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This document is the first of two. This bochure introduces the 
system of indicators and describes its principles. 

The second document - OASIS Methodology Guidebook - explains 
the methodology in detail, including how to carry out the 
assessment, assign a value to each criterion, and interpret the 
results. It is available on request after a training organised by 
Agroecology Europe or one of its subcontractors. 
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INTRODUCTION The need for a specific indicator  

system adapted to agroecology

The development of the OASIS 
framework is a part of a broad 
movement aiming to scale 
agroecology ‘up and out’.

The need for this framework comes from the 
recognition that to amplify agroecological 
farms, both in quantity and quality, the con-
cept of agroecology - in particular regarding 
farm assessment and agroecological transi-
tion - needs to be clearly defined.

Agroecology needs to become 
more measurable, and therefore, 
more tangible for farmers wishing 
to transition from conventional 
practices, or for decision-makers, 
that depend on indicators and 
statistical data to track the progress 
of projects and legislations.

The European Union is witnessing a huge 
turn towards the organic sector - the Euro-
pean Committee of Regions Opinion on 
Agro-ecology  1, the Farm to Fork Strategy 2, 
the Biodiversity Strategy 3, the Organic Action 
Plan 4, and many other upcoming pieces of 
legislation, have recognized the importance 
of more sustainably locally produced food, 
within an agricultural system which offers 
ecosystem services rather than depleting 
resources. 

It is laudable that these documents have 
recognised the importance of organic agri-
culture, however organic agriculture is not 
the only pathway to agroecological sys-
tems. There are other approaches that fall 
under the umbrella of agroecology and work 

towards the same goals, often encompassing 
further aspects that are not included in the 
organic regulations. 

Agroecology is becoming increasingly rec-
ognized as an important vehicle of trans-
formation for food systems, entering both 
the discourse and agendas of various inter-
national organisations, such as iPES-Food 5,6, 
IFOAM 7 and the FAO8,9,10. Still, in many coun-
tries there is little practical action occurring 
beyond the normative support, and agro-
ecology has yet to enter the everyday prac-
tices of farmers on a global scale. 

There are many different directions from 
which agroecology can be strengthened: 
bottom-up through the dissemination of 
best practices in peer-to-peer groups of 
farmers, within various organisations that 
are a part of the agroecological movement 
promoting ‘better’ food systems; to exten-
sion services training farmers on novel 
approaches; and researchers co-envisioning 
studies with farmers and proposing legisla-
tive changes to decision-makers; and finally 
from for-profit organisations: retailers and 
distributors, which have a share in educating 
consumers (or as we prefer to say - ‘eaters’), 
and who can have a big role in affecting pat-
terns of consumption and production.

All these points of action can benefit 
immensely from a tool that aims to 
analyse the full picture of a farm 
system, with all its complexity and 
interactions, while doing it in a way 
that does not alienate the farmer’s 
own knowledge system.
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The first steps of the development of OASIS

A new system of agroecological indicators 
was first created following a Letter of Agree-
ment signed by the FAO Regional Office for 
Europe and Central Asia and Agroecology 
Europe (AEEU)* in December of 2017. Agro-
ecology Europe was supported by the FAO 
in defining a survey method and initiating 
a mapping of agroecological initiatives with 
the goal of capacity building, knowledge 
exchange, and promoting agroecology in 
Europe and Central Asia region to find new 
ways to assess agriculture from a more 
holistic perspective, beyond productivity. 
This initiative also led to the creation of the 
TAPE tool by the FAO in 2019.

This new system of agroecological indica-
tors developed by Agroecology Europe was 
named OASIS, the Original Agroecologi-
cal Survey and Indicator System. The first 
version was developed between May and 
November 2018 by a team from Agroecology 

Europe together with a consultant from 
Kyrgyzstan. Kyrgyzstan was chosen by the 
FAO as a pilot country in Central Asia, and 
the first version of OASIS was tested there. 
Thirty farmers from all seven provinces 
of the country were interviewed, and the 
framework was iteratively modified follow-
ing the feedback from these interviews. The 
results of the first testing and farm surveys 
were published in Agroecology Europe’s 
report Identification of Agroecological farm-
ing and other Agroecology-related Activities 
in Kyrgyzstan11.

This first version was further elaborated as 
a part of a Master thesis, where the frame-
work was tested in Croatia and Greece12. 
Finally, the current version includes feedback 
from the implementation of OASIS in a proj-
ect with farmers in Italy, and another project 
with a group of students from ISARA (France), 
who tested it in Belgium and France.

* www.agroecology-europe.org

* One study approximated that it takes 3-5 years of tran-

sition to have  decreased the costs needed for commer-

cial inputs, that are by then replaced by the delivered 

ecosystem services17.

The nature of agroecology

The practical essence of agroecology is to 
“mimic nature and cooperate with it” 13. In 
practice, this postulate translates to a pursuit 
of finding the best ways to efficiently man-
age ecological processes and establishing 
‘closed-loop’ systems, that rely on natural 
cycles, with minimal external inputs. This 
is in contrast to the so-called ‘conventional’ 
or ‘Green Revolution’ approach, in which 
farmers are instructed by ‘experts’ to rou-
tinely buy products, technologies and ser-
vices in order to achieve higher yields, at the 
expense of finite natural resources. 

Rather than offering quick fixes, agroecol-
ogy looks equally to the present and the 
future, designing a system that is both via-
ble and resilient for generations to come. 
This is a knowledge-intensive process that 
requires all kinds of insights - very specific 
local expertise and observations, as well as 
more general scientific perspective on crop 
requirements, weed sience, animal science, 
ecology, microbiology, entomology, genet-
ics, botany, etc., – in order to design and 
efficiently run a system that is healthy and 
works more autonomously*. The farmer’s 
know-how and modern scientific knowledge 
work hand in hand here.

Agroecology is a process of 
transformation. It is not limited  
to a set of farming practices. 

It is a paradigm shift in which various pro-
duction practices and techniques are 

integrated in a holistic manner, and coupled 
with transformations in all realms of food 
system, all aiming to reach a higher degree 
of respect for nature and enabling more just 
systems of human interaction. 

Hill and McRae (1996) 14 and Gliessman 
(2016)15 recognized three levels of transition: 
efficiency, substitution, and redesign of pro-
duction systems (FIGURE 1).

THE FIRST LEVEL OF TRANSITION concerns 
improving the efficiency of industrial and 
conventional systems by optimizing  the 
processes that are used (frequently via the 
introduction of new technologies) and reduc-
ing the use of wasteful, costly, and often 
environmentally damaging inputs15.. 

THE SECOND LEVEL OF TRANSITION con-
sists in substituting synthetic commercial 
inputs with inputs of biological origin.

THE THIRD LEVEL OF TRANSITION is based 
on redesigning agroecosystems to function 
based on ecological processes, encouraging 
interactions that allow the agroecosystem 
to support its own soil fertility, plant health, 
provide natural pest and weed control, and 
ensure crop productivity.

Farmers can gradually take part in the tran-
sition by choosing pathways that best fit 
their specific situation. Figure 1 illustrates 
the nexus of different possible stages of 
the transition process with various types of 
farming systems. The solid lines represent 
the most frequent levels in which each sys-
tem is situated, while the dotted lines illus-
trate the less frequent levels reached by 
these systems.
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Farmers transitioning towards a more sus-
tainable production system do not necessar-
ily have to go through each of these levels, 
nor does it have to be in this specific order. 
There are many different ways how transi-
tion can take place. For example, a farmer 
can directly transform their conventional 

The three steps of agroecological transition. Source: Peeters et al., 202116 after Hill et MacRae, 

1996 and Barberi, 2021.

FIGURE 1

production system through redesign mech-
anisms. The most common transit ion 
sequence in Europe is from conventional to 
conservation agriculture or to organic agri-
culture, after which the farmer continues to 
implement a wider array of agroecological 
practices.
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ANALYTICAL 
FRAMEWORK ON 
AGROECOLOGY
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Objectives

The overarching goal of creating OASIS was 
to create a tool which could be used to sup-
port farms that are transitioning to agro-
ecology in various contexts. 

OASIS aims to assess a farm at 
any given point in time and then 
evaluate its progress towards a full 
agroecological system by regular 
assessments during the transition.

Assessing the level and the form of transi-
tion towards agroecology is the preliminary 
step to study the different pathways that 
farmers further along in transition to agro-
ecology opt for, and then supporting them 
in becoming ‘lighthouse farms’ that can 
inspire other farmers. On the other hand, it 
is important to point out the existence of 
some contextual challenges, which can 
be observed during the assessment, and 
which are responsible for preventing farm-
ers from implementing more agroecological 
strategies. 

The profile of a farm with all its aspects, 
which OASIS provides, can be used to inform 
policymakers on which type of support the 
farmers need for further transition, and 
how the projects that have been imple-
mented thus far are influencing the farmers’ 
practices. 

Understanding the interaction between 
various types of agricultural, economic and 
social practices within this holistic profiling 
can also be very useful for scientists, espe-
cially in projects that are co-developing agro-
ecological farms and assisting farmers to 
implement certain beneficial practices, or 
for students that, by using and analysing the 

pathways of transition can learn about dif-
ferent aspects of agroecology.

Even though direct sales are often recom-
mended as most beneficial for farmers, 
there is also a need to aid agroecological 
farmers who find it most convenient to sell 
in supermarkets by visually differentiating 
products from farms that go beyond the 
organic requirements. The eaters can then 
use these visual cues to inform their deci-
sions and educate themselves on agroecol-
ogy, and support products from agroeco-
logical farms. This can be done within the 
framework of one or several trademarks 
promoting food products produced in an 
agroecological way.

Previous indicator systems  

and choices made for OASIS

There are many tools and frameworks that 
measure a farm’s sustainability, such as 
SAFA18, MESMIS 19,20, RISE 21, SAFE 22, and doz-
ens of others  23. Therefore, it is sensible to 
ask – why creating another  one?

Most of the existing assessment tools pri-
marily focus on the environmental impact 
of farms, sometimes coupled with the eco-
nomic performance. The social and the polit-
ical aspects are rarely examined, and when 
they are, these elements often receive less 
attention. Furthermore, all tools have under-
lying premises and definitions of sustainabil-
ity which are rarely communicated 24–26. This 
is important because promoting the use of a 
tool also leads to the support for the type of 
system it sets as a reference. 

Moreover, there are many differing objec-
tives and goals for which a certain tool is 
made. For example, a tool for measuring 
the carbon footprint of a farm for offset 
schemes will focus on a narrow set of prac-
tices that are relevant for the stated objec-
tive while disregarding others. There are also 
several tools which are geared towards spe-
cific farming sector (e.g., viticulture) and can 
only be used in certain types of farms.

There is value in using many of these tools, 
but there is also space for a new framework 
- one which is specifically built upon agro-
ecological principles, and primarily anal-
yses the farm as a unit, without mixing 
different levels of application of princi-
ples. OASIS builds upon several assessment 
tools, recognizing that there is no need to 
reinvent the wheel and start from scratch 

on every criterion. Its criteria and indica-
tors stem from many years of experience in 
working with farms transitioning from con-
ventional to agroecological practices, and 
from the considerations of other relevant 
actors involved in the transformation of food 
systems.

Some tools, indicator systems and frame-
works have been source of inspiration for 
specific aspects of the OASIS framework. 
They are listed in the TABLE 1, along with the 
mention of specific features that inspired the 
authors of OASIS.

One of the guiding methodological concerns 
that led the design of OASIS was that the 
evaluation should be able to be done in a 
relatively short time, while acquiring suffi-
cient information. It was also vital for it to 
not be expensive in order for it to be avail-
able to various actors and for large-scale 
evaluations. Finally, it was important that it 
should be robust enough to be applied in a 
diverse set of farms and contexts and deliver 
reliable results, and that the evaluators can 
be trained within a reasonable timeframe.

Examples of some tools/ 

indicator systems/frameworks 

that the authors of OASIS  

drew inspiration from when  

conceptualizing OASIS.

TABLE 1 
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TOOL / INDICATOR SYSTEM / FRAMEWORK
Authors, date

Sustainability Assessment of Farming  
and the Environment (SAFE)

Van Cauwenbergh N., Biala K., Bielders Ch., 
Brouckaert V., Franchois L., Garcia Cidad V., 
Hermy M., Mathijs E., Muys B., Reijnders J., 
Sauvenier X., Valckx J., Vanclooster M., Van  
der Veken B., Wauters E., Peeters A., 2007

Investigación-sistematización de 
experiencias de soberanía alimentaria  
y agroecología emergente

OSALA (Gallar Hernández D.  
and Vara-Sánchez I.), 2013

Sistemas alimentarios territorializados  
en España - 100 Iniciativas locales para una 
alimentación responsable y sostenible

CERAI (Vicente-Almazán Castro, L.,  
Herrera-Gil M., and Escobar-Cruz M.), 2019

Hierarchical structure.

Qualitative approach. Scope: visibility of 
different experiences.  Methodological 
remarks: e.g., articulation of questions 
in interviews and how to make effective 
transect walks. ‘Labour conditions and job 
creation’ and ‘Cooperation and networks’ 
themes.

‘Labour conditions and job creation’ and 
‘Cooperation and networks’ themes.

FEATURES - SOURCE OF INSPIRATION

Comercialización agroecológica:  
un sistema de indicadores para transitar 
hacia la soberanía alimentaria

Begiristain M., 2018

SAFA Sustainability Assessment of Food and 
Agriculture Systems Guidelines version 3.0

FAO, 2014

TAPE Tool for Agroecology Performance 
Evaluation Process of Development and Tape

FAO, 2019

Handbook for the Evaluation of Agroecology

GTAE (Levard l., Mathieu B., Masse P., Berton S., 
Blanchart E., Burger P. and Bra A.), 2019

Fairtrade Standard for Hired Labour

Fairtrade International, 2014

‘Revenue importance’ and ‘Local culture 
and knowledge’ themes.

Contextualization of indicators.

Criteria ‘Working conditions’ and ‘Wages, 
job stability, social protection’.

Criteria ‘Agricultural biodiversity’, ‘Animal 
welfare, ‘Gender equality’. Participatory 
interpretation of the results.

Participatory approach. ‘Climate resilience’ 
theme, ‘Quality of life’ criterion.

Following this set of methodological 
principles, OASIS is set up so that 
all the information can be gathered 
through interviews with farmers 
and farm workers, followed by a 
transect walk - without the need to 
apply expensive tests and analyses. 

Of course, depending on the objective of 
the assessment, tests can be added to the 
framework to include any additional data 
required.

Since the data is collected via interviews, a 
large proportion of the indicators fall under 
the category of practice-based indicators 
(also called prescriptive/process indicators), 

meaning that the practices that farmers 
implement at the farm are used as proxies 
for outcomes.

For example: for the criterion ‘Agroecological 
fertility management’, the indicators that are 
measured are not outcomes of soil fertility 
tests, but the summation of all of the prac-
tices that the farmer uses that have an effect, 
either positive or negative, on soil fertility.

This also means that each criterion has a list 
of defined best (agroecological) practices, 
which are organized in hierarchical levels, 
and which form the reference values for the 
semi-quantitative interpretative scales, that 
are used by the assessors for the evaluation.
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Structure

The OASIS hierarchical framework is organised as follows (FIGURE 2):
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Agroecological strategies

The ecological strategy of 
agroecology consists in completely 
or partially replacing fossil fuel 
energy-based inputs, such as 
synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, 
animal feed (concentrates), or 
fuel for tractors - with ecosystem 
services provided by biodiversity.

For example, soils teeming with life will have 
higher organic matter content, which leads 
to higher soil fertility, and largely replaces 
the need for synthetic fertilizers. It can also 
considerably replace the need for soil tillage 
by enhancing the soil micro- and macropo-
res 27. Likewise, the symbiotic micro-organ-
isms, that particularly thrive in covered soils, 
greatly reduce the effects of biotic and abi-
otic stresses on crops 28,29. 

Implementing well-designed ecological net-
works on farms increases the populations 
of the natural antagonists of crop pests by 
providing them with shelter and food, and 
thus reduces the need for synthetic insec-
ticides. By seeding intercrops and cover 
crops, weeds are better controlled, which 
reduces the need for herbicides. By reduc-
ing soil tillage and the use of soluble fertiliz-
ers, covering soils, and feeding soil life with 
organic matter, crop diseases are rarer and 

less severe, which reduces the need for fun-
gicides. Legumes symbiotically fix nitrogen, 
and can replace synthetic nitrogen fertilizers. 

In addition to diversifying agrobiodiver-
sity (e.g., diversity of crop species and 
cultivars, livestock species and breeds), 
agroecological practices usually promote 
functional biodiversity. This type of bio- 
diversity is particulary important for the 
healthy functioning of the agroecosystem.* 
Agrobiodiversity generally also has a positive 
effect on heritage biodiversity, such as var-
ious bird, butterflies, and rare or threatened 
plant species (see Dimension 4 for more 
information).

 

ECOLOGICAL NETWORK refers to the natural or 

semi-natural structural elements of agroecosys-

tems that are important in delivering ecosystem 

services. They are designed to provide habitats, 

hibernation sites, and food resources to the func-

tional biodiversity of an agroecosystem.

Example: the introduction and appropriate man-

agement of Dittrichia viscosa strips in olive groves 

attracts parasitoids of the olive fly.

FUNCTIONAL BIODIVERSITY refers to the spe-

cies that can contribute to providing ecosystem 

services in an agroecosystem. Simply put, it is the 

biodiversity that can be directly useful to farmers.

Example: Phytoseiidae mites control mites and small 

arthropods that can becomes pests to crops.

*Some species that have an important influence on the 

functioning of the agroecosystrem, depending on the 

conditions, might also provide ecosystem disservices, 

such as weeds, pests and diseases. 

The economic strategy of 
agroecology is generally oriented 
to work towards increasing farm 
income. This can be achieved both  
by reducing production costs and  
by increasing profit margins. 

Cost reduction is realised by replacing 
commercial inputs with ecosystem 
services (e.g., working on soil health 
diminishes the need to use fungicides) and 
by controlling investments. Higher income 
can be achieved by producing products 
with added value that can be sold at a 
higher price, via, for example, artisanal 
processing, and marketing of products in 
short and local marketing chains.

 
SHORT MARKETING (FOOD-SUPPLY) CHAINS 

are supply chains that involve a minimal number 

or no economic operators (intermediaries).

Example: CSAs (Community Supported Agriculture), 

on-farm sales, farmers’ markets, delivery schemes, 

and collective sales towards public institutions.

LOCAL MARKETING (FOOD-SUPPLY) CHAINS 

are a food system in which foods are produced, 

processed, and retailed within a defined geo-

graphical area (depending on the sources, within 

a 20 to 100 km radius).
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The social strategy of agroecology  
is based on creating dignified  
and fulfilling jobs on farms and  
throughout the entire food 
systems, that are based on fairness, 
cooperation, and solidarity, and 
that celebrate the local culture and 
heritage.

Due to the diversity found in the agroeco-
system, agroecological jobs require many 

different management skills, and necessitate 
knowledge on natural cycles and innovative 
approaches, thus creating opportunities for 
jobs to people from various backgrounds 
and levels of education. The variety of jobs, 
which can be furthered by the rotation of 
roles, also provides opportunities for indi-
viduals to achieve a higher degree of job sat-
isfaction, avoiding the narrow specialisation 
and repetition that are most common in con-
ventional ‘Green Revolution’ farms.

Principles

Agroecology is defined by broad guidelines 
and principles for practice and implemen-
tation. In the recent years there were 
several attempts by different authors to 
clearly formulate the principles of agro-
ecology according to the available research, 
conference proceedings, and work of move-
ments centred around food sovereignty and 
nature-friendly agriculture. Each of these 
authors directed their attention on different 
focal points, depending on their orientation 
and aims.

Nonetheless, all principles 
proposed have been built on the 
following characteristic: they are 
guidelines that can be implemented 
progressively and according to 
various local contexts, rather than 
recipes and rules that must be 
directly applied.

It is also important to note that all principles 
are meant to be interpreted in the wider con-
text of improving the human integration with 
the natural world while bringing more justice 
and dignity for people.

The principles of agroecology  defined by 
the HLPE (High-Level Panel of Experts)30, 
were chosen as the theoretical foundation of 
the OASIS framework, since they are one of 
the most comprehensive and simple set of 
principles available. Nevertheless, the crite-
ria found in OASIS are informed by these 
principles rather than directly stemming 
from them. The criteria are grouped into 
dimensions and themes, to allow more pre-
cision in the evaluation, and a better under-
standing of which specific elements of agro-
ecology are developed in a farm or region.

TABLE 2 presents the relationships between 
the OASIS criteria and four important docu-
ments: the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs)  31, the FAO 10 elements of agroecol-
ogy 8, the 13 principles defined by the High-
Level Panel of Experts30 and the principles of 
agroecology defined by CIDSE 32. 

The 17 SDGs adopted by the United Nations 
in 2015 have greatly steered the narrative 
around sustainable development glob-
ally. Equivalently, because of its status as a 
specialized agency of the UN, the FAO has 
a strong legitimacy in food system issues. 
Their 10 Elements of Agroecology which were 
published in 2018 stemming from the FAO’s 
regional seminars on agroecology and fol-
lowing the framework of the SDGs, especially 
number 2 – ‘Zero hunger’, have also become 
an important guidepost for anyone working 
on agroecology issues.

The High-Level Panel of Experts is the sci-
ence–policy interface of the Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS). They elaborated 
a consolidated list of 13 principles, combin-
ing and reformulating principles from three 
principal sources: Nicholls et al., 201617; 
CIDSE, 201832; FAO, 20188; to produce a mini-
mum and comprehensive set of agroecolog-
ical principles  30. The CIDSE principles have 
also been added to this nexus since they are 
principally focusing on the ‘social movement’ 
perspective, they are more exhaustive in 
some regards, and have a stronger political 
stance than the other sets of principles men-
tioned above.
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SDGs FAO 10 elements HLPE – 13 principles

Relationship between the OASIS criteria and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) 

(2015), the FAO 10 elements of agroecology (2018), the list of principles of the FAO High Level 

Panel of Experts (2019), and the principles of agroecology as defined by CIDSE (2018). 

The sets of goals/principles are arranged by level of detail from left – more general – to right 

– more detailed.

TABLE 2

1 / 4. ANIMAL HEALTH

Ensure animal health and welfare.

7.2
7.3
12.4
12.5
14.1

5. RECYCLING

More recycling means agricultural 
production with lower economic and 
environmental costs.

1. RECYCLING

Preferentially use local renewable resources 
and close as far as possible resource cycles of 
nutrients and biomass.

2.4
7.2
7.3
12.5
14.3

4. EFFICIENCY

Innovative agroecological practices 
produce more using fewer external 
resources.

2. INPUT REDUCTION

Reduce or eliminate dependency on 
purchased inputs and increase self-sufficiency.

15.4
15.5
15.8
15.9

1. DIVERSITY

Diversification is key to agroecological 
transitions to ensure food security and 
nutrition while conserving, protecting, and 
enhancing natural resources.

5. BIODIVERSITY

Maintain and enhance diversity of species, 
functional diversity and genetic resources 
and thereby maintain overall agroecosystem 
biodiversity in time and space at field, farm 
and landscape scales.

14.3
15.3

/ 3. SOIL HEALTH

Secure and enhance soil health and functioning 
for improved plant growth, particularly by 
managing organic matter and enhancing soil 
biological activity.

CIDSE OASIS criteria

/ 1.2.1 1.2.2 1.2.3

1.1.1 1.1.2 1.1.4 1.1.6 1.2.2

1.2.3 1.3.1 1.3.2 1.3.3

1.3

Agroecology optimises and closes resource loops (nutrients, 
biomass) by recycling existing nutrients and biomass in 
farming and food systems.

5.1.1

5.2.7

1.1.1 1.1.2 1.1.3 1.1.4 1.1.5

1.1.6 1.1.7 1.2.2 1.2.3 1.3.1

1.3.2 1.3.3 2.1.1 2.1.2

1.5

Agroecology eliminates the use of and dependency on 
external synthetic inputs by enabling farmers to control 
pests, weeds and improve fertility through ecological 
management.

4.2.2 4.2.3

1.1.1 1.1.2 1.1.3 1.1.4 1.1.5

1.1.6 1.2.2 1.2.3 1.3.3 4.2.1

1.4

Agroecology optimises and maintains biodiversity above and 
below ground (a wide range of species and varieties, genetic 
resources, locally adapted varieties/breeds, etc.) over time 
and space (at plot, farm, and landscape levels).

4.1.3 4.1.4 4.1.5

1.1.1 1.1.2 1.1.4 1.1.5 1.1.6

1.1.7 1.2.3 1.3.3 4.1.1 4.1.2

1.2

Agroecology, builds and conserves life in the soil to provide 
favourable conditions for plant growth.
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SDGs FAO 10 elements HLPE – 13 principles

4
9.5

2. CO-CREATION AND 
SHARING OF KNOWLEDGE

Agricultural innovations respond better to 
local challenges when they are co-created 
through participatory processes.

8. CO-CREATION OF KNOWLEDGE

Enhance co-creation and horizontal
sharing of knowledge including local and 
scientific innovation, sharing of especially 
through farmer-to-farmer exchange.

8.1
8.2

6. RESILIENCE

Enhanced resilience of people, 
communities and ecosystems is key to 
sustainable food and agricultural systems.

7. ECONOMIC DIVERSIFICATION

Diversify on-farm incomes by ensuring that 
small-scale farmers have greater financial 
independence and value addition opportunities 
while enabling them to respond to demand 
from consumers.

2.1
2.2
5.5 
15.6

7. HUMAN AND SOCIAL VALUES

Protecting and improving rural livelihoods, 
equity and social well-being is essential for 
sustainable food and agricultural systems.

8. CULTURE AND 
FOOD TRADITIONS

By supporting healthy, diversified and 
culturally appropriate diets, agroecology 
contributes to food security and 
nutrition while maintaining the health of 
ecosystems.

9. SOCIAL VALUES AND DIETS

Build food systems based on the culture, 
identity, tradition, social and gender equity 
of local communities that provide healthy, 
diversified, seasonally, and culturally 
appropriate diets.

/ 3. SYNERGIES

Building synergies enhances key functions 
across food systems, supporting 
production and multiple ecosystem 
services.

6. SYNERGY

Enhance positive ecological interaction, 
synergy, integration and complementarity 
among the elements of agroecosystems 
(animals, crops, trees, soil and water).

CIDSE OASIS criteria

3.2.1 3.2.2 3.2.32.3

Agroecology is knowledge-intensive and promotes 
horizontal (farmer-to-farmer) contacts for sharing of 
knowledge, skills, and innovations, together with alliances 
giving equal weight to farmer and researcher.

5.2.1 5.2.2 5.2.3 5.2.4

5.2.5 5.2.6 5.2.7

2.2.5

2.1.1 2.1.2 2.2.1 2.2.2 2.2.3

2.2.4 2.2.5 2.4.1 5.2.7

3.4

Agroecology promotes diversification of on-farm incomes 
giving farmers greater financial independence, increases 
resilience by multiplying sources of production and 
livelihood, promoting independence from external inputs, 
and reducing crop failure through its diversified system.

3.6

Agroecology reduces dependence on aid and increases 
community autonomy by encouraging sustainable 
livelihoods and dignity.

3.3.1 3.3.2

2.2.1 2.2.3 2.2.4 3.3.1 3.3.2

3.1.1 3.1.2 3.1.3 3.1.4 3.1.5

2.1

Agroecology is rooted in the culture, identity, tradition, 
innovation, and knowledge of local communities.

2.2

Agroecology contributes to healthy, diversified, seasonally- 
and culturally appropriate diets.

2.5

Agroecology respects diversity between people in terms 
of gender, race, sexual orientation, and religion, creates 
opportunities for young people and women and encourages 
women’s leadership and gender equality.

1.1.1 1.1.2 1.1.3 1.1.4 1.1.5

1.2.1

1.3.3

1.1.6

1.2.2

4.2.1

1.1.7

1.2.3

5.2.8

1.3.1

1.3.1

1.3.2

1.3.2

1.1

Agroecology enhances positive interaction, synergy, 
integration, and complementarities between the elements of 
agroecosystems (plants, animals, trees, soil, water, etc.) and 
food systems (water, renewable energy, and the connections 
of re-localised food chains).
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SDGs FAO 10 elements HLPE – 13 principles

8.4
8.5
8.6
8.7
8.8
9.3
12.3
12.7

11. CONNECTIVITY

Ensure proximity and confidence between 
producers and consumers through promotion 
of fair and short distribution networks and 
by re-embedding food systems into local 
economies.

10. CIRCULAR AND 
SOLIDARITY ECONOMY

Circular and solidarity economies that 
reconnect producers and consumers 
provide innovative solutions for living 
within our planetary boundaries while 
ensuring the social foundation for 
inclusive and sustainable development.

2.3
2.4
2.5
5. A
5. C
7.A 
8.9
9.1
9.3
9.4
11.3
11.4
11.6
11.7
11.A
12.1
12.2
15.1
15.2
15.3 
15.6

12. LAND AND NATURAL  
RESOURCE GOVERNANCE.

Strengthen institutional arrangements to 
improve, including the recognition and support 
of family farmers, smallholders, and peasant 
food producers as sustainable managers of 
natural and genetic resources.

9. RESPONSIBLE GOVERNANCE

Sustainable food and agriculture require 
responsible and effective governance 
mechanisms at different scales – from 
local to national to global.

1.1
1.2
1.3
2.3
2A
2B
2C
8.1
8.5
8.6
8.7
8.8
10.3

10. CIRCULAR AND 
SOLIDARITY ECONOMY

Circular and solidarity economies that 
reconnect producers and consumers 
provide innovative solutions for living 
within our planetary boundaries while 
ensuring the social foundation for 
inclusive and sustainable development.

10. FAIRNESS

Support dignified and robust livelihoods for 
all actors engaged in food systems, especially 
small-scale food producers, based on fair 
trade, fair employment, and fair treatment of 
intellectual property rights.

CIDSE OASIS criteria

2.2.3 2.2.4 3.2.2 3.2.43.1

Agroecology promotes fair, short distribution networks 
rather than linear distribution chains and builds a 
transparent network of relationships (often invisible in 
formal economy) between producers and consumers.

3.4

Agroecology is built on a vision of a social and solidarity 
economy.

3.5

Agroecology harnesses the power of local markets by 
enabling food producers to sell their produce at fair prices 
and respond actively to local market demand.

3.2.2 5.2.1 5.2.3 5.2.5

5.2.8

5.2.6

1.1.7 3.3.1 3.3.2

2.7

Agroecology supports peoples and communities in 
maintaining their spiritual and material relationship with 
their land and environment.

OASIS does not directly assess 
institutional arrangements; however 
the following criteria could be pertinent 
for these principles:

4.2

Agroecology puts control of seed, biodiversity, land and 
territories, water, knowledgeand the commons into the 
hands of the people who are part of the food system and so 
achieves better-integrated resource management.

4.4

Agroecology requires a set of supportive, complementary 
public policies, supportive policymakers and institutions, 
and public investment to achieve its full potential.

3.2.2 5.2.1 5.2.3 5.2.5

5.2.8 5.2.8 5.2.8 5.2.8

5.2.6

T  he qualitative description, which is a 
part of the farm reports, should also 
pinpoint some observations on how 
the local institutional context affects 
farm practices.

2.1.1 2.1.2 2.3.1 2.3.2 3.1.1

3.4.3 3.4.4 3.4.5 3.5.1 3.5.2

3.1.2 3.1.3 3.1.5 3.4.1 3.4.2

5.2.1 5.2.3 5.2.5 5.2.6 5.2.7

2.2.3 2.2.4 2.2.5 2.3.1 2.3.2

3.2.4

3.2

Agroecology primarily helps provide livelihoods for 
peasant families and contributes to making local markets, 
economies, and employment more robust.

3.5

Agroecology harnesses the power of local markets by 
enabling food producers to sell their produce at fair prices 
and respond actively to local market demand.
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1.B
8.9
8.10
9.1
9.3
11.3
11.A
16.6
16.7

13. PARTICIPATION

Encourage social organization and greater 
participation in decision-making by food 
producers and consumers to support 
decentralized governance and local adaptive 
management of agricultural and food systems.

7. HUMAN AND SOCIAL VALUES

Protecting and improving rural livelihoods, 
equity and social well-being is essential for 
sustainable food and agricultural systems.

1.5
2.4
11.5
11.6
11.B
13.1
13.2
13.3

13. PARTICIPATION

Encourage social organization and greater 
participation in decision-making by food 
producers and consumers to support 
decentralized governance and local adaptive 
management of agricultural and food systems.

6. RESILIENCE

Enhanced resilience of people, communities 
and ecosystems is key to sustainable food 
and agricultural systems.

10.2
10.3
10.4

//

/ //

SDGs FAO 10 elements HLPE – 13 principles

4.1

Agroecology prioritises the needs and interests of small-
scale food producers who supply most of the the world’s 
food and it de-emphasizes the interests of large industrial 
food and agricultural systems.

4.3

Agroecology can change power relationships by encouraging 
greater participation of food producers and consumers 
in decision-making on food systems and offers new 
governance structures.

4.5

Agroecology encourages forms of social organisation 
needed for decentralised governance and local adaptive 
management of food and agricultural systems. It 
also incentivizes the self-organisation and collective 
management of groups and networks at different levels, 
from local to global (farmers organisations, consumers, 
research organisations, academic institutions, etc).

OASIS does not directly assess 
institutional arrangements; however the 
following criteria could be pertinent for 
these principles:

T  he qualitative description, which is a 
part of the farm reports, should also 
pinpoint some observations on how the 
local institutional context affects farm 
practices.

2.2.12.2.1

3.2.23.2.2

2.2.22.2.2

3.2.33.2.3

2.2.32.2.3 2.2.42.2.4 3.2.13.2.1

2.2.11.1.1

3.2.24.1.1 4.2.3

2.2.21.1.6

3.2.34.1.2 5.1.1

2.2.31.1.7 2.2.41.3.1 3.2.11.3.21.6

Agroecology supports climate adaptation and resilience 
while contributing to greenhouse gas emission mitigation 
(reduction and sequestration) through lower use of fossil 
fuels and higher carbon sequestration in soils.    

2.2.13.1.5 2.2.23.2.1 2.2.33.2.32.4

Agroecology creates opportunities for and promotion 
of solidarity and discussion between and among 
culturally diverse peoples (e.g., different ethnic 
groups that share the same values yet have different 
practices) and between rural and urban populations.

2.2.12.2.3 2.2.22.2.4 2.2.33.2.2 2.2.43.2.42.6

Agroecology does not necessarily require expensive 
external certification as it often relies on producer-
consumer relations and transactions based on 
trust, promoting alternatives to certification such 
as PGS (Participatory Guarantee System) and CSA 
(Community-Supported Agriculture).

CIDSE OASIS criteria



31 OASIS: A GLOBAL ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK ON AGROECOLOGY30 OASIS A simple and comprehensive system for agroecological transition assessment

OASIS IS COMPRISED OF 5 DIMENSIONS:

* Ecosystem functions can be defined as “the capacity of 

natural processes and components to provide goods 

and services that satisfy human needs, directly or indi-

rectly” 33. Typical examples of agroecosystem functions 

are soil fertility, pollination, and biological pest control.

Socio-political aspects consists of the follow-
ing themes: Labour conditions and job cre-
ation, Cooperation and networks, Local cul-
ture and knowledge, Quality of life, and Farm 
viability. 

The criteria set the normative direction 
(what is and what is not desirable), that cor-
responds to one or several agroecological 
principles, and are sufficiently concrete to 
serve as the basic level for evaluation and 
comparison between farms.

The indicators measure the level of imple-
mentation of various practices or techniques, 
which are the practical implementation of 
the principles and strategies of agroecology.
They aim at enhancing some agroecosystem 
functions* for increasing the production of 
ecosystem goods and services, which in turn 
produce ecological, socio-cultural, and eco-
nomic values.

General goal, specific objective

The general goal of OASIS consists in scaling 
agroecology “out and up”, while its specific 
objective is assessing a farm’s level of transi-
tion to agroecology.

AGROECOLOGICAL FARMING PRACTICES

ECONOMIC VIABILITY

SOCIO-POLITICAL ASPECTS

ENVIRONMENT AND BIODIVERSITY

RESILIENCE

Each of the dimensions is further divided 
into themes, which are then divided into cri-
teria, each of which is comprised of one or 
several indicators (FIGURE 2). 

The themes divide the dimension into 
smaller groups of criteria, according to the 
common denominator concerning the sub-
ject matter. For example, the dimension 

Dimensions, themes, criteria

Weighting

Criteria, indicators and interpretative scales relation

All the dimensions in OASIS have the 
same weight (weight = 1) because all ele-
ments of the system and their interactions 
are important for its functioning. The dimen-
sions are calulated as average values of the 
themes they include, and all themes have 
the same weight inside of their respective 
dimension. Finally, all criteria also weight 
the same when calculating an average score 
for a theme. Any kind of other weighting 
method would involve a certain amount of 
bias, especially bearing in mind that OASIS 

Every criterion is for the most part evalu-
ated considering several indicators, except 
for a few cases where a criterion is evaluated 
with one single indicator (mostly found in the 
self-assessment indicators on farmer’s life 
quality). 

•SINGLE-INDICATOR CRITERION: 
Low stress work environment

     Indicator (1): 
    • Farmer’s self-assessment on level  
     of stress associated with their work

•MULTI-INDICATOR CRITERION:  
Agroecological grassland management

     Indicators (4):  
     Extent of adoption of agroecological  
     measures in grasslands:
    • Stocking management, 
    • Use and quality of implementation  
    of rotational or extensive grazing, 

    • Proportion of legumes in the sward 
    • Amount of fertilizers used

Each criterion is evaluated on a semi-
quantitative 1-5 scale, 1 being the lowest 
and 5 the highest score (FIGURE 3). Since 
the data is collected via interviews and tran-
sect walk, and because it is a combination 
of quantitative and qualitative informa-
tion, the indicators are not given specific 
scores, only their aggregate value - the cri-
teria. Evaluating each indicator individually 
would shift it to a completely quantitative 
method, which would also increase the costs 
in terms of both time and money. However, 
all the semi-quantitative scales contain some 
examples on how to evaluate a criterion con-
cerning the proposed indicators for each cri-
terion, to ensure a uniformed assessment. 

Another important aspect to keep in mind is 
that OASIS does not claim to cover all pos-
sible types of management within the cur-
rent set of indicators provided. Rather, the 
framework remains open to expansion and 
inclusion from the knowledge of the farm-
ers and the assessors that may be working 

uses a semi-quantitative scale that aims to 
be adapted to different contexts, and not 
target based indicators. 

This, however, does not exclude the possibil-
ity that an entity that is using OASIS to per-
form an evaluation for their community can 
develop their own weighting scores via a par-
ticipatory procedure after the general proce-
dure (that would allow for comparison), and 
show with the weighted scores which issues 
they believe deserve particular attention.



33 OASIS: A GLOBAL ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK ON AGROECOLOGY32 OASIS A simple and comprehensive system for agroecological transition assessment

in contexts that significantly differ from the 
ones where the model has been tested thus 
far. 

Therefore, the indicators listed for each cri-
terion provide an established protocol for 
the assessor, that nonetheless remains flex-
ible to be enriched with other indicators or 
perspectives on the appropriate agroecologi-
cal practices for the setting in question. If the 
latter is the case, the assessors contextual-
ize their modifications in the spreadsheet in 
which the scores are calculated so that their 
methodological decision remains transpar-
ent and comparable. 

Further, since some criteria include the 
consideration of many indicators, the 
scales provide some reference values and 
examples, but leave it to the trained eval-
uator to determine where exactly the sys-
tem scores within all its complexity. On 
the other hand, the framework can also 
be adapted to assess specialized systems 
(e.g. arable cropping system only), in which 

case cer tain indicators and/or criteria 
related to other agricultural activities can be 
omitted.

Value 5 represents a fully developed 
agroecological stage while value 1 rep-
resents the opposite. The mean value of 
each theme is calculated, and from there the 
mean value of each dimension. It is not use-
ful to calculate a single total score per farm 
when using OASIS for co-developing agro-
ecological farms. Rather, the strengths and 
weakness are communicated with charts 
accompanied with written material (FIGURE 4).

However, if OASIS is to be used for commer-
cial purposes, in supermarkets for instance, 
an overall value for a farm could be calcu-
lated and the results incorporated into a 
three-level coloured scheme: 
light green = early stage of agroecological 
transition, medium green = medium stage 
of transition, dark green = advanced stage 
of transition. This scheme would apply to all 
products of a respective farm.

54321

FIGURE 4 Example of charts generated in OASIS.The five semi-quantitative scores of the criteria.FIGURE 3
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HIGH LEVEL OF ADOPTION OF AGROFORESTRY

Extent of adoption and quality of management of agroforestry systems 
in the farm, in space and time (existence and appropriate management 
of trees or hedgerows in the farm or on farm margins, implementation of 
silvopastoral systems, use of fodder trees, implementation of forest gardens, 
implementation of forest gardening).

Not used at all

Rarely used and/or only in a small part of the farm (<25%)

Moderate use, in up to one half of the farmed land (25-50%)

Often used, in more than one half of the farmland (51-75%)

Very often used and in all parts of the farm (>75%)

CRITERION

INDICATORS

1

2

3

4

5

THE INTERPRETATIVE SCALES WERE CON-
STRUCTED IN FIVE WAYS:

1.  FOLLOWING ‘COMMON SENSE’
a)    general division of the scale   
         in percentages

The scales were mostly divided into gener-
alized ranges of percentages as the “level of 
implementation of agroecological practices.” 
Wherever there are several indicators per 
criterion, and when they interact between 
each other, there are countless possibilities 
of implementation of practices. Also, as seen 
in the example provided below, the quality 

EXAMPLE 

and the quantity of the implementation of a prac-
tice (i.e. the percentage of the farmed land where 
a practice is implemented) might not go hand in 
hand. For this reason, the assessor needs to care-
fully inspect the situation in question, decide on a 
score, and couple it with a short written explana-
tion of their evaluation. 

LOWERING PRODUCTION COSTS

Costs for irrigation water, synthetic fertilizers, organic manures, pesticides, 
plant growth stimulators, efficient micro-organisms, biological control agents, 
seeds and seedlings, livestock sperm or ovule, young animals, animal feed, 
veterinary drugs, animal growth stimulators, wages, energy, materials - 
plastic, cardboard, etc., services.

CRITERION

INDICATORS

1

2

3

4

5

Expenditure much larger than the regional average  (>160%)

Expenditure larger than regional average (121-160%)

Expenditure in the level of regional average (81-120%)

Expenditure lower than regional average (40-80%)

Expenditure much lower than the regional average (<40%)

b)    scales based on comparison with 
        regional averages and good practices for 
        a similar farm type and size

The scales are not based on absolute num-
bers but on their relation to the regional aver-
ages when evaluating features that may vary 
significantly for different farm types and/or 
between different countries, such as costs of 
commercial inputs, quantities of used inputs, 
or number of persons employed. 

EXAMPLE 
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SOIL CARBON BUDGET OPTIMIZATION

Type of soil tillage technique, proportion of soil covered with biological 
materials, level of diversification of crop rotations, whether crop residues are 
burned, composted, or buried; use of organic or chemical fertilizers, type of 
grazing and stocking system in place.

CRITERION

INDICATORS

1

2

3

4

5

Extreme overgrazing and/or intensive and, no soil coverage, regular 
burning of crop residues, no crop rotation, no use of organic fertilizers

Overgrazing and/or intensive tillage, some soil covered, very simplified 
crop rotation, rare use of organic fertilizers, often burning of crop 
residues

Slight overgrazing/ tillage according to regional good practices, 
occasional cover crops/green manures, crop rotation, occasional 
burning of crop residues

Good grazing management, conservation tillage, 70% of soil covered, long 
crop rotation, often use of compost and manure, annual cover crops, some 
trees present, surface or compost decomposition of crop residues

Holistic rotational grazing management, improved pastures with species 
with a deep root system, no-till or minimum-till, surface decomposition 
or composting of crop residues, use of temporary grasslands in crop 
rotation, agroforestry, perennial cover crops (non-exhaustive list)

2. BASED ON EXPERT KNOWLEDGE

This type of scale is mostly set up with refer-
ence to varied levels of implementation of a 
practice, or to combination of different prac-
tices, for which experts on the subject matter 
proposed ranking by generalized combina-
tions of particular practices. Again, as in type 
1a) there will be a myriad of possible combi-
nations of practices, however, this scale type 
provides a somewhat narrower frame for 
evaluation. 

EXAMPLE EXAMPLE 

MAXIMISATION OF ECOLOGICAL NETWORKS (EN)

Proportion of farmland where EN are present.

No presence of ecological networks

Up to 2% of used agricultural land is ecological network

2.1-5% of used agricultural land is EN

5.1-10% of used agricultural land is EN

More than 10% of used agricultural land is EN, many 
efforts for developing ecological networks

CRITERION

INDICATORS

1

2

3

4

5

3. CALCULATED TO FIT WITH BEST 
    PRACTICE RECOMMENDATIONS FROM 
    RELEVANT PUBLICATIONS

For some of the scales, the thresholds were 
identified from relevant publications, and 
the ranges in the scales were developed to 
fit these recommendations. In the example 
below, a threshold was identified from a pub-
lication on ecological networks34, and the 
scale was developed to fit the recommenda-
tions for the proportion of land in a farm that 
should be occupied by ecological networks. 
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4. ADAPTATION OF ALREADY EXISTING
    SCALES FROM OTHER TOOLS

For some interpretative scales, already 
existing scales from other publications 
were recognized as correctly set, and were 
used directly or only slightly modified. The 
example below adopts a scale concerning 
the length of the marketing chain, which 
was directly adopted from an article on 
a system of indicators for agroecological 
commercialization35.

SHORT MARKETING CHAIN

Number of intermediaries in the supply chain from the farm to the consumer.

CRITERION

INDICATORS

Long channel, more than 3 intermediaries1

Long channel, 2-3 intermediaries2

Long-short channel (1-2-3 intermediaries)*3

Short and direct channel, 0-1 intermediary4

Direct channel 5

EXAMPLE 

5. COMBINATIONS OF TWO 
     OR MORE APPROACHES

Some scales are based on calculations from 
relevant publications that are harmonized 
and analyzed, and then divided into a 1-5 
scale. Below is an example of an interpre-
tative scale, developed on the basis of data 
from several articles on the applications of 
fungicides on various crops in France36-39.

HIGH LEVEL OF AUTONOMY FROM COMMERCIAL INPUTS

Dependency on commercial fungicides and bactericides, measured using 
treatment frequency index (TFI) for commercial fungicides and bactericides.

CRITERION

INDICATORS

The TFI is larger than 71

The TFI is between 5.1 and 72

The TFI is between 3.1 and 53

The TFI is between 1.1 and 34

The TFI is between 0 and 1 5

EXAMPLE 

 *Concerns the situation when there is more than one  marketing channel, and they 

have various numbers of intermediaries. 
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DESCRIPTION OF  
THE FRAMEWORK

The preliminary step for applying OASIS is 
to contact Agroecology Europe in order to 
receive the official Methodology Guide and 
to arrange the training of the assessors. 

The assessors may thereafter begin to study 
the  methodology and to investigate the 
wider context in which the farm is situated. 
Factors that should be looked into, such as 
the costs of most important farm inputs or 
the legislation shaping the agricultural prac-
tices, will inevitably affect farmers’ practices, 
and should thus be understood to provide 
a context-appropriate evaluation. The next 
pages of this chapter provide some inital 
understanding on how various agroecolog-
ical practices are operationalized within the 
five  dimension of OASIS.

Following the methodology reading, the 
context study, and the training, the asses-
sor may commence with the interviews. It is 
preferable to carry out the interviews at the 
farm site, but in case of necessity it is also 
possible to execute them using video-con-
ferencing software. In the latter case, the 
farmers should be asked in advance to pre-
pare maps and photos of the farm, and not 
all criteria will be able to be examined (e.g., 
the working conditions). If such limitations 
occur, it is important to clearly state them in 
the final report.

The initial coding is carried out after each 
interview, but the preliminary results should 
be revised at a later stage, as the final cod-
ing should take into account the data from 
all the farms from a single sample, to ensure 
uniformed evaluation. The assessor should 
then go back to the farmers, to make sure 
that they did not miss some important 
information, and engage in participatory 

Steps

STUDY OF THE CONTEXT 
(LEGISLATION, IMPORTANT ACTORS, 
ECONOMY, WIDELY USED PRACTICES

1

CONTACTING AEEU0

PREPARING FOR THE ASSESSMENT: 
STUDY OF THE METHODOLOGY AND 
TRAINING OF THE ASSESSORS

2

INTERVIEWS WITH FARMERS3

INTERVIEW ANALYSIS AND CODING 
INTO SEMI-QUANTITATIVE SCALES4

FEEDBACK FROM THE FARMERS –  
PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION5

COMMUNITY WEIGHTING 
PROCEDURE (OPTIONAL)6

MODIFICATION OF RESULTS ACCORD-
ING TO THE FEEDBACK RECEIVED7

EXTERNAL COMMUNICATION OF 
RESULTS / DECIDING ON PATHWAYS 
AND NEXT STEPS

8

TRACKING OF PROGRESS AND  
ASSISTANCE IN TRANSITION9

evaluation together with the farmers. In case 
that there is a strong opinion of the farmers 
that some criteria are more important than 
others, a community weighting procedure 
can be carried out as well.
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DIMENSION 1  
Farming practices

Agricultural practices can be categorized as 
more or less agroecological depending on 
the extent to which: 

THEY ADOPT A SYSTEM APPROACH 
EMBRACING MANAGEMENT OF 
INTERACTIONS AMONG COMPONENTS, 
RATHER THAN FOCUSING ONLY ON 
INDIVIDUAL COMPONENTS AND ISSUES

THEY ARE LOCALLY ADAPTED AND 
OWNED BY LOCAL COMMUNITIES

THEY RELY ON ECOLOGICAL PROCESSES 
AS OPPOSED TO PURCHASED INPUTS

THEY ARE ENVIRONMENTALLY FRIENDLY, 
EQUITABLE, AND PROFITABLE 40

Nicholls et al. (2016)17, for instance, defined 
six principles for agroecological practices, 
that can be used to cross-check whether a 
practice fits within the framework of agro-
ecology or not:

1. Enhance the recycling of biomass, with a 
view to optimizing organic matter decompo-
sition and nutrient cycling over time.

2. Strengthen the ‘immune system’ of agri-
cultural systems through enhancement of 
functional biodiversity, such as soil microor-
ganisms, natural enemies, etc., by creating 
appropriate habitats.

3. Provide the most favourable soil condi-
tions for plant growth, particularly by man-
aging organic matter and by enhancing soil 
biological activity.

4. Minimize losses of energy, water, nutri-
ents, and genetic resources by enhancing 
conservation and regeneration of soil and 
water resources and agrobiodiversity.

5. Diversify species and genetic resources in 
the agroecosystem over time and space at 
the field and landscape level.

6. Enhance beneficial biological interactions 
and synergies among the components of 
agrobiodiversity, thereby promoting key eco-
logical processes and services.

Among the numerous practices,  
crop rotation design, maximum soil 
cover, minimum soil tillage, grass-
based livestock systems,  
crop / livestock / tree integration, 
and nutrient cycle optimization are 
the backbone of the criteria in OASIS.
Efficiency, equitability, adaptation to 
local context, and local or self-control 
is spread equally throughout all of 
them, pertaining both to crop and 
animal farm systems.

Each element of an agroecological sys-
tem (practice or physical element) per-
forms several functions. For example, the 
criterion ‘Agroecological weed management’ 
measures to which extent different agroeco-
logical practices that enhance soil fertility 
(e.g., long crop rotations) or simultaneously 
prevent weeds from growing (e.g., complex 
mixtures of green manure or companion 
planting) are used, rather than commercial 
products that do not include complex syn-
ergies and long-term perspective on soil 
health.

Another important factor to note is that 
each agroecological practice or technique 
is related to several principles, and there-
fore will often impact various criteria due 
to the high number of interactions cre-
ated in the system. Hedgerows, for exam-
ple, might be used to act as a windbreak, 
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habitat or overwintering site for beneficial 
organisms, food for pollinators. They might 
provide shade and forage for livestock, cre-
ate corridors for wild animals, or even be 
used as a crop themselves. However, the 
specific management of an implemented 
technique is important in determining all 
the criteria to which a practice contrib-
utes when assessing the farm.

Cover crops are also a good example of such 
synergies and interactions. The primary pur-
pose of a cover crop could be to reduce the 
number of weeds by shading and via com-
petition for resources, increasing soil fertil-
ity (green manures), or stimulating soil life 
or reducing soil erosion; but it can also have 
other additional benefits like repelling cer-
tain pests, or providing food for pollinators. 

Hence, the assessor should go 
beyond merely noting down which 
techniques are being implemented, 
and try to understand the reasoning 
behind their introduction and 
how they are combined with other 
practices, in order to fully grasp the 
complexity of the system.

Grassland and animal management theme 
follows the same logic, with a high priority 
given to forage self-sufficiency and vegeta-
tion quality, reducing the reliance on com-
mercial products, favouring animal breeds 
that can efficiently transform grass into 
meat and milk, and those that are resilient 
and adapted to the local environment. The 
dependency on ‘food-competing-feed’41, (i.e. 
concentrates, grains, and oilseed cakes) can 
be significantly reduced by having animals 
that graze on grasses, bushes, trees, and 
locally available legumes. 

Mixed farms in which crops and animals 
are integrated, are favoured to crop-only 
systems because they provide a transfer 
of fertility from the grasslands to the crops, 
whereas in crop-only farm the fertility needs 
to be imported from outside of the farm. If 
crops are grown for animal consumption, the 
farm is are also more self-sufficient in terms 
of feed. 

The list of criteria related to agroecological 
practices is presented in TABLE 3.

Theme Code Criterion

CROPS

ANIMALS AND 
GRASSLANDS

NATURAL 
RESOURCES AND 
AGROFORESTRY

Use of agroecological soil tillage techniques

Agroecological soil fertility management

Agroecological crop pest management

Agroecological crop disease management

Agroecological weed management

Maximisation of soil cover

Use of plant reproductive material  
adapted to low input systems

High level of animal welfare

Agroecological livestock management

Agroecological grasslands management

Efficient water management

Favourable microclimate management

High level of adoption of agroforestry

1.1.1

1.1.2

1.1.3

1.1.4

1.1.5

1.1.6

1.1.7

1.2.1

1.2.2

1.2.3

1.3.1

1.3.2

1.3.3

TABLE 3 – List of criteria in OASIS used for assessing level of transition considering farming practices.
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Soil diagnostic: an analysis to 

be done to understand  

the functioning of the soil.

Credit: Alfred Grand, 

Grand Farm, Austria

Direct sowing of a cereal  

in a mulch.

Credit: Alfred Grand, 

Grand Farm, Austria

Complex mixture of green 

manure (about 10 species and 

6 plant families) (Biomax).

Credit: Alain Peeters

Complex mixture of green 

manure (Biomax) with seven 

species visible on the picture, 

including several nitrogen 

fixing legume species.

Credit: Alain Peeters
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Roller-crimping of green 

manure (in front of the 

tractor) and direct sowing of 

the next main crop (in the 

back).

Credit: Alain Peeters

Potato mulched with crushed 

green manure for weed and 

crop disease control, and for 

crop fertilisation.

Credit: Emmanuel Demasy

Angus heifers in a full outdoor 

and grass-based system.

Credit: Alain Peeters

Bred wheat cultivar selected 

for organic systems.

Credit: Alain Peeters
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DIMENSION 2  
Economic viability

The introduction of agroecological farm-
ing practices can minimize to a great extent 
the numerous commercial inputs that are 
widely used in conventional farms. For exam-
ple, a no-till regime, when coupled with other 
agroecological practices, usually requires 
less inputs than a regular tillage regime.
Beyind the environmental advantages, this 
means that even if the comparative yields 
in an agroecological farm are lower than in 
a conventional farm, the farmer still saves 
from the lowered fuel and labour costs. This 
can also apply to other inputs, such as pes-
ticides, fertilizers, animal feed, veterinary 
drugs, etc.

The economic dogma concerning economies 
of scale has been debunked in the recent 
years, as small mixed farms have shown to 
be more productive than large industrial 
monoculture farms in terms of aggregate 
output per land area due to more efficient 

use of available resources42.  While this cer-
tainly increases farm resilience, an agro-
ecological transition can increase financial 
uncertainties concerning the decreased 
yields of some crops, mainly cereals. Due to 
this, it is important to reconsider and inno-
vate product marketing and distribution, 
finding ‘nested markets’43 which gather cus-
tomers that desire quality products, and by 
adding value to the products in various 
ways.

There are several ways to market 
agroecological products locally, such 
as through farm shops, direct sales 
to restaurants or shops, direct sale 
in local small-scale farmers markets, 
CSA (Community Supported 
Agriculture), and by selling online 
through e-mail lists, social media or 
websites.

NESTED MARKETS coexist in relation to conven-

tional markets, but they do not follow the strict 

conventions of capitalist markets. They are based 

on innovative models of trade, which generally 

encompass three dimensions: a relationship with 

nature, embeddedness in the terroir, and impor-

tance of quality attributed to food.

 

CSA (COMMUNITY SUPPORTED AGRICULTURE) 

is a partnership between farmers and eaters, in 

which the eaters are associated with the pro-

ducers’ decisions and share part of the risks and 

rewards of production. The members usually pur-

chase a share of the season’s harvest in advance 

to cover the farm’s yearly operating costs. In 

return, they receive a share of fresh seasonal 

products, grown with methods that they support. 

In some cases, members provide help with farm 

work.

Food quality is a notion that is socially con-
structed by actors when defining a food 
product and its qualities. The intrinsic quality 
of a product is based on taste, smell, texture 
and appearance, as well as its chemical and 
physical composition. Extrinsic qualities, on 
the other hand, belong to (but are not part 
of) the food item. Such attributes include the 
type of production, origin, labelling, pack-
aging, price, and any other characteristics 
of the product44. The assigned food quality, 

thus, can often depend on the way that the 
information about the product is communi-
cated or assessed by consumers.

Some of the ways that food quality can be 
communicated include certificates, labels, 
and quality schemes (e.g., protected desig-
nation of origin and organic labelling). Being 
a part of a CSA scheme45  is also a practice 
of quality attribution. The CSA members 
choose to pay a higher price for their food 
due to the perceived higher quality of the 
product - it ’s freshness, local character, 
transparency in production methods, and 
because they know it will provide a fair wage 
for the farmer.

‘Cutting out the middleman’ via short mar-
keting chains, is one of the most important 
ways that farmers can increase their reve-
nue. This, however, means that farmers will 
be required to do their own distribution, 
advertising, storage, etc. All of these tasks 
require a diversity of skills, many of which 
might be new to the farmer, and may take a 
lot of time to learn. This is why many farmers 
experience a ‘lock-in’ in long-chain industrial 
agricultural channels, which may drive them 
to stick with them, even if they reduce their 
income.

The same applies to processing food locally 
– while it could present a great source of rev-
enue, it could also mean a lot of additional 
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REVENUE

PRODUCTION 
COSTS

INCOME

Minimised variable costs

Minimised fixed costs - investments

High proportion of quality enhancement
product valorisation practices

High proportion of locally or self-processed products

Short marketing chain

Local marketing chain

High level of diversification of activities

Satisfaction with economic benefits 
from farming activities

Similar or higher benefits compared to other farmers

Theme Code Criterion

2.1.1

2.1.2

2.2.1

2.2.2

2.2.3

2.2.4

2.2.5

2.3.1

2.3.2

administrative burdens, or disproportionate 
additional costs for the necessary facilities, 
labour, and required food safety procedures. 
Regions with more established cultures of 
cooperation or with a lot of public support 
for agri-food entrepreneurs are often bet-
ter at finding innovative ways to efficiently 
gather farmers and processors, and lower 
their costs in that way.

In addition to the profitability criteria, the 
farmer’s satisfaction with their income, apart 
from being a measurement of their economic 

wealth, is also (indirectly) an important indi-
cator of psychological health, and more 
broadly of social sustainability. Whether 
farmers believe they are getting fair prices 
for their products, or how their income com-
pares with other professions is related to 
the perceived place farmers hold in the soci-
ety46,  which is further observed in the next 
dimension.

The list of criteria related to economic viabil-
ity  is presented in TABLE 4.

TABLE 4 – List of criteria in OASIS used for assessing level of transition considering economic viability.

Festival of cooperatives, 

Chania, Greece.

Credit: Antonis Papagiannakis

Farm gate sales of vegetables 

at Ortofficina Società Agricola 

farm, Italy.

Credit: Matteo Sala

Melitakes cooperative 

restaurant, Crete, Greece: 

food offered is from the 

cooperative’s farm and other 

local organic farmers.

Credit: Jasmin Sarp
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DIMENSION 3  
Socio-political aspects

While the negative externalities of big indus-
trial farms on the environment are slowly 
becoming recognized in the general public, 
the conditions in which the farm workers 
are living and working are still receiving lit-
tle attention. For instance, they are yet to be 
specifically regulated on the EU policy level.

It is very important to talk about labour con-
ditions, especially when considering that 
agriculture is one of the three most dan-
gerous industries according to the Interna-
tional Labour Organisation - at least 170,000 
deaths occur from workplace accidents each 
year globally47. The chance of dying from 
work-related injuries and illnesses is twice as 
high as in other sectors due to high-risk fac-
tors such as the use of dangerous machin-
ery and pesticides, long working hours, and 
poor living conditions. There is also prevalent 
discrimination: women, ethnic minorities, 
and migrants often experience lower wages, 
poorer employment conditions and higher 
rates of poverty48. This is further exacer-
bated by high rates of informal, casual, and 
temporary employment that limits their pos-
sibility to organize in trade unions. 

Agroecology is not only defined by 
farming practices and scientific 
developments. It is also a social 
movement and a political tool. 

Thus, apart from the ethics of taking care 
of the environment, agroecological farms 
should also take care of their workers 
by offering a safe work environment free of 
toxic chemicals, in which all individuals feel 
safe and earn a fair remuneration for their 
labour. Another important objective is to 
decrease the precarity of work, which is 
especially pertinent due to the seasonality of 
agricultural work. Farms with high levels of 
agrobiodiversity are often more capable to 
provide stable, non-season-bound jobs due 
to the variety of tasks that need to be carried 
out throughout the year. Further, more and 
more initatives have showcased the impor-
tance of horizontal structures in farm man-
agement, and of providing opportunities for 
people facing different types of exclusion, 
thus engaging in a process of bottom-up 
transformation of power relations.

Traditionally, women in most cultures were 
not (and in some countries still are not) able 
to legally possess land or livestock, and they 
are often deprived of opportunities for polit-
ical involvement or education. Even in coun-
tries where this is not the case, it is import-
ant to critically examine the role that women 
play in the agricultural enterprises. There 
has been a tendency to position the ‘small 
traditional family farms’ as a role-model for 
agroecological transition, however, if the 
entrenched gendered division of roles, 
with women bearing ‘triple burden’49 remains, 

the process of agroecological transition 
becomes an empty shell devoid of genuine 
transformation.

 

 

GENDER EQUITY VS. GENDER EQUALITY 

Gender equality is about providing the same 

opportunities to men and women (e.g. land ten-

ure rights for women). However, even if there 

is the legal opportunity to own land, there can 

still be many societal and cultural obstacles that 

stop women from enjoying equal rights (e.g. men 

who own the land don’t want to sell it to women). 

A focus on equity provides extra support to 

women, in order to enable the actual use of the 

right, with tools such as small loans or train-

ing courses, which are designed specifically for 

women.

 

TRIPLE BURDEN OR WOMEN’S TRIPLE ROLE 

refers to the fact that in the contemporary soci-

ety most women take on the productive role 

(work for pay in cash or kind), reproductive role 

(childbearing and domestic work), and community 

management (taking care of ill family members, 

social activism); of which only productive work is 

recognized as ‘real work’ due to the gender-biased 

societal framework.

The issue of working hours also touches on 
the concept of ‘personal sustainability’. 
Having a very diversified farm, self-process-
ing all farm produce or regularly hosting 
interns on the farm can all be very demand-
ing in terms of time and energy. If the farmer 
is overstressed and never has free time, it 
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is unlikely they will advise their children to 
choose farming as a profession- they may 
even suffer burnout and quit farming alto-
gether. On the other hand, the increased 
autonomy from the market cycles, the 
enlarged margins of return, and the sense 
of fulfilment coming from agroecological 
farming, could have positive impacts on the 
farmer’s wellbeing. 

In order for to agroecology spread out, thus, 
such issues need to be deeply reflected 
upon and incremental ‘bite size’ transition 
trajectories devised, such that farmers will 
be able to successfully implement. Other 
opportunities include collaborative farm 
initiatives or farmers’ cooperatives, that 
can help in the division of labour on a larger 
scale, and can have a significant role con-
cerning psychological support and a shared 
understanding of common struggles. 

Another important medium for the grass-
roots shifting of power relations is the Social 
and Solidarity Economy (SSE). SSE is an 
economic approach that is driven by ethical 
values such as cooperation, equity, solidarity, 
and participatory self-management. There is 
a simultaneous pursuit of economic, social, 
environmental, and emancipatory objec-
tives50 – the profit is reinvested for social and 
environmental pursuits, and stays within 
the local community. Some common exam-
ples of SSE are solidarity farmers’ markets, 
Community Supported Agriculture, social 
enterprises, and seed saving initiatives. Even 
though the SSE and Circular Economy over-
lap in terms of environmental care, the Cir-
cular Economy most often stays within the 
narrow frame of increasing resource use 
efficiency, with the final objective of eco-
nomic growth, whereas the SSE is primarily 
guided by voluntary simplicity and degrowth 
philosophies*. 

The ‘political’ or ‘peasant’ facet of agroecol-
ogy is concerned with preserving peasant 
culture which has been nearly annihilated 
by the uniformed choices in breeds and culti-
vars offered by the Green Revolution. 

Local seeds and breeds tell the story 
of a territory and are deeply related 
to the  culture and knowledge 
of a place in regards to seeding, 
harvesting, and transforming. It is 
not only important to the identity 
and history of a region, but also its 
resilience and autonomy. 

The recovery of landraces adapted to an 
exact terroir and the augmentation of agro-
biodiversity ruptures the dependency matrix 
with the seed/fertilizer/plant protection com-
pany, and gives control back to the farmers. 
‘De campesino a campesina’ (farmer-to-
farmer) education approach is founded 
on the knowledges of farmers and works 
through horizontal exchanges ‘in the field 
and for the field’. In this way it critically 
examines the role of ‘experts’, responding 
to the needs and lack of information in situ, 
and contributing to the emergence of an 
agroecological peasantry subject.

The list of criteria related to socio-political 
aspects  is presented in TABLE 5.

List of criteria in OASIS used 

for assessing level of transition 

considering socio-political 

aspects.

TABLE 5 

LABOUR 
CONDITIONS AND 
JOB CREATION

LOCAL CULTURE 
AND KNOWLEDGE

COOPERATION 
AND NETWORKS

Humane and safe working conditions

Fair wages, high job stability, solid provision  
of social protection

High level of gender equity

Large comparative contribution to job creation

High ratio of employment of people
at risk of poverty and social exclusion

Substantial and continuous participation  
in networks, collectives, organisations

Substantial and continuous participation  
in Social and Solidarity Economy

Substantial and continuous advocacy  
and education on agroecology

Transparent communication  
and high level of accountability

Substantial use and promotion of traditional  
local seeds and heritage breeds

Strong involvement in preservation  
of traditional foods

Theme Code Criterion

3.1.1

3.1.2

3.1.3

3.1.4

3.1.5

3.2.1

3.2.2

3.2.3

3.2.4

3.3.1

3.3.2

Satisfactory workload levels

Low-stress work environment

Sufficient time for family and social relationships

Sufficient time for knowledge and new skills

Finding work meaningful

Good level of self-consumption of food products

Farmer’s optimistic perspective on farm’s future

Young farmer or presence / high chances of successor

QUALITY OF LIFE

FARM VIABILITY

3.4.1

3.4.2

3.4.3

3.4.4

3.4.5

3.4.6

3.5.1

3.5.2

*Political, economic and social movements critizing the  

paradigm of economic growth and advocating for a good  

life within the planetary boundaries. 
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Farmer practicing innovative 

approaches in biological control 

sharing knowledge with students in 

agroecology in France.

Credit: Alexander Wezel

Collective honey harvesting in 

Crete, Greece.

Credit: Antonis Papagiannakis

A pea landrace from Sweden called 

Brattebräcka.

Credit: Dylan Wallman

Providing information on 

agroecological practices during Les 

journées de l’arbre, de la plante et 

du fruit, France.

Credit: Ole Ostermann

«Brigades of Solidarity» (Brigatte 

di solidarietà), a part of the project 

«No one excluded» (Nessuno 

escluso) started by Emergency 

network in Italy. Local farmers 

provide a part of their yield, which 

is then distributed to families in 

need.

Credit: Matteo Sala
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DIMENSION 4  
Environment and biodiversity

Whereas Dimension 1 examines which agro-
ecological farming practices are applied to 
help create synergies across the farm sys-
tem, this dimension more explicitly analyses 
the effects that farming practices have on 
the wider ecosystem. 

The current global food system 
involves very large amounts of 
all types of pollution, including 
within the boundaries of individual 
farms. Most of it stems from the 
prevalence of monocultures and 
highly specialized farms. 

For example, whenever there is a large con-
centration of confined animals, GHG emis-
sions are emitted in large amounts, which is 
not the case when cattle are appropriately 
stocked in pastures and kept in rotational 
grazing or mob grazing systems. A ‘highly 
efficient’ modern cattle farm will also use a 
variety of commercial feeds, which create 
a lot of ‘invisible pollution’ since feed is, in 
most cases, produced in monocultural farms, 
with high amounts of synthetic fertilizers 
and pesticides, and often transported across 
countries, or even continents. Finally, there is 

a widespread problem of nutrients leaching 
into soil and waterways from the large piles 
of farmyard manure that are created from 
the barn raised livestock. 

Conventional horticultural systems, on the 
other hand, are detrimental to the environ-
ment from their rampant use of plastic foils 
against weeds, plant protection products, 
and plastic packaging of products. Another 
issue in all types of farms is the fact that 
the commercial products used as inputs are 
most commonly sold in plastic packaging, 
that later needs to be disposed of. Further, 
due to the type of markets that big farms 
are selling to, the products need to be stan-
dardised and ‘perfect-looking’. Anything that 
does not meet the requirements gets thrown 
away, thus creating further food waste and 
pollution.

Healthy soils are essential for human nutri-
tion, but the estimated rates of soil erosion 
under conventional agriculture have been 
found to be 100-1000 times higher than nat-
ural erosion rates51. This in effect means 
that soil under conventional agriculture 
has become a non-renewable resource. 

Indeed, half of the topsoil on the planet has 
been lost in the past 150 years52. This is a 
crucial problem for farming since soil ero-
sion affects soil health and productivity 
by removing the highly fertile topsoil and 
exposing the remaining soil. High soil erosion 
rates also have significant negative effects 
over longer periods of time: they reduce 
the soil’s capacity to provide rooting space 
and store water, amplify landslide and flood 
occurrence, negatively impact fresh water 
by increasing water turbidity (which in turn 
brings about significant losses in biodiver-
sity), and facilitate fertilizer and pesticides 
run off into waterways51. 

Another common type of soil degradation 
is soil salinization. Anthropogenic soil sali- 
nization occurs through excessive application 
of mineral fertilizers, removal of deep-rooted 
vegetation, irrigation with salt-rich water, and 
poor drainage or waterlogging. Saline soils 
quickly lose their capacity for biomass pro-
duction, filtration, carbon sequestration, and 
other necessary ecosystem functions. Soil 
compaction often occurs not only in conven-
tional farms, but also in organic farms due 
to the frequent use of tillage and mechanical 
weeding instead of synthetic herbicides. Rec-
curent ‘heavy’ tillage (or any type of artifical 
traffic within the soil) leads to reduced rates 
of water infiltration and drainage, and fur-
ther decreases productivity, since the roots 
must exert greater force to penetrate the 
compacted layer.

Another vital role that soils have is their 
potential for carbon sequestration. Agri-
cultural soils provide a way of mitigating the 
increasing atmospheric concentration of CO2, 
and are the largest terrestrial reservoirs of 
carbon53. Some of the practices that turn soil 
into a net source of GHGs are high intensity 
tillage, leaving soil bare, monocultures and/
or overly simplified rotations. 

Thankfully, the best solutions for 
the issues enumerated are, from 
the perspective of agroecology, 
most often quite simple in terms of 
technology. They revolve around a 
set of farming practices that have 
synergistic effects on soil fertility, 
crop productivity, and other positive 
environmental effects. 

Of course, as mentioned in Dimension 1, the 
practices that are implemented always de- 
pend on the farm context (climate, culture, 
economy, etc.). 

Apart from not causing harm, the goal for 
an agroecological farm should also be to 
contribute to improving the resources that 
it is working with. In respect to that, High 
Nature Value (HNV) farmland is particu-
larly interesting (FIGURE 5). This term refers 
to types of farmland and farming activities 
that can be expected to bolster biodiver-
sity of habitats and species54. HNV farmland 
assists to create highly permeable landscape 
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FIGURE 5 – The continuum of High-Nature Value farmland (HNVf) types in regard to semi-natural 

                          vegetation and intensity of use. Adapted from Beaufoy, G.: HNV Farming - Explaining the 

           Concept and Interpreting EU and National Policy Commitments.55

to species individuals, since it contains a high 
proportion of semi-natural vegetation and/
or a mosaic of low-intensity farming plots. It 
is mostly commonly found in marginal land, 
and with traditional farming practices.

Ecological networks can also greatly enhance 
habitat connectivity and enable the natural 
migration patterns of various species. Unlike 
High Nature Value farmland, ecological net-
works refer to relatively smaller pieces or 
surfaces of land. In many parts of Europe 
different types of ecological networks are 

traditionally maintained by farmers, some-
time without knowing the benefits that they 
are receiving from the networks. A wrong 
choice of species used for an ecological net-
work can, however, lead to multiplication of 
pest species. This is why in order to make 
the correct choice of the ecological network 
species it is vital to thoroughly study pests 
and their natural enemies’ patterns of feed-
ing, reproduction, and hibernation. 

The OASIS framework puts focus on three 
types of agricultural biodiversity: 

TYPE 2: MIX OF SEMI-NATURAL 
VEGETATION AND CROP

TYPE 3: MORE INTENSIVE 
MANAGEMENT OF CROPS AND 
GRASSLANDS, BUT THEY ARE 
USED BY CERTAIN SPECIES OF 
CONSERVATION CONCERN

NOT HNVF

TYPE 1: 100% SEMI-NATURAL 
VEGETATION
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Theme Code Criterion

ENVIRONMENTAL 
IMPACT

BIODIVERSITY 
IMPACT

Minimal pollution

Soil carbon budget optimization

Soil erosion minimisation

Soil salinization minimisation

Soil compaction minimisation

Maximisation of ecological networks

High nature value farming (HNVf)

Maximisation of agrobiodiversity

4.1.1

4.1.2

4.1.3

4.1.4

4.1.5

4.2.1

4.2.2

4.2.3

TABLE 6 – List of criteria in OASIS used for assessing level of transition considering environment  

                       and biodiversity.

AGROBIODIVERSITY includes domesticated 
and wild organisms, and man-made habitats 
planned by farmers and consciously used by 
them for food, fodder, fibre, fuel and phar-
maceuticals56. It includes also microorgan-
isms used for food fermentation such as 
bread, wine, beer, cheese or tofu.

FUNCTIONAL BIODIVERSITY embraces all 
wild species that have a strong influence on 
the agricultural ecosystem functioning and 
are not directly used, such as soil life, for-
age species, natural enemies of crop pests, 
which have a positive influence, and weeds, 

pathogens, and pests that may have a nega-
tive influence.

HERITAGE BIODIVERSITY consists of wild 
species that rely on or can be present on 
agricultural land, which usually have a 
smaller influence on the agricultural ecosys-
tem functioning than functional biodiversity. 
Examples are grassland orchids, butterflies, 
and many farmland birds.

The list of criteria related to environment and 
biodiversity are presented in TABLE 6.
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Soil surface crust due to soil 

structure destruction, induced 

by intensive tillage.

Credit: Alfred Grand,  

Grand Farm, Austria 

Soil erosion after soil 

structure destruction by 

intensive tillage.

Credit: Alfred Grand,  

Grand Farm, Austria 

Unfavourable soil structure 

due to compaction.

Credit: Alfred Grand,  

Grand Farm, Austria 

Symbiotic bacteria sheat along 

the roots of a cereal. Earth 

is glued along the bacteria 

sheat.

Credit: Alain Peeters

Earthworm: the soil engineer.

Credit: Alfred Grand,  

Grand Farm, Austria
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Agricultural biodiversity: 

ancient wheat cultivar 

collection.

Credit: Quentin Triest

Flower strip for increasing 

natural enemy populations of 

crop pests.

Credit: Alain Peeters

Grey partridge pair: a 

threatened species.

Credit: Alfred Grand,  

Grand Farm, Austria

A hare in a lucerne field.

Credit: Alfred Grand,  

Grand Farm, Austria

High nature value farming  

in Krk island, Croatia.

Credit: Vid Jurešić
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DIMENSION 5  
Resilience

The focal point of the final dimension of 
OASIS is resilience, which is defined as 
the “ability [of a farm] to ensure the 
provision of the system functions in 
the face of increasingly complex and 
accumulating economic, social, environ-
mental, and institutional shocks and 
stresses, through capacities of robust-
ness, adaptability and transformability”57.
  
This dimension gathers some of the criteria 
used in other dimensions and adds eight 
new ones, divided into two themes - climate 
(or ecological) and economic resilience. Even 
though the principle of resilience should 
be inscribed in all agroecological practices, 
the criteria chosen for this dimension were 
thought as contributing to climate and eco-
nomic resilience most explicitly. 

As the effects of the climate urgency 
have been increasingly manifesting 
themselves, so has climate stress-
tolerance become one of the most 
important agronomic traits. 

For example, continuous soil cover is an 
efficient way to avoide surface soil desic-
cation. Water-saving irrigation techniques 
allow for a longer irrigation period, or for the 
accumulation of water reserves in order to 
cope with drought periods. A hedgerow net-
work can create a micro-climate by reduc-
ing wind speed and evaporation. When tall 

trees shade crops and livestock they protect 
them from high solar radiation, excessive 
heat, and strong evapotranspiration. Car-
bon sequestration in soils and the correla-
tive increase of soil organic matter content 
improve excess water percolation in wet 
periods and soil water retention in dry peri-
ods, which improves the soil water economy 
as a whole.

Choosing stress-tolerant plants and 
robust breeds differs from using only local 
traditional seeds and heritage breeds, in 
the sense that it is not necessarily the cul-
tivars or breeds that have been historically 
bred in a certain territory. Nevertheless, 
the selected cultivars are usually grown in 
a place with a similar climate, or with a kind 
of climate that is prognosed to materialize in 
the farmer’s location in the future, which can 
help reduce reliance on water, fertilizers, and 
other inputs. Drought sensitive crop species 
can be replaced by drought resistant spe-
cies – for instance perennial ryegrass (Lolium 
perenne) can be replaced by a cocksfoot-lu-
cerne (Dactylis glomerata-Medicago sativa) 
mixture for producing grass silage or hay.

Another important factor for 
resiliency is that the farmland  
is multi-functional  

– i.e. besides crops it should  
also provide versatile ecosystem 
services. 

Agricultural intensification produced consol-
idation of intensively managed arable fields, 
in the sense that formerly complex land-
scapes, with high proportions of (semi)natu-
ral habitats, were transformed into very sim-
ple landscapes. This process has had strong 
negative consequences on ecosystem ser-
vices, such as pollination, pest control, and 
nutrient and sediment retention, which con-
secutively diminished crop production in the 
long run. 

Even though organic farming is expected 
to maintain higher species richness than 
conventional management, since there is 
(almost) no use of synthetic pesticides, sev-
eral studies have found that organic man-
agement is having no or even negative 
effects on the richness of plants or arthro-
pods species. One of the reasons identified  
for this is the high variability of management 
types and ecological network development 
in organic farms58. 

For example, some organic farms can adopt 
very simple crop rotations, and intensive 
soil cultivation techniques, which creates a 
farmland that is characterised by a monoto-
nous landscape with a low presence of fields 
margins, trees, ponds and other semi-natu-
ral elements. It has been found that arable 
fields in complex landscapes support higher 
species richness than in simple landscapes, 
as they provide alternative habitats and 
sources for recolonization of fields59. Further, 

landscapes with smaller plot sizes and a 
higher diversity of agricultural land uses, 
in general, have less annual variation in 
yields60, which shows how important land 
use diversity is.

LANDSCAPE HETEROGENEITY can be broken 

down into two components: 

1 – the composition, in terms of the type(s) of 

land cover present;

2 – the configuration, the spatial arrangement 

      of land cover types. 

Landscapes with high compositional heterogeneity 

usually support communities with greater taxonomic 

diversity, while landscapes with high configurational 

heterogeneity in most cases support sedentary com-

munities that are more negatively affected by man-

agement intensity.

Several biodiversity types can contribute 
to the increase of resilience. Agrobiodiver-
sity can spread the risk of climatic stress on 
crop and livestock types. Functional diversity 
can help control pest and diseases favoured 
by higher temperatures, including invasive 
species.

Economic resilience, to a great extent, 
revolves around diversification of income 
sources via growing and selling of a diver-
sity of products, but also via client base 
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diversification. Some production activities 
ensure a higher income regularity than oth-
ers, which is why it is good to combine dif-
ferent types of activities. For instance, milk 
production enables monthly or even daily 
income while annual crops provide only one 
annual income. 

The independence from the volatility of 
the global market prices implies the mar-
keting of products in short and local chains. 
Diversification in this sense presents a sub-
stantial form of insurance, so that in case 
of an extreme weather (or economic) event 
there is always a backup source of income.

Replacing commercial inputs 
by ecosystem services provided 
locally by biodiversity is another 
efficient way to increase farm 
autonomy and increase income 
stability. Forage autonomy and 
fertilizer and pesticide use reduction 
are two common examples.

Subsidy reduction has been a trend in the 
consecutive reforms of the European Union 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) from 1992 
onwards. Subsidy independence should 
thus be a goal for farmers, which implies 
the  achievement of a decent income before 
subsidies are considered in the balance 
sheet of the farm. 

From a social standpoint, the working 
atmosphere, salary, and social benefits 
have influence on how much permanence 
there is in the farm’s workforce, especially 
considering that labour is often one of 
the costliest inputs for farmers. It is thus 
important to not have constant change of 
employees, particularly considering that 
workers in agroecological farms often need 
to have a very wide variety of skills, and 
that it is becoming in general increasingly 
challenging to find agricultural workforce.

The list of criteria related to resilience are 
presented in TABLE 7.

1.1.6

1.3.1

1.3.2

4.1.2

4.2.3

5.1.1

5.2.2

2.2.5

5.2.3

5.2.1

5.2.4

5.2.5

5.2.6

5.2.7

Theme Code Criterion

CLIMATE 
RESILIENCE

ECONOMIC 
RESILIENCE

Maximisation of soil cover

Efficient water management

Favourable microclimate management

Soil carbon budget optimization

Maximisation of agrobiodiversity

Maximal use of stress-tolerant species,  
breeds, and cultivars

High level of diversification of activities

Short and local food marketing chains

High level of diversification of products

High level of diversification of clients

Good temporal distribution of revenue

Low share of subsidies in gross farm income

Ability to attract and keep motivated workforce

High level of autonomy from commercial inputs

TABLE 7 – List of criteria in OASIS used for assessing level of transition considering resilience.
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Intercropping of almond, olive, 

pomegranate, artichoke, rosemary 

and oregano trees in a family farm  

Valdibella Cooperative, Sicily, Italy.

Credit: Paola Migliorini

Intercropping of almond, olive, 

pomegranate, artichoke, rosemary 

and oregano trees in a family farm 

Valdibella Cooperative, Sicily, Italy.

Credit: Paola Migliorini

Hand harvesting of hemp in 

Kecskés farm, Hungary.

Credit: Katalin Rethy

‘Off types’ of a single bean variety 

‘Stop’.

Credit: Dylan Wallman

Intercropping of sunflower and a 

cover crop, Boarezza farm, Italy.

Credit: Tommaso Gaifami
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PARTICIPATORY 
INTERPRETATION  
OF RESULTS

A very important part of the agroecological 
approach is an equal worth given to all 
types of knowledge, which can only be 
achieved with the equal participation of 
farmers, advisers, and scientists. Not only 
does this mutual partnership create advisory 
services and scientific research that is more 
useful to farmers, but it also helps inform 
researchers on the practical results of their 
interventions. In a political sense, it presents 
a way of empowering farmers, after almost 
a century of marginalization, demonstrating 
that their knowledge, and their traditional 
practices are essential, while helping to artic-
ulate their needs to decision-makers.

Participatory forms of evaluation 
bring about enhanced learning 
by collecting and implementing 
feedback from the end-users. 
They also develop capacity for 
both farmers and evaluators, and 
increase the utilisation of evaluation 
results61.

After the data is collected and analysed, it 
is recommended to organize workshops on 
participatory interpretation of the results of 
the OASIS evaluation with the farmers who 
participated in the evaluation.

Some objectives of the exchange might be:

— to achieve a higher level of accuracy of the 
results by adding information that the asses-
sor might not had managed to collect due to 
time constraints,

— to provide feedback on the indicators and 
the reference values used for the evaluation 
(and possibly devise and implement commu-
nity weighting procedure for the criteria or 
themes to increase local relevance),

— to develop a common understanding 
of concepts related to agroecology for the 
farmers, which will also facilitate any further 
cooperation,

— to discuss what are some changes in 
management that the farmers would like 
to work on following the evaluation results, 
and in that way assist them in the transition 
process,

— to pinpoint some contextual limitations 
which can be used to inform policymakers 
and enhance relevant legislation and formu-
lation of RDP measures,

— to evaluate the results of already imple-
mented projects and compare between 
farms that were or were not involved in the 
project.

In that sense, it is optimal to gather differ-
ent stakeholders, such as extension service 
employees, officials from respective minis-
tries of agriculture, researchers, interested 
retailers, etc. 

There are many different ways in which 
these workshops could be organized, and 
the specific modality should depend on the 
intended primary objective of the evaluation, 
and the geographical and socio-economic 
context (e.g., how far apart the evaluated 
farms are situated, or whether the partici-
pating farmers received agricultural training 
or not). 

It is especially important to consider the 
power relations between the groups of 
stakeholders present, bearing in mind that 
if the sessions are not set up suitably, they 
might easily produce unintended disempow-
ering effects.
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Unless the farmers see that the 
participatory interpretation is 
organized professionally and 
taken seriously, not used as a token 
gesture, and that it brings some 
tangible results, it is unlikely they 
will choose to participate.

If possible, it would be ideal to have at least 
two parts of the workshops:

AN INDIVIDUAL CONSULTATION with a 
farmer in order to validate the results and 
add more nuanced information while pre-
serving the anonymity of the farmer.

A GROUP WORKSHOPS where farmers 
that have the same farm type or are from 
the same area can provide more informa-
tion on the general context, discuss ano-
nymized examples (or non-anonymized in 

case a farmer is interested to present their 
case), and have input from scientists and 
from other farmers that have already imple-
mented some practices the participants are 
interested in, or have not previously been 
aware of.

It is important to reiterate that the language 
used should never be judgmental and that 
the farmers should have full ownership 
over the type of changes in management 
that they want to introduce.

The presentation of the results should be 
adapted to the type of audience that par-
ticipates in the workshops. Farmers favour 
visual representations (charts, photos, vid-
eos) and clear connection of proposed agro-
ecological practices with potential financial 
remuneration. Large volumes of written 
material and aggregate statistics are more 
interesting for other audiences.
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Many indicator systems that assess the sustainability of agricultural systems 
have been developed in the past. OASIS, however, is one of the first analytical 
frameworks specifically designed to assess where a farm is on the trajectory 
of transition towards agroecology. OASIS allows the necessary data to be col-
lected in a two-and-a-half-hour interview per farm, which makes national sur-
veys possible. The selected criteria are simple and look at agricultural activi-
ties from the farmer’s point of view. 

Five main dimensions are addressed in the framework: Agroecological farm-
ing practices, Economic viability, Socio-political aspects, Environment and bio-
diversity, and Resilience.They are broken down into 15 themes and 56 criteria. 
The criteria are mostly assessed using practice-based indicators. The evalua-
tion of the criteria is semi-quantitative, on a scale from 1 to 5. The maximum 
score (5) is the highest degree of practice of a fully-fledged agroecological sys-
tem. Results are presented in reports containing radar charts and short qual-
itative descriptions.

OASIS can be used to help farmers in evaluating their progress through yearly 
evaluations. It can also be useful for decision-makers, advisors, researchers, 
students, and citizens. It may be used for mapping the state of implementa-
tion of agroecological practices and collecting statistical data for larger geo-
graphical areas. It can also support a certification system that would inform 
buyers about the agroecological transition level of the producer, and in this 
way promote food products produced in an agroecological way.


