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Abstract

FAO has published an in-depth perspective “WORLD AGRICULTURE: TOWARDS 2015/2030”.   Because of its breadth and precision, this publication must be considered a fundamental point of reference for anyone at whatever level who wishes, or who must, make decisions regarding the subject matter and the relevant projections in the near or distant future.

In particular, it demonstrates that the objective of world governments to halve world hunger between now and 2015 is unrealistic. It will be difficult even by 2030, unless serious measures are adopted immediately to defend nature and the environment   - measures that are more efficacious than those taken so far.

This study, because of its reliability and completeness, must constitute a fixed reference point for any decisions to be taken.   Whoever does not  share in its conclusions and dares to suggest other theories, has the moral obligation to study this text, demonstrating what may be considered errors in the analyses and the concepts.  Without this, no one can  expect  to be afforded, “sic et sempliciter”, reliability, good faith and intellectual honesty.

People who love the natural environment and who are aware of the importance of its integrity for the sake of life itself and  in particular  for man, are  seriously concerned  over the growing  breakdown of natural equilibria  and  are suffering from the present situation in which the measures supposedly drawn up to rein in these alterations meet so many obstacles and are so far from meeting the goals required to face the disasters we see daily. 

It is incomprehensible that this factor, so important  for our very future, instead of occupying the chief  place in our list of priorities and actions, should be relegated to the margins of our preoccupations and be considered an optional, a decoration or an act of charity.


There is a cause and effect link in this seeming paradox ; it is the incertitude, the confusion, the doubt and the perplexities which permeate public opinion.

Pollution, deforestation, shrinking of glaciers, desertification, acidification of the soil, climate change, “the demographic boom”,  pandemics  and so forth are startling facts and obvious to everybody but … if observing these  dismaying  phenomena does not drive  everybody to a greater personal responsibility for an immediate and efficacious reaction, it is because of  constant doubt and indecision.

In the first place, there is the lack of agreement between the experts (or so-called experts) on the cause of these phenomena, which some doubt are  dependent on human actions.   Then, there is the lack of understanding  why certain activities  which have always been carried out in complete freedom or, on the contrary the lack of involvement in some others , have now become  harmful to the natural  environment.  Calling into question geological or astronomical causes of a cyclical nature; disbelief in  the gravity of the phenomena; the conviction that there are no valid  alternatives to our present way of life ; the prejudicial  belief  that whatever new equilibria and natural conditions come to pass,  man  will always find a way to make them work to his advantage.

This mixture of uncertainties and unmotivated beliefs causes a mental  block  which means that we cannot appreciate the real situation.  We know perfectly well that scientists and experts (real experts) have already given us the answers to all the above doubts. 

Man  is an integral part of the natural environment in which he has developed over millions of years; any change  in  this natural environment will mean a progressive reduction of his vital potentialities. 

The undoubted  creative capacities of man depend on the resources he finds around  him, and not  on any change in his physical makeup, which because of its complexity as a superior species has a rigid and not easily altered physiology (unlike simple organisms of inferior species, for instance bacteria and viruses, which are capable of  constant changes) .  This means that any alteration in  environmental conditions could cause an increase in risk factors for the health of man and other superior species.

The growing impact of human activities on nature and the environment in the last hundred years has been of such intensity that it has long overstepped  the threshold beyond which , in the past, nature managed to absorb and recycle the waste left by man and all other living animal and vegetable beings.


Moreover, even if it were true (a given fact but not verified) that in the phenomena of degradation observed there was an overpowering astronomical or geological component, we should not feel reassured, because  there is an anthropic component in the changes observed.   We should be making greater efforts to combat these effects working on the latter since this is the only one  we can work on..


Modern technology gives us an enormous possibility to change our way of life in order to make it respect natural laws more closely , without great sacrifices or renunciations, as long as we act in a rational manner.

These and other things have been repeatedly said without any change  in the situation.   That this is an important knot to unravel , if we want the dimension of provisions for repairing the environment to equal the entirety of the problems to be solved, is demonstrated by the importance public opinion is given in democratic countries.


It is a well-known fact  that  most developed countries (the only ones  capable of  making decisive changes in technology and  measures to respect the natural environment) are governed democratically.   It is equally well-known how much decision-makers are sensitive to the moods of the electorate  and   to public opinion.
But until the pressure of public opinion equals or supersedes the “lobbies” working against measures to ensure the safeguarding of nature and the environment (either for personal or sectoral interests)  all measures will  continue to be disputed, limited and extremely slow.


It is therefore clear that the major obstacle to be overcome is the action of the “lobbies” who  slow down, redirect, call into question, deny the evidence so as to have their particular interests prevail over the general interest which extends not only over all human beings but also over all animal and vegetable life.


From this viewpoint we have an important and decisive ally in FAO’s recent publication researching a sector of vital importance to humanity, nature and the environment – agriculture and the perspective for production and consumption over the period 2015 to 2030, taking into account all factors to be considered, in   particular possible and foreseen social developments.


This meticulous collection and elaboration of data, of every single element, represents the culmination of what can be drawn up in terms of evaluation and predictions,  so as to reduce to a minimum any inevitable margin of error, considering that we are dealing with  projections for the future. 


Every element  has been placed in a general picture, and the resulting mosaic gives us a sufficiently clear idea of what can  be expected in the period of time under consideration.
There is  a basic warning, repeated throughout the text, and that is that the end result is susceptible to variations as a consequence of  important changes in the behaviour and the interventions  of  populations.


The conclusion shows us that, in the absence of  a change of direction, and of  important innovations, it is extremely difficult if not impossible that by 2015 the goal set by recent world conferences on food security i.e. to cut  world  hunger by half, can be met.  It is even doubtful whether this goal can be met by 2030.

Inevitably, this will have consequences for the natural equilibrium, so we must face a progressive acceleration of environmental degradation.


In more detail, it is interesting to concentrate on a few  salient points in each analysis:

· in the period 1990/92 to 1997/99 the number of people suffering from hunger in the LDCs (Least Developed Countries) fell from 816 to 777 million.   A modest decrease, meaning  that even today 1 person in 6  lives on the verge of subsistence.  This proportion increases to 1 in 3 in sub-Saharan Africa.

· wars are an important factor  in this drama , because of which in 23 out of 30 countries under consideration, food consumption per person in the period under review has diminished.

· UN projections indicate that world population growth will mean a total of 7,3 billion in 2015 and 9,3 billion in  2030, a yearly mean average of 77-86 million.  This will mainly be in the underdeveloped countries; in sub-Saharan Africa the growth will be 2,1 percent per year.

· reduction of world hunger will result not so much from an increase in food consumption in the LDCs as from a greater boost to agricultural production in these countries.

· At the beginning of the 21st century, 1,1 billion people are living on less than one dollar a day.

· in sub-Saharan Africa and in southern Asia the proportion of poor people in relation to the total population remained the same throughout the 1990s, while there was an increase in the former.
· If the present situation persists, the number of poor in the world will remain constant for the next five years.

· It will be difficult for  poverty to be reduced  through an increase in market exchanges or the reduction of customs duties in the developed countries, because any economic advantages would be apparent in them only.
· The real key to solving the problem of hunger and poverty is the decisive development of agriculture in the developing countries.

· In spite of  widespread scarcity and the need for food, during the 90s a decrease in the consumption of cereals was observed.  The reason was not a limited world production capacity, but a lesser demand due to the reduced buying power of the poor in the Third World.

· An increase in agricultural production and the extension of cultivated areas does not necessarily mean greater environmental damage, if innovative methods, such as are common practice in some parts of the world, are introduced.

· Neither is there any justification for the  preoccupation that there are not enough cultivated areas to cope with an extended agriculture , especially in the Third World.

· However, the real preoccupation is the progressive degradation of cultivated areas because of the excessive use of chemicals for fertilizer, pest and weed control.  Unfortunately, many cultivated areas in the world are subject to impoverishment and pollution.
· Another preoccupation is the lack of fresh water, especially for agricultural uses.  This can  lead to exploitation not only of  surface lakes and rivers,  but also of  the water table and underground sources of water.  Obviously this exploitation is devastating the environment and cannot go on much longer, or we shall  reach sterility of large areas.   It is urgently necessary to introduce methods which respect nature – for instance, more careful use so as to increase efficiency and avoid waste, and  to maintain consumption within the bounds of natural refilling of lakes etc. without risking depletion.

· With regard to biotechnologies in agriculture, we must register anxiety over the safety of certain foods, possible damage to the environment and fears over the economic and technological dependence of the producing companies. 
· Good prospects are  to found in  the extension of biological agriculture, especially in the developed countries where consumers are willing to pay up to 10 to 40% more for these products.

· More than half of the biomass of the world’s forests is used (especially in the LDCs) for fuel, thus restoring to the atmosphere the  carbon dioxide absorbed in growth.
· A curious fact – the yearly average of wood consumption per person, 0,5 mc, is the same in developed and developing countries.  Obviously its uses are different. 
· During the 90s, the total forest area of the planet decreased by 9,4 million ha per year. This is three times the area of Belgium.  In the whole decade the deforested area equalled the size of Nigeria.   If we go on at this rate, it is easy to deduce the result.
· New forests, or regenerated forests, absorb carbon dioxide throughout their growth.   On the contrary,  felled or degraded forests contribute greatly to the amount of  nitrous oxide in the atmosphere.

· Safeguarding forests and reforestation have vital functions: avoiding soil erosion, increasing the water cycle, regulating water flow, avoiding floods, halting desertification and salinization, as well as absorbing and  greatly reducing nitrous oxide from fossil burning.
· Unfortunately, in tropical countries little or no care is given to  forests, through lack of scruples and this leads to their degradation.   The consequences are a progressive, overwhelming loss of biodiversity, since almost half the world’s biodiversity is to be found in tropical  forests.

· Thirty million people and their families earn their living by fishing and fish culture and 16% of animal protein in their food supply comes from fish, therefore fishing should be regulated in order to avoid over-fishing and degradation.

· Excessive pressure of fishing on the ecosystem has caused not only a  decrease in the quantity of fish available  but also a reduction in the size of the fish themselves.
· In the Antarctic and south-east Atlantic fish production has almost halved with     respect to the historical  maximum.

· It is the responsibility of political decision makers urgently to establish  measures to halt such a rapid degradation of the marine biodiversity.

· It is foreseen that in the next 30 years environmental problems will worsen.  In fact, the methods so far adopted in the management of agriculture, forestry  and fisheries are the main cause of the loss of the world’s biodiversity.

· Almost two thirds of fresh water used by man is destined for agriculture.  The main cause of water contamination is the excessive use of nitrates, phosphates and pesticides
· Groundwater contamination is found in all developed countries and in many
    developing countries .
· Acid rain is caused by emissions of ammonia used in agriculture which acidify as much as, and even more than, sulphur oxide and nitrogen oxide.
· Total biomass combustion is 90% the work of man and savannah combustion is  three times greater than that from forests.

· It is forecast that the emission (due to agriculture) of ammonia, methane and carbon dioxide will increase in the next three decades by 60%, giving rise to serious climate changes.   In turn, climate changes will have a strong influence on changes in agriculture.

· It is probable that climate changes will increase the frequency and intensity of extreme phenomena like cyclones, floods, blizzards, hail storms, soil erosion, loss of low lying land, changes in marine currents.

· Poor countries will suffer most from the  consequences, and the related damage. 

The above statements are only a few of the most important forecasts in this basic FAO document which, because  of its reliability and depth of  investigation, should be considered a necessary reference point for future action in the field of world food production and in general in the field of nature and the environment.

From this we can deduce that if the political, economic, financial and production spheres have established that by 2015 the number of people worldwide suffering from hunger must be halved, in order to avoid even greater hardship than at present, then this investigation shows that without the adoption of important changes in human activity, this result will not be achieved.

It must be stressed  here that the scenario outlined for the next decades is disquieting although other strong forces of degradation due to other activities (industry, transport, communications, urban settlements etc.) are not even considered in this investigation.

 Thus any alibi explaining the uncertainty of the evaluations, behind which we have been hiding so as not to act quickly and to avoid immediately putting into effect measures to safeguard the situation, is proved  useless.

From now on, those who continue to deny any preoccupation over nature  and the  environment and to call into doubt any necessity for timely measures to safeguard the natural world should feel the moral obligation to back up their theories confronting them with those studied in this publication, showing – if possible – that the analyses and concepts are wrong or at least  exaggerated.

If this does not happen, public opinion could express doubts about the reliability, the good faith, the intellectual honesty of whoever supports   contrasting theories.

In other words, from now on, the FAO publication should become the constant reference point, a “litmus test” by which to judge other theories. 

It is therefore hoped that this study will be made public as much as possible and brought to the attention of the greatest number of people so that a debate and in-depth search  can be  initiated to call into question decision makers at every level and in every country.

For a more detailed consultation of the FAO publication, please see:

http://www.fao.org/documents/show_cdr.asp?url_file=/docrep/004/y3557e/y3557e00.htm
