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Foreword
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Gratitude.

This word feels most appropriate to open this collection of testimonials, as listening to the
words of the inspiring farmers and leaders in agroecology whom you are about to meet
has been a deeply mind-expanding and heart-opening experience. Gratitude also for the
service they are offering our planet and global community through their holistic farming
practice. Their passion and wisdom are a source of deep hope for the future. It is a joy for
us to share their reflections with you.

The impulse for this harvest of testimonials on the “inner dimension of agroecology”
emerged from the co-inquiry into “farmers’ wellbeing and psychological resilience”, which
the Conscious Food Systems Alliance (CoFSA) opened in July 2023. The conversations
between CoFSA members revealed that the type of farming practice farmers adopted
played a key role in their wellbeing. Practices that involve working in harmony with Nature
– agroecology, organic, biodynamic, regenerative agriculture – are well-known for their
benefits for the environment and on physical health due to reduced chemical use, but their
benefits seem to go much deeper and touch more subtle aspects of wellbeing. CoFSA’s
work on the “inner capacities” (values, mindsets, personal skills) required for making food
systems more regenerative, healthy and equitable also reveals that, in the case of farming,
the transition to agroecological approaches also involves an “inner transition”.

We, therefore, asked leading figures in agroecological farming to tell us about “the inner
dimension” of their farming practice, and the generosity of their response yielded a harvest
beyond our expectations. Our intention is to continue this harvest, adding to the diversity
of voices.

Through this harvest, some common themes and insights arose across all testimonials:

Relationship to land and Nature: all interviewees work with Nature, seeing Nature as
a guide and cultivating fascination, reverence and gratitude for this great teacher. This
relationship, together with the sheer beauty of Nature and its diversity, is a source of
joy and nourishment.

Relationship to time: this communion with Nature alters their relationship to time; it
invites them to follow Nature’s rhythms – the seasons, the celestial calendars, the
cycles of decay and renewal – which open the way for practicing patience, letting go,
learning from disturbances and working with Nature’s flow.

https://consciousfoodsystems.org/farmers-well-being-and-psychological-resilience/
https://consciousfoodsystems.org/
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Reconnecting with ancestry, with consideration for future generations: the more
subtle awareness of the various dimensions of time also invites a deeper sense of
connection between generations. While deeply anchored in modern science,
agroecological practices provide an opportunity to revive ancestral practices, honour
traditions, while cultivating the land in ways that support the wellbeing of current and
future generations.

The key role of community: the farmers we interviewed are deeply committed to their
community – seeing farming and the provision of healthy foods as a public service.
Vice versa, it is difficult for farmers to sustain harmonious ways of farming without a
supportive community – of consumers, distributors, citizens – who share their values
and honour the land.

A journey of personal transformation: all interviewees shared that their
agroecological farming practice has nourished their creativity, sensitivity, compassion,
resilience, perseverance, and sense of purpose. These open the way for fulfilment and
joy.

Love, care and the recognition for the sacredness of life: the word “care” surfaced
often, and the tone of their voices conveyed their deep love for fellow human beings
and Nature. Through their words, we witness that agroecological farming is infused
with a recognition of the sacredness of Life in all its forms, and farming as an
opportunity to cultivate Spirit.

We invite you to read through these testimonials as you would walk through a lush garden
overflowing with biodiversity, or as a bee would forage pollen from flowers in a spring
meadow. Take your time. Enjoy the different colours, textures in this rainbow of inspiring
insights, and allow your heart and soul to be nourished by these words of wisdom.

With gratitude,

Charlotte Dufour
CoFSA Practice Advisor
On behalf of the Conscious Food Systems Alliance Secretariat.



Meet the farmers

Elizabeth Mpofu is an organic farmer and activist who works
tirelessly for the betterment of smallholder farmers. She was the
current General Coordinator of La Via Campesina, the
international peasant movement comprising some 164 local and
national organizations in 73 countries in defence of small-scale
sustainable agriculture as a way to promote social justice and
dignity. She is also a Board member of the Alliance of the Food
Sovereignty In Africa, representing La Via Campesina in Africa.
Elizabeth is a founding member and Chairperson of Zimbabwe
Smallholder Organic Farmers Forum (ZIMSOFF) and Board
member of the Eastern & Southern Smallholder Farmers’ Forum
(ESAFF), organizations which promote sustainable farming
practices, and the majority of whose members are women. She is
currently working with African rural women leaders to build a
grassroots movement that advances rural women’s rights across
the continent. 

Founder and chairperson of ZIMSOFF
(Zimbabwe Smallholder Organic Farmers Forum) 

Elizabeth Mpofu 

For over 20 years, Jean-Martin Fortier has been at the forefront of
the international movement for renewed agriculture. Recognised
around the world as an authority on organic market gardening, he
has inspired hundreds of thousands of people through his
teachings and experience. His first book, ‘Le JardinierMaraîcher’,
sold over 250,000 copies and has been translated into 10
languages, and shows how small ecological farms can replace the
current globalised food system and offer a more sustainable and
resilient alternative. By founding the Institut Jardinier-Maraîcher
and the Ferme des Quatre-Temps, Jean-Martin developed
innovative techniques and methodologies that are now taught in
over 90 countries. 

Founder, teacher and mentor of the Market Gardener Institute
Jean-Martin Fortier 
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President of Shumei America/Shumei International Institute
Alan Imai 

Jack Algiere is Director of Agroecology at Stone Barns Center. He
has been actively farming for more than two decades and has
trained a generation of young farmers in organic and biodynamic
farming practices. He oversees the extensive farming operations at
Stone Barns, integrating a holistic farm team that works together
on multi-species grass-fed livestock, grains, field crops,
greenhouse, fruit, flowers, wild landscapes, and compost in a four-
season regenerative system. Jack is leading the programme in
innovative tool design, breeding and monitoring work that
supports the efforts of small- and mid-size farmers, and was part of
the core team that developed the Conservation Action Plan that
led to the management of 350 acres of public lands in the
Rockefeller State Park Preserve. 

Chief Agroecologist (CAO), Stone Barns Center for Food &
Agriculture 

Jack Algiere 
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Alan joined the spiritual organization Shinji Shumeikai in 1976 and
was attracted to, and excelled at, the Natural Agriculture
philosophy which Mokichi Okada, founder of Shinji Shumeikai,
advocated.   
From 1996 onwards Alan avidly participated in all Natural
Agriculture activities and served as the International Coordinator of
Shumei’s partnership with The Rodale Institute, The Center for
Regenerative Studies, and the College of Agriculture at California
State Polytechnic University, Pomona. In 1999 he was involved in
the establishment of the Shumei International Institute in Crestone,
Colorado, a non-profit corporation created to promote spiritual
growth through interfaith activities, the practice of Natural
Agriculture, and sponsorship of cultural events. Now he
enthusiastically introduces Shumei Natural Agriculture as a way of
life to communities around the world including Zambia,
Madagascar, Brazil, Nepal and the Philippines. 



Co-founder and Director of The Southern Lights non-profit
organization 

Sheila Darmos 

Patrick Holden is the founder and CEO of the Sustainable Food
Trust, whose mission is to work internationally to accelerate the
transition towards more sustainable food and farming systems.
Between 1995 and 2010, he was Director of the Soil Association,
the UK organic advocacy and certification organisation, where he
played a leading role in developing the organic standards and
market. 
He currently leads a task force on measuring land use sustainability
for the Sustainable Markets Initiative (SMI), established by the then
Prince of Wales in 2020.
Patrick trained in Biodynamic farming at Emerson College and has
farmed for over 50 years on a 300-acre mixed organic dairy
holding, now the longest established organic dairy farm in Wales,
producing a raw milk cheddar from the milk of 85 Ayrshire cows.
He received a CBE for services to organic farming in 2005 and is
Patron of the UK Bio-dynamic Agriculture Association. He became
an Ashoka fellow in 2016 and was awarded an honorary doctorate
for his international work in sustainable agriculture by the University
of Wales Trinity St David in 2022.

Founder and CEO of the Sustainable Food Trust
Patrick Holden 
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Sheila Darmos is a third-generation farmer and a social
entrepreneur in the agri-food sector and civic engagement field in
Greece. Her key focuses lie within her lived physical and social
environment, namely the farming and rural communities, and thus
a systemic approach to enable transitions towards regeneration in
a holistic way. Her dedication to soil and thus ecosystem
restoration translates into her key aims of transforming the farming
sector in Greece through her initiative “Regenerative Farming
Greece”, and is evident also in her own farming operation on “The
Southern Lights” farm, in the community projects she runs through
her non-profit organisation “The Southern Lights”, in trainings and
public speeches in Greece and Europe through her active
involvement in EARA. In 2024 she also officially became an EU
Mission Soil Ambassador.



Executive Vice Chairman, Rythu Sadhikara Samstha, and, Adviser,
Agriculture, Govt of Andhra Pradesh, INDIA   

Vijay Kumar Thallam 

Helmy Abouleish, born 1961 in Graz, Austria, is CEO of the SEKEM
Initiative in Egypt, founded by his father Ibrahim Abouleish in 1977.
Helmy Abouleish has been deeply involved in SEKEM since it was
founded. He studied economics and marketing in Cairo and was for
a long-time campaigning in national and international politics to
promote responsible competitiveness, social entrepreneurship and
tackling the greatest challenges of the 21st century, such as climate
change and food security. He is member of a number of
international organizations and councils, such as Cradle-2-Cradle,
the World Economic Forum, the World Goetheanum Association or
the World Future Council.  

Chief Executive Officer, SEKEM Holding
Helmy Abouleish

8

Vijay Kumar has been leading since 2015, the climate resilient, A.P
Community managed Natural Farming (APCNF) programme of
Andhra Pradesh. The APCNF programme had in 2024 enrolled 1.0
million farmers to transit to natural farming, with a Vision of
transitioning all the 6.0 million farmer households in the State by
2035. 
In his 40 years work as a Civil Servant, he has spent 30 years in
leading large scale community mobilization and promotion of
livelihoods of rural women, tribal communities and farmers. He
served a record 10 years as CEO of the Society for Elimination of
Rural Poverty in Andhra Pradesh and led the mobilization and
empowerment of 11.5 million rural poor women into thrift and credit-
based self-help groups to move out of poverty. 
Vijay Kumar was appointed as the Vice Chair (Productions) of the
Champions Network for the UN Food Systems Summit in September
2021, and the APCNF Programme was a joint winner of the Euros 1
million, Gulbenkian Prize for Humanity, 2024. 

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.sekem.com%2F&data=05%7C02%7Ccamila.rosado%40undp.org%7C59e5e26b032442d861c308dd1f3f572f%7Cb3e5db5e2944483799f57488ace54319%7C0%7C0%7C638701080437353628%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=i3jz5Z3pE6Tvg5qHRGBYbK1WNOPKj5DntBMxYfCUZys%3D&reserved=0


“We are looking at the values of equity and also
the community and our belief is that the farming
methods we are practicing, also nourish the land
and the people and even the future generations.”

- Elizabeth Mpofu



The origins of my journey: reconnecting with tradition

I grew up in a family which depended on agriculture. My parents were farmers. We had a variety of
crops and animals, and they used manure, but they also used chemical fertilizers. Looking at the
deterioration of our soils and seeing my parents could not harvest anything without fertilizers, I became
aware we needed to revive our farming systems in a way that takes care of and respects Mother Earth
and the environment itself. I also realised the loss of soil fertility coincided with the loss of our traditional
knowledge and our cultural norms and values. This motivated me to think: “we need to start a new
farming era, inspired by knowledge and practices that had been neglected for years and years”.  
I soon joined (in the 1990’s) the Association of Traditional Environmental Conservationists which had the
intention of reviving this knowledge and cultural heritage. We were supported by a regional
organization, PELUM Association which promoted sustainable agriculture. 
We wished to promote traditional crops such as sorghum and finger millet but their seeds were
nowhere to be seen! We finally found elders and spirit mediums in remote parts of the country who
were preserving these seeds in caves. They were really surprised when we approached them because
our generation was no longer interested in producing these crops. They were very happy to see we
genuinely wanted to revive them.   
They also shared with us traditional ceremonies, such as a rainmaking ceremony before sowing the
seeds, and thanksgiving ceremonies at the time of harvest. 
Many of us obtained land as part of the land reform in Zimbabwe and vowed to grow our own
indigenous seeds. We have also been holding these ceremonies every year. 
A lot of teachings came from these elders. These teachings and the farming practices I adopted brought
about a very big change in my connection to the land and ecosystem. I started to realize that land is
also a living entity which also deserves respect and care. This is why now we are striving to harmonize
with the natural cycles and restore the ecological balance. 

A conversation with Elizabeth Mpofu

REVIVING OUR CULTURAL ROOTS TO NOURISH THE WORLD
TODAY AND TOMORROW

The values that guide my work

The heart of my work today is with the African Women's Collaborative for Healthy Food Systems and the
Nutritional African Foods initiative. The main aim of our work, beyond the adoption of organic and agro-
ecological practices, is making food systems healthy and promoting nutritious indigenous foods.
We are rooted in the agroecological principles and the values of: 

Sustainability – by promoting natural restoration, reduction of our carbon footprint with short supply
chains, and supporting local economies. 
Equity and feminist sovereignty – by empowering women farmers with access to land, seeds,
credit and markets, and recognizing their crucial role in food production and decision-making.
Community and collaboration, especially through knowledge and resource sharing and fostering a
strong bonds with other families. 
And the revival of traditional knowledge and culture, as I mentioned before. 
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What nourishes me

I am nourished by my passion for agricultural and farming systems and my deep dedication to making
them healthy and sustainable. I cannot hide the fact I enjoy the good healthy food I am producing!
Almost all my food comes from my farm – crops, vegetables, fruit, pigs, goats, sheep, chickens… I’m just
proud to have all this surround me. 
I am also nourished by my relationship with youth, especially young women. I encourage them to
engage in farming, produce all they need to eat, develop projects to sustain their families. We started a
seed and food fest here in Sashi a few years ago – about 30 people came. Today, three of four hundred
women come and bring their seeds! The young people come and see the importance of farming, are
inspired by what they see, and start practicing agroecological farming with local seeds… Nourishing
their capacity and dedication nourishes me too…
I never thought, when I was a small girl, that I could play a leading role in farming in my country and
beyond… I wanted to become a nurse or doctor, but my parents could not afford such an education.
Today, I like to think that by producing and helping others produce nutritious, chemical free foods, I am
making an even bigger contribution to people’s health than if I had become a doctor…

How my farming practice has made me grow

Farmers face many challenges, especially women. We struggle to access land, water, finance (for
example to fund boreholes since water is crucial). We also face pressures to adopt conventional
chemical intensive farming. 
My practice of agroecology has nurtured my resilience, my ability to adapt, my sense of purpose and my
creativity. In agroecology you cannot just learn from books; you need to think and try and be creative
every day. I have learned to think critically, take my time to analyse issues and come up with innovative
solutions. I’ve learned from Nature’s creativity. 
I’ve grown to appreciate the slow pace of Nature and the importance of long-term planning. I am more
considerate of the impact of my actions on future generations. We also bring these teachings to our
communities and to our children, not only in schools but at home during the school holidays.  
I’ve also learned the importance of coming together and building collaboratives or cooperatives. This
has led me to strengthen my leadership skills. If you’re a leader, you have to lead by example. I don’t
just talk, instead, I bring farmers on my piece of land so they can learn what I am doing and solve
problems they face. This also entailed strengthening my communication skills, to communicate with
diverse stakeholders: other farmers, local leaders, funders, youth…  
This journey of collaboration has deepened my compassion and understanding of what others may be
thinking or feeling and how to move with empathy.   
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“It's about working with Nature, it's about
reestablishing Nature, it's about protecting

Nature reconstructing Nature. It's about
putting more people on the land.” - 

Jean-Martin Fortier



My journey from ecology to farming  

I went into farming right after I graduated from McGill University, in Montreal, where I was studying
environmental science. My wife and I met there, became best friends and after graduation, we decided
we wanted to do something for the Earth, but we didn’t know what.  
We travelled, went to Mexico and worked on a fairtrade coffee farm, which was really interesting. We
then volunteered on an organic farm in New Mexico, USA, where we met a grower from Québec,
Richard Bélanger. He was the salad king of Santa Fe!  
We discovered a community of people who were really interested in local foods and very supportive of
their farmers’ market. We discovered a community of people who were farming. Really interesting
people, really interesting lifestyle…  
And we discovered that farming is applied ecology on a daily basis: we were outside from morning to
night; we were listening to the birds; we were working with our hands; we had our hands in the soil… We
were working physically, but we were also doing many other things: planning, management, marketing…
We found it very stimulating work.  
This experience founded the three pillars of our engagement in farming: ecology, community and
lifestyle.  

A conversation with Jean-Martin Fortier 

CULTIVATING AN ECOLOGY, COMMUNITY AND LIFESTYLE OF
CARE 

Refining the art of small-scale farming, and sharing it  

My wife and I went back to Québec and settled on a 4-hectare piece of land, 1 hectare of which can be
cultivated. The fact we could not expand the cultivated surface fashioned our farming model. Year after
year, we improved our farm and grew more food. We became really, really good at what we were doing
– growing 40, 50 different vegetables on one hectare without any tractor.  
Eventually, I wrote a book – The Market Gardener, which became a bestseller. From that point, my life
took a different turn. The most important lessons I learnt came from other farmers sharing with me, so it
was natural for me to pass the knowledge on through the Market Gardener Institute.  
Being an organic farmer, growing 40 or 50 vegetables at once, each with their own needs, requires a lot
of hands-on knowledge, from preparing the soil, managing seeds, preparing seedlings, tending crops to
managing time, marketing and business management… My idea with the book and online classes was:
“What if I can teach you what I've learned in 12 years, so that you can study it, practice it, and then,
perhaps, it will take you 3 years to get to the level that took me 12 years.”  
It's been really successful. 7000 people have followed my class and these young growers are much
better than I was when I was their age! It is very encouraging for me to pass knowledge on and make
sure there's a new generation of growers rising. We need more young people wanting to start farming,
so we need to be there for them. We need to have a good message. We need to be a good example. 
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Farming’s lessons for life 

Farming has also taught me many other things besides how to grow and market crops. 
The “banger”, the big, big lesson for me is that, when we started, I thought we were healing the land
with the work we were doing. But lately I’ve come to realise that it’s really the other way around: the
land has been healing me. We’re barefoot, we have our hands in the soil, we listen to birds, we see the
changing seasons… Over the years, that has really transformed me into somebody who's probably more
sensitive, more aware, and more nurturing.  
Farming has also allowed me to create all these special connections all over the world. 
I really feel that is what soil can do to someone. It's very healing. 
I've also learned smaller things, such as the fact that it's just all there. If you plant a few things, leave a
bush to itself, move a rock, dig a hole, or even do big earthworks on your land and then leave it alone, it
just perks back. Life just does its thing. It's really fascinating. 

Essential skills for farmers  

Being a farmer is never easy. In our line of trade, you can never postpone anything. You have to harvest
when the crops are ready, for example, otherwise nothing else works. All these different crops are like
children, screaming at you: demanding for weeding, or fertilization, or pest control and harvest. It's really
a balancing act to evaluate what needs to be done, what resources, time and energy you'll put into that
day or that week.  
I've been leading teams all these years. That entails deciding what the team's going to do, how it will be
managed, how they report, how they connect with each other.    
There is also all the business side. It's not just growing vegetables, it’s also selling them, accounting,
budgeting. A farmer is an entrepreneur. We rarely talk about it, but being an entrepreneur is not for
everyone. An entrepreneur is somebody who takes risks, who makes decisions based on uncertainty.
He or she has to be comfortable with some level of uncertainty, has to be a doer. 
You need to be patient, but also ready to move. Every day is a new challenge, every week is different,
every season brings its own learnings. So you need to adapt. Farmers are very resilient. 

The essence of farming: Care 

The sacredness of farming relates to farmers. I don’t mean to glorify them, but we should really be
listening to them a lot more. Their knowledge and craft are born from experience.  
I wish more customers would stop shopping in supermarkets, buy more directly from farmers and really
understand where their food comes from. It is so important to have farms and farmers that are doing this
for the right reasons, with their heart, growing beautiful crops without chemicals.  
We are working with living soils. If we dig and dig to find the causes of many illnesses or what makes us
healthy, we will come to what we eat. And what we eat comes from soil. The type of soil and the
intention of how food is grown is huge. I'm sure if people would realise this, many would switch to
organic food, because they would know it's so much better for them and for the world. 
What our world needs moving forward is not technology in farming, it is food grown with care by people
who care. The intention we put in these gardens or in these farms is essential, because that's what
we're eating. This is pretty deep. 
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“So we work with nature respectfully
thanking it and recognizing its

sacredness in our everyday work.” -
Alan Imai



Discovering and sharing Natural Agriculture

I encountered Shumei's philosophy just before I entered university and became deeply interested in
their approach to agriculture. This laid the foundation for my professional path, as my university studies
on agriculture led me to deep disappointment, due to the great focus on synthetic chemicals at that
time.   
As soon as I finished my studies, I went to work at Shumei’s headquarters in Kyoto and then, 39 years
ago, moved to help with Shumei’s activities in the USA. A partnership with the Rodale Institute and Soil
Association helped us get involved in the overall organic agriculture movement. I have also been
supporting projects in Canada, the US, Italy, Brazil, Madagascar, the Philippines, and Zambia, giving me
the opportunity to fulfill my passions: to promote sustainable agriculture that is healthier for humans and
the environment, while traveling and meeting many farmers.   

A conversation with Alan Imai

LIVING AND SHARING MY PASSIONS FOR AGRICULTURE AND
SPIRITUALITY

Farming: spirituality in practice 

The philosophy of Shumei Natural Agiculture is based on agriculture as a spiritual practice. Whether or
not farmers use the word ‘spiritual’, there is no doubt that farming creates a deep connection between
human beings and Nature, as we are part of Nature. Even if farmers may not acknowledge this
connection as spiritual, there is always an emotional connection to the land. Farming is not just about
cultivating land—it’s also about cultivating the spirit.  
This spiritual aspect of natural agriculture is vital; it is more important than what we can physically
experience. The spirit of fire comes from the sun, the spirit of water from the moon, and the spirit of the
earth from the ground itself. These elements, along with their spiritual essence, connect us not only to
Nature but also to our ancestors. As we openly acknowledge this connection, we begin to remember
and appreciate our farming traditions, our parents, and those who came before us. This bond extends
beyond the land to include human relationships and even those who have passed away. 
Farming is a wonderful career to satisfy our spirituality. It is hard work, but the return is huge. 
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I approach even weeds with respect. Instead of just pulling them out, the day before I go to the garden,
I explain my purpose: “I’m growing vegetables, and while I respect all living creatures, I need to weed to
help my plants thrive”. I ask for their cooperation. The next day, it feels like the weeds intuitively guide
me, saying, "This one can go," and they are easy to pull out, as if they were helping me weed.  
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Strengthening communities through Natural Agriculture   

Through natural agriculture, the communities are also strengthened. Farmers feel a strong bond with
the land, treating it as a living being that supports and gives life. This respect extends beyond the land,
influencing how they interact with their communities by fostering a supportive atmosphere.  
I have witnessed this in our collaboration with communities in Zambia. A cooperative with over 1000
women farmers had been established by the mother of our partner, Barbara Hachipuka Banda. Initially
they wanted to provide seeds and chemicals for farmers, who didn’t have the resources to do so, but
instead they turned to natural agriculture. We started in May 2006, showing them how to save their
seeds. Since then, they save their own traditional seeds, and natural agriculture is growing in that
country.  
This has also transformed the communities. For example, I once invited members of a community to say
whether they had been successful in their farming. Two women raised their hands and shared their
experiences with others. Everyone was amazed because traditionally, if someone was successful, they
wouldn’t talk about it. Over the years, we developed this practice of sharing successes, failures, and
lessons learned, which helped create strong communities. This is very important because every four or
five years, there is a heavy drought. Creating a strong community ensures people support each other to
overcome challenging times. 
Community commitment is key for this to work. A few years ago, a leader asked me to come to his
community and teach them natural agriculture. My answer was that I would do it, but they needed to
have their own commitment. Two years later, he came back to me with a strong community of 180
enthusiastic women ready to start working in natural agriculture. 
This work helps communities reconnect with their ancestors and appreciate their traditional knowledge.
One day, when I was talking about natural agriculture in the community, an old lady raised her hand and
said, “What this young man from Japan is saying is true.” “ When I was a little ,my parents, my
grandparents gave me the traditional maze.” “I remember the taste but those maize are gone.” We used
to save the seeds but forgot this method.” So they appreciate their traditions, their ancestors and
become proud of being African, of being Tonga people. These connections bring deep happiness.  

Working with Nature: listening with reverence 

In Shumei, we foster reverence for Nature, sustainability, and community well-being. We believe in
enhancing the soil's natural fertility and working in harmony with Nature, by expressing gratitude and
recognizing its sacredness in our everyday work. 
People often ask me, "What should I grow in my garden?" I suggest sitting on the ground in your
garden, closing your eyes, touching the earth with your hands, meditating, and asking the soil what it
wants to grow. Instead of deciding what we want to grow, we should listen to what the soil wants. That’s
where it all begins. As we work with the soil, it starts to support us, and eventually, it helps us grow
anything.



Shumei's approach includes direct marketing to consumers who value and understand the farmer’s
efforts and commitment. We work with an Italian wine producer who puts a lot of work and energy into
this wine because he is so committed to produce the best wine possible for humans and Nature. The
financial aspect is a small portion of his motivation, as his satisfaction comes from what he is doing in
his field and his relationship with the grapes and vines.  
Consumer education is a very important part. Consumers have to understand and respect the cycles of
Nature, including the availability of seasonal foods. When consumers grasp how Nature works, it makes
the relationship between farmers and consumers much stronger, allowing them to work together in
harmony.

What fulfils my life: integrating spirituality and agriculture 

What brings me satisfaction in my work is the possibility of being able to work with a holistic approach
to food production. Not only supporting the physical part but, above all, the spiritual aspect of it, which
is my passion. In this sense, I feel that my job allows me to bring together my desire to follow a spiritual
path and my love for agriculture.  

The consumers’ role 

In Shumei's natural agriculture, an important aspect is the communication between growers and
consumers. Farmers deeply appreciate hearing from consumers, and their positive feedback
encourages them to continue practising natural agriculture. These voices are a powerful source of
motivation, reinforcing the bond between growers and consumers. 
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“The natural system is guiding us, and the question
is whether we want to paddle into that wave in the

right way, or how we want to be in position with
those cycles and rhythms.” - Jack Algiere



A journey from belonging and betrayal into being

My path has been one of choosing farming because it was a public service for my community and the
environment, a service I felt well prepared for growing up on a small organic farm where I was 4th
generation, in a supportive community. Agriculture also gave me a channel to continue to practice my
personal relationship in Nature.  
When I was sixteen, farms were on the decline in our area as a result of the wave of “economic
development” of the eighties. This cultural shift affected our family as well, leading to the sale of our
farm. This had an unconscious impact on me that took me a long time to grieve and recognize.  
I felt a complex sense of betrayal for our community values. I felt we were fed a false promise of
modern industrial agriculture meant to overlook the current dissonance that says “don’t worry; we’ve
got it taken care of, just trust us. We’re going to feed the world”. But what this nameless voice is not
addressing are the cultural and planetary consequences on the quality of food, the quality of
relationship to place, and the relationship of agriculture to Nature.  
I feel very lucky to have had good mentors. My father and mother, first of all, but also other growers and
authors and thinkers. One of the first big realizations came from reading Rudolf Steiner and what he
wrote about the importance of experiencing spiritual solitude in Nature.  
The basic fundamental of Steiner’s work on farming is that agriculture is the crucible that sits between
what an environment can sustainably hold and the creative expression of our society. And if either of
those is dulled, then the richness of agriculture suffers.  
The idea of a conscious relationship with Nature, the awareness of working in a system, and the
recognition that there are some things that cannot be taught but only learned through experience, have
been central to my farming practice and my life.  

 

A conversation with Jack Algiere 

FARMING AND LIVING WITHIN THE RHYTHM OF NATURE

Working with the rhythm of Nature 

I have been a musician – a percussionist from my earliest memory – so the rhythm of things has always
been a big part of my life. That is easily translatable to farming. Anyone who commits to Nature-driven
practice recognizes that we're in this big, moving, changing space, and everything is syncopated in a
collective rhythm.  
My whole life we've followed celestial calendars for planting, and just about everything else – animal
birthings, tree cuttings… The calendars have been our guides. They have an incredible effect on the
way seeds germinate, how a plant can heal, how it can defend itself against insects, and how an animal
can be more attuned to pathogen pressures based on when it was born. The beauty is that we've
mapped it, but what it's doing in a very subtle way at a massive scale we really don't understand. There
are so many things that are aligned with those cycles, such that it's also a great way to alleviate the
stress of decision making.  
One of my farmer teachers, Elliot Coleman, said to me many times that we're junior partners to Nature.
The question is whether we are consciously attentive to anticipating the approaching waves in Nature
and how we want to position ourselves with those cycles and rhythms. It's not for the amateur. It takes a
practice of awareness. A kind of avid perennial relationship has to be in place. 
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A supportive community as the soil, values as the nutrients for agroecology

I have seen over and over, in this country and around the world, that farmers do their best when their
communities recognize the extended value of farming at the most local level. The relationship to
stewardship and land and all these regenerative practices are only able to happen when the rest of the
community recognizes and can embody that value set.  
Farming is not just a simple business because its margins are associated with the equity of our place in
the ecosystem. The agroecology of our communities are not being acknowledged.   
It will help us to recognize a broader value set that farmers can feel they're contributing to. Right now,
the job is just to produce. But production is not a real goal. 
Health, pleasure, stability, resilience, beauty – those are goals. Production is the result of these things.
We should recognize how agriculture can be an act of conservation and an invitation for the community
to connect to Nature. 
A healthy food system is a community that has an entire body of the population recognizing what their
contribution to Nature and food and community is through what they're eating, wearing, inhabiting and
consuming. Hyper consumerism is a culprit to this loss, this lack of a real connection that we're trying to
fill. Whereas anyone who is regularly attending farmers markets, or growing a small garden in their
backyard, or buying food from a local farm has a sense of pride. There is incredible amounts of joy that
comes from being connected and discerning. 
This is why agroecology plays such a big part: it recognizes this linkage between the agricultural
practice, the scientific discipline and the social movement that's associated with a healthy living agri-
ecosystem. 

Where science meets the senses and contemplation

A big part of the practice is simply to allow our senses to expand and to pay attention to the things
around us. Trust in living systems is created over time by seeing, smelling, hearing, sensing and feeling
it. Those organs literally have to grow in us. Meditation and mindfulness is so valuable for this.  
I have a plant science degree and I like tying what I'm understanding from a scientific perspective to the
esoteric. If I look at a field and see the hue of green or whichever colour is expressed, it's telling me
something about health and deficiency. I appreciate science as a reinforcement of my feelings, rather
than the other way around. I think it’s really disempowering for people to be told by someone without
familiarity with a system to say “I’m going to tell you why your soils aren’t healthy’.  
The kind of agricultural environments we put ourselves in can have hugely variable effects on the
personal connections we make with it. The key is to not distract ourselves with the technical. That is
why I like to work with intimate machinery. If I’m on a large tractor, my first concern is safety. But if I’m
walking through a field with a hand hoe, I’m in bliss. It’s walking…, working meditation.  
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Looking ahead: seeds of optimism

There's a lot to be hopeful for. People are so creative. Any kind of pessimism comes not from the earth
failing us or us not figuring out how to solve the problem. It's whether or not we're going to come to an
agreement as a community and as a global society. 
We are seeing the seasons and weather patterns change in unprecedented ways. We've had the
longest drought in this season in nearly a hundred years, so we don't have context for this change. But I
know that all the things that we've been working for building resilience are doing their job. I can also
see where there are areas for improvement that I wouldn't have learned otherwise. 
The lessons are again in this deep listening and observation. The memory of a place over a long period
of time gives us cues about what step to take. Keeping good notes helps too. It is in the deep listening
that Nature offers that guidance. Nature isn't that cruel. We will always adapt.  
I've saved and selected seeds and bred many things over the years. Doing so is a window into Nature’s
brilliance, and it is absolute magic. I am fascinated by the understanding of how plants and animals
have navigated this long road of time and that gives me incredible amounts of hope. 
I think we're on the precipice, the threshold of a world where we can take all the extraordinary
knowledge that we gathered and all the technology that has been built in the 20th century and begin to
blend that understanding with how we reconnect to place and each other and include ourselves again
in the big picture. 
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“Observing the patterns of seasons and days, of
life and decay has given me a lot of calmness in

relation to time.” - Sheila Darmos



Life showing the way

Farming was not part of the vision I had for my life. I was studying sociology and wanted to work in
Africa or other regions. But then my father, a farmer, fell sick, and from one day to the next I had to
move to Greece. All of a sudden, I was being shown a very different path for my life.  
Staying and managing the farm just felt like I was doing the right thing. I’ve always felt very connected
with this land – it was hosting us so generously. It felt like a crime to abandon the land. I had to forget
whatever society was telling me would be the right path and follow my body and intuition.   

A conversation with Sheila Darmos 

Natural disturbances as a guide into the flow of Nature
 

When I fully took over the farm in 2015, I was faced with a big challenge. We had just grafted all our
citrus trees when a big attack of grasshoppers came onto the land, and they ate all the leaves of those
trees. This happened just after my father passed away and I had a lot of stress with the inheritance of
the farm and factory. People and relatives all pressured me: “You have to spray something or you will
lose the trees!” 
But I felt very strongly this could not be right. I felt very stressed and reflected “I’d rather let go of the
citrus cultivation than put all this pressure on the land, on Nature, on myself, and on everybody else; or
else I will just get sick like my dad.”  
This led me on a path of learning to let go, follow Nature, and just observe. Luckily, I had just
discovered the principles of permaculture, which speak a lot about observing, interacting creatively,
using and responding to change. The trees recovered. This really guided our behaviour and thinking at
the time and it still does today. Whenever we apply pressure to achieve anything, we know it’s not the
right way. 
Sometimes you need to shake people up, just as natural disturbances are very beneficial to an
ecosystem. But then things have to flow, and you need to see what emerges and work with that. My
team and I speak about it and see the same patterns and principles apply. It gives us a lot of calmness
to know that we're on the right path

FROM DISTURBANCE TO FLOW: 
A JOURNEY OF REGENERATION, INNOVATION AND CONNECTION
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Diversity, a source of innovation and energy  

I think that we function better as a society when every individual is more liberated to express
themselves, because diversity is very beneficial. We need diversity in an ecosystem, and we also need
it in a society. 
In our team, fortunately, we have great diversity and we question each other every day to find better
ways of doing things. We see the need to create coherence amongst us with diverse educational
backgrounds. This internal challenge is also a basis for innovation. 
I read recently that innovations are not born in well protected environments with a lot of funding. They
happen when humans must address a very big need. These struggles drive us onto a healthier path,
independent of what society has currently defined as being the right thing. 
Diversity contributes to our resilience as a community. Unfortunately, we are so specialized in our
society. One of the biggest challenges we face is to market our diversity of crops. Supply chains are
currently built for large quantities of single commodities that can fill trucks. So one needs to have
customers who understand the value of diversity and find selling channels that allow smaller quantities
of more diverse produce.  
When I look at my farm and see this huge diversity in the plants, it just looks nice, and I become so
happy and energized. Even a relative of mine, who had advised me to spray my trees tells me: “Sheila,
sometimes I come to sit here in your farm because it just has such a nice energy.” This gives me hope.  
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ons of things. You just need to learn a different way of planning and be agile and more spontaneous. 
John Young, who works on deep Nature connection, says that two essential ingredients are needed for
reconnecting with Nature: perceived timelessness and unsupervised experimentation time.  
When we experience timelessness, we're in the flow. When I look back in my life, all the new projects
were born when I was experiencing a moment of timelessness, such as on vacation when there was no
schedule. We need to make more time for timelessness in our modern lives. 

From flow to timelessness  

Observing the patterns of the seasons and the days, of life and decay, has given me a lot of calmness in
my relation to time. My ability to track time or follow structured schedules is lost. I observe trees as they
become more mature and then decease; and then other trees grow. It allows me to have a different
relationship with ageing, to feel more calmness and really go with the flow.  
It is a huge struggle for visitors or volunteers on our farm who expect a clear schedule to do things. But
then, they see practically that it's difficult to schedule things on a farm because it depends on the
weather, on other farmers, on the community, on millions of things. You just need to learn a different
way of planning and be agile and more spontaneous. 



I felt so alone when I started transitioning to regenerative farming, with no mentorship and no support,
that it has driven me to develop networks of farmers on the path of regeneration and eco-projects in
Greece. There are a lot of obstacles in the transition away from conventional agriculture, but people
feel so empowered when they realize they are not alone anymore. In the end nobody wants to spray,
so I think once they understand they have a choice, it gives them some peace, some hope. 
I also think that it's important to build bridges across movements and organizations to be more
effective. We should learn to speak with each other and try to find a common language, realizing that
we all have the same goal and vision. 
We can find this common vision by asking ourselves what kind of world we want to leave for the next
generation. What would be the ideal ecosystem we would like our children to grow up in, and how can
each of us contribute to these? 
Let's team up and create those ecosystems. 
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Nourishing relationship: from gratitude to compassion, empowerment and hope 

I appreciate the diversity of relationships I can cultivate through farming. With my ancestors for
example: I am very grateful to them for having managed to deal with the pressures and challenges of
their time and hold onto their land and wisdom. I’m grateful to be hosted by this land, especially when
you see all that is happening in the world. I also enjoy the fact that my uncle is living with us. Living
together with another generation does a lot to you. 
I’m learning to develop patience and compassion with people with other mindsets, for example towards
farmers who spray heavy chemicals. I get in a rage when I see a neighbour spraying – it’s as if he were
literally spraying me. But I try to practice compassion and find a common ground.  
Farming also builds endurance, persistence, and the ability to sit with solitude because working in a
rural area entails a lot of loneliness. 
 



“You cannot be in Nature without being touched
and fed by it.” - Patrick Holden



A conversation with Patrick Holden 

More than Science 

Throughout my farming life, I’ve been very interested in building a bridge between inner change and my external
work in regenerative agriculture. For those of us with a strong spiritual search, I think it’s a responsibility to
connect that inner journey with the work we do and to share it more openly, and in a respectful way. 
Science doesn't really fully understand some phenomena. We know that the moon influences the tides or the
menstrual cycle, and these kinds of connections also apply to agriculture. The planetary movements affect plant
saps, for instance, for example. If you accept that, could it not be that we're much more influenced than we yet
realize or fully understand from a scientific perspective in relation to the vitality of food, or indeed the declining
vitality of food? And what influences could a farmer or grower bring to improve the vitality of the food that they
grow? Now we know from Merlin Sheldrake that trees communicate with each other, and that even carrots also
have feelings! This sort of attitude was seen as heretical until quite recently.

 

A journey from spirituality into farming  

I believe every human being has their own journey, shaped by the cultural atmosphere they grow up in. In the
Western world, since the Enlightenment, we’ve moved into a world of science, reductionism, and separation. For
those drawn to the inner dimensions of life, their journey unfolds within the influences of their time and society.
I can’t separate this from my own journey. Born in 1950, I grew up surrounded by Christian influences—my great-
grandfather was a bishop in Tasmania, and my mother’s father a missionary—but my parents rejected their
Anglican upbringing and became agnostics. Christianity didn’t resonate with me either; I felt something had been
lost in translation. But I never rejected the idea of a spiritual search.
My spiritual path has been influenced by Krishnamurti, Rudolf Steiner, and the general cultural shift of the 1960s,
which brought about a shift in consciousness that’s hard to fully explain. I could say that my search began early,
rooted in childhood experiences, as I was influenced by a deep connection with Nature and the natural world.
Later, I became involved in the teachings of Gurdjieff, which one might describe as a fusion between Christianity
and Eastern faith. Being connected with this teaching has been a great help to me over more than 40 years.
However, one of the enduring questions for me has been to connect this inner search with work in life, in my case
agriculture and the arising of the organic movement, which I believe was influenced both by the political and
spiritual movements of the time.

 

FARMING WITH PRESENCE TO CULTIVATE VITALITY AND JOY

Oneness with Nature

Everything is connected, bound together through universal laws. The interconnectedness of everything reveals
that nothing is separated: geometric and mathematical laws are embedded in every aspect of the cosmos, the
universe, Nature, and ecosystems.
When you start to have a profound realization that you are not separated from Nature—that these laws manifest
within your own body—it brings about a shift in perception of our relationship with the world. If one understands
that we are not just part of Nature, but that we are Nature, that realization can bring a shift in attitude.
Each person follows their own path, but I believe developing the influences that shape us requires active spiritual
work overtime—work on oneself to develop the capacity to be more connected.
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Finding joy in Nature's wonders

I think there's joy to be found every day. Nature is so extraordinary. I was out on the farm this morning, thinking
about the magnificence and beauty of Nature. It’s the great healer, isn’t it? Its resilience is just wonderful.
How lucky are we to be working with Nature to produce food which can enhance the vitality of human beings?
That really is an enormous privilege.

 

Practicing spirituality through farming

I think a precondition for anything useful in life is to be more present. Life is often completely distracted by our
thoughts, dreams, fears, aspirations, and ego. Practices like daily meditation, praying, quieting oneself, or
practising mindfulness are a precondition for the right action in the world. These practices entail bringing active
attention to the body and reconnecting the centres that are so often disconnected. We can place ourselves under
refining influences, and one of the most powerful is Nature itself. You cannot be in Nature without being touched
and fed by it; it offers us wonderful gifts.
 I think the energy and the presence of the person farming without question affects the vitality of the crops, and
the love and the trust that they have with animals. For example, we have a dairy herd here. My wife Becky is a cow
whisperer. She loves and trusts the cows and they love and trust her. It is quite extraordinary the level of
connection that she has with them. All animals are very sensitive to the emanations of the human beings that look
after them, extraordinarily sensitive. So, if you milk cows with love, that's going to be reflected in the quality of the
cheese which we make.
There are many different forms of engagement with the natural world which farmers can use, including Shumei
philosophy of natural agriculture and biodynamic farming. We can also see these forces working in the energies of
water. If you're farming and you have water of a very high quality, it will influence the quality of the food that you
grow. 
One of my teachers once said to me that Life is a study of energy from the coarse to the fine. And surely our role
as farmers and human beings on planet Earth is the refinement of energy.
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“Those who adopt natural farming gain a greater
understanding of the interconnectedness between
multiple crops, earthworms, butterflies, dragonflies,

birds...” - Vijay Kumar Thallam



A conversation with Vijay Kumar Thallam 
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CULTIVATING HAPPINESS WITH THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE, BY
THE PEOPLE 

Sustainable agriculture: a key ingredient for empowerment and fulfilment 

We started the sustainable agriculture initiative in 2004 because some women told me “We are losing a lot of
money buying synthetic pesticides, which also affect our health.” I partnered with an organization with technical
expertise in sustainable agriculture and trained a group of women over a couple of years who became experts
and then went on to train other women. We helped them overcome obstacles and seize opportunities. In addition
to sustainable agriculture, these women worked on access to loans and insurance, developing enterprises, and
addressing health. We developed a dairy program, an early childhood education program, a nutritional program
for pregnant women… The success of the sustainable agriculture programme came from its integration in a holistic
approach to all-round community development.  
 

The origin: a desire to help unleash the capabilities and creativity of the poor

II became a government civil servant in 1983. When I joined the Government service in Andhra Pradesh State, I
had great mentors who inspired me with their work and they taught me that the true purpose of being a civil
servant was to be of support to the poor. I did my best throughout these 40 years to follow this dictum. This gave
immense meaning to my work. My journey into development of indigenous communities, rural women, farmers
was with a desire to be of service to them, to enable them to realize their full potential and lead a life of wellness
and dignity.  
After a decade of working with indigenous peoples, I was asked by the Government in the year 2000, to head a
Women’s Empowerment Programme in Andhra Pradesh. This was supported by the World Bank, and it was to
scale up the successes achieved under the earlier UNDP-funded pilot, South Asia Poverty Alleviation Project 1995
– 2002, an experiment on organizing rural poor women to enable them to overcome poverty. Our programme
focused on women because they are more vulnerable and face more obstacles than men. And, there is something
truly magical about the power of women collectives in bringing about transformational and inter-generational
change.  
We started a wide range of community development activities run through women’s Self-Help Groups. Some of
them, who experienced transformative outcomes by being members of the self-help groups of women became
catalysts, “heroes”, who went on to train other communities. They revealed to us the power of peer learning and
experiential learning contrasted as a contrast to theoretical trainings. This was so successful that that within 10
years, 90% of women in rural Andhra Pradesh, 11.5 million women were organized. The approach was then scaled
up to other Indian states by women ‘heroes’ from Andhra Pradesh who moved to villages in other states for
several years. They created and nurtured ‘heroes’ in the host states, who scaled up the organizing of women in
their states. Today, after 12 years of this approach,  100 million rural women have been organized in the whole
country. It's incredible how their energies got unleashed …  
The women’s engagement and their transformative role in their families and communities was the pillar for
everything else we have done, in agriculture, but also health, education and more…  
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Scaling up natural farming with an army of heroes

I was given the possibility to develop natural farming when in 2015, I was asked to lead the Agriculture
Department of Andhra Pradesh.  
Rather than working with the Agriculture Department staff, whose approach was ‘chemical agriculture’, I picked up
close to 700 of the best practising natural farming farmer trainers from the earlier programme to spread the
approach. They used all sorts of creative strategies to demonstrate the value of natural farming, with patience and
perseverance, such that today one million farmers in the State have converted to natural farming, without the
transitioning farmers receiving any monetary incentive for the transition. These 700 trainers were my real heroes.
They have groomed 10000 heroes in the 4000 project villages, and these heroes are supporting the 1 million
farmers’ transition. Around  60% of these heroes are women farmers.

The challenges that strengthen

Many challenges arise when bringing about such change, but I regard them as trivial in relation to the importance
of the task. Whatever capability God has given me,  and the responsibility that Society has given me, I should do it
to the best of my best ability. The consequences of not succeeding are dire.  
I have faced a lot of opposition from the mainstream agriculture lobby, but this has made me stronger like a pest
attack makes the plant stronger. These attacks made me go deeper into the science so that I can now tell them
their science is outdated: “You are at the pre-Galileo stage saying the earth is flat. Now I’m saying the earth is
round”.  I’m not saying we are perfect; we are working to continuously improve our technology. But we see the
results in farmers’ fields and in their happiness.  
 

A harvest of happiness and wellbeing  

A major outcome of all this work is that all those involved are very happy. The trainers are very excited when they
talk about the transformations and the hurdles they overcome.   
Farmers, especially women, often tell me even without my asking about the improvements in their health. They’re
also happy to see the improvements in the soil: they say that there are plenty of bees, butterflies, birds, and
earthworms; their need for irrigation has been reduced by half; weeds and pests have declined significantly; etc.
One woman shared with me that her husband has become very calm, thanks to 365 days of green cover that we
introduced for rainfed agriculture, it spread the work over the year rather than concentrating it all at the time of
rainfall when all the other farmers are scrambling with seeding and fertilizing.  
Since natural farmers cultivate multiple crops, they obtain food and income throughout the year. Women are very
happy to save the money they used to invest in fertilizers. Farmers tell me that if they go to a market, their crop is
sold out before all the other vendors because their produce is so beautiful. People actually wait for them! Many of
the farmers have repaid their earlier debts and can invest in their children's education or improving their homes.  
They also gained the respect of other villagers. Whereas earlier they were dismissed as cranks, they now have a
sense of pride. “Those who scorned us have now come to us for advice,” they tell me.   



The challenges that strengthen

Those who adopt natural farming gain a greater understanding of the interconnectedness between multiple crops,
earthworms, butterflies, dragonflies, birds.  We explain the science behind these phenomena. But they have their
own instinctive ways of knowing what each element of biodiversity is doing. The interconnectedness is coming
home to them, and they're enjoying it. 
One young farmer, who studied engineering but came back to help his mother when his father died, told me: “Sir,
I come to my farm early in the morning because there are so many birds in my field. I love to hear them chatter
and I enjoy myself.” 
One lady told me that she had put a millet crop on the borders of her field but the birds ate the entire crop. When I
asked her whether she felt sad about it, she answered: “No, sir, it's okay, because they have to live. They're also
eating the insects or the pest from my field so it's a fair exchange.” 
 

The godliness of farmers

My belief is that everybo is a God, whose power can be unleashed. Farmers need to be recognized. I call my
farmers Gods. There are four Gods in each farmer: 
First, she or he feeds us so she is the god of food. Second, natural farmers provide healthy foods so they are the
gods of health. Third, we are introducing breakthrough technology with crops that can harness water from the air
which makes farmers the god of rain, of water. Fourth, with natural farming they can reverse climate change, so
they are like Lord Vishnu, who, in our mythology, is the one who maintains this universe.   
I also tell them they need a goddess to help them become these 4 gods. She is Saraswati, the Goddess of
knowledge because we need knowledge to unlock our minds. 
We need to respect farmers. Whether it rains, whether it is too hot or too cold, they go to the farm. They do the
work. We are alive because of them. 
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“Whatever our hearts and love impulses are, let's
follow them and learn by moving, by stepping into
the next step because our feet and hands are more
wise than our brains. And only in doing things do

you would really learn” - Helmy Abouleish



A conversation with Helmy Abouleish

A family journey 

In 1977, I moved to Egypt to work with my father on a project that led me to work for a different future.
Together we founded Sekem, driven by a shared belief that biodynamic agriculture could be a bridge to
holistic change for Egypt's rural farmers. From the beginning, our goal wasn’t to work on agriculture
itself, but it was more about how it contributes to human and societal development. After all, 'agriculture'
is the best example of the connection between Nature and human beings – as it is the meeting point
where culture is developed. 
Two pictures from those early stages have inspired my work and reflect the example my father gave
me. The first one was the day we received a tractor to start building the infrastructure for the farm. This
tractor was accompanied by a second one with a piano. This coincidence manifested from the very first
day that Sekem is not only about the tractors and what they entail but also about the soul and spirit.  
The second picture I have comes also from the early stages of our project. The trees we had planted
had been pulled out from the land and had died, just a week after we planted them. Despite the impact
it had on all of us, my father's words stayed with me: "Allah sends problems and challenges to those
whom He loves so that they can learn and develop." These words have made me accept challenges
and take them as opportunities to grow and learn, for which we ought to be thankful for them. 

Love as a transformative power 

At Sekem, the work we do today is rooted in love. I firmly believe that it is the most powerful force we
have. It is always transformative; it can change the world. This belief continuously shapes our approach,
which is guided by a holistic framework - encompassing cultural, social, economic, and ecological
dimensions- rooted in the following values: 

Freedom: connected to cultural development. We strive to create the conditions for each person to
unfold their potential freely, without control or constraints. We are trying to plant the seeds for it to
happen, which for us covers everything about lifelong learning, holistic science, arts and its
influence on human development, religion, and health. 
Equality: on the social level, equality means embracing diversity—not just tolerating differences but
deeply engaging with them. It’s about genuine curiosity and interest in others. We work to ensure
equal opportunities and rights for everyone, regardless of religion, gender, age, race, and so on. 
Love is the guiding principle of our economy. It allows us to be efficient, productive, and capable of
providing livelihoods for everyone involved. It creates added value. 
Elevating Nature’s potential, when it comes to ecology. Our aim isn’t simply to protect or preserve
Nature. Instead, we focus on regeneration and ultimately elevating Nature to its full potential.  

 

LOVE AS A GUIDING FORCE 
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How do we practice these values? 

We practice a biodynamic model, placing organic farming at the centre. We support farmers in
transitioning from conventional farming by providing seeds, necessary inputs, and guidance to help
them build a new relationship with their soil, trees and animals. We have seen that this process is not
difficult for many farmers, as they already share a connection with the land through their hands and
hearts. 
However, this is only part of it. Following our holistic approach, we also focus on the educational, social
and community levels. In the education sphere, we dedicate at least 10% of the working time of people
in our community to personal development and growth. This applies across all sectors, businesses,
schools, and universities. We invest in this effort with resources like mentors, coaches, and artistic and
cultural training programs, addressing not only intellectual growth but also emotional, practical, and
personal ones. On a societal level, we are developing programs for kids and women, providing medical
insurance, including them in a pension scheme and providing them income to allow them to create a
livelihood and develop their full potential. Finally, building community is also part of our program. We
foster social and cultural development through regular cultural events. They are held every one to three
weeks, where musicians and artists engage with the community to enrich their experiences.  
At the heart of all these efforts, there is an aim to redefine the relationship with farmers—one of respect,
dignity, and honor, as they are climate heroes and have an essential role in our societies. For us,
farming is one of the most noble professions, as farmers provide far more than just food. Farmers not
only deliver the food we eat, but they also deliver many more ecosystem services, and social services
from beauty to weather, from water to climate and biodiversity. 

The Economy of Love 

We started promoting the Economy of Love 47 years ago. From the beginning, everyone thought that
we were totally crazy. It may seem like the Economy of Love is just about hugging and kissing
(romance), but we have demonstrated that it is all about true productivity, efficiency and profitability. We
have shown that, in the end, it can be much more competitive than the conventional way. Every
company that is part of Sekem has better margins and higher productivity rates per capita than any
comparable company in Egypt.  
We are demonstrating to the world that biodynamic and organic products are less expensive than
conventional ones, if you take into consideration the impact and costs that conventional products have
on health, climate, water, and social relations. 
However, the impact of this model goes beyond the economic aspect. We have found that it serves as a
path to reconnecting with Nature in a more peaceful way. Moreover, throughout these years, we’ve
seen that the greatest impact we’ve had lies in creating spaces to celebrate and recognize farmers for
their work. What plays a central role is the sense of belonging to a community, being honored and
acknowledged for their work, and feeling that this change will lead to a different future for the next
generations.

The Courage to Love 

The last idea or message that I want to leave you with is that Love should come with the courage to act
to make a real change. Despite what people say or how impossible it seems, we should come into
action, following our hearts and love impulses, and learning by moving. Our feet and hands are wiser
than our brains, and only by acting, we learn, develop and get people connected. 
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