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Rethinking agriculture

by Lim Li Ching, Elenita Dafio and Hira Jhamtani

The serious food price crisis that hit the world from
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agriculture onto the centrestage of the development
debate. The crisis — added to the existing crises on

energy, climate change and the environment —threat-

ened social stability in many countries where food

riots erupted and further cast doubts on the overall
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The recent food crisis, which still lurks in the shad-
ows with the projected reduction in global cereal
output in 2009, exposed the long-term problems
confronting agriculture and the long-running neglect
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The urgency of the need to respond to the crisis and
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for the world to seriously rethink agriculture and its
future direction beyond business-as-usual.

Agriculture in the spotlight

The World Development Report 2008 called for greater
investment in agriculture in developing countries

06 OUOEY 1 EQON Y YUIKu(luEUOT EWlTENITTuUTEIOUWO Ul
be placed at the centre of the development agenda
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by 2015 are to be realised.
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goes to agriculture in developing countries. The
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the last two decades, and this neglect of agriculture
is all the more striking because it was in the face of
rising rural poverty.
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pressure from expanding demand for food, feed
and biofuels; the rising price of energy; increasing
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coincident with increasing demand for food, feed,
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age the natural resource base on which agriculture
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subsistence sectors; smallholder and subsistence
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faced by developing countries, already facing un-
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peaks, they remain high compared to previous
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downward food prices is coming to an end. Taking
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conversion and biodiversity loss, the world price
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lion were pushed into hunger, bringing the overall
number of undernourished to 963 million. While
several factors are responsible, the consensus is
that high food prices are driving millions into food
insecurity, worsening conditions for many who were
already food-insecure, and threatening long-term
global food security.

The various challenges facing agriculture have
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now appears to be a resurgence of agriculture on
the development agenda, culminating in broad
agreement on the need to massively reinvest in
agriculture. Nonetheless, this still leaves open the
question of the nature of agricultural development
required.

Learning from the past
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has highlighted the need to support smallholder
farmers and means of agricultural production that
are sustainable, particularly in the context of climate
ETEOT lug## Tu2ETOYTUN Y YUK3 TOUBE TEEUUTUETUREUO-
tural science and technology hitherto has mainly
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countries.
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ary 2009 echoed that the best way to mitigate climate
change and gain food security is to support small-
scale, ecological farming, which is a turnaround from
international agricultural strategies of the past two
decades that heavily promote monocropping and
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call for supporting small-scale farmers by a global
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resilient ecoagriculture and intercropping systems
PEUUTOUTUEITEROEUT x OULOOW T TisSO YOO O TOIi G0 T
8Os YTUROTWeUI0UTROOEL "UBUT U< UTXEUT EEAEMUOU
Ol TRxT000u IO ITTu4 —u$OYIUOOOTOl/UOTIEQO T
04 — S/l YYNA

» OUTOYTUuP T00TueGUTOURY TuTRxOUIOURT OUT EVETUREUO-

ture has increased, this has been accompanied by
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on circumstances, such as exportation of soil nutri-
ents and water, unsustainable soil or water man-
agement, or exploitative labour conditions in some
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that export-led poverty alleviation has worked as
envisaged, with foreign exchange earnings from
agricultural development achieved at very low prices
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opportunities for agricultural development focused
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tion of agricultural inputs — inorganic fertilisers,
chemical pesticides and modern seeds — radically
transformed agriculture from traditional farming
systems to input-dependent systems characteristic
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of climate change, the sustainability of this model of
input- and energy-intensive agriculture is question-
able, and it is now increasingly acknowledged that
the environmental and social costs of industrialised
agriculture have been great.
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ambitious approach forged by philanthropic founda-



tions, the public and private sectors, and UN agen-
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philanthropic institutions and international agricul-
tural research centres, with active participation of the
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poor farmers from poverty, primarily by linking
them to the market. While recognising the pitfalls of
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they truly constitute a pro-poor, pro-environment
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is needed in agricultural policy and practice, in order

to address hunger and poverty, social inequities and
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input- and energy-intensiveness, damage to the

environment and marginalisation of small-scale

farmers, was judged no longer tenable. This conclu-
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on food security.

However, because the development choices made
have in some cases excluded or marginalised key
actors, such as small-scale farmers, with preference
given to short-term over longer-term considerations,
some judgments have been privileged over othersin
decision-making, pushing agriculture along certain
pathways to the neglect of other well-evidenced op-
tions, such as sustainable agriculture practised by
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gies potentially of use in sustainable farming are not
adopted because small-scale producers lack access
to the means and supporting services necessary to
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policies remain at the margins, despite recognition
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ments in the last two decades have arisen despite
existing national and institutional policies, rather
than because of them.
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munity and national governments to systematically
redirect agricultural knowledge, science and technol-
ogy towards sustainable biodiversity-based agricul-
ture and agroecological sciences, while addressing
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meet the challenges of increasing productivity and
ensuring sustainability, particularly in the context
of climate change. There is also a need to situate
this new thinking for agriculture in a rights-based
approach, in particular acknowledging and imple-
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Addressing new challenges

While agriculture is still reeling from the mistakes of
the past, new challenges are emerging, as discussed
below.

Climate change. The most serious challenges
facing agriculture are brought by the impacts of
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evidence that freshwater resources, on which the
viability of agriculture depends, are vulnerable and
have the potential to be strongly impacted by climate
change, and that current water management prac-
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tions, stresses on water availability, droughts and
overall changing environmental conditions all pose
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projects a reduction in global cereal output in 2009
due to smaller plantings and/or adverse weather in
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gas emissions annually, mostly methane from live-
stock raising, biomass burning and wet cultivation
practices, and nitrous oxides from the use of syn-
0T T0DEuT TU0RGDUT VUG 1T OBUUBOOUMUOOWT TuxUOEUEROOOIL
synthetic fertilisers and the total food chain from the
farm to the consumer are considered, the greenhouse
gas emissions from all sectors related to agriculture
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The challenge is therefore to design an agriculture
that adapts to climate change impacts as well as
reduces greenhouse gas emissions. This challenge
can be met through sustainable and integrated agri-
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policies and programmes for such systems to be
implemented.



Genetically engineered crops. To adapt to the
impacts of climate change in agriculture, investments
in research and development of climate-ready crops
are being directed towards genetically engineering
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crops and many have applied for patent claims on
commercially viable traits that adapt to the impacts
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opportunity to push genetically engineered crops
as a silver-bullet solution, but this will ultimately
concentrate corporate power, drive up costs, inhibit
independent research, and further undermine the
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crops could pose serious risks to the environment
and human and animal health.
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sons from the past should be seriously considered.
The key is to prevent governments from implement-
ing false solutions that might create further problems
in agriculture.

Biofuels.i UEWTUxOOUTWOWUTTEROEITIEOEMOTUTAY
crises, biofuels are presented as a solution, but their
rapid promotion has resulted in unintended nega-
tive consequences. The competition for food uses
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major cause for the recent food crisis. Even the World
Bank indicted biofuels as directly responsible for the
recent explosion in grain and food prices worldwide
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only a small amount produced is currently traded
globally, trade in biofuels is expected to expand
rapidly, as many countries do not have the capacity
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competition for agricultural resources, mainly for
land and water. Even with the strategy to focus more
on non-grain oil crops such as jatropha, large-scale
production would require agricultural lands to grow
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large-scale farm context would require more water,
fertilisers and other chemical inputs, and very likely
the use of genetically engineered crops that are de-
signed to have higher cellulose or oil content.
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the mitigation potential of biofuels. The burning of
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costs increases greenhouse gas emissions, pollu-
tion and health risks in surrounding communities.
Thousands of hectares of forests and peatlands are
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tilisers, particularly nitrogen, releases more nitrous
oxide and carbon dioxide into the atmosphere from
the manufacturing process of nitrogen fertilisers.
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biofuels depends on fossil fuels to keep the feedstock
production and processing plants working and to
keep the trucks and tankers running to transport the
end products to the market.

Land grabs.u(OuWTTTIOEEWEIEOEIMUIOuT OUUUTUOE-
tional food security and energy security, countries
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are buying up land across the world to outsource
their own food production and escape high market
prices, while private investors are eyeing overseas
farms as a new source of revenue. Hundreds of
thousands of hectares of land have been bought up or
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countries to grow food and biofuels to supply the
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has serious implications for the food security and
land tenure of local communities.

Corporate concentration. The commercial side
of agriculture, namely inputs required in conven-
tional farming, is heavily dominated by corporate
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the seed, agrochemical and animal pharmaceutical
these three sectors have a combined market share of
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largely dependent on inputs produced by giant
corporate interests which control the supply and
prices of such products.

Financial crisis.ui3TTurOEQEEWECOIETIOONITEN
erupted in highly industrialised countries and threat-
ens to spread to the rest of the world has prompted
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priorities to reviving their respective economies
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unfortunate that despite the recognition of the critical

role of agriculture in economic and social develop-
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directed at reviving the ailing agricultural sector. The
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farmers in coping with the impacts of the food and
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way we conduct and govern agriculture and food
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and investments is needed, one that supports small-
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address the new challenges looming ahead.

Conclusion
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is facing, organic farming, ecological agriculture
and sustainable agriculture are seen as the most
economically viable and environmentally sustain-
able options for the future of agriculture. These
systems drastically reduce dependence on agri-
cultural inputs, particularly chemical pesticides
and fertilisers, improve nutrient recycling, use
OBIUOTTO01r RO Tu x0ECIUDO X UOY TuEUOX xbOTu UAllT O
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integrate animals in the farm production — which
all contribute to climate mitigation and adaptation
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ecological approaches in agriculture are accessible
to small-scale and poor farmers who depend on bio-
diversity, soil health and locally available resources
in agricultural production. Thus these approaches
are also rights-based, while ensuring food security
and addressing greenhouse gas emissions from the
agriculture sector.
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port the ecological agricultural practices of farmers
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marketing will reduce food miles, thus contributing

1OuEROEITUETEOT Ty OB TEROOH (O*UOYIOTUIEUIOTUU
access to markets and strengthening rural-urban
farm employment, especially for rural women and
youth, and thus stimulate rural development.
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and global institutions is imperative in order to
make agriculture a critical engine to address poverty,
hunger and social inequities in an environmentally
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potential to reorient the economic system and in-
stitutions towards supporting rural development,
bridging the income gap between urban and rural
areas, between the rich and the poor, between devel-
OxTEIEOEIETYT00x0O TUEOUOUURT UaueO U TBUMOUTE X x T O
development actors must place organic farming,
ecological agriculture and sustainable agriculture
as a development priority.
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need to rethink the capacity of global and national
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culture systems beyond the business-as-usual mode.
This should begin with a review of the governance
over the food and agriculture systems to ensure an
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The multiple crises that the world is currently facing,
with the food crisis right at its heart and threats to
global social stability, have clearly shown that top-
down approaches have failed miserably and that
the focus on large-scale commercial agriculture to
ET0Y TUd OOEWOM Y TUaux 10UOOUIEENUTEUET TOMUOUU0a
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culture and the so-called marginal areas through
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in order for food security to be ensured.

The time to rethink agriculture has come. The time
to act is now.

Lim Li Ching is a researcher with the Third World Net-
work. Elenita Dafio and Hira Jhamtani are TWN
associates based in Mindanao (Philippines) and Bali
(Indonesia) respectively. The above is reproduced from
Third World Resurgence (No. 223, March 2009).



Endnote
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sive assessment of agriculture, co-sponsored by the
6 OUOEW EOON4 —OOEIEOEY TUPEUOIOUTL - UTEGRUENRO U
% - Aua—u$0YO0OT0l/ IOTIEOOTid —$/Kud —u
#1Y100xO100uZ/UOTUIEOO lup4 —#/Ku6 OUIEL = TENTL
- UTEOBUEROOUDE = . K4 —uSEUEEROOEN 2601 OlDIrEY
EOEu"* U00UEN - UTEGRUEIROOup4 —$2"" - EOEW&IOEEN
$OYUOOO T OluEEN Rl A& B0k

References

“TEOUEEOUY& Sl YYWas2TEUT 0T xOUIMEROTUTOEEUUTEWOOE
EUBURUZEIThe Guardiandid)Uoaul YW

#EeONS$H" "l YYALUNnmasking the New Green Revolution in Af-
rica: Motives, Players and Dynamics. Third World Network,
“TUUETi1 YT00xOT002T0YBETupsS#MEOEY  TWEECU™ 100Ny
O 1pOUEI T2/ TOEDTS

#I2ETOUT0 - B lyywhs EEUTOEAu0TTu4 —u2x 1EDEN 1EX-
xOUITOUOOWT Ty T 1000w OOEN = BT TT+1 YT "OOTTUTOETUO !
6 OUEWOOEIRTEVUNIAN3 T T " TEWTOTIWO I "0 OBl T " TEOT I
EOEu1001010UTaNLOOT0ATki) UOTul YU

#UF1a0 O0p1dulyy#iBiofuels Production, Trade and Sustain-
able Development: Emerging Issuesii(OUTUOEROOEW(OUIRIUITY
1OU$OYUOOOTOWEOEN#TYT10xOT100p(($#AW+OOEOON
21<1OETU Y4

$3""1&UOUxaul YYWERS/EITORO T T 112" "W OEI & 101016 EOEL
“Ex(UBOTWT T 0O TIOEEzwCommuniqued(U00Tu— 0
NNGu , Ear)U0Tul yyuWs

$3"1I&UOUxaulYYWENS6 TOu. POU—EIOUT Yo *OUxOUEITW OB 10
EOEuITTuodOE%UOORTUspOulTTu* " 0O OOEDrEEROO Olu-+1 T 70w
Communiquedi(U0U Tu— Oy Yaui—OYTOETULl Y YW

% _GlYYWThe State of Food Insecurity in the World 2008.
High food prices and food security: Threats and opportunities.
% -uwl0OT§

% . aulYYNiwCrop Prospects and Food Situationfu(U0U Tu— by
%IEVUEUaulYYNG

&1 (—dulyyUWiwSeized: the 2008 Land Grab for Food and Fi-
nancial Securityli&1 (—0¥EVETOOOE Ky - EIOET Ul YU

( 23#ulyYWiu(OUTUOEROOEN UITOUOTOWOI  TUBEUNUUEN
*00P0TETI02E1OETUEOELBTETO00 Taw i0Uu#1Y100x O 100k
Wwww.agassessment.org.

(/""" lYYAuClimate Change 2007: Synthesis Reportii**00-
(0EURO0uOlu6 OUOBOT &UOU Ui (0u (1EOE(((00u UT T4 %OUUITy
(OB TEOTTug""OUTu6 UpIbOTu3TEON/EETEUINILi*GEOEY
110000TT00  fupl EVdAghu(/ " * & TOTYES

— DT 1000w 46w EOEL%DTSEEE T 6 1YYWiwuLow Greenhouse Gas
Agriculture: Mitigation and Adaptation Potential of Sustain-
able Farming Systemsi% - w1001 , Eaul YU

- RIEOu (OUTUOEIROOEN 1Y YWiiusS4u , BOUITUUUTO 00 TUET Ty
ZERROOUTOOEuXEEOET Tul Olux OOWTEUO TUUZuYu—OYTOET
1yyUs

ZERIAENtulYYNiis— T Pui3To00DO TuIOu3EENTu - 0EW/UOENT Oz
(GUTUw/UTU0R2TUYDE Tup(/ 2661419 1 EVUEV2ul YYNG
ZUTQ200)50YY4s TUOTEGOO TOEEWE X xUOEETTUIOE TUBEUMIUUE

ment Report 2008.

4—$/u1YYNuws3TTu$OYUOOOTOUEN %OOEL ** IBUTUau SO YD-
UOOOT0IN200Tue0  YTUBOTu%UIOUTu%OOE* *UBUT Uziu 4 — S/
Nairobi.

6 OUOEW EOOlIYYWiVorld Development Report 2008: Agricul-
ture for Developmentiu6 OUOETEQON6 EUTHOTIOONA" "6









