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Abstract

Agroecology has recently been recognised by FAO as an integral part of national transi-
tions to more sustainable modes of production and consumption (referred to as the agro-
ecological transition). Agroecological farming involves the creation of a holistic farm ma-
nagement system based on ecological practices, aiming to maximise ecosystem services to
increase agricultural production, and including elements of environmental and social justi-
ce. Although agroecology is widely considered to be a knowledge-intensive, as opposed to a
capital-intensive, mode of agricultural production, little scientific attention has been paid
to the role of universities in agroecological transitions. Agroecological literature tends to
focus on farmers as knowledge creators and disseminators; few authors have researched the
role(s) universities may play — not just in gathering, creating, and disseminating agroe-
cological knowledge in an institutionalized form, but also concerning other roles they may
play to support the agroecological transition.

We address this gap by exploring the functions filled by one specific actor in Nicaragua’s
agroecological transition: The National Agrarian University (UNA). This case study is
based on fieldwork undertaken in Nicaragua in 2018 using qualitative methods, particularly
key stake holder interviews and document analysis. We use elements from socio-technical
systems theory to examine the roles the UNA plays, and the functions it fills, to support
the agroecological transition. Our results show that beyond creating formal agroecological
study programs for students from technical to doctorate degrees, UNA uses the theme of
climate change mitigation and adaptation to introduce agroecology in a wide variety of
courses. Further, UNA plays a key networking role between national organisations, works
with government institutions, and links to international organisations. It partners with
national organisations to provide scientific evidence on e.g. the role of local seed banks
to improve food security. Currently, it is pondering possibilities for interventions to build
consumer demand for agroecological products, including policy-based options. Our study
shows that beyond being a traditional knowledge broker, UNA fills multiple functions,
plays multiple roles, and helps to create ‘thick legitimacy’ for agroecology in Nicaragua.
These results may be transferrable to other universities looking to support agroecological
transitions, particularly in emerging economies.
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