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Abstract

Agroecology is increasingly recognized as a trans-
formative pathway for building resilient and equita-
ble food systems and addressing climate challenges.
In Uganda, civil society organization (CSO) net-
works play a pivotal role in promoting agroecology
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through training, advocacy, and the facilitation of
farmer-led innovations. This study examined the
role of the Participatory Ecological Land Use
Management (PELUM) Uganda, a CSO network,
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in facilitating agroecological transitions through
coordinated civil society action. A qualitative case
study involved review of 27 internal organizational
documents and four in-depth interviews with
PELUM Secretariat staff members. The research
focused on five key intervention domains of
PELUM Uganda: (1) capacity building, (2) reseatch
and innovation, (3) networking and collaboration,
(4) advocacy, and (5) climate change engagement.
Findings indicate that PELUM Uganda employs a
multi-approach strategy, combining grassroots
farmer training with policy advocacy at regional
and national levels. The Secretariat has fostered
peer-to-peer learning platforms, promoted agro-
ecology integration into climate policies, and sup-
ported leadership development within its member
organizations. However, challenges persist, includ-
ing inadequate documentation systems, limited
post-training follow-up, underfunding, institutional
fragmentation, and inconsistent member
engagement.

The analysis shows that civil society networks
play a central role in connecting farmers, research-
ers, and policymakers. Within this system, PELUM
Uganda functions as a coordinating hub that facili-
tates knowledge exchange between farmers and
research institutions while representing member
organizations in policy discussions. Evidence from
interviews and institutional documents indicates
that these interactions have led to including agroe-
cology in national climate and agriculture strategies
and have strengthened district-level farmer training
programs. The findings therefore highlight that
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scaling agroecology depends on sustained public
investment in decentralized research, participatory
extension, and structured collaboration with net-
works like PELUM to develop localized initiatives
into national frameworks for climate adaptation
and food systems transformation.

Keywords
agroecology, food systems, climate adaptation,
advocacy, civil society organizations

Introduction

Uganda, like many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa
(SSA), is grappling with intersecting ecological
degradation and entrenched socio-political chal-
lenges that jeopardize the sustainability of small-
holder farming systems (Chavula, 2021; Twinomu-
hangi, 2019). Persistent climate variability and land
degradation undermine crop productivity and
resource base resilience (Muir et al., 2023;
Olarewaju et al., 2025). Insecure land tenure and
weak governance of natural resources impose
structural constraints on long-term investment and
sustainable practices (Chagutah, 2013; Lovo, 2016).
Together, these proximate problems reflect deeper
institutional and political-economic barriers chal-
lenging rural livelihoods and agrarian relations in
Sub-Saharan Africa (Azadi et al., 2021;). These sys-
temic pressures not only erode the viability of
smallholder farming but also stifle long-term
investments in sustainable land use, intensifying the
urgency for contextually grounded, socially and
ecologically sound agricultural alternatives.

Positionality and Reflectivity Statement

As a Ugandan agroecology practitioner and PhD researcher,
the lead author’s dual role positioned him both as an insider
with deep contextual knowledge and an academic committed
to critical inquiry. His affiliations with civil society networks,
including past work with a PELUM member organization,
offered trust and access but also required careful reflexivity to
mitigate bias. He maintained a reflexive journal, conducted
member validation through two meetings, and engaged peer
debriefings with all co-authors to ensure that participants’

voices remained central.
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Agroecology has gained global prominence as
such a transformative framework, that responds to
the interlinked climate, ecological, and social crises
confronting contemporary food systems. Interna-
tional initiatives, such as the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations’ (FAO) Scaling
Up Agroecology Initiative (FAO, 2018a) and the
High-Level Panel of Experts of the Committee on
Wortld Food Security (CFS HLPE) report (2019)
on food security and nutrition, position agroecol-
ogy not merely as a technical fix but as a paradigm
that reconfigures power relations in food systems
through bottom-up, ecologically attuned, and
socially just practices (Anderson et al., 2020).
Beyond its ecological and agronomic merits, agroe-
cology is increasingly recognized for its potential to
democratize food systems, empower local commu-
nities, and redress structural inequities in access to
land, knowledge, and decision making (Bezner
Kerr et al., 2019; FAO, 2018b, 2025).

The experience of Latin America demonstrates
that agroecology can be scaled effectively when
embedded in enabling political environments and
championed by strong grassroots movements. For
instance, Brazil’s Landless Workers’ Movement
(MST) (Landertinger, 2008) has played a pivotal
role in institutionalizing agroecological practices
through state-supported programs and progressive
national policies (Giraldo & Rosset, 2018; Meek et
al., 2019; Mier y Teran Giménez Cacho et al.,
2018). Across Africa, agroecology has deep roots in
traditional farming systems that have long focused
on diversity, soil conservation, and community
cooperation (Altieri, 2004). Contemporary regional
alliances and national CSOs have helped reframe
and promote these indigenous practices within
modern policy and research agendas inspired by
agroecology principles and elements (Gliessman et
al,, 2020). An example is the Alliance for Food
Sovereignty in Africa (AFSA), a broad-based
coalition comprising farmer organizations, NGOs,
indigenous groups, CSOs, and consumer
movements, which has been instrumental in
consolidating a continental vision for agroecology
and food sovereignty. Through coordinated
campaigns, knowledge-sharing platforms, and
strategic policy engagement, AFSA and its affiliates
have enhanced the visibility and legitimacy of
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agroecology as a viable alternative to industrial
agriculture (Byaruhanga, 2024; Gliessman, 2020).
For example, AFSA successtfully advocated for the
integration of agroecology into the African Union’s
Framework and Guidelines on Sustainable
Agriculture, supported the development of national
agroecology strategies in Uganda, Kenya and
Ethiopia, and mobilized regional learning hubs that
document and scale farmer-led innovations across
13 African countries (Byaruhanga, 2024).

In many sub-Saharan African regions agroecol-
ogy has developed primarily through civil society
initiatives rather than large-scale government pro-
grams or mass movements. Civil society organiza-
tions (CSOs) in Uganda such as PELUM Uganda,
East and Southern Africa Farmers Forum
(ESAFT), and the National Organic Agriculture
Movement of Uganda NOGAMU) have been
central in piloting farmer training models, influenc-
ing sub-national policy dialogues, and integrating
agroecology into district development plans
(Byaruhanga, 2024; Isgren, 2018). These efforts
have laid the groundwork for gradual state adop-
tion of agroecological principles within formal agri-
cultural frameworks. Members of the PELUM
Association have been instrumental in shaping
national agroecology strategies across Eastern and
Southern Africa. In Kenya, PELUM Kenya’s input
in county and national agroecology policies and
strategies led to adopting localized extension
frameworks that promote farmer field schools and
seed sovereignty initiatives (Chumba et al., 2024).
PELUM Tanzania’s work informed the develop-
ment of the National Ecological Organic Agricul-
ture Strategy, supporting the inclusion of small-
holder-friendly certification systems (Biovision
Foundation for Ecological Development, 2024).

In Uganda, PELUM Uganda has played a key
role in coordinating stakeholder consultations for
the National Agroecology Strategy, aligning it with
the Nationally Determined Contributions and
National Development Plan I1I (Sinyangwe et al.,
2023). At the community level, PELUM member
organizations have facilitated more than 10 com-
munity-managed seed banks, piloted the Climate
Resilient Agro-Ecosystems Model (CRAEM), and
documented from their interventions measurable
increases in soil organic matter and household food
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diversity outcomes (Akanmu et al., 2023; Debray et
al.,, 2019; Gliessman, 2020).This bottom-up,
knowledge-sharing approach, anchored in farmer
tield schools, peer learning networks, and commu-
nity seed initiatives, has transformed agroecology
from a set of technical practices into a broader
movement for food system change. Through par-
ticipatory exchanges, farmers have collectively
organized to advocate for land rights, push for pes-
ticide regulation reforms, and influence national
dialogues on sustainable food systems (Anderson
et al., 2020; Tibasiima et al., 2022).

Despite growing recognition of CSOs’ strategic
role in agroecological transitions, much of the liter-
ature remains focused on normative and technical
accounts of agroecology’s potential (Isgren, 2016;
Martiniello, 2015). There is limited empirical analy-
sis of how these organizations mobilize actors, dis-
seminate agroecological knowledge, influence pol-
icy processes, and sustain systemic transitions over
time. Thus the role of CSO networks in bridging
grassroots innovation and national policymaking is
under-documented and insufficiently theorized in
cutrent academic discoutse in Africa. This study
explores how CSO networks operationalize agroe-
cological transitions through what we identify as
networked transformation, a process by which
locally rooted, horizontally organized initiatives
interface with vertically oriented advocacy and
policy engagement to drive systemic change
(Lootbach et al., 2020). PELUM Uganda uses this
hybrid model to provide an alternative to top-
down state-led approaches, focusing on decentral-
ized innovation, cross-scalar collaboration, and
multi-actor governance (Anderson et al., 2019;
Pimbert et al., 2021).

This study seeks to examine the role of
PELUM Uganda as a central civil society actor cat-
alyzing agroecological transitions in a resource-
constrained and institutionally fragmented context.
As the Ugandan chapter of a wider regional
PELUM Association network present in 14 African
countries (360 members), PELUM Uganda coordi-
nates over 74 member organizations operating in
123 of the country’s 146 districts. Its members
include NGOs, farmer associations, and research
institutions committed to promoting ecological
land use, agroecological knowledge, and food sov-
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ereignty. Since its inception in 1995, PELUM
Uganda has positioned itself as a key facilitator of
farmer-led innovation, capacity building, and policy
engagement, with tangible outcomes that demon-
strate its catalytic role in advancing agroecology.
Between 2018 and 2023, the network organization
supported its members in establishing 10 commu-
nity-managed seed banks, training over 3,000 farm-
ers in the CRAEM model, and documenting meas-
urable improvements in soil fertility and crop
diversity across pilot districts. PELUM Uganda
also coordinated national consultations leading to
the drafting of Uganda’s National Agroecology
Strategy and contributed to integrating agroecology
principles into the country’s Nationally Deter-
mined Contributions (PELUM Uganda Annual
Report, 2023).

Drawing on a qualitative case study approach,
this paper analyzes how PELUM Uganda opera-
tionalizes agroecology through five interlinked stra-
tegic domains: (1) capacity building, (2) research
and innovation, (3) networking and collaboration,
(4) policy advocacy, and (5) climate change engage-
ment. In this paper, agroecology is understood as
both a movement, a science and a practice system
that applies ecological principles to agricultural
production while integrating social, cultural, and
economic dimensions (Gliessman, 2020). Agroe-
cology’s key principles, including diversity, co-
creation of knowledge, recycling, synergies, human
and social values, and responsible governance,
form the analytical foundation for assessing how
these five domains are implemented within
PELUM Uganda’s programming. By synthesizing
data from organizational documents and key
informant interviews with staff members of the
PELUM Uganda Secretariat, the study explores the
specific practices, challenges, and opportunities
shaping agroecology transition work. Although the
findings are not intended to be generalized beyond
this case, they offer useful insights into how civil
society organizations in similar contexts can facili-
tate agroecological transitions for sustainable food
systems. In this paper, sustainable food systems
refer to systems that ensure food and nutrition
security for all in ways that are economically viable,
socially just, and environmentally regenerative
(FAO, 2021). This study therefore contributes
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modestly to ongoing discussions on institutional
pathways for agroecology within Uganda and com-
parable regions in the Global South.

Research Methods

Study Design

This study utilized a qualitative case study method-
ology to analyze the institutional role and strategic
approaches employed by the PELUM Uganda Sec-
retariat in advancing agroecology transitions. The
case study design was selected for its capacity to
yield in-depth insights into organizational processes
within real-world institutional settings (Baxter &
Jack, 2008; Creswell & Poth, 2023). PELUM
Uganda was selected as the case study due to its
extensive documentation of programs and out-
comes over neatly three decades of operation and
its coordination of 74 member organizations
implementing agroecology initiatives. Examples of
its work include facilitating the CRAEM model
across multiple districts, supporting the establish-
ment of community seed banks, and coordinating
multi-stakeholder consultations for Uganda’s
National Agroecology Strategy (PELUM Uganda,
2023). These factors provided a sufficiently rich
empirical basis for examining how a civil society
network operationalizes agroecology within institu-
tional structures. The research employed a Deduc-
tive Thematic Coding Matrix (Groenland, 20106)
developed collaboratively by the authors and
refined through consultations with PELUM
Uganda Secretatiat staff members to guide data
organization and interpretation. The framework
focused on five core domains structuring the work
of PELUM Uganda: capacity building, research and
innovation, networking and collaboration, policy
advocacy, and climate change engagement. These
domains, which align with the organization’s stated
“Benefits of Membership” (PELUM Uganda,
2024), provided an analytical lens for examining
how institutional strategies contribute to
agroecological scaling. Data were coded deduc-
tively, based on these predefined themes, and
inductively, to capture emerging insights from doc-
uments and interviews. This approach allowed for
a comprehensive understanding of how PELUM
Uganda and its network mobilize resources and
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partnerships to advance agroecology at multiple
levels.

Positionality and Reflexivity

Positionality refers to the researcher’s social and
professional position in relation to the study situa-
tion and participants. Reflexivity involves continu-
ous self-examination of how position influences
the research process and interpretation of findings
(Berger, 2015). In this study, acknowledging posi-
tionality and practicing reflexivity were essential for
maintaining transparency and analytical rigor. The
research team consisted of scholars familiar with
agroecology and civil society networks in Uganda,
which provided contextual insight but also required
conscious efforts to avoid bias. To address this, the
team developed the analytical framework collabora-
tively, validated it independently through document
review, and triangulated data from multiple
sources. A reflexive journal was maintained to rec-
ord decisions, assumptions, and reflections
throughout the analysis (Cadman et al., 2024).
Draft findings were shared with PELUM Uganda
Secretariat staff for factual verification, to ensutre
accuracy while maintaining critical distance. These
practices enhanced the credibility and trustworthi-
ness of the study.

Data Sources

Document Review

The primary data consisted of documents pro-
duced or co-produced by PELUM Uganda from
2010 to 2024. Due to archival limitations, materials
predating 2010 were unavailable for analysis. All
analyzed documents were publicly accessible
through the PELUM Uganda website. Document
selection criteria required that materials either
address one or more of the five thematic domains
under investigation or contribute to institutional
planning, monitoring, or external communications.
The review process identified 47 potentially rele-
vant documents from the PELUM Uganda web-
site. Following application of the predetermined
inclusion/exclusion criteria (Supplemental Material
3A), 27 documents were selected for final analysis.
The retained documents comprised eight national
or regional strategy and planning documents, six
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policy briefs, five advocacy statements, and eight
event or activity reports.

The documents underwent rigorous qualitative
analysis, which involved systematic reading, coding,
and categorization to identify recurring themes,
patterns, and shifts in institutional focus over time.
The process began with open coding to capture
key ideas related to agroecology, followed by axial
coding to link the ideas to the five analytical
domains. The analysis emphasized tracing how
strategic priorities evolved across annual reports,
policy briefs, and project evaluations, allowing the
study to reconstruct the PELUM Uganda’ institu-
tional narrative and assess its changing role in pro-
moting agroecology. The diversity of document
types, including reports, strategic plans, and public
communications, enabled methodological triangu-
lation across both format and temporal dimen-
sions. The multi-faceted approach provided com-
prehensive insights into the Secretariat’s evolving
agroecological strategies and implementation
patterns.

Rey Informant Interviews

To complement the document analysis, four semi-
structured interviews were conducted with purpos-
ively selected PELUM Uganda Secretariat staff
members during November and December 2024.
Respondents included the country coordinator and
three program officers who were chosen based on
their direct engagement in key organizational func-
tions, including program implementation, advocacy
initiatives, and research coordination. To ensure
targeted data collection, the interview protocol was
structured around the five thematic domains:
capacity building, research and innovation, net-
working and collaboration, policy advocacy, and
climate change engagement. Questions under each
domain were designed to extract specific examples
and reflections from interviewees. For instance,
participants were asked to describe successful
capacity building initiatives, explain how research
findings informed programming, outline network-
ing mechanisms that enhanced collaboration, iden-
tify advocacy outcomes achieved through policy
engagement, and discuss how climate change adap-
tation was integrated into agroecological practices.
These domain-specific interviews provided
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nuanced insights that contextualized organizational
documents and deepened understanding of
PELUM Uganda’s internal strategies and
challenges.

Data Extraction Process

A structured data extraction form was developed
using Microsoft Excel to ensute systematic and
consistent analysis of all reviewed documents (see
Supplemental Material 1). The tool was organized
into six analytical categories: general information,
capacity building, research and innovation, net-
working and collaboration, advocacy and liveli-
hoods, and climate change (see Supplemental
Material 2). The research team conducted compre-
hensive document reviews through a three-stage
process: (i) summarizing key content, (i) categoriz-
ing information according to the predefined
themes, and (iii) cross-verifying content relevance.
Documents containing substantial content span-
ning multiple thematic domains were coded across
all applicable categories. This methodological
approach enabled both cross-sectional deductive
thematic analysis and longitudinal comparison of
institutional approaches over time (Groenland,
2016).

Data Analysis

The study employed a Deductive Thematic
Coding Matrix (Gale et al., 2021) to systematically
examine data derived both from institutional
documents and key informant interviews. A
structured Microsoft Excel matrix facilitated
deductive coding (Groenland, 2016) according to
the five predefined thematic domains. To ensure
methodological rigor, we maintained (1) analytic
memos in a reflexive journal to track emerging
insights, conceptual connections, and interpretive
reflections (Cadman et al., 2024), and (2) detailed
field memos during interviews to record contex-
tual observations, emotional dynamics, and inter-
actional nuances, implementing the principle of
thick description to preserve the rich textures of
social relationships (Cadman et al., 2024; Sankofa,
2023). The dual documentation system, combined
with consistent application of the thematic frame-
work, strengthened methodological transparency
while enhancing both the trustworthiness and
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interpretive depth of the findings through sys-
tematic triangulation.

Qualitative Content Analysis
Organizational documents were analyzed using a
structured qualitative content analysis approach
(Richards & Hemphill, 2018), guided by the five
predefined domains. The coding process began
deductively, using domains as initial categories, and
was refined inductively as new themes emerged
from the data. Each document was reviewed line
by line, and text segments relevant to the research
questions were coded manually. To ensure analyti-
cal rigor, only excerpts that clearly illustrated insti-
tutional practices, outcomes, or learning processes
were retained as representative quotations. These
excerpts were triangulated with information from
interviews and other documents to verify accuracy
and contextual relevance. Quotations are therefore
used as evidence that supports interpretive analysis
of PELUM Uganda’s strategies and contributions.
Data were managed using Microsoft Excel.
The coding process followed a framework analysis
approach (Dixon-Woods, 2011; Mason et al., 2018)
structured around the five predefined thematic
domains. Emergent subthemes such as “donor
staff turnover,” and “follow-up gaps,”
were added through iterative coding rounds. To
enhance reliability, two researchers independently
coded a sample of five documents and all four
interviews. Coding consistency was assessed
through intercoder comparison and discrepancies
were resolved through discussion and consensus.
Analytic memos and code annotations recorded
reflections and emerging patterns, ensuring system-
atic interpretation while allowing space for contex-
tual and unanticipated findings to surface.

2 <

influence,

Results

The study explored how PELUM Uganda facili-
tates agroecological transitions through its institu-
tional strategies and multi-level engagements. The
findings are presented across five interrelated
domains mirroring the organization’s operational
structure: (1) Capacity Building, (2) Research and
Innovation, (3) Networking and Collaboration,

(4) Policy Advocacy, and (5) Climate Change
Engagement. Each section highlights specific prac-
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tices, achievements, and challenges that illustrate
PELUM Uganda’s role in advancing agroecology
within Uganda’s development.

Capacity Building
In this study, capacity building refers to strategic
efforts to equip member organizations and their
affiliated farmers, other CSOs, and government
actors with technical skills, leadership abilities, and
institutional support needed to advance agroeco-
logical transformation. It includes trainings, men-
torships, and practical learning in agroecology.
Capacity building emerged as one of the most
consistent and well-documented functions of the
PELUM Uganda Secretariat across the reviewed
documents (Supplemental Material 3B). According
to one document:

PELUM Uganda ... empowers their affiliate
smallholder farming communities in practicing
agroecology through capacity building,
research and innovation, networking, advocacy
for equitable improvement in their livelihoods.
(PELUM Uganda, n.d., p. 2)

A staff member confirmed PELUM’s capacity
building efforts among members:

We work to empower member organizations
so that they can effectively work with the
smallholder families.

The Secretariat supports agroecological trans-
formation through a layered learning model, target-
ing farmers, CSOs, youth, and government actors.
In the Ugandan agricultural context, this model
refers to a multilevel capacity-building approach
that intentionally targets different actors in the
agroecology system. Such actors include the
PELUM Uganda Secretariat, member organiza-
tions, community facilitators, government officials,
and smallholder farmers. Rather than delivering
training solely at the farm level, the Secretariat
focuses on strengthening intermediary civil society
organizations through training-of-trainers, mentot-
ship, and institutional support, enabling them to
translate agroecological principles into locally
adapted practices. Learning is further reinforced
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through farmer field schools, peer-to-peer
exchanges, exposute visits, and demonstration sites
such as the ELUM Centre. This approach is used
because Uganda’s agricultural extension landscape
is fragmented and under-resourced, and because
agroecological transitions requite coordinated tech-
nical, social, and institutional learning across scales.
Key capacity building activities include training
workshops, mentorship programs such as African
Women Leaders in Agroecology (AWOLA),
farmer learning exchanges, and organizational de-
velopment support. These efforts combine tech-
nical training with leadership development, often
linking agroecological themes with land justice,
gender equity, and climate resilience. Another staff
member added:

In addition to agroecology, climate resilience,
agroforestry, post-harvest handling, marketing,
and value addition, we also build capacity in
governance, knowledge management, and
financial sustainability. These are generic insti-
tutional areas that strengthen our members’
overall performance.

To empbhasize their capacity building mandate,
a PELUM staff member said, “our mandate is one,
to build capacity of our member organizations in
the different thematic areas.” Another added that
“Iwe] ... work with member organizations ...
providing training and technical backstopping.”
Documents provided evidence that Secretariat
delivered capacity building efforts directly to mem-
bers and through member organizations with
regional reach. Capacity building activities were fre-
quent and diverse as noted in one document:

The [PELUM Uganda] network has ... grown
in number and influence on currently 66 [now
74] member organizations operating in 122 dis-
tricts in Uganda, reaching approximately three

million farmers, 60% of whom are women.
(PELUM Uganda, n.d., p. 2)

However, some documents, such as the
PELUM Annual Report (2024), noted limited geo-
graphic reach and occasional gaps in post-training
follow-up, particularly in under-sourced districts.
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The role of regular monitoring and evaluation in

tracking and improving agroecology programs is
highlighted here:

PELUM Uganda conducted a biannual moni-
toring and evaluation exercise to assess pro-
gramme implementation progress and generate
learnings to inform future and ongoing imple-
mentation. Notably, during the monitoring vis-
its, there are reported increases in the adoption
of agroecological practices, with 70% of small-
holder farmers having at least three agroecol-

ogy practices integrated on their farms.
(PELUM Uganda Annual Report 2022, p. 31)

The reported increase in farmers adopting
agroecological practices shows meaningful uptake
and behavioral change, indicating that program
interventions are effective in promoting holistic,
sustainable farming systems.

A staff member described capacity building as
a core pillar of PELUM Uganda’s work but
acknowledged that the impact varied across mem-
ber organizations, as the quote from PELUM staff
below indicates. They pointed out that while
training was frequent and well- intentioned, the real
test was whether the knowledge was applied and
shared. They stressed that the Secretariat needed to
invest more in follow-up and assess how training
was translated into organizational change at the
farmer level.

Our findings also revealed some operational
gaps in capacity building efforts. One challenge
was a mismatch between the expertise of the nomi-
nated participants for training and the actual topic,
leading to poor knowledge uptake. Another was
the need to train at least two people per organiza-
tion to avoid knowledge loss due to staff turnover
and to improve internal learning within member
organizations. A PELUM Uganda Secretariat staff
member said:

... but also, [another challenge is| the represen-
tation. Because sometimes you might have an
advocacy specific event, or an M&E related
[capacity building] event but the representative
sent to you is a finance person. So, you realize
that the knowledge they are going to gain from
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such an engagement is not going to spread
because that is not their area [of specialization].
So that leads to a gap in adoption of practices
that are got through capacity building. Two, we
find also a challenge that some of the member-
ship focal persons do not send out the infor-
mation that is got from the secretariat to their
respective organization. So, you realize it is
only the focal person who is engaged. ... Then
another one [problem] is the staff turnover,
especially for the member organizations. You
can build a lot of capacity in a certain staff
member and when you return for a follow up
visit [you find when]| this person is not there
[anymore]. [A] ... solution would be on train-
ing more members within the organization
instead of training just one person ... to wide-
spread the risk.

The Pesa Agro-Enterprise Marketing Model
(PESA Model) developed by PELUM Uganda
emphasizes that facilitators involved in capacity
building must be well-versed in group dynamics,
leadership, and participatory processes to ensure
effectiveness and sustainability. The PESA Model
supports this goal by encouraging grassroots
groups to define their own development paths
through visioning exercises that link climate risks
with local solutions:

The group discusses where they are now and
where they would like to be in five years, three
years and one year... The approach is intended
to build a common plan of action, based on
aspirations. (PESA Model Guide, p. 18)

Capacity building focused on training member
organization staff to transfer knowledge to farmers,
although this relied on internal systems that were
not always effective. PELUM staff noted that
capacity building was often limited to one-off
workshops, demonstrating need for sustained, tai-
lored support that includes leadership and strategic
planning for CSOs. In the two quotes below,
PELUM Uganda staff highlighted the collaborative
and capacity-building ethos of the network, empha-
sizing both peer learning and targeted technical
training for members.
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The strength of the network lies in the strength
of its members. We do exposure visits, where
members learn from each other.

PELUM Uganda ... with supportt ... is con-
vening MOs [member organizations|, Youth,
Agroecological Entrepreneurs in a 3-days train-
ing on product development (quality assurance,
value addition, packaging, branding) and certi-
fication processes. The training is hosted at
MOS?23 ... and majorly focusing on agroeco-
logical inputs.

To strengthen training, PELUM Uganda has
established the Ecological Land Use Management
(ELUM) Centre in Busuubizi Village, Mityana Dis-
trict, as a hub for demonstrating and promoting
agroecological practices. The ELUM Centre serves
as a practical learning ground for small-holder
farmers, students, and development practitioners,
offering hands-on training in sustainable farming
methods, ecological land use, and natural resource
management (PELUM Uganda Strategic Plan
2023-2026, pp. 30, 36, 45). Operating under the
Agroecology and Sustainable Natural Resources
Management (ASNRM) Department, the ELUM
Centre contributes to PELUM Uganda’s broader
mission of improving livelihoods and environmen-
tal resilience through participatory ecological land
use. It also functions as a site for research, innova-
tion, community outreach, and policy influence,
helping to build agroecological knowledge and
food sovereignty across Uganda.

Gender, youth, and equity promotion were vis-
ibly embedded in capacity-building activities. The
AWOLA mentorship program was a flagship
example, targeting young women leaders across
member organizations to strengthen their confi-
dence, strategic leadership, and advocacy skills.
This initiative explicitly addressed gender gaps in
agroecological leadership by equipping women
with technical knowledge and the tools to navigate
decision making spaces:

PELUM Uganda, under the AWOLA pro-
gram, has been pivotal in supporting and
amplifying these efforts. PELUM Uganda, we
are driven by a vision of “Empowered and
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Resilient smallholder farming Communities
Sustainably utilizing their natural resources.’
This vision frames every initiative we

>

undertake and guides our journey towards
Agroecology. (Stories of Change, AWOLA 15t
Cohort, 2024, p. 9)

However, staff interviews pointed out that
achieving genuine gender transformation would re-
quire going beyond participation to meaningful fol-
low-up support. Structural support was needed to
ensure women are present and able to lead within
organizations and communities.

Operational issues were also raised, including
high staff turnover within member organizations,
misaligned training participation, and weak internal
communication structures.

A staff member reported: “Some members
won’t even respond to our training invitations. The
ones who are active keep getting selected, while
those who ignore communications miss out
entirely.” Low attendance at training sessions hin-
dered the overall effectiveness of capacity building
efforts. In some cases, participation was limited to
a single individual, which led to failed knowledge
dissemination efforts for some organizations.
Other operational issues included some member
organizations expecting funding rather than tech-
nical support, and weak documentation practices,
both of which limited the scaling of promising
innovations.

Research and Innovations

Research, innovation, and publication are framed
in this study as participatory and community-driven
processes, with PELUM Uganda facilitating
farmer-led innovations rather than generating for-
mal academic research. Research activities focused
on practical solutions like seed banks, soil health,
and local certification systems, documented qualita-
tively through case studies and reports. Research
and innovation played a strategic but varied role in
PELUM Uganda’s approach to agroecological
transformation. Across the reviewed documents,
PELUM Uganda was positioned more as a facilita-
tor and mobilizer of farmer-led experimentation
and participatory inquiry than a formal academic
research generator (Supplemental Material 3C).

210

A staff member stated the organization priori-
tizes “documentation, success stories, online com-
munication to share this information with the
member organizations.” Another member. describ-
ing models such as the Climate Resilient Agro-
Ecosystems Model (CRAEM), Community-
Managed Seed Systems (CMSS), the PESA Agro-
Enterprise Marketing Model, and the Gender
Action Learning System (GALS), claimed that
PELUM acts as a “breeding point for know-
ledge ... where innovations happen, and after
developing these innovations, we take them to the
member organizations.” Members are involved in
participatory research: “we have a list of tools ...
under the participatory assessment for climate dis-
asters and risks ... to suggest the solutions ... then
we come up with an action plan.” Other crucial
innovations and research areas supported by
PELUM Uganda included participatory guarantee
systems (PGS) for organic certification, community
seed banks, and experiments on biochar-based soil
health practices. The Secretariat also promoted
farmer-managed natural regeneration and docu-
mentation of local ecological knowledge. Addi-
tional research focused on market access batriers,
policy gaps, and agroecological entrepreneurship to
inform advocacy and capacity building initiatives.

While some reviewed documents contained
summaries of findings or evidence-based recom-
mendations, few presented formal research meth-
odologies. Most innovations were documented
through case studies, workshop reports, or evalua-
tion narratives. The Secretariat often collaborated
with local universities, farmers’ organizations, and
regional networks such as the Knowledge Hub for
Organic Agriculture (KCOA), but PELUM
Uganda lacked a central repository for research
outputs or a formal research agenda. Research and
innovation activities were community embedded,
often responding to community needs rather than
externally driven research agendas. Despite limited
formal peer-reviewed publication, the recorded
participatory methods and grassroots innovations
align with agroecological principles and climate
resilience objectives. PELUM Uganda is not a con-
ventional research institution but facilitates
research through partnerships. Most innovations
emerge from farmers and member organizations
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via peer learning and experimentation. However,
documentation of these grassroots practices
remains inconsistent, limiting their scalability and
use in advocacy. While the Secretariat excels in
supporting farmer-led innovation and promoting
knowledge exchange, weak technical capacity
among some members and disconnect between
donor agendas and farmers’ needs hinder broader
uptake and long-term impact.

Networking and Collaboration

In this study, networking and collaboration refer to
the role of PELUM Uganda in cultivating and sus-
taining strategic relationships among diverse stake-
holders, including member organizations, govern-
ment bodies, regional platforms, and international
advocacy networks, to collectively advance agroe-
cology, food sovereignty, and climate justice. It
encompasses peer learning, joint advocacy,
knowledge exchange, and coordinated action
through advocacy platforms. These collaborative
efforts are participatory and decentralized, to ena-
ble grassroots voices to influence policy while
building institutional credibility, expanding reach,
and mobilizing resources.

PELUM Uganda played a central convening
role in national, regional, and continental agroecol-
ogy networks (Supplemental Material 3D). The
Secretariat consistently positioned itself as a con-
nector of actors engaged in agroecology, food sov-
ereignty, and climate resilience. Its networking
activities spanned peer learning, regional
knowledge exchange, multi-stakeholder partner-
ships, and platform building. The collaborative
approach of PELUM Uganda reflects its philoso-
phy of participatory, decentralized change, using
partnerships to build a shared ecosystem for agroe-
cological learning and action. Collaborations rein-
forced its credibility, scaled its reach, and created
opportunities for grassroots policy engagement,
while the networks served as spaces for knowledge
sharing and avenues for collective advocacy,
resource mobilization, and peer accountability.
Documents showed the focus on horizontal learn-
ing across PELUM Uganda’s 70+ member organi-
zations and its facilitation of joint submissions to
policy consultations.

According to the PELUM Strategic Plan
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(2022-2026), PELUM Uganda identifies as a “net-
work of stakeholders acting together to promote
agroecology among smallholder farming communi-
ties in Uganda.” The 2023 Annual Report further
states, “PELUM Uganda, in collaboration with her
member organizations, undertook several initiatives
that were expanded to benefit their smallholder
farmers. This occurred across five key areas: 1)
Agroecology and Sustainable Natural Resource
Management, 2) Agroecological Markets and Busi-
ness Development, 3) Policy Advocacy, 4) Pro-
gram Quality and Delivery, and 5) Organisational
Functioning.”

PELUM Uganda engaged in several significant
networks to promote agroecology, including lead-
ing the Uganda hub KCOA and contributing to
AFSA’s continental advocacy on agroecology and
climate justice. It also facilitated Regional Agroe-
cology Actors Platforms (RAAP) to coordinate
local transformation efforts and organized collabo-
rative seed and food fairs as learning and commu-
nity engagement spaces (Figure 1). The PESA
model encourages strategic engagement by guiding
farmers and facilitators to build trust and collabora-
tion with other value chain actors, laying the foun-
dation for inclusive and effective partnerships.

Findings showed that PELUM Uganda’s
networking strength came from its member
organizations’ collective energy and expertise. The
Secretariat acted as a connector, facilitating
exposure visits and learning exchanges that allowed
members to learn from one another in practical
and contextually appropriate ways. Interview
respondents stated that partnerships were
increasingly becoming important, particularly with
donor preferences. According to a PELUM staff
member, “funders are more inclined to support
consortia or alliances rather than individual
organizations.” This made it necessary for PELUM
to strengthen its coordination and joint proposal
development processes. Another PELUM staff
confirmed: “We provide a platform for net-
working ... when we notice [complementarity|, then
we are able to provide a network.” Collaboration
also extended beyond the network to include
external actors, such as government ministries,
local governments, and regional civil society
alliances. Such relationships were seen as highly
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important to advancing agroecology on
greater scales.
A staff member reported:

Figure 1. Network Map of Participatory Ecological Land Use
Management (PELUM) Uganda Institutional Collaborations
Highlighting National Partners

PELUM Uganda collaborates with
other networks; for example, the
ministry department and authorities
like the ministry of agriculture,
ministry of trade, ministry of gender,
ministry of lands and for some we
have even ongoing MOUs [memo-
randa of understanding] with
government authorities like KCCA
[Kampala Capital City Authority], ...
UNBS [Uganda National Bureau of
Standards] and all that. But also, with
the local partners like the civil society
organization, our donors, different
networks and platforms like the
ecological organic agriculture
platforms.

NOGAMU

Farmer
Seed 4 |
Fairs groecology
coalitions
Biovision
UNFFE Africa
Trust

National partners

RAAP-
Rwenzori

~ AFSA

KCOA

Regional actors

However, aligning diverse
stakeholder priorities requires ongoing
negotiation and effort, according to
another staff membet:

Legend: PELUM Uganda: Participatory Ecological Land Use Management Uganda;
NOGAMU: National Organic Agricultural Movement of Uganda; UNFFE: Uganda
National Farmers Federation; RAAP-Rwenzori: Rwenzori Advocacy Platform; AFSA:
Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa; KCOA: Knowledge Centre for Organic

Agriculture in Africa. Adapted from the 27 reviewed documents and interviews
with PELUM staff.

The strength of the network lies in

the strength of its members. We do
exposure visits, where members learn from
each other. That’s where real innovation
spreads.

A staff member stated:

We work with AFSA, Food Rights Alliance,
and others ... donors now prefer to fund con-
sortia and networks. There is a positive out-
look on the working relationships with these
partners.

Together, these reflections underscore how
strong partnerships and peer learning drive innova-
tion and attract collaborative funding. It should be
noted, however, that although the Secretariat cre-
ated spaces for collaboration, such as WhatsApp
groups and thematic working committees, not all
members participated consistently.
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Advocacy
In this study, advocacy means the strategic mobili-
zation and policy engagement led by PELUM
Uganda to advance equitable, agroecology-based
food systems by influencing land rights, seed sov-
ereignty, climate justice, and public financing, while
ensuring the inclusion of marginalized groups such
as women, youth, and smallholder farmers in both
decision-making and implementation. The advo-
cacy work of PELUM Uganda is rooted in its mis-
sion to promote equitable livelihoods for small-
holder farmers, which is aligned with agroecology
principles. The Secretariat has championed various
issues through policy engagement, grassroots
mobilization, and coalition building (Supplemental
Material 3E), blending local legitimacy with
national and continental reach.

The PELUM Strategic Plan 20222026 high-
lights a strategic objective to “focus on influencing
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policy and practice change on agricultural and natu-
ral resource management issues.” Eatly efforts
focused more on farmers’ rights and land. How-
ever, recent years have shown a stronger focus on
climate resilience, tetritorial food systems, and
rights-based approaches. Across all domains,
PELUM highlighted equity, particulatly gender and
youth inclusion, as essential to livelihood improve-
ment. For example, PELUM has advanced
women’s leadership in agroecology through tar-
geted initiatives: “During the first cohort of the
[AWOLA] programme, we have enhanced leader-
ship capacities of seven young women leaders in
the agroecology sector across Uganda. Mentors
and mentees engaged in meaningful exchanges that
built their skills, knowledge, and networks neces-
sary for leading agroecological initiatives”
(AWOLA Stories of Change, p. 10).

PELUM advocacy efforts can be best under-
stood by grouping them by focus area (see
Supplemental Material 3F):

(@) PELUM Uganda has consistently advo-
cated for secure land tenure, especially for
women and youth. Efforts have included
supporting district-level by-laws that pro-
tect customary land ownership and arable
land. In 2024, the organization played a
key role in mobilizing communities during
Land Awareness Week, which included the
submission of district petitions to the Min-
istry of Lands.

(b) In parallel, PELUM Uganda has remained
a strong civil society voice against the
commercialization of genetically modified
organisms (GMOs), promoting Indigenous
seed systems and food sovereignty as via-
ble alternatives. It has co-organized re-
gional seed fairs and forums, collaborated
with AFSA and the East and Southern
African Farmers Forum (ESAFF) in anti-
GMO mobilization, and contributed to the
development of local ordinances, such as
Kikuube District’s food security bylaw.

() Between 2019 and 2020, PELUM Uganda
led budget advocacy campaigns targeting
agricultural allocations in national and
local government plans. This included sub-
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mitting budget policy statements, lobbying
for spending aligned with agroecological
priorities, and participating in public dia-
logues and budget hearings. Although no
direct climate framing was found in these
eatlier budget campaigns, later documents
such as the Strategic Plan (2023-2027)
reflected a shift toward climate-resilient
financing.

(d) Climate advocacy has become increasingly
visible in recent years. PELUM Uganda’s
activities included participation in Africa
Climate Week 2023, contributions to na-
tional climate dialogues, and advocacy for
polluter-pays principles, climate finance
equity, and local adaptation planning.

PELUM Uganda’s strength lies in policy advo-
cacy, especially for agroecology and land rights,
often achieved through unified engagement with
like-minded organizations.

PELUM Uganda has shaped national agroecol-
ogy policy processes. In the 2022 Annual Report,
the country coordinator wrote:

Critical to note is the integration of agroecol-
ogy into the revised Uganda National Deter-
mined Contributions and initiating the process
of the development of the Uganda National
Agroecology Strategy for scaling up Agroecol-
ogy, processes. ..done in close collaboration
with the Ministry of Water and Environment
and the Ministry of Agriculture, Animal
Industry and Fisheries. (p. 6)

However, some member organizations struggle
to see the value of advocacy without immediate
financial returns.

Equity is central to PELUM Uganda’s work,
particularly in land rights and seed sovereignty,
with initiatives such as Land Awareness Week
engaging marginalized communities to protect
customary land rights and indigenous seed
systems.

PELUM Uganda has supported community
engagement on land rights and governance. Several
quotes demonstrate PELUM Uganda’s longstand-
ing commitment to safeguarding community rights
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and natural resources through advocacy, awareness,
and policy engagement. A 2024 PELUM Uganda
Bulletin stated:

The 8th National Land Awareness Week ...
engaged over 5,000 individuals, including
small-scale farmers, local leaders, women, and
Persons with Disabilities. .. Key outcomes
include increased awareness of land policies,
legal support for marginalized groups, and
strengthened collaboration among stakehold-

ers. (p. 4)

A PELUM Uganda (2010) report stated that:

Workshops were conducted for MOs [member
organizations] on seed security for food secu-
rity; specifically ... as [awareness creation on]
GMO seed, which increased memberts’ know-
ledge of the concept. With the knowledge
gained from the workshop, participants
actively engaged in advocacy; analysing the
sustainable agriculture study conducted by
PELUM Uganda, the draft national seed
policy, and the national biotechnology and
biosafety policy for advocacy issues. (p. 11)

Despite strong equity messaging, dispatities in
institutional capacity limit some members’ partici-
pation in advocacy, weakening representation of
smallholder voices.

Climate Change Engagement

In this study, climate change engagement refers to
PELUM Uganda’s evolving efforts to position
agroecology as a climate mitigation and adaptation
strategy through advocacy, farmer-led innovations,
and localized resilience programming. It involves
integrating climate literacy, gender-responsive plan-
ning tools, and participatory risk assessments into
practice, while navigating donor-driven agendas
and internal challenges to ensure equitable, con-
text-relevant climate action across its network. The
engagement of PELUM Uganda with climate
change has evolved significantly over the past dec-
ade. In eatlier documents (2010-2015), references
to climate change were either non-existent or
framed only in indirect terms such as environmen-
tal sustainability or resilience. In contrast, docu-
ments from 2022 onwards consistently have pre-
sented climate change as a central thematic focus.
Figure 2 shows the increased references to “climate
change” and “resilience” across the reviewed docu-
ments, reflecting this growing emphasis. This focus

Figure 2. Trend of Climate Terms in Participatory Ecological Land Use Management (PELUM) Uganda

Documents

as Mentions of "climate change"
—a— Mentions of "resilience"

Frequency of mentions
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has included explicit discussions of climate adapta-
tion, locally led responses, and agroecology as a cli-
mate solution. This shift reflects a broader transi-
tion in institutional priorities: from promoting
agroecology primarily as a sustainable alternative to
conventional agriculture to positioning it as a criti-
cal climate mitigation and adaptation strategy.

Climate change awareness, mitigation, and
adaptation emerge as some of the most prominent
and deeply embedded themes across all four docu-
ments. One staff member highlights “climate
resilience” as a core element of PELUM’s strategic
domain of agroecology and sustainable natural
resource management. This position emphasizes
the organization’s commitment to helping member
organizations and communities cope with and
adapt to shifting environmental conditions.
PELUM Uganda does not treat climate change as a
standalone issue but as a cross-cutting concern
integrated into broader efforts such as agroecologi-
cal farming, land rights advocacy, and participatory
governance.

Another staff member expands on this strate-
gic focus by detailing several practical community-
driven models employed by PELUM. The
CRAEM model facilitates holistic community
engagement, ensuring that all stakeholders collabo-
rate on climate solutions. The CMSS model
addresses seed sovereignty by enabling communi-
ties to produce and preserve their own locally
adapted seeds. The GALS framework ensures that
gender dimensions are considered in building cli-
mate resilience at the household and community
levels. The PESA model links ecological practices
to financial empowerment, helping communities
turn sustainable practices into viable livelihoods.

Additional depth of climate programming is in
the CRAEM Facilitator’s Guide (2016) developed
by PELUM Uganda, which presents a modular,
community model for building household and agri-
cultural resilience to climate change. It clarifies:

This facilitators’ guide is intended to provide
an application process of the CRAEM model
by the facilitating organizations at community
level while empowering the beneficiary com-
munities to take lead role in building their own
resilience to climate change. (p. I1I)
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CRAEM offered a systematic framework for
integrating climate adaptation and mitigation
through ecologically sound practices such as agro-
forestry, greywater reuse, soil conservation, and
early warning systems. Unlike climate-smart agri-
culture, CRAEM explicitly critiqued industrial
inputs and focused on farmer agency, gender
equity, and local innovation as central to climate
resilience. The Guide also incorporated structured
training on climate change literacy, gender-differen-
tiated vulnerability assessments, and practical tools,
including the Gender Action Learning System
(GALS) methodology for climate responsive plan-
ning.

Climate change has become a thematic driver
and a framing lens for PELUM Uganda’s work.
Whether in advocacy, research, or grassroots mobi-
lization, the Secretariat has increasingly used cli-
mate language and evidence to position agroecol-
ogy as ecologically viable and socio-economically
urgent. Its engagement is characterized by high
level participation in policy spaces and localized
strategies rooted in farmer knowledge.

It was noted that despite climate change
becoming more integrated into Secretariat pro-
gramming, some member organizations continued
to perceive it primarily as a donor-driven agenda.
This perception did not reflect a denial of climate-
related risks, but rather a concern that climate
change was often framed through externally
defined project language, reporting requirements,
and funding priorities, rather than through locally
articulated livelihood challenges. In several cases,
agroecological practices that farmers already associ-
ated with food security, soil fertility, and water
management were not necessarily recognized by
members as “climate action,” contributing to the
view that climate programming was externally im-
posed rather than locally owned. Local actors in
Uganda and across Africa often view climate
change as driven mainly by major industrial econo-
mies in the West who significantly contribute to
greenhouse gas emissions. They see climate funds,
channeled through donors, as coming from these
same external powers. While climate adaptation
efforts are seen as relevant, mitigation is viewed as
largely irrelevant. In response, the Secretariat made
efforts to frame climate action in more practical
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livelihood terms fostering adaption, highlighting
the contribution of agroecology to food presetva-
tion, efficient water use, and drought resilience. It
was also observed that although climate change
was positioned as one of the Secretariat’s four core
advocacy themes, its practical implementation
across the network remained inconsistent. In many
cases, whether climate considerations were inte-
grated into programming depended heavily on
donor requirements or the focus of specific pro-
jects.

One respondent described agroecology as
inherently aligned with climate adaptation, citing
examples such as crop diversification, agroforestry,
greywater reuse, and food preservation as practices
already in use by farmers. The Secretariat’s role was
seen as strengthening and systematizing these
approaches to help scale resilience in the face of
increasing climate stress:

Agroecology helps address drought through
agroforestry, crop
diversification, grey water
reuse, and food preservation
during bumper hatrvests.

operationalizes agroecology not only as an ecologi-
cal approach but also as a socially transformative
process (Figure 3). The CRAEM model, for
instance, included gender-sensitive planning tools
such as the Gender Action Learning System
(GALS) and explicitly addressed the differentiated
impacts of climate change on men and women. In
the Ugandan context, these differences commonly
manifest in women experiencing increased labor
burdens related to water collection, food provision-
ing, and caregiving during periods of drought or
erratic rainfall, alongside more limited control over
land and productive resources. Men, by contrast,
are often more directly affected through climate-
related losses in crop production, livestock assets,
and market income. Such can increase economic
pressure and labor migration. The incorporation of
participatory tools that surface these gendered
vulnerabilities and responsibilities allows CRAEM
to ensure that climate adaptation strategies respond
to distinct household and community-level realities

Figure 3. Venn Diagram Visualizing the Intersection of Gender, Youth,
and Equity in Participatory Ecological Land Use Management
(PELUM) Uganda’s Programming 2010-2024

(PELUM staff)

Climate resilience program- Gender

ming within PELUM Uganda is
intentionally linked to gender,
youth, and equity considerations
as part of the organization’s
broader institutionalization of 5
agroecology. These dimensions
reflect agroecology’s social
principles, emphasizing inclusiv-
ity, participation, and justice.
Integrating gender and youth
perspectives ensures that capacity
building and livelihood programs
address the structural inequalities
that shape access to land, inputs,
and decision-making. Equity, in
this context, refers to fair distri-
bution of resources and opportu-
nities across different social
groups. Recognizing these link-
ages demonstrates how PELUM
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rather than assuming uniform impacts. Through
CRAEM, adaptation strategies were promoted that
reflected the priorities of women and marginalized
groups through emphasis on participatory climate
risk assessments and inclusive action planning.
However, despite firm commitments in strategic
plans, staff reported inconsistent mainstreaming of
gender and equity across climate-focused projects.
In many cases, donor interests more than vulnera-
ble populations’ needs and realities shaped climate
programming’. This concern is consistent with cri-
tiques raised in PELUM Uganda’s 2017 policy rec-
ommendations for Uganda’s draft Climate Change
Bill. The document noted that directive policy pro-
cesses often overlook the lived realities of farming
communities. It advocated for inclusive legal
frameworks prioritizing local adaptation strategies
and equitable access to climate change mitigation
finance. It also noted need for legislation to recog-
nize and embed indigenous knowledge as a valid
and essential part of the climate response in
Uganda.

Across the reviewed documents and staff
reflections, recurring institutional and systemic
challenges affect PELUM Uganda’s ability to scale
agroecology, build capacity, and influence policy
(Supplemental Material 3G). Nevertheless, the
Secretariat has demonstrated adaptive learning by
investing in internal systems, partnerships, and
grassroots alliances. Continued focus on imple-
mentation, equity, documentation, and climate-
responsive planning remains key for future pro-
gress.

As previously noted, some member organiza-
tions viewed climate programming as donor driven,
creating challenges in aligning external priorities
with local needs. It was also observed that despite
increased engagement in policy spaces, a significant
gap remained in translating agroecological strate-
gles into widespread practice. Uptake was
described as uneven, and without stronger buy-in,
particularly at district levels, agroecology risked
being perceived as a niche rather than a main-
stream development pathway.

Discussion

PELUM Uganda’s integrated strategy mitrors
global agroecological transition models in its
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emphasis on systems thinking, patticipatory learn-
ing, and policy engagement. However, achieving a
balance between programmatic breadth (working
across multiple domains) and depth (ensuring
measurable impact within each domain) remains a
continuing challenge (Anderson et al., 2019;
HLPE, 2019). The Secretariat excels at convening
actors and influencing policy, and study findings
highlight their strengths in promoting farmer-led
learning and research. However, challenges persist,
particularly in internal documentation, uneven
member engagement, and inconsistent post-
training support.

Capacity Building: Strengths and Gaps

in Training Models

As a core strategy for agroecological transition,
capacity building enables CSOs such as PELUM
Uganda to translate principles into practice.
Among the five domains, this was the most con-
sistently documented function. Training work-
shops, leadership mentoring, and farmer exchange
visits were found to be frequently deployed to
strengthen agroecological skills across CSO staff,
youth, and smallholder farmers. These efforts
reflect the “training of trainers” model and echo
the ethos of agroecology’s campesino-a-campesino
[farmer-to-farmer] approach (Rosset et al., 2019).
However, the findings also revealed limitations.
Although 70% of farmers reportedly adopted at
least three agroecological practices post-training,
weak post-training follow-up often undermined
long-term knowledge retention (PELUM Annual
Report 2022, 2023). This is consistent with obset-
vations in Kenya, where up to 40% of trainees
reverted to conventional practices without mentor-
ship (Kaguongo et al., 2014). This confirms that
iterative learning cycles, involving follow-up coach-
ing and adaptive feedback, are essential for
agroecological transformation (Friis-Hansen &
Duveskog, 2012; Pimbert et al., 2021; Waddington
et al,, 2014).

Gender equity and youth inclusion were cen-
tral to PELUM Uganda’s capacity building, notably
through programs such as AWOLA, which align
with feminist agroecology and leadership-building
goals (Bezner et al., 2022; Zaremba et al., 2021).
However, interviews pointed to persistent barriers,
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such as land tenure inequities, sociocultural norms,
and limited access to credit, that constrain trans-
formative gender outcomes. Training alone may be
insufficient because structural barriers including
discriminatory legal frameworks, sociocultural
norms, and limited access to resources continue to
impede gender equality in governance structures.
These findings align with studies in Uganda show-
ing that gender inequalities persist in agricultural
and environmental sectors despite policies promot-
ing women’s participation (Aganyira et al., 2020).
Unequal access to land, credit, and leadership posi-
tions continue to constrain women’s agency within
agroecological initiatives. This mirrors broader
African research showing how formal representa-
tion alone does not dismantle entrenched gendered
power relations (Makulilo & Bakari, 2021). Trans-
formative approaches including education, empow-
erment, advocacy, and collaboration as employed
by the Tanzania Gender Networking Programme
(TGNP) have shown promise in promoting
women’s empowerment and political participation
(Makulilo & Bakari, 2021).

Research and Innovation: Facilitating
Farmer-Led Knowledge

In the domain of research and innovation, PELUM
Uganda plays a facilitative role rather than acting as
a formal research body. It supports community-
based innovations such as seed banking and PGS
(HLPE CFS 2019; Greenberg et al., 2023), which
reflect a territorialized model of innovation. These
grassroots experiments align with the principles of
agroecology, but our review found limited
systematization and formal documentation. This
challenge aligns with broader observations about
the under-recognition of informal innovation
within agrifood systems, as discussed by FAO
(May et al., 2023), particularly in the context of
rural transformation.

Drawing from Malawi’s experience, integrating
participatory action research (PAR) with long-term
impact assessments strengthens policy advocacy
(Snapp et al., 2023). In Tanzania, universities are
enhancing the sustainability of their outreach activ-
ities through PAR, as demonstrated by Sokoine
University of Agriculture’s fostering of community
transformation and researcher-farmer and

218

researcher-CSO collaborations (Busindeli et al.,
2024). Our findings suggest that collaboration with
universities could support PAR and help systema-
tize learning. However, attention must be given to
power collaboration challenges that persist around
asymmetries in research partnerships (Ozano et al,,

2020).

Networking and Collaboration: Building

a Civil Society Ecosystem

Networking and collaboration are strategic
strengths of PELUM Uganda, demonstrated
through its leadership in national and continental
platforms such as AFSA and KCOA. The net-
work’s “meshwork” governance structure (Figure
1) facilitates exposure visits, horizontal learning,
and collective advocacy. Nevertheless, our findings
point to uneven participation among members and
dependency on donor-driven projects, which are
common coordination challenges in CSO networks
(Nicholls et al., 2016).

To improve resilience, a tiered membership
model or pooled funding mechanism could help
diversify resources and strengthen internal cohe-
sion. In the Ugandan context, where civil society
organizations vary widely in size, capacity, and
access to donor funding, a tiered membership
model would allow differentiated levels of partici-
pation and contribution, rather than assuming uni-
form engagement across the network. Similarly, a
pooled funding mechanism that draws on modest
contributions from multiple donors, partners, or
membership fees, could support shared functions
such as coordination, capacity building follow-up,
and documentation, while reducing competition
among member organizations. For instance,
Uganda has recently discussed an agrochemical
levy, a small tax on imported synthetic fertilizers
and pesticides, intended to support sustainable
agriculture initiatives. Such a mechanism could
provide a public revenue stream for ecological agti-
culture programs and partnerships that align with
PELUM Uganda’s mission, thereby creating op-
portunities for collaborative financing rather than
direct organizational funding. Despite challenges,
PELUM has influenced national policies on agroe-
cology, seeds, climate, and nutrition, although sus-
taining member engagement demands that the

Volume 15, Issue 2 / Spring 2026



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development
ISSN: 2152-0801 online
https:/ /foodsystemsjournal.org

Secretariat provide clearer communication about
long-term advocacy benefits (Anderson et al.,
2020), as they take time to manifest.

Policy Advocacy: Strategic Influence

and Long-Term Impact

PELUM Uganda’s advocacy track record is nota-
ble. It has shaped key national policies, including
the National Organic Agriculture Policy and the
draft agroecology strategy (Biovision, 2024). It has
also mobilized seed sovereignty and land rights
actors, and is positioned to lead on legal frame-
works such as a seed sovereignty bill. Climate
engagement is growing, with policy actors position-
ing agroecology as a climate solution. However, the
value of advocacy is not always evident to grass-
roots members, especially when financial benefits
are indirect or delayed. Our interviews suggest that
clearer communication about long-term policy suc-
cesses is needed to maintain momentum
(Anderson et al., 2020).

Despite growing international recognition of
agroecology as a climate adaptation strategy, the
framing of agroecology around climate goals
remains contentious among some stakeholders,
particulatly where it is seen as donor driven. This
tension is partly geopolitical. In Europe,
agroecology has been increasingly institutionalized
through academic, policy, and farmer networks
that emphasize climate resilience, soil carbon
sequestration, and diversified agroecosystems as
central objectives (Bellon et al., 2018). Research
and training institutions across Western Europe
actively promote agroecology as a transformative
response to climate change, often embedded in
national policy (Bellon et al., 2018). In contrast, the
U.S. demonstrates more resistance. Whereas
agroecological practices are gaining traction among
grassroots movements and researchers, the broader
climate framing is often met with political
skepticism or mistrust of federal agendas (Wills et
al., 2024). This ‘divide’ shapes how donors,
particularly from the Global North, frame project
goals. U.S.-based funders are therefore more likely
to adopt a technocratic or productivity lens,
potentially clashing with the more holistic and
politicized visions held by European and Global
South actors (Wills et al., 2024). This tension is
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salient in Latin America, where stakeholders
recognize agroecology’s role in climate adaptation
but express concerns about top-down, often
foreign-based donor narratives that can misalign
with local priorities (Carolina et al., 2023) This
divergence has implications for African initiatives
such as PELUM Uganda. Members may perceive
climate-oriented funding as externally imposed,
which highlights broader concerns about
agroecology’s depoliticization when filtered
through donor logics (Nicot et al., 2018). There-
fore, when major donors originate from regions
where climate action is politically polarized, this
dynamic can influence PELUM Uganda’s funding
model and implementation choices. For example,
donor preferences may shape the framing of resili-
ence programs, either reinforcing locally grounded
approaches such as CRAEM and CMSS or steering
resources toward externally defined climate priori-
ties. This affects funding predictability as well as
how PELUM balances accountability to donors
with its commitment to farmer-led agroecological
models.

Climate change engagement has evolved from
peripheral to a core theme in PELUM Uganda’s
strategy. The study’s document review shows
increasing use of climate framing to promote
agroecology as both an adaptation and mitigation
strategy (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change, 2022). The CRAEM model, for example,
embodies locally led adaptation by incorporating
traditional knowledge, agroforestry, and greywater
reuse (Barbato & Strong, 2023). However, tensions
persist between farmer-defined resilience and do-
not-driven metrics such as carbon sequestration
and carbon markets (Levidow, 2018). Study inter-
views revealed that some members still perceive
climate action as donor imposed. This risks reduc-
ing agroecology to a mitigation toolkit, sidelining
food sovereignty principles (Levidow, 2018).

Embedding agroecology in livelihood pro-
grams, such as water conservation, can boost rele-
vance of climate adaptation strategies by aligning
ecological practices with local development priori-
ties (Isaac et al., 2021). PELUM Uganda and other
CSOs assist farmers to adopt agroecological prac-
tices that improve soil fertility, biodiversity and cli-
mate adaptation, reducing dependence on chemical
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inputs, and conserving natural resources (FAO,
2025). PELUM’s approach addresses technical,
social, and political agroecological dimensions
(Wezel et al., 2020), but scaling impact requires
stronger documentation, equitable member
engagement, and post-training follow-up.

Comparative insights show that PELUM
Uganda occupies a hybrid niche within the region.
Whereas Kenya’s KOAN focused on organic certi-
fication and decentralized support through Coun-
ties Agroecology Hubs, PELUM Uganda takes a
more assertive, policy-focused approach. Its collab-
oration with the MAAIF and ties to AFSA offer
regional influence and reflects adaptive pragma-
tism, enabling institutional access. However, it also
raises the risk of co-optation, as seen in Ethiopia’s
top-down agroecology programs (Mier y Teran
Giménez Cacho et al., 2018). To remain effective,
PELUM must offer evidence-based, farmer-driven
models that promote food sovereignty, ecological
restoration, and chemical-free farming. Lessons
from West African networks, such as Burkina
Faso’s CNABio (Sib et al., 2023) and Mali’s CNOP
(Coulibaly et al., 2021), suggest that scaling
agroecology requires strong farmer organizations,
decentralized governance, and flexible funding
arrangements. In these contexts, funding flexibility
refers to access to core or pooled resources that are
not narrowly earmarked to short-term project
outputs. This allows farmer organizations to
allocate resources across training, peer learning,
coordination, and follow-up support. Such funding
enables longer time horizons, adaptive responses to
local priorities, and sustained farmer-to-farmer
exchange. These conditions are essential for scaling
agroecological practices that rely on social learning,
ecological adaptation, and collective action rather
than standardized technological inputs.

While PELUM is viewed as a civil society net-
work leader, critics argue grassroots networks often
lack scalability in fragile institutional settings
(Isgren & Ness, 2017). There is also tension
between strong capacity-building efforts and weak
post-training follow-up, echoing concerns that
short-term interventions lack lasting impact
(Lussier, 2016). Similarly, PELUM’s stance on
markets appears contradictory, resisting market-
driven agroecology while integrating tools such as
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the PGS to empower farmers through localized
certification (Bouagnimbeck, 2014). Leveraging the
Africa Continental free trade area (AfCFTA),
Uganda could promote the PGS as a Pan-African
standard, reducing certification costs and
expanding smallholder market access (Ezeonu,
2021). PELUM’s nuanced strategy must therefore
balance grassroots principles with policy
engagement to scale agroecological transformation.
Taken together, these five domains reveal how
civil society organizations operate as multi-level
brokers of agroecological change: facilitating learn-
ing, building credibility, and navigating complex
donor and policy landscapes. The case of PELUM
Uganda illustrates both the opportunities and ten-
sions involved in scaling agroecology through
networked, resource-constrained systems.

Navigating Donor Dynamics and

Internal Constraints

Our study also confirms broader tensions facing
civil society. Although organizations such as
PELUM are central to agroecology as a “moderni-
zation from below,” their policy influence is often
shaped by relationships with the state and with
donor priorities (Isgren, 2018). Some members
view advocacy as disconnected from local realities
(Bottazzi & Boillat, 2021), exposing a gap between
national-level influence and perceived grassroots
benefits. Moreover, civil society’s policy impact in
Uganda remains limited, often shaped by internal
governance and by relationships with the state and
political actors raising questions about the long-
term effectiveness of advocacy without deeper
local engagement and institutional reform (Njoku,
2022; Robinson & Friedman, 2007).

This paper provides an account of how
networked CSOs drive transitions to agroecology
through diverse initiatives. Further studies could
analyze how PELUM Uganda navigates its
engagements with the state. Agroecology does not
operate in a vacuum; it is shaped by state-civil
society relations, competing interests from
agribusiness, and international development
agendas. As the literature has noted, the impact of
civil society in Uganda depends heavily on state
receptivity and internal governance, with
technocratic state priorities having the potential to
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marginalize agroecological initiatives (Isgren, 2016,
2018).

Scaling Agroecology: Horizontal and

Vertical Approaches

PELUM Uganda’s efforts illustrate both horizon-
tal and vertical scaling of agroecology. Horizontal
scaling initiatives such as peer learning, exposure
visits, and community exchanges align with
horizontal diffusion, akin to the Latin America
campesino-a-campesino model (Rosset et al.,
2019). In contrast, PELUM’s integration into
Uganda’s national agroecology strategy and its
influence on the National Organic Agriculture
Policy is a promising example of vertical scaling,
but questions remain about consistency and depth
of implementation. Comparative experiences from
Latin America, such as Brazil’s agroecology poli-
cies, and West Africa, such as Senegal’s National
Agroecology Program, show that vertical scaling
often hinges on sustained civil society pressure
and political will (Mier y Teran Giménez Cacho et
al., 2018). PELUM Uganda offers legitimacy,
localized knowledge, and flexible organizing,
which generally contrast with the top-down,
technocratic approaches of state agencies
(Anderson et al., 2019). However, PELUM’s
reliance on donor funding and uneven capacity
across member organizations can constrain reach
and depth. This study’s findings show that
balancing these approaches is difficult. Horizontal
scaling promotes localized relevance but can be
sidelined without institutional support; vertical
scaling brings policy traction but risks diluting
grassroots values. A hybrid model that anchors
vertical legitimacy in farmer agency may be key to
systemic agroecological change.

Although recognizing PELUM’s push to insti-
tutionalize agroecology, this study does not fully
engage with the potential risks to agroecology’s
emancipatory ethos. It is acknowledged that insti-
tutionalization can dilute agroecology’s radical
potential by aligning it with technocratic metrics,
donor agendas, and elite co-optation (Giraldo &
Rosset, 2018, 2023). To preserve the transforma-
tive ethos, PELUM must maintain a strong grass-
roots anchor, resist elite capture, and elevate local
priorities over external metrics.

Volume 15, Issue 2 / Spring 2026

Equity and Institutionalization: Safeguarding
Agroecology’s Ethos

Enforcing equity must become a central pillar of
the agroecological initiatives PELUM supports.
This involves working closely with the Ministry of
Gender, Labour and Social Development to
expand successful programs such as AWOLA into
broader women’s funds such as the Uganda
Women Entrepreneurship Programme. Such funds
could provide female farmers with targeted grants
and land titles, addressing systemic gender dispari-
ties. Burkina Faso’s Femmes et Agroécologie
demonstrates how land security and financial sup-
port can empower women and strengthen agroeco-
logical leadership at the community level (Diendéré
& Wadio, 2023). PELUM’s advocacy initiatives,
including its annual Land Awareness Week and its
work addressing land tenure insecurity and large-
scale land acquisitions, are among the tools the net-
work seeks to scale up to advance equity. Land
Awareness Week focuses on community sensitiza-
tion, legal literacy, and dialogue with local authori-
ties on land rights, with particular emphasis on
women, youth, and smallholder farmers. Comple-
mentary advocacy efforts engage cases of land dis-
possession linked to large-scale investments or
contested land transactions, supporting community
mobilization and policy engagement to strengthen
tenure security and protect customary land rights..

Conclusion and Recommendations

This study contributes original insights into how
CSOs can drive agroecological transformation
within low-resource communities, where financial,
technical, and institutional capacities are often
limited. By coordinating capacity building, research,
advocacy, and climate engagement, PELUM acts as
a key link between farmers, policymakers, and
regional networks. PELUM Uganda employs a
hybrid model that involves linking grassroots
innovation with policy advocacy. The model offers
a compelling case of “networked transformation.”
However, this potential is constrained by weak
documentation systems, unequal member
engagement, limited follow-up mechanisms, and
donor dependence, hindering long-term impact.
Despite these issues, PELUM’s experience offers
valuable lessons. Strengthening internal systems,
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equity, and alignment with national strategies is
crucial for civil society to remain an effective driver
of agroecological transformation. Moving forward,
PELUM’s impact could be amplified by embracing
a dual strategy that integrates the relational depth
of horizontal learning (“out-scaling”) with the
institutional leverage of vertical advocacy (“up-
scaling”) (Mier y Teran Giménez Cacho et al,,
2018). Anchoring the strategy in a more partici-
patory governance framework would help reconcile
tensions between donor demands and grassroots
priorities and solidify PELUM’s role as a catalyst
for food sovereignty in Uganda and beyond.
Achieving deeper institutionalization of agroecol-
ogy can be achieved through addressing documen-
tation gaps, centering intersectional equity to
ensure fair participation and benefit sharing across
gender, age, and socioeconomic lines, and forging
bolder alliances. For PELUM Uganda, equity
involves responding to the different ways social
categories such as gender, youth status, and
resource access shape engagement in agroecologi-
cal initiatives. Integrating this perspective strength-
ens networked transformation by making collective
action more inclusive of diverse farming constitu-
encies. These lessons resonate across East Aftica,
offering a roadmap for other networked institu-
tions like PELUM Kenya secking to align ecologi-
cal resilience with social justice. PELUM Uganda
exemplifies the potential of civil society networks
to drive agroecological transitions through hybrid
strategies, blending grassroots mobilization with
policy pragmatism. As climate shocks and agribusi-
ness encroachment intensify, however, the
PELUM Uganda Secretariat must navigate tensions
between adaptation and transformation, collabora-
tion and resistance.

Finally, as climate stress intensifies and food
systems face increased privatization, civil society
organizations such as PELUM must not only facili-
tate adaptation but also assert a bold vision for
transformation. Strengthening documentation,
amplifying farmer agency, and fostering cross-
regional alliances will be critical for building an
agroecological future rooted in justice, equity, and
resilience. To address persistent gaps in agroeco-
logical transformation in Uganda, we call on the
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government to support PELUM Uganda in design-
ing and implementing context-specific actions on
community-led climate adaptation and resilience
strategies, multi-stakeholder collaboration, and
innovation for inclusive development that are
aligned with Uganda’s National Development Plan
IV NDP 1V) [FY 2025/26-2029/30]. We also call
on the Uganda government to support CSOs such
as PELUM Uganda in realizing priorities of the
African Union Agenda 2063 (2015), specifically
Aspiration 1, Goal 5 of Agenda 2063, on sustaina-
ble and climate-adaptive agriculture through pro-
motion of agroecology

In parallel, PELUM Uganda and its partner
networks, such as ACSA, AFSA, and ESAFF, in
order to amplify their impact should advance the
following initiatives. First, strengthening documen-
tation systems within CSOs is essential to enhance
knowledge sharing, institutional learning, and
evidence-based advocacy. A more systematic
approach would ensure that successful practices are
captured, preserved, and disseminated across mem-
ber organizations. Second, mobilize like-minded
partners to launch a national Agroecology Innova-
tion Fund to retain and share local innovations
more effectively. This fund could supportt the digit-
ization of farmer knowledge by facilitating credit
access to small-scale farmers. Third, pressure their
national governments to deepen the integration of
climate change considerations into agroecological
policies and integrate agroecological approaches
into climate policies; for example, advocating for
amendments to Uganda’s Climate Change Act
2023). Fourth, advance benchmark comparison of
different conceptual frameworks across the conti-
nent. For instance, in Senegal since 2019 multiple
stakeholders have coalesced under the DyT'AES
initiative (Dynamique pour une Transition Agro-
écologique au Sénégal) to contribute to govern-
ment policy deliberations on developing a national
agroecological transition policy (Bottazzi & Boillat,
2021; United Nations Development Programme,
2025). Future studies should explore how CSOs
could balance pragmatic collaboration with state
actors while safeguarding the transformative rights-

based foundation of agroecology. =
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