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Working with Women and Youth in 
Bangladesh for a Sustainable Food System

In Bangladesh, agroecology is paving the way for a In Bangladesh, agroecology is paving the way for a 
safer and more sustainable food system. This approach 
is empowering local communities, especially women 
smallholder farmers and youth, to boost their income, 
improve food security and reduce food waste. At the 
heart of this transformation is the Safe Food project 
funded by UK International Development, which since 
2014 has equipped local communities from the Cox’s 
Bazar district with the skills and knowledge to transition 
towards agroecology.  

Thanks to agroecology and mixed-farming practices, Thanks to agroecology and mixed-farming practices, 
smallholder farmers are now cultivating a diverse range 
of high-value crops that are fresh, affordable and free 
from harmful chemicals. In turn, these nutritious 
vegetables are sold in markets run by women who have 
been trained in safe food production and handling, 
creating new economic opportunities and promoting 
food safety. 

Volunteer youth clubs also play a key role in the 
project, running demonstration plots for farmers and  

leading food distribution networks, ensuring that safe, 
healthy food reaches even the most marginalised 
communities.

The initiative is not only enhancing food security but is The initiative is not only enhancing food security but is 
also empowering women and youth with greater 
control over their income and productive resources, 
driving a more resilient and inclusive food system in 
Bangladesh.

1. https://www.nature.com/articles/s43016-021-00225-9 
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Agroecology: a Path to Food 
Security and Sustainability
Food systems contribute to a third of greenhouse gas emissions1, and in turn, climate change 
exacerbates hunger and food injustice. VSO is working to address these issues by promoting 
agroecology with smallholder farmers. As a sustainable agricultural approach, agroecology 
integrates ecological and social principles to ensure food security, environmental sustainability, 
and rural development. With a network of partners and volunteers, VSO is helping to reshape a 
more socially responsible, inclusive, and climate-resilient food system, and enabling the most 
vulnerable to lead the change.



Ensuring the Right to Food in Nepal

In Nepal, VSO is working hand in hand with local In Nepal, VSO is working hand in hand with local 
governments in Karnali and Madhesh provinces to 
realise the goals set forth in the 2018 Right to Food and 
Food Sovereignty Act. The Active Citizenship for 
Inclusive Volunteering and Empowerment (ACTIVE) 
programme, funded by UK International Development, 
focuses on enhancing food security and food 
sovereignty, enabling communities to produce and 
access the food they need for a healthy and sustainable 
life.

VSO works to ensure that local policies prioritise 
agroecology and inclusive livelihoods, aiming not only 
for environmentally friendly agricultural methods but 
also for the preservation of local ecosystems. 

Central to the initiative is the support of women Central to the initiative is the support of women 
farmers, who are vital contributors to agriculture. The 
programme empowers them by introducing them to 
sustainable practices such as multi-cropping home 
gardens and organic pest control. Additionally, they 
receive economic support to undertake green 
initiatives, including the production of dishware made 
of leaves and the cultivation and processing of 
turmeric.

The programme also embraces innovative agricultural The programme also embraces innovative agricultural 
practices aimed at maximising resources and 
productivity. One such practice is grey water 
management, which repurposes wastewater from 
baths, laundry and kitchens. This technique, along with 
integrated hog and fish raising, offers significant 
benefits for waste management and increases overall 
productivity.

VSO has launched nutrition gardening initiatives 
involving mothers, successfully linking agroecology 
with health. By encouraging the cultivation of diverse, 
nutrient-rich gardens, these initiatives ensure that 
families have access to a variety of healthy foods, 
directly contributing to better nutrition and well-being.
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smallholder farmers and youth in Lekhbesi municipality, 
Karnali province, Nepal, benefitted from the implementation 
of farmers identification and categorization process 

Increased market, contract 
and land leasing opportunities
Especially for poor and landless communities

Ensuring the product is available all year

Reducing vulnerability in times of crisis

To support farmers’ new endeavours

For knowledge sharing and accessing 
relevant data

Empowering farmers and ensuring their rights 
are upheld

Fostering inclusive livelihoods and preserving 
local ecosystems

Farmers identification, 
categorization and identity cards

VSO and its partners worked closely with 
communities to gather evidence and voice the 
needs of farmers from Nepal to local 
governments, ensuring these were included in 
local policies:

Improving Local Policies,
Improving Farmers’ Lives

Promotion of agro-forestry 
and agroecology

Improved local storage facilities

Agriculture insurance and 
safety nets

Improved access to loans

Establishment of 
agri-information systems

Social security

+30,000

smallholder and women farmers in Madhesh Province, Nepal, 
benefitted from the Right to Food Policy localization 

+72,000

2. UNFPA Philippines



Through the ACTIVE programme, VSO is working with 
communities in BARMM to promote civic engagement 
and empower them to take the lead in agroecology, 
biodiversity conservation and climate change 
adaptation, all aimed at creating sustainable livelihoods.

Through agroecology, the project supports Through agroecology, the project supports 
ex-combatants, their families and internally displaced 
individuals by addressing their financial and food 
security needs during resettlement. Community 
volunteers have been crucial in promoting 
aqua-silviculture and eco-tourism initiatives to restore 
and protect the region’s precious mangrove forests in 
different coastal villages. This aims to increase the 
community’s resilience against the impact of climate 
change.

In this post-conflict society, VSO’s initiatives do more In this post-conflict society, VSO’s initiatives do more 
than just protect vital ecosystems and biodiversity. They 
build bridges between Moro and Christian 
communities, fostering social cohesion and nurturing a 
future where both thrive peacefully together. Through

facilitated communication and the exchange of skills 
and knowledge, people of different faiths are forging 
trusted relationships, cultivating a spirit of unity and 
collaboration.

The project has also achieved significant milestones, The project has also achieved significant milestones, 
including the enactment of municipal ordinances to 
protect marine areas considered fish sanctuaries, 
mangrove forests and marshlands. Although still in early 
stages, agroecology has already shown its potential to 
sustain peace and support the long-term development 
of the area.

Transforming Smallholder Farmers’ LivesTransforming Smallholder Farmers’ Lives
in Eswatini, Mozambique and Zimbabwe

Agroecology is also transforming the lives of 
smallholder farmers in Eswatini, Mozambique and 
Zimbabwe. By enhancing income, livelihoods and 
decision-making, agroecology is nurturing a brighter 
future for these communities.

In Zimbabwe, under the ACTIVE programme, VSO In Zimbabwe, under the ACTIVE programme, VSO 
volunteers are helping smallholder farmers advocate for 
policies that support agroecology, with a particular 
emphasis on indigenous seeds to enhance climate 
resilience and food security. Through collaboration 
with local partners, the project has successfully revived 
nearly extinct seeds, such as sesame. Another example 
is ‘Svoboda’, an almost extinct local variety of barnyard 
millet known for its drought resistance. The local 
community has renamed it, replacing its English name, 
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Salman’s Journey: From Guerrilla 
Commander to VSO Volunteer

Salman* is an ex-commander from the 
Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) 
from BARMM, in the Philippines, who has 
embraced a new role as VSO volunteer, 
now managing an eco-tourism site. 
Through agroecology training, VSO 
helps ex-combatants like him and their 
families in accessing livelihood 
opportunities, building peaceful and 
resilient communities, and responding to 
environmental challenges.

Although the MILF forged a peace deal Although the MILF forged a peace deal 
with the government in 2014, the peace 
in the area remains fragile. VSO’s work is 
crucial in fostering stability and growth 
in the region.

*Alias



About ACTIVE

The ACTIVE programme is a multi-year grant from the UK government, worth £27m, running from April 2022. The 
programme supports the development of active citizenship across the Global South, so marginalised people are able 
to lead their own development, claim their rights to better public services and hold people in power to account.

April 2023 - March 2024 

800
farmers in Eswatini, 
Mozambique and 
Zimbabwe have improved 
their income and nutrition 
thanks to agroecology

150
agricultural 
extension workers 
and lead farmers 
trained in 
agroecology

30
youth in Zimbabwe 
trained in apiculture 
to increase their 
income and improve 
forage

VSO has also placed a national agroecology volunteer 
at the School of Agroecology in Shashe, Zimbabwe, 
who supported the rehabilitation works at the school. 
The volunteer has empowered more farmers to 
practice agroecology, farmer to farmer learning and 
encouraged them to participate in seed fairs, 
significantly boosting food security. Partnerships have 
also been formed with organisations that provide 
training to government extension workers in 
agroecology and sustainable agriculture ensuring that 
these practices are widely adopted and sustained. 

Given the similar cultural and environmental contexts, 
this successful model has been similarly implemented 

in parts of Mozambique and Eswatini, working with 
smallholder farmers in collaboration with the 
agriculture and environment ministries. 
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An Agroecology Champion

Valentine Maina is an agroecology 
champion and former VSO volunteer, 
now VSO staff working in the ACTIVE 
project in Kenya. In her role, she trains 
smallholder farmers on agroecology, 
focusing on water conservation, seed 
selection and storage and maintaining 
biodiversity. “I have seen agroecology 
work for them; they earn a living and 
take their kids to school. This is where 
my passion comes from,” she shares.


