, farmers reported having ably opened up an acre of land by 15 persons in one day as opposed to when the same work is done by one individual who ends up taking 25 days.

Conclusion 
The Farmer Family Learning Groups in the Rwenzori region is reliable proof of the potential of ecological/organic farming alternatives in enabling attainment of sustainable social and economic development particularly among small holder farmers who form the majority of animal and crop producers all over the world. Adoption of the ecological/organic farming alternatives facilitated by farmer learning approaches such as the FFLGs in this case is a sure way to address the development challenge faced by a very large population of small holder farmers that are trapped in the vicious poverty cycle. Based on the experience in the Rwenzori region, we uphold that there is need for more emphasis to explore and confide in ecological farming alternatives at both small and large scale farmer levels. 
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