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ABSTRACT

Thereismotivationinmanyruralareasandcommunitiestoresolvetheissuesslowingachievement
ofasustainablefuture,andtoembracetheconceptofthecirculareconomyforagro-foodsystems.
Increasedconsumptionofresourcesisnotanoptionandthereforebestusemustbemadeofcapital,
incorporatingthe“reduce,re-use,recycle”mantra.Researchprojectsaddressingsustainablelanduse
canhelptoaccomplishthisaim,andthestudieshavedemonstratedthatstakeholdersmaybehelped
tounderstandandactonnewknowledgeespeciallyiftheyareinvolvedinmorethanoneproject.
Thisisbecausetheygainconfidencetoevaluateresearchideasinthelightoftheirownexperience.
IntheBasilicataregionofsouthernItalytherehasbeenasuccessionofresearchprojectssincethe
1990stostudytheprocessesoflanddegradationandappropriatetechnologiestocombattherisk
ofdesertification.Mostrecently,theattitudesandperceptionsofgroupsofcerealfarmersincluded
inboth theDESIREandREACTprojects,or theREACTprojectalone,werecomparedusinga
Questionnaire,andtheresultshighlightedthesuccessoftheiterativeapproach.Thisisanimportant
finding,andcanencourageunderstandingandactiontoovercomeconstraintsandsupportthecircular
economyinagro-foodsystems.

KEywoRDS
Circular Economy, Iterative Dissemination Model, Social Learning, Stakeholder Participation, Sustainable 
Land Management

INTRoDUCTIoN

Recent studies highlight an increasing number of interconnected challenges faced by agro-food
systems(Foresight,2011;McIntyreetal.,2009;Rockströmetal.,2009;SCAR,2011;Thompsonet
al.,2007;UNCTAD,2013).Thechallengesincludeenvironmentalissuessuchasraisedgreenhouse
gas emissions from agriculture contributing significantly to climate change. The unsustainable
exploitation of non-renewable resources (such as phosphorous) is also of increasing concern.
Agriculturalsoils,knowntobegreatreservoirsforcarbonandotherkeyresources,areshowingsigns
thatindustrialagriculturalpracticesarehavingadetrimentaleffect:compactionnegativelyimpacts
soilstructure;depletionofnutrientsandsoilorganicmatterdecreasesfertilityanderosionbywind
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andwaterdegradearablelands.Furthermore,excessivenutrientrunoffandleachingfromagriculture
hasadetrimentaleffectontheaquaticenvironment.TheUNCCD(2016)recognisetheimportance
ofhaltingnegativeeffectsandpromotetheideaoflanddegradationneutrality,wheretheaimsare
to:maintainorimproveecosystemservices;maintainorimproveproductivity,inordertoenhance
foodsecurity;increaseresilienceofthelandandpopulationsdependentontheland;seeksynergies
withotherenvironmentalobjectives;andreinforceresponsiblegovernanceoflandtenure.Changesin
policydecisionsaffectingtheruraleconomyarelikelytoaffectadiverserangeofecosystemservices
(Reedetal.,2013a),andinthiscontextitisgraduallybecomingclearerhowmultipleecosystem
servicescanbeevaluatedandcompared.Ferrarinietal.(2017)provideanexampleofnetworksof
plant-basedbioenergybuffersinarurallandscapethathelptoconserveresourcessuchassoil,water
andorganiccarbon.Theycitemeasurementsofbiomassandenergyinrelationtotransportcostsetc.
butsimilarcalculationscouldbemadewithregardtoagro-foodproduction.Challengesintheagro-
foodsystemrelatedtosocialaspectsarealsofrequentlyhighlightedinrecentliterature,withissues
relatedtounequalaccesstofoodandexploitationoffarmandfoodworkersaparticularcausefor
concern.Moreover,thenegativeeconomiceffectscausedbybothhungerandobesityareincreasingly
comingtotheattentionofdecisionmakers.

Asareactionagro-foodresearchinrecentyearshasseenimportantcontributionsinrelationto
studiesofalternativefoodnetworksandthe“qualityturn”.Thistermisusedinsociologicalstudiesto
indicatetheshiftbothinpolicymakingandpracticetowardmorelocalandqualityfood,ratherthan
traditionalmassconsumption(Vermuelen&Bienabe,2007).Theseresearchagendashavechallenged
thecurrentlogicofthefoodsystemintermsofofferingalternativevisionsoffuturedevelopment.
TheCircularEconomyisanapproachthatisgainingprominenceandithasrecentlybeenadoptedby
anumberofagendasettingstakeholderssuchastheEuropeanCommission.Thecirculareconomy
conceptcanbeusedinrelationtofoodandagriculture:«agriculturalpracticesaimatoptimising
yieldswhilealsoimprovingthequalityofsoil,water,andair.Itviewsthelong-termhealthofour
agriculturalsystemsasourbestchanceforlong-termperformance»(EllenMacArthurFoundation,
2013,pp.23–24).Inthisscenariothefoodsystemundergoessystemiccircularchangetowardsa
situationwherethe«[food]systemwouldbegenerative,closingnutrientloopswithminimalleakage
andmaximumlong-termvalueextractionfromeachloopinshort,localsupplychainswithalmost
zerowaste»(EllenMacArthurFoundation,2015,p.76).Withthesevisionsandideasspecifically
relatedtotheagro-foodsystemtheproponentsofthecirculareconomyhaveclearlybeguntoengage
directlywithquestionsaboutsustainableagro-foodfutures.Highlightingthelong-termperspectiveis
ofcrucialimportanceforaddressingandreorientingtheunsustainablepracticesinagriculture,hence,
circulareconomythinking—atleasttosomedegree—isgoingbeyondthepursuitoftechnological
quickfixesthathavebeenacharacteristicfeatureofhistoricagro-fooddevelopment.Thetypesof
farmingpracticesthatcanbeconsideredcircularorregenerativeincludeorganicfarmingandzero-
tillage,becausetheremovalofpositiveresourcesfromthesystemareminimised(EllenMacArthur
Foundation,2015).Theecologicalrecyclingagricultureconceptwhichhasbeenpromotedinthe
Balticregionisalsohighlightedasanimportantexample(BERAS,2015).Otherapproachessuchas
“agroforestry,holisticplannedgrazing,silvo-pastoralsystems,andpasture-baseddairysystemswith
no/minimalfertiliseruse”arealsoincludedaspartoftherepertoireofpracticesseenaspromising
intermsofsustainability(EllenMacArthurFoundation,2015).

Thisparadigmshiftinphilosophymakesitmoreandmoreapparentthatmanytraditionalscientific
approachesareleftstrugglingastheyattempttoconfronttheuncertaintyandunpredictabilityoffuture
foodsecurity.Itiswiththisbackgroundthatadiscussionaboutadoptingapproaches,whichhasbeen
termedpost-normalscience,becomesrelevant(Kristensen,etal.,2016;Ravetz&Funtowicz,1999).
Hencethechallengesarenotonlyrelatedtotheorganizationofthefoodsystem,butalsorelatedto
ourmodeofproducingknowledgeregardingtheagro-foodsystem(Alrøe&Noe,2014).

The “wicked problems” (as described by Alrøe & Noe, 2014) that are most in need of
interdisciplinary(andinternational)cooperationincluderealandpotentialdisasterssuchasfoodsupply
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