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Towards an integrative social learning approach: enhancing community empowerment for sustainable
agriculture development in northern Thailand

Budsara Limnirankul”®, Phrek Gypmantasiri’, and Chorpaka Muangsuk’

Abstract: Enhancing community empowerment through capacity development to enable more farmers to play
an active role in the decisions that affect their communities requires integrative and interactive approaches of
social learning. There is also an increasing recognition that technological and social innovations are complex
processes, which require knowledge domains from a variety of actors. The introduction and integration of
external and local knowledge are created through a process of facilitation in various platforms of learning.
Various critiques have been raised on effectiveness of facilitation in social learning particularly on its impacts on
sustainable agriculture development and natural resource management, whether the process helps foster
changes to maintain agro-ecological dynamics and environmental integrity. The premise to manage changes in
complex environment requires integrated systems approach to guide facilitating social learning.

This paper presents different approaches in social learning that help promote technological and
social innovation. It summarizes lessons leant for achieving capacity development which resulted in different
dimensions of community empowerment. A set of four case studies is presented to illustrate the critical
importance of each learning approach and its impact on capacity development in practice. The paper also
highlights farmers’ adaptive strategies of managing changes and the roles of key actors in transforming
production systems and practices. The four cases include: community rice seed development, conversion to
pesticide free vegetable production, farmer-private partnership in organic rice farming and cross-border
community farming enterprise development. The paper concludes with the discussion of implications for
institutional arrangement and partnerships that may best enable the application of social learning in agriculture

transformation for small farm holders.
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