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INTRODUCTION

As a Westerner involved in agricultural
policy, | am pleased to have an opportunity to
participate in discussions relating to the kind of
agriculture that is traditional in Asia. | was influ-
enced asastudent by Farmersof Forty Centuries, a
book writen by F.H. King, asoil scientist at theU.S.
Department of Agriculture. Hewrotein great detail
about farming practices that had been followed for
4,000yearsinJapan, ChinaandKorea. | still feel we
have much to learn from farmersin Asia | have
found it difficult to believe that the heavy use of
agricultural chemicals in some countries in this
region is consistent with the Earth friendly farming
practices followed here for so many centuries.

| also have been influenced by Mokichi
Okada, founder in Japan of the Mokichi Okada
Association, who taught that the universe consists
of avisiblematerial world and aninvisible spiritual
world.

Western civilization, he suggested, has
progressed primarily in the visible, physical world
and is only half complete. He believed that atrue
civilization can emerge if Oriental spirituality and
western materialism are harmonized and become
the underlying principlefor lifein the 21st century.

The need to combine sound farming prac-
ticeswithrespect for thelandisal sotaught by native
Americans. They have never been able to under-
stand our unwillingness to acknowledge that the
Earth is our Mother, that we are its caretakers, and
that we can never be its owners. Severa native
American leadersare now activein the“ spirituality
in agriculture movement”, which is growing in
America.

| comefrom lowa, wherewehavelost half

of our topsoil in less than 150 years of farming.
These losses took place on some of the world's
finest farmland. People were shocked when these
losses were first documented and published. How-
ever, they have now come to their senses, and
support model state programs aimed at conserving
the soil that is|eft.

On my way here from Washington, |
stopped in Mexico City to participate in the World
Conference of the Society for International Devel-
opment and to make a presentation at a global
seminar on low-impact agriculture. Thisorganiza-
tion of development professionals is pushing an
agenda that puts a specia emphasis on people-
centered development and on protection of the
environment.

| ssuesreceiving themost attentionincluded
1) sustainable energy production; 2) programs to
promote effective pollution control to protect air
and water and guard public health; 3) agricultural
production techniques that balance the need for
greatly increased production with theimperative of
protecting theland, and 4) the need to strengthen the
capacity of people and institutions to implement
sustai nabledevel opment programs. Therewasmuch
emphasis on giving development in general, and
agricultural development in particular, a human
face.

NEW EMPHASIS IN
INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH

This new emphasis on the environment,
and on the kind of agriculture that depletes neither
the land nor its people, is a direct response to the
United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development, the Earth Summit held in Rio two



yearsago. | hadtheprivilegeof participatinginthis
conference, and in the preparatory meeting in New
Y ork, asthe accredited representative of the World
Sustainable Agriculture Association.

| chose the title of my talk this morning,
“Two Y earsafter Rio: Progressin Making aGlobal
Transition to Sustainable Agriculture," because |
wanted to sharewithyouwhat | seeasthebeginning
of a genuine change in attitude toward agriculture
and itsimpact on the environment.

In someimportant areas of theworld, such
asCentral and Eastern Europeand theformer Soviet
Union, the lack of inputs such as fertilizer and
pesticides areforcing important changesin agricul-
ture. | wasin Budapest recently to assist the Re-
gional Environmental Center in putting together a
sustainable agriculture initiative for ten countries.
An assessment of need intheregion showed that the
breakup of huge state farms and the privati zation of
land provide an unusua opportunity for the adop-
tion of environmentally sound farming practices.

In many other regions, the changes under-
way are a direct response to the realization that
modern agriculture, which has been enormously
successful in extracting abundant harvests from
nature, is harming the environment, impairing pub-
lic health, and destroying the economic and social
well-being of rural communities.

Sustainable farming practicesthat are sci-
entifically sound and socially acceptable are avail-
ableto correct these deficiencies. Our chalengeis
to adapt them to specific country situations and to
get them adopted. Morethan 170 countries made a
commitment at the Earth Summit to help makethis
happen.

My work asDirector of public policy of the
World Sustainable AgricultureAssociation (WSAA)
includesmonitoring theactivitiesof United Nations
development and lending agencies and working
with other organizations to influence what they do
that impacts agriculture.

Many critics suggest that the progress on
sustainable agriculture in the two years since the
Earth Summit is more rhetorical than real. But we
know that there are peopleinside FAO, the United
Nations Development Program, the World Bank,
and other agenciesthat are pushing hard to get these
huge public institutions to change direction.

Since this year is the 50th anniversary of
the UN, a special effort is being made to influence
them. The World Bank, for example, has been
targetedin a“ Fifty yearsisenough” campaign. Itis
aimed at stopping agricultural lending that supports
expansion of export cropping and chemical and

capital intensive methods in developing countries.
Critics point to the Bank’s own evaluation unit,
which has been highly critical of the quality of its
agricultural loans and the serious socia and envi-
ronmental impacts many of them have had.

The Consultative Group on International
Agricultural Research, which sponsors 18 interna-
tional research centers, isin financial trouble be-
cause of cutbacksin support from national govern-
ments. These cuts are supported by critics who
contend the CGIAR system has been unresponsive
to callsfor ashift toresearch that ismore supportive
of sustainable agriculture.

The UN agencies also are being pushed to
cooperate more with each other in the agricultural
areaand there are signsthat this may be beginning.
Itisreported that FAO, the World Bank, and UNDP
will agree next month to put up $80 million for a
new sustainable agriculture initiative. It would
favor aninternational effort to promotethe success-
ful IPM technologies used by farmersin Indonesia

| believeit’ stoo early totell whether these
and other international development and lending
agencies will fully meet their commitments to a
global transitionto sustainableagriculture. Overall,
from everything we can find out, | believe the
agencies are beginning to move, slowly but surely,
in this new direction.

| also want to mention my involvement in
the International Sustainable Agriculture Working
Group that participated in the Earth Summit. This
working group involved more than 300 representa-
tives of organic and sustainabl e agriculture organi-
zations from more than fifty countries all over the
world. Theparticipantsreached consensusonanew
direction for agriculture that is more farmer ori-
ented, and pledged to work together to mobilize
support for its adoption.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The new direction called for isatransition
to food production systems that are economically
viable, ecologically sound, culturally appropriate,
socialy just, and based on a holistic approach to
science.

Thedocument issued by theworking group
states that the kind of agriculture they advocate
preserves biodiversity, maintains soil fertility and
water purity, preserves and improvesthe biological
and physical propertiesof thesoil, recyclesagricul-
tural wastes, and conserves energy.

It increases local independence and self
sufficiency. It helps ensure a stable income for
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producers by using locally available renewable re-
sources, appropriate and affordable technologies,
and a minimum of external and purchased inputs.

It also makesit possiblefor more peopleto
stay ontheland, strengthenslocal communities, and
integrates people and the environment. |t respects
the ecological principles of biodiversity and inter-
dependence, and it usesmodern scienceto enhance,
rather than displace, the traditional wisdom built up
over centuries by farmers around the world.

Thetransfer of information relating to this
kind of agriculture also requires a specia kind of
extension effort. Approaches that respect farmer
knowledge, encouragefarmer involvement and par-
ticipation, and use farmer-to-farmer information
sharing are mandatory. Using outside expertsfor a
“top down” transfer of thiskind of informationisa
recipe for failure.

The Role of Organic Farming

People often ask, “Does sustainable agri-
culture mean organic farming?’ Not necessarily,
but it generally follows organic principles. This
approach is known in various regions of the world
by terms such as*“ ecologica”, “biological”, or “re-
generative” farming.

M ost governmentsand devel opment agen-
cies, aswell asmany scientistsat traditional institu-
tions, remain skeptical of low-impact systems. They
guestion whether they are “scientific” and whether
they can assure areliable national food supply over
the long term.

Little research has been done on the pro-
duction potential of these systems. However, a
growing body of evidence in developed countries
showsthat well-managed organic farmsdo produce
yields comparable to conventional farms after a
short transition period.

Several studies comparing the economic
returns of organic and conventional farms have
concluded that economic returns on organic farms
are comparable because, although some crops may
yieldalittleless, these systemsal so havelower cash
operating costs.

Thereisno reason to believe similar stud-
ieswould not yield similar resultsin other parts of
the world. Preliminary results of a new study
sponsored by the Netherlands comparing ecologi-
cal and conventional farmsin South Indiahave just
been published inthe American Journal of Alterna-
tive Agriculture, a peer-reviewed journal. The au-
thor of the article reported that preliminary data
shows that the ecological farms are as productive
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and profitableasthe conventional farms. They have
the added advantage of lower dependence on exter-
nal inputs and greater diversity in both crops and
farming practices.

Although the word “organic” does not ap-
pear inany of theofficial Earth Summit documents,
the UN Development Programissued areport at Rio
that concludes that organic agriculture presents an
attractivealternativeto current non-sustainableprac-
ticesin developing countries. This UN report also
sums up in two paragraphs many elements of the
international debate on organic farming:

“Many outsiders perceive organic agri-
culture as a craze, not a method, in
which all agro-chemicals are dogmati-
cally banned because of private and en-
vironmental health concerns. Others be-
lieve that yields are much lower in or-
ganic agriculture, or that the cost of la-
bor is much higher. In short, it is not
an option to solve the world's agricul-
tural problems.

“In redlity, organic agriculture is a con-
sistent systems approach based on the
perception that tomorrow’s ecology is
more important than today’s economy.
Its aim is to stop degradation and re-es-
tablish national balances. The economy
must readjust to the primary production
factors, and not the other way around.
Without ecology, there is no economy.
“If conventional agriculture had been
made to pay for the degradation and en-
vironmental damage it is causing, the
move toward organic agriculture would
have been made long ago.”

Itisunrealistictobelievethat most farmers
everywhere are going to adopt organic methods,
even though thiswould protect the environment, or
that itistheonly appropriateapproach. | believethe
“farmers first” approach championed by Robert
Chamberswill behelpful inachievingtheright kind
of change.

“Farmers First”

Chambers concedes that industrial agri-
culture hasits place, but that it must be modified to
meet standards of sustainability. He also acknowl-
edges that there is a place for Green Revolution
agriculture in irrigated and high-rainfall high-po-
tential areas in developing countries, provided its
adverse impact can be curbed.

He emphasizes the potential for small-



farm agriculture, and an approach that seems less
threatening to traditional agriculture professionals.
It includes a philosophy of diversity, decentraliza-
tion, and choicethat emphasizeswhat farmerswant
and need. It also welcomesand embraces diversity
and gets away from the idea that agriculture needs
missionary types trying to transfer technology.

| am aware of thechangeindirectiontaken
by the Food and Fertilizer Technology Center, its
acknowledgment that the concepts of agricultural
sustainability developed in Western industrialized
countriesare generally unsuitable here, and its new
focus on sustainable methods and maintenance of
long-term soil productivity. These changes are
consistent with the new global sustainable agricul-
tureinitiative. Itissignificant that thenew direction
the Center is taking has the support of scientistsin
theregion. | believethat it will help enormously in
convincing both governments and international
development and lending agencies that this new
directionissound, and that itisanimperativerather
than just an option.

Y our new coursealsoisconsistent withthe
approach beingtaken by WSAA. Wedonot believe
sustainable agriculture is a return to the past. We
believeitistimeto move away from theindustrial-
ized approach and toward methods that are in har-

mony with nature. We believe nature should be
viewed asthefarmer’ s partner, not as something to
be exploited or subdued or dominated. We believe
itisnecessary to usemodern sciencetoimprove, but
not to replace, the traditional wisdom accumul ated
over centuries by farmers.

| believe the transition we all agree is
necessary is now under way. A sign that this new
movement is gaining respect came recently when
Edward Knipling, known asthefather of biological
and genetic insect control, and his former research
partner, were awarded the first world food prize. A
few years ago this honor surely would have goneto
Norman Borlaug or someone else prominent in the
development of Green Revolution technology.

Knipling, who retired more than 20 years
ago believing that the non-chemical approach he
pioneered would never befully accepted, hasnever
stopped advocating biological control of insects.
“Somewhere down the line,” he said when the
announcement of theprizewasmade,” wearegoing
to haveto drastically change our way of thinking if
we hope to double the world’ s supply of food.”

All of you at this meeting are among those
thinking and acting in new ways. | look forward to
learning from you, and to working with you, during
this conference and the field trip that follows.



