
1

Agroecology from plants 
to systems
Philippe Baret & Anton Riera

UCLouvain– Sytra

1

XIVth STICS seminar, 17-19 March 2026, 
organized by ULiege-GxABT & INRAE 



2

Outline

• Agroecology is not for scientists

• Coping with scale in agroecological transitions

• The key role of modellers
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Agroecology as a set of practices
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https://alliancebioversityciat.org/stori
es/finding-agroecology-practice-
vegetable-farms-kiambu-county-
kenya
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Agroecological transition is not a sum of 
agroecological practices
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Coping with scale in agroecological
transitions
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https://sytra.be/publication/phd-anton-riera-unpacking-
transitions-across-multiple-scales/



10Conceptualising food system transitions at 
multiple scales
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Spatial scale

Food system transitions include 
multiple spatial scales from local, to 
landscape and territorial to global.



11Conceptualising food system transitions at 
multiple scales
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Supply chain scale

Food system transitions involve various 
supply chain actors and activities 
beyond the farm stage, from 
production to consumption.



12Conceptualising food system transitions at 
multiple scales
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Scale of action and decision 
making

Food system transitions imply various 
levels of action, ranging from 
individual actions and practices to 
policymaking.
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Diversity as an entry point to the meso level
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Macro
High aggregation - low diversity
Useful for policymakers

Micro
High diversity - Low aggregation
Useful for farmers

Meso
Intermediate diversity & 
aggregation
Useful for both farmers & 
policymakers ?
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Diversity as an entry point to the meso level
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Macro
High aggregation - low diversity

Useful for policymakers

Micro
High diversity - Low aggregation

Useful for farmers

Meso
Intermediate diversity & aggregation

Useful for both farmers & 
policymakers ?
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Agroecological transition is not a sum of 
agroecological practices
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Scaling up is not 
a change of level

New questions
New actors
New dimensions
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The key role of modellers
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The key role of modellers

• Why do we run models ?

• The long life of models

• Models and transition
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Why do we run models

• Because we like it

• Because we want to understand

• Because we want to explore the potential futures

• Because we want to have an impact
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The long life of models

• Good models have a long life

• Survival is a question of adaptation

• Ref(o)unding models
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Models and transition

Four status

Models ignore transition

Models inform transition processes

Models support transition processes

Models guide transition processes
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Models and transition

Models ignore transition 
scientific neutrality doesn’t exist

scientific neutrality doesn’t make sense
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Models and transition

Models inform transition process
prediction of future impacts -> advocacy

data for supporting transition processes

« a parallel work »
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Models and transition

Models support transition processes
models build from questions of transition 
process actors

!! should be ex-ante 
ex-post justification is mean …

« a demand-based collaboration «
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Models and transition

Models guide transition processes
models define transition processes 

!! risk of overlooking lock-ins

are modellers transition experts

« Modellers are leaders «

27



28

Lock-in in complex systems

• Transition is impeded by different elements
• Economic dimension

• Lobbies

• Habits …

• Lock-ins are in fact systemic
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Mix sorting
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https://csanr.wsu.edu/cover-crop-monoculture-not-mixture/
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Market securing: CICS mostly investigate a 
minimization strategy

7.

Use

Minimization + valorisation strategy

Recombine

animal

human

no

yes

no

yes

Adapt processing

no

yes Adaptation strategy

Minimization strategy

Valorise 
impurities

no

yes Valorisation strategy

Acceptation strategy

Default strategy

Sort

Strategy followed by some CICS

Strategy followed by most CICS
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Most interestingly, the identification of solutions 
led to the identification of strategies

Turn impurities into an advantage 
to develop new (premium) 
products or increase the nutritional 
quality of existing products

Valorization strategy
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Minimization strategy

Eliminate/minimize the presence of 
impurities in sorted crops coming from 
intercropping, allowing for a «business 
as usual» operation of value chains.

Adapt processing processes to the 
presence of impurities, without 
changing the final product 

Adaptation strategy

Accept impurities quantities as long 
as there is no impact on processing 
processes and product quality 

Acceptation strategy

Strategies = groups of solutions targeting subparts of the priority issues.

Example: strategies identified to cope with impurities in intercropping
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Complex interactions

• Social science scientists are difficult to understand …

• …. STICS modellers are well

• Difficult to listen to questions when we have the answers

• Interdisciplinarity is a long term process
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Conclusions

• Support a vision

• Transition is a process

• Identify question

• Collaboration implies a frame

• Scaling up is not the talent of models
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