
BARRIERS
In the small community of Mértola, altering the status quo has not 
always been viewed favorably. Unfortunately, the community campaign 
took place during a pre-election period, tainting the process with 
political polarisation. There was particular tension and polarisation 
between conventional farmers and those advocating for alternative 
practices, such as regenerative agriculture. 
 
Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic led to long periods of confinement 
and restrictions on group activities. The lack of contact between people 
allowed for the creation of virtual forums used by detractors to criticize 
community efforts. This was compounded by a pre-electoral period that 
polarised political discourse and fuelled contradictory and defamatory 
messages. For example, the local government was accused of wasting 
resources on Mértola’s food transition that could have been channeled to 
areas of greater need, despite the development of several projects such 
as “FRESH ON WHEELS,” an online store and service for produce home 
delivery to communities in need during the pandemic.

It is also worth noting that this set of social and political barriers is not 
unrelated to the horizontal governance model headed by three women 
with different institutional profiles. This female leadership initially 
caused some unease within a more traditional community. However, 
time and the discreet but enthusiastic stance of these women facilitated 
the acceptance of the need for a food systems transition and gradually 
increased the number of supporters who took charge of the process. 
 
More than 20 projects have been implemented since 2017 as 
a result of the greater awareness and empowerment of the 
local community towards its food system. These projects were 
implemented by a diverse set of local actors: the City Council, the 
Guadiana Valley Business Association, the ASOCIACIÓN TERRA 
SINTRÓPICA, the Vocational School and “Adult University,” and 
the Santana de Cambas Casa del Pueblo (community center), 
among others. These projects include various initiatives such 
as WORKSHOPS, collaborative gardens, A COOKING ACADEMY, 
POP-UP RESTAURANTS, SHORT MARKETING CIRCUITS, the 
supplying of fresh produce to local restaurants, and regenerative 
livestock farming, always rooted in community empowerment. 
The enthusiasm of the Mértola Food Network has succeeded in 
winning over the neighboring municipalities, which have joined the 
“REGENERATIVE CROPS” project.  

Lastly, the program “BOLSA DE TERRAS,” initiated in 2021 was a 
response to the two major problems affecting the region: climate 
change and population loss. Its objective is to train new farmers 
through theoretical and practical training on access to land and the 
integration of production into ongoing food projects. Participants 
commit to living in Mértola for a minimum period of two years. In 
a country where population loss is a widespread issue, the Mértola 
Food Network has encouraged the settling of 20 new permanent 
residents and about 100 temporary ones within the municipality.

It is necessary to respect and follow the community’s 
pace and capacity for engaging in change, in order to 
root the process in the local community and ensure 
that progress moves at the right speed

THE CONVENING POWER OF FOOD AND CLIMATE 
IN LOW-DENSITY TERRITORIES
This food policy snapshot is based on an interview with Rosinda Pimenta (Mértola City 
Councilwoman) and Marta Cortegano (Terra Sintrópica). Written by Cecília Delgado, NOVA 
University Lisbon, CICS.NOVA, NOVA FCSH.
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FOOD POLICY FACILITATORS 
• Local government participation in the process 

guaranteed the political will to find solutions together 
with the community.

• The monthly events, “A NIGHT AT THE MARKET,” around 
the theme of local and seasonal foods allowed 
for broad community participation, as well as the 
participation of long-standing environmental activists 
in the region.

• Organized visits to learn from similar initiatives in 
Portugal and Spain inspired new modes of horizontal 
governance and the creation of an agroecological 
transition process in Mértola.

• The “LIFE IN SYNTROPY” team, a group that promotes 
planting methods that mimic the natural regeneration 
of forests, had a catalyzing effect on Mértola’s transition 
process from conventional to regenerative agriculture.

ENABLERS
The monthly “A Night at the Market” initiative drove community 
empowerment and placed the urgent need for an agroecological 
transition on the local agenda. These events engaged the community 
and helped to create synergies among local actors, thereby improving 
project development and ownership.

In 2018 and 2019, visits were organized to learn from other 
“COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE” in Portugal and Spain. Group trips allowed 
policymakers, farmers, and local authorities to develop social capital 
amongst one another. For example, the visit to the ALVELAL association 
(Spain) was not only a key milestone to understand that solutions exist 
to promote agriculture in areas affected by extreme drought, but also 
to integrate a new horizontal governance model based on building 
relationships of trust and autonomy between local actors. 

In addition to the informal collective learning gained from the “Night 
at the Market” and community visits,  institutional events (“Rural 
World Day”) were organized with the neighboring municipality of 
Alcoutim on the themes of agroecological transition and climate 
change. These events were attended by experts from the central and 
local governments, together with conventional farmers, members of 
the local community, and entrepreneurs. A heterogeneous group of 
people and organizations, generally not sensitive to the urgency for an 
agroecological transition, were convinced with persuasive data. At the 
same time, change was occurring on the ground, with some farmers 
adopting REGENERATIVE AGRICULTURE, i.e. using agricultural production 
techniques capable of rehabilitating soils, increasing biodiversity, and 
improving the water cycle.
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DECLARATION

MÉRTOLA PORTUGAL

The municipality of MÉRTOLA is located in a semi-arid, inland area of southern Portugal (Baixo Alentejo) in 
a region highly affected by climate change. As a region with low population density, Baixo Alentejo’s 6,205 
inhabitants (4.7 inhab/km2) are spread over more than 100 small municipalities across 1,292.87 km². In 2017, 
a group of local stakeholders, including the local government, farmers, and the Guadiana Valley business 
association, identified the two main problems impacting their area: climate change and population loss. It 
was clear that local production was being adversely affected by climate change and that encouraging the 
local population to stay would require the creation of employment opportunities, namely in agriculture, a key 
economic sector in the region. In response, the community initiated the Mértola Food Network, an awareness-
raising and capacity-building campaign based on local and seasonal foods, to bolster the economy and adapt 
to a changing climate. This campaign included “A NIGHT AT THE MARKET”, a monthly meeting that brings 
community residents together to discuss, learn, and share information about local and seasonal produce. It 
was quickly observed that food had the capacity to add value to local projects and multiply their impact. The 
dynamic of the meetings was advanced by combing it with the SLOW FOOD DO ALGARVE awareness-raising 
campaign “Fight climate change with your fork,” which had similar goals and vision.

Faced with the 
adversity of climate 
change, it is 
necessary to be a 
nonconformist and to 
seek solutions. 
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