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Lesson 1: Movements, definitions, differences, labels 
 

1. History of the Movement 

The history of regenerative agriculture is non-linear, as it can be traced back to the 

confluence over time of different lines of thinking. It can be broken down into three phases, 

the first of which goes from 1980 to 2008 and lays the foundations of regenerative 

agriculture.  

Four initial independent approaches develop:  
1. the Rodale Institute conceptualises organic regenerative agriculture. It is an ecological 

agriculture that goes beyond the simple respect of standards, and is based on the 
imitation of nature and on increasing productivity by promoting virtuous circles in 
agriculture. It encourages practices such as labour reduction, soil cover, use of compost 
and manure, and it adamantly rejects synthetic inputs. 

 

2. The second approach is that of holistic management developed by the biologist Allan 

Savory and his wife Jody Butterfield, as an effective solution to the process of 

desertification caused by insufficient grazing. Holistic grazing aims to mimic the 

behaviour of herds of ruminants in the wild. It encourages intensive grazing over a short 

period, followed by a long period of regeneration, using multiple enclosures and 

frequently moving the herds from one enclosure to the next, a practice known as 

rotational grazing. The purpose is to optimise available local resources through a 

continuous process of monitoring and adjustment, adapting the number of animals and 

enclosures and the duration of grazing based on observed agro-ecological variables.  
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3. The keyline design approach of the Yeomans family, and then of Darren Doherty, uses 

landscape architecture to develop resilient agricultural areas which resist erosion and 

desertification. It takes into account eight levels in what it calls a “scale of permanence”. 

These levels are the climate, the topography (or landscape), the hydrography (or water), 

the roads, the trees, the (infra)structures, the subdivisions/fencing and the soil. One of 

its main principles is the conservation of stream water within the plot, by building basins 

placed on specific points of the topography, with the function of conserving water as 

high as possible, thus allowing its distribution in time and space so as to avoid channels 

of erosion in the event of storms, and to limit the impact of drought periods. 

4. Finally, the regenerative development promoted by the Regenesis group advocates not 

just the preservation of resources, but the enhancement of the environment and of 

society. It is based on mutually positive relationships, inspired by the process of co-

evolution in nature, and it abandons a fragmented vision in favour of a global vision of 

systems. 
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The second phase of the history of regenerative agriculture marks the coming together of 

the four initial approaches between 2008 and 2014, and it is characterised by the 

appearance of the carbon sequestration objective and the first statements regarding the 

potential reversal of climate change by agriculture. At this time, the keyline design approach 

is enriched by two new levels, being economy and energy, and it starts converging towards 

regenerative agriculture. 

The third phase of the history of regenerative agriculture starts around 2013 when the use 

of the term regenerative agriculture becomes generalised despite the different approaches 

maintaining their peculiarities. The concept quickly gains visibility, other schools of thought 

join the movement, some converge upon one of the initial approaches, while others 

maintain their independence. The organisation Terra Genesis International, which sees the 

light in 2012, promotes a markedly more philosophical dimension, where regenerative 

agriculture is part of a complete change of the societal paradigm. Once again, regenerative 

agriculture is seen as a step up from sustainable development. 

Today, regenerative agriculture is comprised of five families resulting from the different 

approaches: 

• Organic regenerative agriculture, initially conceived for large organic cultures 

• Regenerative holistic management, adapted to farms that practice extensive rearing 

• Regrarian agriculture, for diversified, medium-sized plots 

• Conservative regenerative agriculture, mostly concerned with mixed uses of large 

cultures and extensive rearing 

• Synthetic regenerative agriculture, which does not promote a particular production 

model 
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All families share the two fundamental objectives of massive carbon sequestration in the 

soil, and the restoration of the functions of agro-systems, and the two fundamental 

principles of encouraging production through ecological mechanisms, and production 

management guided by a holistic vision of agricultural areas. The practices recommended 

vary depending on the different production realities, however, common practices include 

the reduction of labour, the use of cover crops, and crop diversification/rotation. All but 

organic regenerative agriculture recommend integrating rearing within the farm. 

 

2. Definitions 

Regenerative agriculture is a set of principles and farming practices informed by the 

overarching goal of achieving soil regeneration and environmental protection, primarily by 

increasing biodiversity and soil organic matter, and through soil carbon sequestration. An 

element of reparation, reconstitution, or improvement is therefore central to regenerative 

agriculture.  

It is more than a technical approach to farming insofar as it also pursues the objectives of 

mitigating climate change, increasing the quality of life of agricultural workers, promoting 

ethical commerce and investments, tackling issues such as carbon emissions and animal 

welfare, and including solutions for social and ethical concerns. As such, it is a philosophy, a 

holistic approach and a social movement, where the farmer is manager and steward of the 

land. 

While the underlying principles are the same, the specific practices applied in regenerative 

agriculture depend on the type of soil worked on.   

The basic principles informing the management of Regenerative Systems are: 

• Soil Regeneration & Environmental Protection  

• Economical Productivity & Profitability  

• Human Well-Being & Positive Social Impact 

As such, Regenerative Agriculture improves upon the foundation of the Ecological Standard, 
which is mainly concerned with product quality, and imposes a set of supplementary ethical 
& quality standards concerning: 
 

• Farm Investments, Acquisitions & Waste Management Production, and Distribution 

Chains 

• Soil Health & Fertility 

• Animal Rights & Welfare, and 

• Farmers’ Quality of Life 
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3. Labels 

 

Regenerative agriculture is also known as biological agriculture, holistic agriculture, 

ecological agriculture, natural intelligence, eco- agriculture, natural farming, humus/carbon 

farming. 

In addition, there are a number of permutations that accentuate different aspects of 

regenerative agriculture, such as organic regenerative agriculture, conservative regenerative 

agriculture, synthetic regenerative agriculture, or holistic regenerative management. 

Around 2017 and 2018 both the Rodale Institute and the Savory Institute instigate the 

development of certification systems for regenerative agriculture. While other certifications 

have since been developed (such as the Certified Regenerative by A Greener World), we will 

focus on the first two of their kind.  

The Regenerative Organic Certification (or ROC) is created in 2017 by the Regenerative 

Organic Alliance, comprising, among others, the Rodale Institute, Patagonia and Dr. 

Bronner’s.  

The certification aims to help consumers to make informed choices about their purchases 

and can be applied to food products, textiles and personal care ingredients.  It is based on 

three pillars, being: 

• Soil Health, maintained among other things through crop rotations, the use of cover 

crops and rotational grazing and evidenced by good content of organic soil matter; 

• Animal Welfare, which, among other things, entails granting animals 5 freedoms, being 

the freedom from discomfort, freedom from fear and distress, freedom from hunger, 

freedom from pain, injury and disease and freedom to express normal behaviour; 
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• And Social Fairness, including, among other things, fair payment for farmers, living 

wages for farm workers, good working conditions and no forced labour. 

The Regenerative Organic Certified label appears to be born out of the desire to create a 

more holistic standards by addressing perceived gaps of the USDA Certified Organic standard 

as they relate to soil health, animal welfare and the treatment of farmers and farm workers. 

As such, it uses the organic standard as a baseline and builds upon it through the addition of 

regenerative organic agriculture’s criteria and benchmarks.  

 

 

The certification introduced by the Savory Institute is called Ecological Outcome Verification 

(or EOV) and it is described as a “scientific methodology that measures and trends ecological 

outcomes on participating producers’ land”, based on certain indicators of the health of the 

ecosystem’s processes, such as water cycle, mineral cycle, energy flow and community 

dynamics. It also aims to reflect a holistic approach to agriculture and is based on three 

principles, being:  

• Outcome based, as opposed to practice based - this means that EOV does not merely 

assess whether certain practices and tools have been applied, but it seeks to empirically 

assess the effectiveness of such practices and tools (and the timing and manner of their 

application), and it rewards net positive land health progress, independent of the 

starting point;   

• Contextually relevant - EOV is not a one-size-fits-all metric, but it is contextualized to the 

unique water retention, biodiversity, soil types and other features of the ecoregion 

within which a given farm is situated. For each ecoregion Reference Areas are identified 

that express the ecoregion’s potential, against which farms and ranches within that 

same ecoregion are benchmarked, based on a contextualised evaluation matrix of 

ecological health;  
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• And Farmers first - “EOV is designed to be a non-punitive learning mechanism for 

marketplace differentiation, continuous improvement, and ongoing peer support for 

land managers.” Savory’s global Network of regional Hubs, are deeply knowledgeable of 

the local ecology and offer farmers training, coaching and implementation support in 

order to improve their ecological outcomes.   

Currently, the EOV protocol is applied to land bases of livestock operations (meat, dairy, 

wool and leather). In the future, it may be applied to land bases dedicated to raising other 

products or offering other services such as ecosystem services or hospitality. 

 
4. Input vs. Output 

In so far as the practices of regenerative agriculture are informed by its objectives, it can be 

said that regenerative agriculture is focused on its output rather than on its input. 

In fact, regenerative agriculture does not in principle reject certain types of inputs, so long as 

they are functional to the pursuit of its desired outcomes and/or to avoiding alternative 

measures viewed as potentially more harmful for the soil. For example, glyphosates are 

considered less harmful than other herbicides or than tillage and are therefore deemed 

acceptable in regenerative agriculture. 

The focus on output rather than input is very clear when contrasting regenerative 

agriculture with organic agriculture, as the latter is rather prescriptive in terms of what are 

permissible and non-permissible inputs (be it fertilisers, pest and disease control products, 

or other inputs), while – as we said – regenerative agriculture is tolerant of inputs that 

allows it to achieve its objectives or that are potentially of lesser hindrance to the 

achievement of such objectives.  

Regenerative agriculture’s primary focus on output is also apparent from the criteria on 

which both the ROC and EOV certifications are based.  

 

 

 


