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The importance and impact of agriculture 
on all our lives cannot be underestimated. 
It feeds and sustains human beings and 
is vital for the stability and growth of any 
economy and indeed for the security of 
any country.  

Agriculture is a vital source of livelihood, it 
represents 40% of the world Gross Do-
mestic Product (GDP); it involves 5 billion 
hectares of land (1.5 agricultural based 
and 3.4 breeders and pasture); it engages 
a labor market of 1.3 billion people, which 
amounts to about 1/5th of the world po-
pulation; and the rural population is ap-
proximately 49% of the planet, that is to 
say 3.4 billion people.

Notwithstanding its crucial role in feeding 
the world’s population, in employment, 
GDP and climate change, the agricultu-
ral sector lacks the concerted action and 
commitment of policy makers to take me-
asures and provide support to protect the 
sector from the adverse impact of external 
events and forces that it is vulnerable to.

If one were to compare the  crisis affecting 
the agricultural sector with the crisis affec-
ting the  financial market it could be said 
that fluctuations in the financial market are 
high yet of short intensity. 
Whereas in the agricultural sector, the 
fluctuations are as high but of a longer 
intensity. So every time that the sector 
gets into a crisis it needs a longer period 
for recovering and restoring the damages 

caused.
In the recent past, world farmers have 
faced very difficult times due to a varie-
ty of reasons, such as price swings in 
food commodities, financial speculation 
in agro-food markets and the disappea-
rance of subsides in many regions of the 
world. Farmers’ incomes are  the lowest 
in the world, being 50% lower than the 
lowest average salary.

Overpopulation will be another relevant is-
sue affecting the planet and having reper-
cussions in agriculture. According to FAO, 
world food demand is expected to incre-
ase by at least 70% by 2050. Another 
significant problem will be the increasing 
volatility of food commodity markets; and 
climate change which has caused among 
others droughts and floods, which repre-
sent an additional challenges to farmers, 
especially in developing countries.

With a view to finding solutions to these 
problems, as well as supporting farmers 
in the development of fair business prac-
tices and generating income, farmer as-
sociations from all over the world have 
decided to create the World Farmers’ Or-
ganization (WFO).
 
The mission of this farmer made organiza-
tion is to raise awareness of these issues 
and to engage in advocacy for the cre-
ation of policies in favor of improving the 
economic and social conditions in which 
farmers and rural populations live. 
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Agriculture and rural development 
have the potential to be the drivers 
of economic and social develop-
ment. 

With a world of over 900 million un-
dernourished individuals, ending 
hunger and progressively ensuring 
the right to food for all is our most 
urgent duty. 

Eliminating poverty and accelerat-
ing economic and social progress 
while increasing food production 
and enhancing rural development 
and sustainable livelihoods, is criti-
cal to overcome inequalities that ex-
ist today as well as the urban- rural 
divide. 

With a growing pressure on the nat-
ural resource base and its alarming 
consequences on the future of the 
planet, managing and utilizing these 
resources - that include land, water, 
climate and genetic resources - in a 
sustainable way is urgent. 

These are the major challenges that 
FAO needs to be prepared for in the 
nearest future. 

It is undisputable that, alone, neither 
FAO nor any single government will 
be able to reach these goals: both 
strong political commitment and in-

 FARMELANEOUS

Fao and producer organizations
need to work hand in hand during

and beyond the 2012
international year of Coopratives

novative partnerships are necessary. 

Effective political commitment is 
necessary to place food and nutri-
tion security at the heart of policy 
developments at all levels, and back 
it with the necessary resources. 

Strong and effective collaboration 
is needed with governments, other 
international agencies, civil society, 
non-governmental and farmers’ or-
ganizations, cooperatives, private 
companies, the research commu-
nity and other relevant stakeholders. 

Cooperatives and farmer organi-
zations have a key role to play in a 
world without hunger and extreme 
poverty. That is why I have made 
working closer with them one of the 
priorities of my mandate. I want FAO 
to build effective partnerships with 
producer organizations and coop-
eratives for effective food security 
strategies and rural development. 

stitutions from rural areas in many 
countries, along with a decline of 
public agricultural expenditure. In 
Africa, on farm investment in ag-
ricultural capital make up the vast 
majority of annual resources flow to 
agriculture in Africa: nearly US$150 
billion per year, about three times 
more than governments. 

According to the World Bank’s 2008 
World Development Report, the 
share of public spending on agricul-
ture in agriculture-based countries, 
most of which are African countries, 
is significantly less (4 percent in 
2004) than in the transforming coun-
tries during their agricultural growth 
spurt (10 percent in 1980). 

At the global level, the share of the 
Official Development Assistance al-
located to agriculture in developing 
countries fell from 19% in the early 
80’s to around 5% today. 

This void in public policies has been 
filled, imperfectly: in some areas by 
civil society organizations, in others, 
by private companies or by mixed 
public-private organizations. And, 
in some parts of the world, the void 
continues unfilled. In all cases, poor 
rural families are the most affected. 
At the same time, there is renewed 
recognition of the importance of 

Why are producer
organizations and
cooperatives instrumental 
to reducing poverty and 
increasing food security? 

During the last three decades there 
has been a withdrawal of public in-

Graziano da Silva,
Director General, FAO
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small and family farmers, fisher 
folks, forest holders and livestock 
keepers to meet the world’s grow-
ing food needs for a growing, more 
urbanized, world population.

Rising food prices and the projection 
they will remain at higher levels in the 
near future could provide a pathway 
out of poverty for small producers in 
developing countries. If they receive 
adequate support.

However, FAO’s State of Agricul-
tural Commodity Markets (2009) 
found that the supply response in 
expansion in global production was 
concentrated mostly in developed 
countries and among large tran-
sition economies such as Brazil, 
China and India. In other developing 
countries, production actually fell in 
2007-08. The reasons for this failure 
are mainly attributed to the many 
constraints faced by small produc-
ers. Weak farmer organizations, little 
public support, poor access to ser-
vices (infrastructure, information and 
innovation), limited access by small 
producers to productive assets and 
markets, high transaction costs as 
well as poor representation in policy 
and decision making processes are 
some of their main constraints. In 
summary: they simply were not in 
a condition to respond positively to 
market signals.

Yet, evidence shows that those 
countries benefitting from strong ru-
ral institutions such as producer or-
ganizations and cooperatives were 
able to respond better. In response 
to the need of small producers 
worldwide, a broad variety of institu-
tional arrangements have emerged 
in recent years. Some of these initia-
tives are showcased in “Good prac-
tices in building innovative rural in-
stitutions to increase food security”, 
recently published by FAO-IFAD. (To 
view the publication English: http://
www.fao.org/docrep/015/i2258e/
i2258e00.pdf

   French: http://www.fao.org/do-
crep/015/i2258f/i2258f00.pdf

Strong producer organizations that 
are supported by a conducive poli-
cy, legal, social and economic envi-
ronment can provide a full range of 
services to small producers ranging 
from access to and management 
of natural resources, information, 
technologies, output and input mar-
kets as well as participation in policy 
making.  

All in all, these interventions which 
are embedded in the newly en-
dorsed FAO Capacity Development 
Strategy, give importance to em-
powering existing entities through 
organizational and institutional de-
velopment. In view of implement-
ing this strategy, FAO is finalizing a 
learning program on organizational 
development aimed at staff and rel-
evant development practitioners. 
The corporate learning program 
capitalizes on FAO’s experience and 
normative work in this field, while 
thriving to mainstreaming coherent 
approaches in the area of organiza-
tional development. 

In its renewed effort to build effec-
tive partnerships, FAO is providing 
space for its partners to express 
their views in key governing bodies. 
Producer organizations and cooper-
atives have participated in Regional 
Conferences and in the negotia-
tions that led to endorsement of the 
“Voluntary guidelines on responsible 
Governance of tenure of land, forest 
and fisheries” by the Committee on 
World Food Security. 

FAO is also committed to working 
with IFAD and WFP to strengthen 
producer organizations and coop-
eratives. This is being done in many 
ways. They can do so while continu-
ing to encourage policy makers, de-
velopment practitioners and relevant 
stakeholders to promote innova-
tive rural organizations and to put 
in place enabling conditions based 
on sound policies, transparent legal 
and participatory frameworks for 
them to thrive, hence, enabling them 
to achieve food security, generate 
employment and reduce poverty in 
rural areas. 

2012 is the International Year of Co-
operatives. Let’s use this as a lever-
age to increase the contribution that 
cooperatives and producer organi-
zations can make to build a better 
world. 

Hence, producer organizations 
and cooperatives are able to play 
a greater role in meeting a growing 
demand for agricultural produce on 
local, national, regional and interna-
tional markets. They can also enable 
small producers to have some influ-
ence over the policy and programs 
that affect their lives. 

What does FAO do in 
support of Producer
Organizations 
and Cooperatives?
  
First, FAO, as an intergovernmental 
organization, primarily provides pol-
icy assistance to governments with 
the aim of addressing small produc-
ers’ needs in a more systematic and 
institutionalized way. 

It also helps strengthen the organi-
zational capacities of producer or-
ganizations, cooperatives and com-
munity organizations. In 2011, a 
total of 182 FAO projects and pro-
grams in support of these organiza-
tions were implemented in over 100 
countries. Main areas of interven-
tion range from technical assistance 
at country level, awareness raising 
activities and training to knowledge 
generation. Capacity development 
activities aimed at encouraging gov-
ernments to create the enabling 
environment for producer organiza-
tions and cooperatives to flourish 
and thrive are also an important part 
of these interventions. 
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For people who struggle each day 
to provide food for their children, it is 
sometimes hard to believe that their 
existence can not only change, but 
change dramatically for the better. 
There may not be too many exam-
ples of people nearby who have 
managed to create a better life. But 
that is precisely what happened to 
Florent Banza Ilunga, from Kitule, a 
small town in the south-east of De-
mocratic Republic of Congo.  Since 
September 2011, he has been run-
ning a small pharmacy, the first in his 
town.
 
The critical moment, when a diffe-
rent existence first seemed within 
Florent’s grasp, was in 2009. He 

the world Food programme
and its purchase

Ertharin Cousin,
Executive Director, World Food Program

had been struggling to eke out a 
living growing cassava on a small 
0.2 hectare plot, barely managing 
to feed his wife and eight children. 
He had tried to branch out into pe-
anuts, but with little experience and 
training, that failed. Then he heard 
that a new programme called Pur-
chase for Progress – P4P – was 
being introduced into his country. It 
sounded promising. 

The pilot initiative by the World Food 
Programme (WFP) is jointly run by 
WFP and the Food and Agricultu-
re Organization in Democratic Re-
public of Congo . A five year pilot, 
it supports smallholder farmers to 
organise themselves into coopera-

tives, to increase their productivity 
and gives them access to markets.
For Florent, it felt like a breath of de-
sperately needed fresh air. He recei-
ved a hoe, a machete, quality seeds 
and, crucially, the training he so 
badly needed. “I really started get-
ting into farming and I worked hard 
at it”, he says. With the additional 
income he received after selling part 
of his increased harvest to WFP, Flo-
rent and his wife decided to invest 
in another business – something the 
village lacked – a pharmacy. By early 
2012, the pharmacy had already ge-
nerated a profit of US$ 1,260.

In a country that has paid a heavy 
price for years of conflict, P4P is a 
beacon in ongoing efforts by fami-
lies, communities, and by the Go-
vernment to ensure food security. 
Food security means knowing whe-
re their next meal is coming from 
and being able to bounce back in 
time from shocks – be these extre-
me weather events or price hikes or 
natural disasters.

Inspiring stories like Florent’s and 
the hard data collected in all the P4P 
countries show the potential of pro-
grammes like this.  By linking the de-
mand of WFP – a significant buyer 
- with the supply-side expertise of 
partners, P4P gives farmers an in-
centive to invest in their production. 
When farmers know that they will re-
ceive a fair price for their crops, and 
have the support needed to grow 
more and better quality crops, far-
ming transforms from a subsistence 
model into a business that benefits 
farmers and their families. 

Florent serving a customer in his pharmacy.
Copyright:WFP/Celestin Mulumba.
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is the rich and diverse network of 
partnerships that is has generated. 
National governments, UN agencies 
such as WFP, FAO and IFAD, na-
tional and international NGOs and 
the private sector have come toge-
ther to support smallholder farmers 
throughout the entire value chain.

Thanks to the partners in P4P, the 
smallholders can enhance their agri-
cultural production, access seeds 
and fertilizers, improve storage faci-
lities and the quality of their produ-
ce, strengthen their organizations, 
access credit and enhance their 
knowledge of markets. 

This is fundamental because P4P is 
not about smallholder farmers sel-
ling only to WFP. WFP serves as the 
catalyst market buyer. P4P seeks 
to open up to other buyers such 
as government-run school feeding 
programs, hospitals, breweries and 
supermarkets, creating the oppor-
tunity for sustainability of the entire 
cross-cutting value chain improve-
ment. For this reason, the results 
and insights gained through P4P are 
shared constantly with all stakehol-
ders. 

Other development actors are also 
urged to introduce some of the les-
sons learned into their own portfo-
lio.  A final assessment of the pilot in 
2014 will determine which approa-
ches worked best and in what con-
text. 

Those lessons are worth gold and 
we hope that in the years to come, 
the successful models can be repli-
cated and scaled up, so that there 
will be not thousands but tens of 
thousands like Florent. 

His example is a reminder that small-
holder farmers around the world are 
willing and able to produce more 
and better food – they just need the 
means. Let’s help them, now.

Farmer in El Salvador cleaning her maize.
Copyright: WFP/Laura Melo.

One of the most crucial lessons the 
five-year pilot has generated is that 
smallholder farmers and their orga-
nisations can supply high-quality 
commodities provided there is an 
investment in their capacity. Once 
farmers understand that better qua-

lity equals more money, and they 
receive the right training, they are 
quick to improve the quality of their 
commodities, which also pays off 
in providing better nutrition for their 
own families. 
Another positive outcome of P4P 
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Climate services
for Food security

Michel Jarraud,
Secretary-General, World Meteorological Organization

While climate services provide a key 
opportunity to manage climate risks 
and to protect lives and livelihoods, 
they may not reach at times some 
of the most vulnerable communities. 
However, at its sixteenth session in 
June 2011, the World Meteorologi-
cal Congress unanimously agreed to 
establish a Global Framework for Cli-
mate Services (GFCS), as proposed 
opportunely by the Third World Cli-
mate Conference (WCC-3, Geneva, 
2009). 
 
The GFCS will support, in particular, 
the capacity to enhance climate in-
formation availability according to the 
needs of decision-makers and those 
of various socioeconomic sectors, by 
empowering them to optimally plan 
ahead and to adopt sustainable de-
cisions in the context of a changing 
climate. The GFCS will also contribu-
te to at last bridge a persisting gap in 
the timely provision of authoritative cli-
mate information and services to the 
vulnerable developing world, where 
about 70 countries still have limited 
access to climate information.

The Framework shall evolve into a 
permanent platform to uphold sustai-
ned dialogue between climate servi-
ces providers, in partticular the Natio-
nal Meteorological and Hydrological 
Services (NMHSs) of WMO Members, 
and many other climate information 
stakeholders, ranging from disaster 
risk managers to farmers, fishermen, 
health, energy and water resources 
managers, to name but some of the 
most important initial beneficiaries. 

The GFCS also promises to unleash 
the full potential of past and future 
investments in climate observational 
networks, research and information 
management systems, thereby yiel-

ding exceptional benefits to society. It 
will also assist developing countries, 
especially Least-developed Countries 
(LDCs), in retrieving various historical 
climate data records and in producing 
climate analyses and monthly-to-se-
asonal climate forecasts for the agri-
cultural sector, thereby contributing to 
food security. 
 
With particular reference to agriculture 
and food security, the GFCS also has 
the potential to significantly add to an 
enhanced understanding of climate 
variability- and change-related risks 
as well as the potential impacts upon 
farming and agricultural production. I 
wish to recall that agriculture has often 
been characterized as encompassing 
not only crop production, but also live-
stock, rangelands, forestry and fishe-
ries, for which the impacts of climate 
variability and change on agricultural 
production can range over various ti-
mes scales from seasonal to decadal. 
 
Year-to-year climate variability has 
considerable influence on agricultu-
ral production, depending in particu-
lar on annual rainfall, sunshine and 
temperatures. However, thanks to 
successive authoritative assessment 
by the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC), which WMO 
co-sponsors successfully since 1988, 
decision-makers are becoming incre-
asingly aware that human-induced 
climate change has introduced in re-
cent times an additional variable in the 
food-security equation.  

Climate change impacts on crop yield 
and productivity will vary considerably 
according to geography and it has 
been noted that some agricultural re-
gions will be threatened earlier, while 
others may even derive some bene-
fits, although such advantages may 

only be temporary. Enlarged heat and 
water stress, shifting monsoons and 
drier soils may reduce yields by as 
much as one-third in the tropics and 
subtropics, where certain crops are 
already too close to their maximum 
heat tolerance, while some mid- and 
higher-latitude areas are experien-
cing altered growing seasons and 
augmented rainfall which may boost 
crop yield in some temperate regions.

IPCC scientists have also predicted 
an increase in the frequency and in-
tensity of several weather and climate 
extremes, such as droughts and flo-
ods, with impacts on crops and live-
stock. In some cases, appropriate po-
licies, practices and technologies may 
contribute to alleviate the vulnerability 
of biodiversity, forestry and agricultu-
re, but only for some time, so a long-
term solution calls for an agreement 
in the context of the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC).  Moreover, for decades, 
even centuries, humanity will remain 
subject to the impacts of additional 
climatic changes linked to the inertia 
of the climate system.

An additional constraint rests on the 
fact that climate services will have to 
be disseminated in a meaningful form 
to the concerned decision-makers 
and user communities and tailored to 
their actual needs. Therefore, to ad-
dress the widely different perspectives 
of scientists, decision-makers and 
agricultural users, information for the 
agricultural sector will have to be pre-
sented in a specially adapted way.

Seasonal climate outlooks have be-
come increasingly important as deci-
sion-making tools. In the late 1990s, 
the innovative approach of organizing 
Regional Climate Outlook Forums 
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(RCOFs) was initiated by WMO, the 
NMHSs and some key partners to 
convene all available regional climate 
expertise in producing useful climate 
predictions. Consistency in access 
to and interpretation of climate infor-
mation can be especially useful for 
groups of countries with common 
climatological characteristics – for 
example to those influenced by the 
South Asian monsoon –  as well as 
to such socioeconomic sectors as 
agriculture and food security, water 
resources management, energy pro-
duction and distribution, public health, 
disaster risk reduction and response, 

or outreach and communication. 
In some cases, user sectors directly 
benefiting from RCOFs output may 
wish to co-sponsor the organization of 
more of these sessions, thereby con-
tributing to their sustainability as well 
as their pertinence.  The future GFCS 
will also add to RCOFs sustainability, 
particularly in terms of capacity buil-
ding, a key area which will indeed be 
essential to maximize regional socioe-
conomic benefits.

On the basis of climate outlooks, 
other forms of outlooks have been de-
livered under the scope of agriculture 

and food security. For instance, the 
left panel of Figure 1 shows a Greater 
Horn of Africa precipitation outlook for 
the period between March and May 
2008. The right panel shows a food 
security outlook for the period ranging 
from March to July 2008, issued by 
the Famine Early Warning Systems 
Network.
However, for all of its accuracy, reliabi-
lity  and timeliness, climate information 
can only useful to the concerned agri-
cultural decision-maker – a Minister of 
Agriculture, a rural farmer or an agri-
cultural extension worker – provided 
that he/she is sufficiently knowledgea-
ble on its precise interpretation, so cli-
mate information communication will 
continue to be a key issue.

Over recent years, WMO has increa-
singly encouraged NMHSs to orga-
nize weather- and climate-related ro-
ving seminars for farmers, which have 
contributed to raise the awareness of 
the corresponding communities on 
current advances in weather and cli-
mate information that can be useful-
ly applied to support the adoption of 
operational farming decisions. At the 
same time, feedback provided by far-
mers has been invaluable to the con-
cerned NMHSs and agricultural exten-
sion agencies in developing improved 
products as well as in upgrading the 
relevant communication channels.

Before concluding, I would like to hi-
ghlight an actual example from the 
Mali, where roving seminars have 
been held for years in the context of 
the METAGRI project,  with the sup-
port of the State Agency for Meteoro-
logy of Spain (AEMET), in particular to 
provide training to farmers in the use 
of basic rain gauges. The Direction 
Nationale de la Météorologie du Mali 
has implemented an operational sy-
stem of agrometeorological advice to 
farmers for a simple crop on the basis 
of historical climate records. By me-
asuring rainfall and following NMHS 
recommendations on crop varieties, 
farmers have been able to substan-
tially increase their yield and income.  
Plans are underway to develop this 
kind of assistance in other West Afri-
can countries, for which the GFCS 
shall contribute decisively.

 
Figure 2: A roving Seminar in Mali convening NMHS experts and farmers

Figure 1: RCOF products can be especially useful in analyzing food security risks.
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The Challenge
of Food and Biodiversity
Ensuring food and nutrition security 
is an essential goal and responsibility 
of governments the world over. This 
importance is recognized in the Mil-
lennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
where goal number one aims at the 
elimination of acute poverty and hun-
ger, with a target of halving the number 
of people suffering from acute pover-
ty and hunger by the year 2015.. The 
food security challenge is made even 
more daunting as a result of human 
population growth. The world popu-
lation, currently at the level of 7.0 bil-
lion, is estimated to grow to 9.2 billion 
by 2050. This will greatly increase the 
pressure on food and nutrition securi-
ty. Yet the problem of food security is 
not strictly the quantity of food produ-
ced globally but its inequitable distri-
bution, which continues to worsen, 
and the unsustainability of the systems 
used for its production. Increases in 
agricultural productivity over the last 
100 years have failed to maintain and 
account for the important role that 
ecosystem services play (Millennium 
Ecosystem Assessment, 2005). Un-
sustainable agricultural practices have 
profound, damaging side effects on 
livelihoods, ecosystem functioning, 
and in the long-term could depress or 
reverse productivity gains and increa-
se poverty. Many water use practices 
for agriculture have been shown to 
be unsustainable at the global scale, 
and the availability of other natural re-
sources (land, phosphorous, and ener-

agricultural Biodiversity,
Food and nutrition security,

and smallholder Farmers

gy) is predicted to start running out by 
the end of this century (IAASTD, 2009).  
These issues are further exacerbated 
by climate change. Global warming, 
incidence of droughts and flooding are 
all projected to increase into the future, 
altering the ground and environment 
conditions under which food will have 
to be produced.  

The challenges now are different than 
those of the 1950’s when the empha-
sis was on productivity at all costs. The 
challenges of today call for a diversi-
fication of strategies and avenues in 
agriculture to ensure food and nutrition 
security in the frame of environmental 
sustainability. The elements of sustai-
nability and resilience in production 
systems and in livelihood options are 
needed now, more than ever before. 
One principal resource in this respect, 
which is often inadequately recognized, 
is agricultural biodiversity. Agricultural 
biodiversity encompasses all compo-
nents of biological diversity embodied 
within the agricultural ecosystem.  This 
includes the variety and variability of 
animals, plants and micro-organisms, 
at the genetic, species and ecosystem 
levels, which are necessary to sustain 
key functions of the agro-ecosystem, 
its structure and processes”.  This im-
portant resource, which is domiciled in 
agricultural ecosystems, as well as in 
bordering uncultivated and protected 
lands, is inadequately used as a natu-
ral resource in agricultural production 
systems.

Importance
of agricultural biodiversity
The classical view sees agricultural bio-
diversity as a source of traits for bree-
ding and crop improvement. While this 
is certainly true and fundamental, agri-
cultural biodiversity offers much more 
than breeding. It is a major and direct 
contributor to nutrition and health in 
its direct use. It contributes to the re-
silience and stability of agricultural pro-
duction systems through the provision 
of control mechanisms against pests 
and diseases and genetic security for 
adaptation to unpredictable changes 
in rainfall and temperatures; and offers 
economic and social opportunities that 
contribute to livelihoods and mainte-
nance of cultural and social values. In 
these respects agricultural biodiversity 
makes a major contribution to national 
development in diverse ways. 

The Nutrition Dimension
Traditionally, food security strategies 
have generally focused on the major 
staples - for the production of bulk ca-
lorific food to fill the energy lack in po-
pulations. Today, it is known that just 
about six species of major staples pro-
vide 90% of the food bulk of the world, 
whereas more than 100 species are 
available for food. This reduction in crop 
diversity under cultivation and in mar-
kets, has triggered a transition in diets 
and food systems, from traditionally 
diversified diets – including varieties of 
cereals, roots and tubers, pulses, fruits, 
vegetables, and spices - to diets whose 

Kwesi Atta-Krah,
Deputy Director General, Bioversity International
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composition is dominated by the major 
staples, with inadequate levels of mi-
cronutrients and health protecting non-
nutrient bioactive compounds. 

This situation is now known to have 
contributed significantly to the high 
rates of micronutrient malnutrition and 
diet-related chronic diseases, such as 
Type 2 diabetes, heart disease, can-
cers and obesity. Today this situation 
happens in both developed and under-
developed countries, and attacks both 
rich and poor. There are believed to 
be over 2 billion people, mostly young 
women and children, who suffer from 
a lack of essential micronutrients such 
as vitamin A and iron. All this places a 
heavy burden on development. Dieta-
ry diversification is one assured means 
of providing adequate supply of vita-
mins and essential micronutrients, and 
countering this effect. In this respect, 
neglected and underutilized crop spe-
cies deserve a special mention. A great 
deal of genetic diversity resides within 
these species, with a capacity for con-
tributing to food security, nutrition, hu-
man health, income generation, and 
environmental health. These species – 
mainly local varieties and species used 
by smallholder farmers - are however 
under-developed, under-researched, 
and unsupported. They are therefore 
prone to genetic erosion and extin-
ction. The health benefits of consu-
ming a wide variety of different foods 
go beyond simple macro and micro 
nutrients. Plant foods contain functio-
nal properties such as gastrointestinal 
function, antioxidants, glycemic con-
trol, eyesight, antibiotic function, and 
other functions. 
Ecosystem Resilience and Services 

Agricultural biodiversity on farms pro-
vides ecosystem and environmental 
services such as in the control of pests 
and diseases, and supports impor-
tant ecological functions, such as soil 
formation, nutrient recycling, carbon 
sequestration, water cycling and pu-
rification, and control of water run-off 
and soil erosion.  Higher varietal di-
versity within crops in farmers’ fields 

has been shown to reduce pest and 
disease damage both in developed 
and developing countries. Higher le-
vels of sorghum and millet diversity in 
West Africa have allowed local popu-
lations to adapt to increased periods of 
drought. Similarly, growing a diversity 
of high elevation rice varieties in Nepal, 
and apple varieties in Uzbekistan, are 
reported to have reduced the risk of 
crop losses to temperature changes in 
these locations.

The Special Role 
of Smallholder Farmers 

Smallholder farmers, often women, are 
the custodians of a significant portion 
of the world’s agricultural biodiversity, 
playing a vital role in managing natural 
ecosystems and maintaining
traditional knowledge.  These farmers 
have been using agricultural biodiver-
sity in their own local breeding and se-
lection efforts, ensuring improvement 
in their varieties. They do also value 
this resource in its direct use for food, 
nutrition and other human needs.  For 
smallholder farmers, the benefits deri-
ved from agricultural biodiversity inclu-
de risk management, product diversi-
fication, resource optimization, along 
with socio-economic and cultural be-
nefits.   

Smallholder farmers also need to be 
recognized and appreciated for the dif-
ferent kinds of products and services 
they deliver. They need to be supported 
to continue and strengthen sustainabili-
ty and resilience dimensions of their sy-
stems, and produce not just grain and 
food products, but also ‘ecosystem 
services’ and carbon stocks. The latter 
is particularly important, given the chal-
lenge of climate change. A key policy 
consideration in this is the issue of mar-
kets, incentives and payments for the-
se environmental and ecosystem pro-
ducts. This needs to be built into global 
mechanisms for Payment for Ecosy-
stem Services (PES) and also in agro-
biodiversity conservation strategies. 
The work of Bioversity International, 
and those of many others, has shown 

that  key to the success in supporting 
small holder farmers in these activities 
is strengthening local institutions so as 
to enable farmers to take a greater role 
in the management of their resources.

Bioversity International
Bioversity International is a global 
non-profit research organization that 
places the use and conservation of 
agricultural biodiversity in smallholder 
farming systems at the centre of its 
work.  Bioversity’s research focuses 
on two strategic priorities: (i) Research 
that supports the use of biodiversity 
by smallholder farmers, and (ii) Con-
serving plant diversity where it is found 
on farms and in the wild, and impro-
ving the availability of plant genetic re-
sources so that the global community 
can use it to provide sustainable far-
ming solutions. Working with farmers 
on the field and with Farmer Organiza-
tions is a key part of Bioversity’s modus 
operandi. It is believed that by working 
with smallholder farming communities, 
Bioversity International’s research will 
have the greatest impact on improved 
livelihoods, incomes, health and nutri-
tion of the world’s poor. 

Conclusion
Agricultural biodiversity is indeed a be-
drock of agriculture and critical for crop 
and livestock improvement and adap-
tation. Additionally, by providing diverse 
food, it is a direct source of micro-nu-
trients, vitamins and other dietary com-
ponents essential for human health 
and livelihoods. The proper use of this 
biodiversity is an essential component 
of sustainable development. It contri-
butes to the well-being of populations, 
present and future, from developing 
as well as from developed countries. 
Smallholder farmers are guardians and 
custodians of this essential resource.  
They need to be supported to conti-
nue playing their important role in the 
management and sustainable use of 
this essential resource for their liveliho-
ods and the good of humanity at large. 
Bioversity works to contribute to this 
process.
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Farming into the future: food, trade 
and the changing global economy

Ricardo Melendez Ortiz,
Chief Executive,

International Center for Trade and Sustainable Development (ICSTD)
Farmers and rural communities have 
a key role in anticipating and respond-
ing to the stunning protean nature 
of the global economy, society and 
the environment in the 21st Century; 
indeed, in a similar way to what has 
always been their pivotal role in mo-
ments of fundamental transforma-
tion throughout our history - (recent 
acknowledgement of the key role of 
farmers can be found, for example, in 
the international organisations’ report 
to the Mexican G-20 presidency on 
Sustainable Agricultural Productiv-
ity Growth and Bridging the Gap for 
Small Family Farms of 27 April 2012). 
In today’s world, made of local and 
national economies tightly intertwined 
by trade, investment, infrastructure 
and technology, the ability of farmers 
and agriculture to generate food and 
the public goods required to sustain 
our routines, will depend to a great ex-
tent on the effectiveness of enabling 
regulatory frameworks of economic 
governance. The adequacy of such 
frameworks will determine whether 
the swings and adjustments from the 
20th Century order take us unto a 
stable, sustainable and equitable fu-
ture. Particularly important here would 
be to ensure that any transformation 
delivers benefits to the poorest and 
to vulnerable producers, the vast ma-
jority of whom live in countries today 
classed as ‘developing’ or ‘least-de-
veloped’.

Every day many farmers tackle chal-
lenges brought about by swift up-
heavals in patterns of supply and de-
mand, affecting choices about what 
to produce, which markets can be 

accessed and under what conditions, 
and influencing decisions about how 
best to manage multiple forms of risk. 
Furthermore, many already benefit 
from, or stand to benefit from, rising 
agricultural commodity prices result-
ing from wriggly demographics, in-
creasing average incomes, swings in 
diets, low food stocks, high energy 
prices and more frequent, hasty or 
now recurrent alterations in climate; 
others, however, such as those who 
are net consumers, may face signifi-
cant new challenges. Rapid transmis-
sion and contagion of trends, signals 
and all phenomena affecting farmers 
in a deeply integrated world economy 
make it imperative that policies and 
international regulatory frameworks 
on trade be carefully adapted to take 
into consideration the needs of the full 
range of stakeholders affected.

By definition, against a backdrop of 
national heterogeneous endowments 
and capabilities, food and agriculture 
demand can only be satisfied through 
global markets. Indeed, all prospec-
tive analyses assert that feeding the 
world’s population entails a gradual 
and significant expansion of trans-
border exchanges of agricultural 
products. Hence the imperative of a 
robust rules-based system that guar-
antees openness and supply. 

But the current agricultural trad-
ing system has proven insufficiently 
equipped to deal with those and other 
challenges already creeping-in during 
the past decade, and farm leaders 
increasingly find and complain that it 
is even less well prepared for those of 

the future. 
Evident already as the world moves 
into a situation in which comparative 
advantages in agriculture significantly 
shift as a result of variations in yields 
and prices caused by climatic chang-
es; one in which the most vulnerable 
farming communities are expected to 
carry a disproportionate burden. 
International trade, combined with 
increased investment in agriculture 
production, can help address imbal-
ances of supply and demand and 
make food available in world markets 
by offsetting climate-induced produc-
tion decreases in certain regions. As 
trade becomes more important in 
countries’ food security strategies, 
many have argued that an open, un-
distorted and enabling trading system 
is the best guarantee against severe 
disruption to demand-availability bal-
ances resulting from climate change. 
Others suggest that appropriate flex-
ibilities in liberalization agreements 
combined with productivity enhanc-
ing measures are needed to deal with 
market failures and imperfect institu-
tions in countries where livelihoods are 
intricately related to farming.
In agriculture, today’s multilateral trad-
ing system does set limits for the lev-
els of trade-distorting support that 
countries can offer, whilst providing 
certainty and predictability by setting 
a ceiling on agricultural import tariffs 
at agreed levels. It also establishes a 
mechanism through which countries 
can peacefully settle trade disputes, 
and a means through which rules and 
disciplines can be evolved through 
inclusive negotiations. However, it 
falls short, by itself, to more directly 
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provide support to farmers or others 
to address new challenges in global 
trade associated with recent high and 
volatile prices – such as the ensuing 
export restrictions and bans that have 
affected farmers’ access to markets, 
just as they have harmed consumers 
seeking secure and reliable access to 
food and other farm products. The 
multilateral trading system is also only 
just beginning to discuss -and not yet 
grapple with- the imperative of adapt-
ing its rulebook to address policies to 
tackle climate change. 

Furthermore, while agreements on 
agriculture at the World Trade Organ-
isation (WTO) have provided a frame-
work under which a few countries 
have reduced their most trade-distort-
ing agricultural domestic support and 
granted trading partners a degree of 
increased market access, farmers to-
day continue to face competition from 
subsidised producers abroad, espe-
cially for certain products, and face 
tariff and non-tariff barriers to mar-
kets they may wish to access in other 
countries. This is despite the fact that, 
for some products such as cotton, the 
impacts on producers in the world’s 
poorest countries has been widely 
documented and discussed; and de-
spite the fact that some of these policy 
measures run directly counter to the 
sort of production and consumption 
incentives that governments will need 
to create if they are to tackle climate 
change effectively. The continued im-
passe in the WTO’s Doha Develop-
ment Agenda – where, over a decade 
ago, governments agreed to address 
at least some of these issues – dem-
onstrates the continued need for 
spaces and platforms in the two-level 
game for dialogue between farmers, 
policy-makers and other constituen-
cies over the relationship between 
agricultural trade policy and broader 
public policy goals. 

Farm groups and others have em-
phasised that rising global demand 
for food will require substantial invest-

ment in agriculture towards productiv-
ity growth, especially in the develop-
ing world, that will be needed in order 
to provide an adequate response. 
Arguably, under the Mexican presi-
dency of the G-20, this issue has at 
last been accorded the political im-
portance it deserves. Current WTO 
rules largely allow countries to boost 
support to agriculture in order to ca-
talyse further investment, so long as 
these payments do not distort trade 
– and countries others than traditional 
OECD agricultural subsidizers, China 
and India for instance, are increas-
ingly taking advantage of this flexibil-
ity in their own domestic policies. Of 
course, experts continue to debate 
whether the various policies that have 
been introduced in these countries 
and elsewhere are always the most 
efficient and effective way to allocate 
scarce resources; however, farmers 
and others tend to agree that in order 
to overcome neglect of the sector in 
the recent past, developing country 
governments will now have to spend 
more on farming than they have done 
previously.

Sustainable management of land and 
water, along with the conservation 
and sustainable use of biodiversity, 
will be key if farmers are to be suc-
cessful in achieving required produc-
tivity gains – and once again, trade 
policy will need to be part of the in-
centives and regulations package of 
policy measures that governments 
adopt to pursue these goals. While 
many developing countries are de-
voting a large and growing share of 
their budgets for agricultural support 
to environmental measures, the same 
issues have also taken centre stage in 
developed country debates over the 
future of agricultural trade policy – the 
lively discussions over the future of the 
Common Agricultural Policy in the EU 
being a case in point. As elsewhere, 
government policy-makers are hav-
ing to walk a fine line between crafting 
policies that on the one hand are ben-
eficial to custodians of the land now 

and in the future, and, on the other, 
to ensuring that policy interventions 
do not at the same time constitute 
an unfair competitive advantage over 
farmers in other parts of the world. A 
similar set of challenges faces legisla-
tors in Washington, D.C., this year as 
they try to write a new US Farm Bill.
From a sustainability perspective, the 
quest for effective solutions to pub-
lic policy challenges, require pushing 
farm groups and policy-makers into 
creative thinking and new approaches 
to old problems. For example, in an 
ICTSD recent paper Professor Timo-
thy Josling of Stanford University has 
suggested that, if governments are 
serious about overcoming food inse-
curity, the best way to do so without 
distorting trade would be to establish 
a global framework under which tar-
geted consumer subsidies could be 
provided to vulnerable individuals and 
groups – an initiative that could work 
along the lines of the US food stamp 
programme. Josling has argued that, 
under such a scheme, the interests of 
farmers and consumers would coin-
cide, “perhaps reproducing in other 
countries the coalition that has kept 
support for food stamps in the US 
alive for fifty years”.

Farmers as well as other constituen-
cies are likely to welcome the renewed 
political attention to agriculture at the 
global stage, both in the G-20 discus-
sions on agricultural productivity and 
food security and in the run-up to the 
sustainable development Rio plus 20 
gathering of heads of state in June 
2012. Indeed, enduring public policy 
challenges related to agriculture– such 
as food security, increased competi-
tion for land use, climate change, wa-
ter and the sustainable use of biodi-
versity– mean it is likely that the sector 
will remain high on political and lead-
ers’ agendas for some time to come. 
Farmers in both developed and devel-
oping countries are critical in ensuring 
that policies on international trade and 
investment are coherent with sustain-
able development goals.

.
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CASE STUDIES&BEST PRACTICES

Seasonal Climate forecasts can be 
seen as considerably potential  to im-
prove agricultural management and 
livelihoods for smallholders farmers. 
As a matter of fact, this field can po-
tentially be developed to a larger ex-
tent. The existing constraints reflect 
inadequate information services, pol-
icy or institutional process in the Sa-
hel region, in Senegal. However, great 
improvements have been made by 
regional climate outlook forums and 
national meteorological services in or-
der to deliver forecast information to 
rural farmers for agriculture. 

In June of the last year, a team of 
experts from ANAMS (Senegalese 
Weather Service), in Kaffrine, Sen-
egal, has trained 33 farmers on us-
ing probabilistic seasonal forecasts. 
As a result, a week after training, the 
actual total rainfall forecast as well as 
the numbers of rainy days in the sea-
son July - September was provided to 
them. In order to do so, satellites to 
monitor ocean temperature through-
out the world, and use computers to 
deduce the likelihood of rain in Sen-
egal, were employed. Farmers  were 
also asked to assess a probability 
graph in order to express their feel-
ing regarding rainfall in this particular 
part of Africa. This was followed by 
a discussion and it appears clear as 
farmers differentiated between a good 
rainy season (as in 2010) and a good 
crop season (as in 2008). In addition 
to that, they preferred forecasts in 
terms of rainy day rather that in terms 
of total rainfall season.
During January ANAMS went back 
to evaluate seasonal forecasting. 15 
farmers who have attended the work-
shop in June were invited back as well 
as 13 who actually did not received 
any information. The participants 

were divided in groups as follows: one 
group included 12 farmers that had re-
ceived the forecasts and made some 
decisions based on those. The other 
groups included farmers who did re-
ceive the forecast but didn’t make any 
adjustment to their farming practices, 
which were 3 participants, and the 
last group contained 13 farmers who 
had never received any climate fore-
cast information before.

Group 1 understood from the work-
shop that a short cycle crop was suit-
able because the season will be less 
than 2010, but rainfall will be enough. 
However, they have the following 
problems: high spatial variability of the 
rainfall, the first rainfall was late and 
it was difficult to judge when to start 
planting, a long dry spell and an early 
termination of the season. Moreover, 
they wanted to know and to get: the 
starting date, finer forecast in space, 
a weather bulletin each two weeks, 
more training to better understand the 
forecast. 

The group 2 did, in fact, receive the 
forecast, but had already bought their 
seeds at that time and it was therefore 
difficult to change any of the farm-
ing practices. Amy Ndiaye, a female 
participant from the non-adjustment 
group said it was difficult for her to 
implement the forecast because her 
husband didn’t attend the workshop 
therefore he didn’t believe in it. She 
added that “it prevented me to use a 
short-cycle variety. But after we had a 
low yield, he acknowledged that next 
time we will use seasonal forecast”. 

Group 3 with members who had 
never received any climate informa-
tion said that they had thought 2011 
would be like 2010. They missed the 

opportunity of a long season in 2010, 
and were prepared to catch up the 
next year by choosing a long cycle, 
buy fertilizers and hire wage labor-
ers. The group members concluded 
that their problem was that they didn’t 
know anything about the course of 
the rainy season and needed to be 
part of the group and receive seasonal 
forecast training. 

The Workshop participants proceed-
ed to discuss how to move forward 
with this process as well as evaluate 
the organization of the workshop in 
order to define what needed to be 
improved. There is a need to improve 
the communicating system and to 
build upon existing channels, in or-
der to make possible that information 
reaches villages, for instance. All in all, 
farmers appreciated this experience 
and are willing to receiving more train-
ing in the forthcoming years.

Education trough information, how to use
weather forecast: the Senegalese example
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Never again droughts:
Solid Rain, a Mexican innovation
As an alternative to the problem of 
drought suffered by some northern 
states in Mexico and in order to im-
prove the efficiency of agricultural irri-
gation systems, a Mexican engineer, 
Sergio Jesus Rico Velasco, has de-
veloped a system for planting solidi-
fied water in crop fields.
The technology developed by Rico 
Velasco consists in the activation 
series of components - and namely 
Water silos (which are potassium 
polyacrylate powder particles) - who-
se molecular structure allows them 
to absorb and retain up to 500 times 
their liquid weight and form small po-
tential water reservoirs, becoming 
Solid Rain when they are hydrated 
and grow thanks to the water’s effect.
Solid Rain is the result of Water Si-
los bonding together with previously 
captured rainwater - which is usually 
collected from roofs, in the necessa-
ry quantities (i.e. 10 grams per liter 
of water) - and is stored in a location 
which is not exposed to the sun, with 
a view to subsequently being used 
even one year after being collected in 
plantations and crops.
The Water Silos particles – which can 
be removed and then be re-hydrated 
at every crop cycle - have a life span 
of up to 10 years, during which time 
they will provide plants with a regular 
supply of water by allowing the plant 
to be ventilated and preventing eva-
poration. 
Water silos’ effectiveness has been 
fully proven. Mr. Rico Velasco con-
ducted, in fact, in 2005 a compara-
tive study of the corn fields located 
outside the village of Aguahedionda 
in the Jalisco region, during which he 
applied the two irrigation systems, 
and namely a traditional, rain-fed li-
quid irrigation system, which harve-
sted 600 kilograms per hectare, and 
a Solid Rain irrigation system, with 
which he collected 10 tons of grain 
per hectare.

This tecnology has also been suc-
cessfully used in India in the culti-
vation of papaya, mango, peanut, 
cotton, wheat and coconut palms, 
as well as in Colombia in rose and 
carnation greenhouses. Researchers 
recorded 75% savings in irrigation 
costs, as well as a 100% increase 
in foliage and flowers and a 300% in 
root development.
The ongoing process of desertifica-
tion, climate change and uncertainty 
about rain seasons make  this project 

of vital importance since it offers the 
possibility of storing rainwater in bags 
and in solid form, allowing it to be 
transported to places which can rea-
ched with great difficulty.
The aforementioned technology has, 
moreover, not been patented and, as 
such, is in the public domain, with the 
result that it can be used for the be-
nefit of all mankind.
Mr. Rico Velasco’s solid water irri-
gation system has led to the latter 
being nominated for the Global Wa-
ter Award 2012, which is awarded 
each year by Stockholm Internatio-
nal Water Institute (SIWI) located in 
Stockholm, Sweden.
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Quinoa, the Andean Silver

The cooperative’s results are im-
pressive since it has managed to 
ensure: 
i) Stable or increasing prices for 
producers, going from 1 Nuevo Sol 
(which is the Peruvian currency) per 
kilo in 2006 to 4.80 Nuevo Sol per 
kilo in 2010;
ii) Higher productivity and better 
quality, thanks to improved seeds 
and natural fertilizers, achieving in 
2011 a yield of 1,200 kg per hecta-
re, which was estimated to be three 
times that of the production achie-
ved in 2009;
iii) The granting of direct microloans 
to members, ranging from 600 Nue-
vo Sol to 1,000 Nuevo Sol per se-
mester;
iv) A growing participation in inter-
national trade – including attendan-
ce of national and international fairs 
such as Mistura Perú, Expoalimen-
taria Perú, the Taipei Food Show, 

BioFach (Germany) and SIAL Cana-
da - with plans to increase sales di-
rectly handled by COOPAIN without 
intermediaries.

Today, COOPAIN Cabana has its 
own processing plant for high-quali-
ty white, red, and black organic and 
fair trade-certified quinoa in grain, 
flakes, and flour. 

COOPAIN Cabana also has Kosher, 
HACCP, and GMP certifications.
COOPAIN-Cabana’s production is 
free from chemicals and over 50% 
of its crops are certified as being or-
ganic, making it the largest producer 
of organic quinoa in Peru. 

The excellent quality of its quinoa 
and the efforts exerted to conserve 
its varieties, made the cooperative 
the worthy winner of the Aji de Plata 
(Silver Pepper) awarded at the Mi-
stura food fair in Lima for the best 
quinoa.

The cooperative - which has been 
working aggressively to acces-
sing international markets – is now 
well positioned, therefore, to meet 
growing international demand for or-
ganic quinoa by exporting it directly 
abroad (which, until now, has only 
been done through intermediaries). 
The General Secretariat of the Or-
ganization of American States has, 
with the financial support of the Ca-
nadian International Development 
Agency (CIDA) and the coordination 
of the Ministry of Foreign Trade and 
Tourism of Peru (MINCETUR), been 
assisting COOPAIN-Cabana in fa-
cing this challenge. 

With new packaging and a brand 
that evokes the traditional principles 
and authentic culture of the Peru-
vian highlands, a cooperative of 500 
small producers is now showing 
how it is possible to take advanta-
ge of national and international tra-
de opportunities for the benefit of its 
community.

The Cabana Quinoa producers’ co-
operative is a successful example of 
how smallholders can associate  in 
cooperatives with a view to expor-
ting their products and participating 
in an effective manner in internatio-
nal trade. 

Begun as a partnership in 2001 by 
a group of 150 families interested in 
ensuring that the production of qui-
noa led to a better life for the resi-
dents of Cabana, located in the Puno 
region of Peru, the Cabana Agro-
industrial Cooperative (COOPAIN), 
has already become a successful 
example that can be reproduced in 
other countries and regions.

The cooperative, in fact, directly be-
nefits 500 families and 15 associa-
tions that bring together 3,000 inha-
bitants of the region. 
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Creditagri Coldiretti: how farmers can get 
access to money

CreditAgri Coldiretti is an associa-
tion that brings together CreditAgri 
Italia, a credit guarantor institution, 
and credit brokerage companies 
operating at regional and interregio-
nal level within the Coldiretti System. 
These companies, widely spread 
across the national territory, were 
formed specifically to provide high 
expertise services for assistance 
and advice consultancy regarding 
credit and corporate finance to all 

agricultural holdings concerned.

In particular, CreditAgri Italia sup-
ports and facilitates access to credit 
for associate agricultural holdings, 
through the issuance of guarantees 
to the banking system. 

A real Network of professionals or-
ganized to best evaluate every in-
vestment project in agriculture and 
able to guide the farmer from the 

business idea to its realization even 
through the obtaining of the neces-
sary financing. 

A specialized consultancy, for in-
stance, for all that concerns the pre-
paration of business plans, access 
to calls for proposal of the Rural 
development programme, restruc-
turing of past liabilities, access to 
ordinary and subsidized credit, eva-
luation of investment sustainability, 
and optimization of financial mana-
gement of the farm. 

Thanks to an extensive system of 
agreements with the banking sy-
stem, which involves the major na-
tional and local credit institutes, 
companies participating in CreditA-
gri Coldiretti are able to offer specific 
credit products purposely structu-
red to meet the needs of agricultu-
ral holdings and provide particularly 
advantageous conditions reserved 
for the CreditAgri Network.
Funding is available for short, me-
dium and long-term credit, at fixed 
and variable rates, as well as mortga-
ge credit and unsecured credit.

By way of example, our companies 
offer, among other things, products 
dedicated to funding young, as well 
as female entrepreneurs, to requi-
rements related to the Rural deve-
lopment programme, to purchase of 
land, equipment, stocks, facilities, 
to advanced payments, to products 
for cooperation and for partners, 
to funding for storage, ageing and 
maturing, to repositioning of pre-
existing debt, to financing linked to 
construction of photovoltaic system 
and other alternative energies.

The Agreement signed with ISMEA 
, finally, allows member companies 
of CreditAgri to act as territorial hub 
for submitting questions relating to 
the operations of land consolidation, 
takeover of agriculture, participation 
in venture capital, as well as access 
to guarantees issued by ISMEA.
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 FARMATORY

Why women farmers are
key to food security

Across the developing world, rural 
women have a unique potential to 
transform agricultural economies 
and boost food security. On ave-
rage, they comprise 43 percent of 
the global agricultural labour force 
and they make fundamental con-
tributions to this sector as farmers, 
labourers and entrepreneurs ( FAO 
SOFA 2010-2011). They also play 
a significant role as food producers 
and have a key part to play in the 
preservation of environmentally su-
stainable development. 

Yet women remain a neglected or 
invisible resource for rural deve-
lopment, facing persistent obsta-
cles in access to natural resources, 
credit, skills training and technology. 
Studies have shown that, turning 
around the current state of affairs by 
investing in rural women and their 
potential, could bring about astoun-
ding results. 
FAO’s 2010-11 State of Food and 

Agriculture report demonstrates 
that, if women had the same access 
to productive resources as men, 
they could increase total agricultural 
output in developing countries by 
2.5–4 percent. At the global level, 
this would be enough to reduce the 
number of hungry people by 12-17 
percent.

Rural women’s contribution to the 
economy, food security and so-
cial well-being of their communities 
extends well beyond their work in 
agriculture. They dedicate more time 
than urban women and men in hou-
sehold work, including time spent 
processing and preparing food for 
their families and taking care of 
children and the sick. When women 
earn an income, they are also more 
likely than men to spend it on food, 
health, clothing and education for 
their children. 
Even so, a recently published fact 
sheet produced by the Inter-Agency 

Task Force on Rural Women, has 
found that rural women fare worse 
than rural men and urban women for 
every Millennium Development Goal 
indicator for which data are availa-
ble. Among other factors, this can 
be linked to social and cultural bar-
riers that often discourage rural wo-
men’s participation in employment 
opportunities, as well as their gene-
ral involvement in the decision-ma-
king process.

WFO believes that strong rural orga-
nizations, such as cooperatives, far-
mers’ associations, self-help groups 
and mixed enterprises, can be in-
strumental in reversing this trend. 
Effective institutions and organi-
zations, which are  tailored to the 
needs of their members, can help 
small producers, particularly wo-
men, to expand their skills, access 
credit and other services, and seize 
economic opportunities that would 
otherwise be unreachable for them.
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 A youth outlook on skill gaps
in high agricultural education

Agriculture is changing. Hence, a 
revised set of skills is needed to ad-
dress new challenges in agriculture. 
As approach, expectations and em-
ployment opportunities in agricultu-
re have changed there is evidence 
that the skills and competencies of 
graduates do not meet the needs of 
today’s agricultural sector. 

Some 140 young professionals wor-
king in various stakeholder groups 
in agriculture from all over the world 
were involved in a study commis-
sioned by YPARD, the Young Pro-
fessionals Platform in Agricultural 
Research for Development (www.
ypard.net), carried out in 2011-2012 
with the aim to contribute to the de-
bate on transformation needed in 
high education in agriculture.

The outlook on the gaps derives 
from this study indicates that com-
munications and research skills are 
the top priority, with Internet and 
analytical skills particularly emphasi-
zed. Among business competencies 
entrepreneurial skills was highlighted 
by young professionals. The study 
clearly shows that current curricula 
in agricultural education must be re-
vised to provide students training for 
a career in agricultural research for 
development (ARD) to acquire soft 
skills rather than technical skills and 
theory only. Using the outcomes of 
this study, YPARD suggests a num-
ber of recommendations to boost 
the agricultural curriculum and trai-
ning of young professionals for care-
ers in ARD, among which:
• Curriculum developers must invol-
ve a range of stakeholders relevant 

to the revision of curricula, such as 
industry, alumni, students, teachers, 
farmers, extension workers, private 
sector, ministries of education and 
of agriculture, international donors 
and research organisations to de-
velop labour market responsive cur-
ricula for high quality relevant ARD 
education. 
• Educational institutes must sup-
port their students with networks 
with diverse organisations in ARD to 
provide a view on the range of op-
portunities in the agricultural sector 
(through internships). 
• Entrepreneurship and links to the 
private sector are essential for the 
rejuvenation of the industry, making 
it more attractive, profitable and mo-
ving away from the perception of 
agriculture as a low prestige career. 
Educational institutions must include 
business skills and entrepreneurship 
into the agricultural curriculum with 
stronger links with the private sector. 
 
Youth are often ignored and under-
valued when developing priorities 
in the agricultural sector, including 
curriculum development. Integrating 
the outcomes of this study into the 
university curriculum will allow the 
education sector to better reflect the 
needs expressed by the youth within 
the employment sector. A high qua-
lity relevant ARD education can be 
a key to employability, economic 
growth, food security and agricultu-
ral development worldwide. 

The young women outlook It is even 
more a challenge to get young wo-
men involved and integrated in agri-
cultural research for development. 

This is evident from the low partici-
pation of women in this study (28%).   
Sensitization of women should start 
at school, by enabling and pre-
senting agriculture as an attractive 
and equal career path for men and 
women. By soliciting women alrea-
dy committed in agricultural deve-
lopment, to become more visible 
and share their knowledge and ex-
perience, it would, in turn, encoura-
ge more women to enter this field. 
As approaches and opportunities in 
agriculture change and widen, there 
are more areas in ARD for women to 
realise and exploit. Like some of the 
young women featured in YPARD’s 
showcase: Nawsheen (Mauritius), 
Erin (Uganda), Machteld (The Ne-
therlands) and Aracelly (Honduras), 
more and more young women have 
understood and explored the oppor-
tunities of raising their voice in ARD, 
particularly by using the internet, 
social networks and ICTs in general.  
We hope this will contribute to give 
other women insights to fully take 
part in agricultural development. 
 

Alessandra Giuliani (HAFL),
Marina Cherbonnier (YPARD)
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  NEWS&EVENTS

G20 Forum
and Agriculture
Last year was the first ever mee-
ting of G20 agriculture ministers, a 
response to record high food pri-
ces earlier in 2011, in a bid to avoid 
the food riots that erupted in 2007-
2008. There is no doubt that food 
productivity needs to increase to 
feed the 925 million people that are 
currently going hungry, but there 
are several constraining factors that 
are preventing this from happening. 
The lack of clear and specific action 
plans and diminishing country sup-
port does not provide an enthusia-
stic outlook for food security. 
At the 2011, G20 agriculture mi-
nister’s meeting they included the 
following statement in their action 
plan, “We strongly encourage G20 
finance ministers to take appropria-
te decisions for a better regulation 
and supervision of agricultural finan-
cial markets.” basically handing over 
their responsibility to their financial 
counterparts. 
They also mentioned that there 
needed to be more analysis on the 
relationship between biofuels pro-
duction and food availability. Acti-
vists such as ActionAid and Oxfam 
said this conclusion was very weak 
as other international organizations 
such as The World Bank, Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO), the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
clearly said that biofuel agricultural 
production was a significant factor 
behind the high prices of food. 
The agriculture ministers also said 
they would give “special attention 
to smallholders, especially women, 
in particular in developing countries, 
and to young farmers” However the-
re were no figures or targets men-
tioned. A move widely criticized by 
campaigners. 

A similar situation occurred recently 
at the May 2012 G8 summit whe-
re no further cash distribution was 
mentioned from the $22 billion L-
Aquila pledge of 2009 to help end 
hunger, of which 58 percent has 
been disbursed. There was a gene-
ral sense of disappointment as sta-
tements such as “In failing effectively 
turning their backs on the women 
small holder farmers who are so vi-
tal to food security in Africa” (by a 
senior policy analyst for ActionAid 
USA) were made as a result of lack 
of firm commitments. 
Actionable plans from the 2011 G20 
agricultural ministers’ meeting, that 
were less ambiguous were the Agri-
cultural Market Information System 
(AMIS) that will be used to reduce 
food volatility; food export restric-
tions and extraordinary taxes will be 
removed for food purchased for hu-
manitarian purposes; and an emer-
gency humanitarian food reserves 
pilot that will cover the 48 least de-
veloped countries is currently being 
explored. 
The private sector is taking on com-
mitments to increase food security, 
that are helpful but not large enou-
gh for example The New Allian-
ce for Food Security and Nutrition 
comprised of over 45 companies 
have pledged to invest at least $3 
billion in agriculture across Africa in 
a span of 10 years. Although helpful 
it is insufficient, and the support of 
governments, particularly those of 
the G8 and G20 are fundamental to 
achieve the necessary aid require-
ments. 
The upcoming G20 summit in Me-
xico will need to be more definitive 
in action plans and specific commit-
ments than what has been achieved 
thus far in regards to food security. 
The implementation of different part-
ners and organizations into such 
critical negotiations is necessary to 

impulse the change needed to im-
prove global food security, and ge-
neral wellbeing of food producers 
and consumers.  

FAO Council
The 144th Session of FAO Council, 
Chaired , by Mr. Luc Guyau, Inspec-
tor General of Agriculture – France, 
and Independent Chairperson of the 
Council will meet June 11-15, 2012 
in Rome. The Council acts as the 
FAO Conference’s executive organ 
between sessions. In particular, it 
deals with the world food and agri-
culture situation and related matters, 
current and prospective activities of 
the Organization, including its Pro-
gramme of Work and Budget, admi-
nistrative matters and financial ma-
nagement of the Organization and 
constitutional matters. 
Key items on the agenda include:
-Programme of Implementation Re-
port 2010-11
-Immediate Plan of Action (a reform 
initiative regarding FAO efficiency)
-Structure and Functioning of De-
centralized Offices
-Adjustments to the Program of 
Work and Budget 2012-13
-Reviewed Strategic Framework
-International Years
The Immediate Plan of Action, which 
is aiming for governance reform, in-
creased efficiency, results-based 
management, and cultural reform 
within FAO has reported back on se-
veral key items.  Of the 274 actions 
that were part of the Immediate Plan 
of Action, 53 (or 19%) carry forward 
to 2012-13. Of these, 41 (or 77%) 
of these 53 actions are on track for 
completing by the planned end date.
Delays are occurring in a few key 
areas, some of it to provide time for 
the new Director General to put his 
programme of work in place and to 
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align it with the reforms taking place.  
Work still underway includes:
•Appointment of Ombudsman. 
•Have the Council makes a clear re-
commendation on the budget level. 
•Update the Council membership 
and structure.
•Reporting of the newly functioning 
Ethics committee 
•Rationalise coverage of country of-
fices
•Further improvements of the He-
adquarters structure to better ena-
ble implementation of the Director-
General’s programme, as well as 
the Immediate Plan of Action. Target 
date revised to 30 November 2012.

Rio+20
UN negotiations are always com-
plex, but Rio+20 has an unusually 
complicated agenda. Sustainable 
development by its nature is broad, 
combining social, economic, and 
environmental dimensions. 

The negotiating text covers the con-
cept of the Green Economy, which is 
by no means an accepted term, and 
has met with strong G77 criticism 
for its lack of focus on poverty era-
dication and related social issues. 
Attempts to agree on the “institutio-
nal framework” for sustainable de-
velopment at the UN, including the 
upgrading of the United Nations En-
vironment Program to a UN agency, 
are not only divisive between Euro-
pe and North America but have also 
forced a split within the G77.

The last negotiating round of this 
two-year process began with a text 
of 278 pages covering many the-
matic areas including: oceans, land 
degradation, energy, sustainable ci-
ties and food security. By April 27th 
negotiations dropped the text to 
157 pages but it is now over 171. Of 
401 clauses, only 21 are agreed and 
most of those are titles.

The food security section has grown 
to include agriculture (thankfully) but 
has no agreed paragraphs -- not 
even the title. Key clauses recogni-
sing the particular needs of rural 
communities, specifically: women; 
the importance of agricultural rese-
arch and extension; livestock and fi-
sheries are likely to survive. Unfortu-
nately a key paragraph on the needs 
of smallholders (NCST 64 quat) 
such as credit, grain storage, and 
water harvesting is now loaded with 
trade and other contentious issues 
that were added during a complex 
evening of negotiations. Only the 
revised chairman’s text, expected 
before the May 29 negotiations, can 
hope to save it.

Added to that are a variety of diffi-
cult issues, from the amount of over-
seas development assistance to 
technology transfer, from reproduc-
tive rights to “occupied territories” 
(which in UN-speak is one way of 
raising the Palestine question). The-
re are a lot of trip wires in the current 
text. 

So can an agriculture section sur-
vive? If the thorny issues of trade 
and price volatility are managed or 
dropped, there are likely some areas 
where agreement can be reached on 
agriculture text. The question then 
becomes: do those items in speci-
fic areas like agriculture, transpor-
tation, and land degradation form 
the basis of a practical, though not 
particularly ambitious outcome? Or 
do all of the areas of implementation 
get dropped in favour of a political 
declaration focused on sustainable 
development goals? 

On-site in Rio will be a team of far-
mer organisations from around the 
world, representing every continent.  
They will be doing their best to make 
sure agriculture and food security 
are in the outcome.

Countries adopt
guidelines
on responsible tenure 
of land, forests
and fisheries
The Voluntary Guidelines on the Re-
sponsible Governance of Tenure of 
Land, Fisheries and Forests in the 
Context of National Food Securi-
ty have been adopted during the 
the 38th (Special) Session of the 
Committee on World Food Secu-
rity (CFS), on 11 May 2012 at FAO 
Headquarters in Rome. The Guide-
lines outline principles and practices 
aimed at helping governments sa-
feguard the rights of people to own 
or access land, forests and fisheries. 
The guidelines are based on an in-
clusive consultation process started 
by FAO in 2009 and then finalized 
through CFS-led intergovernmental 
negotiations that included partici-
pation of government officials, civil 
society organizations, private sector 
representatives, international orga-
nizations and academics.




