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Presentation Abstract  
Agroecologists and development practitioners claim that the use of agroecological practices can reduce 
poverty and increase food security. However, this assumption is made without understanding how peasant 
households can access land on which they can implement agroecological practices. This research explores two 
research questions: How does differential access to land influence a household’s decision to implement agro-
ecological practices? What types of land-tenure statuses are conducive to adapting agroecosystems? I find that 
household implementation of agroecological practices by peasant households in rural Guatemala is shaped by 
access to land, specifically land ownership and parcel size, because of the household’s ability to create system-
atic changes to crop and livestock production. The household’s ability to implement agroecosystems that 
cycle nutrients throughout the farm to increase productivity and reduce risk affects its decision to invest in 
new agroecological practices. I analyze the implementation of agroecological practices among households in 
San Martín Jilotepeque, Chimaltenango, Guatemala, through qualitative interviews conducted in early 2016. 
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Key Findings 
• Land tenure shapes the implementation of agroecological practices. Households did not want to make 

significant investments to rented land, because they feared that owners would see the land as better (i.e., 
improved) and be less likely to rent the land the following year or more likely to increase the rent. Most 
agroecological practices thus were implemented on land owned by participants. Participants implemented 
agroecological practices that could be implemented independently, as standalone practices, or systemati-
cally. Whether households were able to implement practices systematically was influenced by participants’ 
land tenure and parcel size. 

• Parcel size shapes the implementation of agroecosystems. Most households argued that their main barrier 
to the systematic implementation of agroecological practices was their lack of access to land and subse-
quent inability to raise large animals. The centrality of animal excrement for fertilizer demonstrates the 
importance of access to land for rural households to effectively implement agroecosystems. Larger 
animals produce more manure, but also require more food, which requires more land. 

* Maria J. Van Der Maaten earned her PhD in sustainable agriculture and sociology at Iowa State University. Her research examines 
how access to resources affects the use of or ability of rural Guatemalan smallholder households to implement agroecological 
practices. She can be contacted at mariavdm@iastate.edu.  
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Conclusions  
Variation in land assets shapes the ability of households to use agroecological practices in rural Guatemala in 
several ways. First, households are unlikely to use agroecological practices on rented land. Renters acknowl-
edge the ecological benefits of using the practices, but weigh those benefits against the risk of losing access to 
land that they use to produce subsistence crops. Second, households can incorporate agroecological practices 
regardless of their plot size, but households with smaller landholdings are more likely to need to purchase 
certain inputs to create complex, input-dependent agroecosystems. Agroecological practices can be imple-
mented at any scale; agroecosystems, however, as a livelihood strategy—and the ideal of most participants—
require a larger scale and greater landholdings. Finally, households with larger parcels of land are most likely 
to be able to implement broader agroecological practices and create simple, on-farm agroecosystems. They 
have the land to grow fodder for their livestock and enough livestock to use the manure to fertilize crops, 
which can serve as food for the household, feed for livestock, or be sold in the market to purchase other 
goods. The simple, independent agroecosystem is an assumed result of using agroecological practices; how-
ever, as evidenced by the households in San Martín Jilotepeque, this is a challenging outcome for marginal-
ized households to achieve. Agroecological practices can be a development strategy, but only with changes to 
how households can access land. Without land to systematically implement agroecological practices, they will 
have limited impact as a livelihood strategy.   


