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Growing Change with 
Regenerative Food Systems 
“[A]ny actual movement towards regenerative systems will still have to be based on a shift to health 
criteria and on a fundamental respect for biodiversity and cultural diversity as the sources of life and 
social viability.” (Dahlberg, 1994, 176)

MICHAEL CLASSENS

Ideas have a way of (re)emerging 
when they’re most needed. As the 
world braces against the roil of 

ecological collapse, climate change, 
a global pandemic, deepening 
inequality, and alarming socio-political 
volatility, regenerative agriculture is 
perhaps one of those ideas. 
 But what is regenerative 
agriculture? The truth is, there 
is no universally agreed upon 

definition, and this multivalence 
is both tantalizing and frustrating. 
Google’s N-Gram—a measure of the 
frequency with which terms appear 
in Google’s ever-growing repository 
of digitized books—is a useful proxy 
for understanding the general 
popularity of an idea, and instructive 
in contextualizing the (re)emergence 
of regenerative agriculture. The 
N-Gram for “regenerative agriculture” 
and “regenerative farming” reveals a 
spike from the early 1980s to the early 

1990s (peaking in 1986), a relative 
flat line for a couple of decades, and 
then another swift upswing beginning 
in 2010—a trajectory that outstrips 
the 1986 plateau, but that hasn’t yet 
peaked. 
 Although scientists had 
speculated about global warming 
decades before, the world witnessed 
sharp increases in temperatures 
beginning in the early 1980s. As the 
realization that humans were altering 
ecologies on a global scale began to 
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settle in, what to do about it became 
a top concern for many. At the same 
time, the disastrous externalities of the 
Green Revolution were fresh on the 
minds of critics, creating a fomentation 
of ideas for a new agricultural 
paradigm. Regenerative agriculture 
was one of those ideas. Robert 
Rodale, credited with coining the term 
“regenerative organic,” wrote in 1983 
that conventional farming methods 
“attempt to dominate nature … leading 
farmers toward self-destruction.”1 

Regenerative agriculture, on the other 
hand, would change farming “from 
a battle against nature into the art of 
encouraging nature to release the most 
benefits for human use with the least 
possible e!ort.”2 

 Jump forward nearly three 
decades to the early 2010s, and we 
find significant increases in both global 
temperatures and the resonance of 
regenerative agriculture. While 19 
of the 20 warmest years since 1880 
have all occurred since 2001,3 we 
now also know that the world isn’t 
simply warming, it’s fundamentally 
changing. From global soil exhaustion 
and staggering biodiversity loss, 
to mass human displacement and 
economic disruption, climate change is 
a complex, comprehensive social and 
ecological re-ordering of the world as 
we knew it. 
 Our global food and fiber systems 
have contributed significantly to the 
onset and deepening impacts of 
climate change. Agriculture, along 
with forestry and other related land 
uses, account for about a quarter 
of annual global greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions, and agriculture 
alone accounts for 56% of global 
anthropogenic non-CO2 GHG 
emissions.4 Vast amounts of 
biodiverse land has been stripped 
to accommodate monoculture 
production and according to estimates 

from the Food and Agriculture 
Organization, the world could be 
without topsoil in under 60 years—the 
very substance in which we currently 
grow 95% of our food.5 This all 
exacerbates climate change, threatens 
our ability to continue feeding 
ourselves, and brings into question 
prospects for planetary survival. 
 Addressing this conundrum 
constitutes the raison d’être of 
regenerative agriculture. While there 
are definitional nuances, a common 
foundation for regenerative agriculture 
is a perspective that “sustainable” 
agricultural paradigms are no longer 
su"cient to address the multiple 
crises humanity faces. In other 
words, agriculture being socially and 
ecologically benign isn’t enough 
anymore—the world needs agriculture 
to actively contribute to healing the 
world. As William Lockeretz wrote over 
30 years ago, “‘Regenerative’ implies 
the ability to recreate the resources that 
the system requires.”6 This includes, 
of course, practices that build back 
soil, enhance biodiversity and mitigate 

climate change, but also those that 
strengthen community while stabilizing 
farmer and farm worker livelihoods. 
 Achieving these bold objectives 
requires whole systems rather than 
disciplinary thinking. The industrial 
agriculture paradigm seeks simplicity—
seed germplasm manipulated for 
predictability, planted in a uniform 
landscape and managed with 
chemicals designed for certainty. This 
is all finely calibrated to maximize 
yield, and on the face of it constitutes 
an e"cient process. However, the 
impacts of this arrangement on human 
and non-human health—on the 
broader systems on which agriculture 
relies—aren’t often included in the 
calculus. Regenerative agriculture 
insists on internalizing these so-called 
externalities of production, deploying 
e"ciency as a measure of the overall 
health of the system rather than simply 
a narrow measure of yield. 
 In contrast to industrial agriculture, 
then, regenerative agriculture seeks to 
embrace complexity—to understand a 
field as comprised of everything from 
the innumerable soil microbes within 
it, to regional rain patterns, from local 
employment rates to global commodity 
prices, and everything in between. 
For researchers and practitioners, this 
also means engaging with epistemic 
complexity. Many Indigenous and folk 
farming practices (perhaps written o! 
in the past by haughty academics as 
unimportant) are increasingly at the 
centre of analysis in the pursuit of 
more regenerative food systems. As an 
example, the multiple and reciprocal 
benefits of the Three Sisters—the 
Indigenous agricultural triumvirate of 
beans, corn and squash—have been 
understood for millennia by Indigenous 
people across the Americas. Research 
with Indigenous farmers in Mexico 
in the 1980s demonstrated that the 
Three Sisters intercropping system 
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resulted in higher total yields then 
when the corn, beans and squash 
were planted separately. Importantly, 
when the intercropped system 
was planted on land that had been 
recently under industrial production, 
the yield advantage disappeared.7 
The symbiosis between land, plants, 
people and practice, in other words, 
matters materially.
 This points to another important 
aspect of regenerative agriculture: the 
recognition that farming is comprised 
of both natural and social systems. 
A food system that hasn’t reckoned 
with the disposition of Indigenous 
land, inhumane labour practices, 
farmer mental health, and a raft of 
other social issues can be no more 
regenerative than one that continues 
to despoil the non-human world. 
Questions of social justice, equity, 
diversity and inclusion need to be key 
concerns of truly regenerative food 
systems.8 Understanding farming as 
comprised of both social and natural 
elements also serves to emphasize the 
importance of place to regenerative 
food systems. Growing with nature, 
rather than against it, to paraphrase 
Rodale, means tailoring farming to 
specific ecologies and cultures. 

 Luckily, we have many examples 
of regenerative farming around the 
globe to learn from. Indigenous, 
traditional and folk farming in 
particular reveal practices that are 
profoundly more e"cient than the 
industrial model of agriculture. As 
well, here in Peterborough, there are 
many intrepid agriculturalists farming 
regeneratively, girding our local food 
system against disruptions in global 
supply chains, rejuvenating our local 
ecologies, and contributing to vibrant 
and just communities. 
 At Trent, we take the challenge 
of growing change seriously. We 
have a rich constellation of food 
and farming assets on campus, 
including the Trent Experimental 
Farm, the Trent Market Garden, the 
Trent Vegetable Garden, the Apiary, 
the First Peoples House of Learning 
Medicine Garden, and the Seasoned 
Spoon. These spaces provide students 
with invaluable real-world learning 
experiences in farming, marketing, 
distribution, and food preparation—all 
done in ways that aspire to be socially 
and ecologically regenerative. In 
September 2021, we hope to build 
on eight years of success with the 
Sustainable Agriculture and Food 

Systems undergraduate program by 
introducing a specialization in small-
scale farming. This specialization will 
provide students with more hands-
on learning opportunities, both on 
campus and beyond it, to develop 
their skills as regenerative farmers. 
Our plan is to partner with local 
farmers and community organizations 
to ensure students are provided 
with a diversity of experiences in the 
practice of small-scale farming. We 
also aspire to establish an applied 
learning and research centre to 
support and extend the various 
initiatives already underway at Trent 
and in the broader Peterborough 
community. Our vision is that the 
centre will be a hub for education, 
innovation and collaboration through 
which to advance regenerative food 
systems locally, and further afield. 
Trent University’s commitments to 
interdisciplinarity, experiential learning, 
and environmental, Indigenous, and 
food systems education provide fertile 
ground to sprout new ideas and grow 
the change that regenerative food 
systems promise. 
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