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International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development
WATER SHORTAGES THREATEN FARMING FROM KAZAKHSTAN TO MOROCCO

WASHINGTON/LONDON/NAIROBI/DELHI, 15th April 2008- A vast swathe of central and western Asia and parts of Africa are running out of water, says a report commissioned by the World Bank and the UN's Food and Agriculture Organisation being launched today. About half the region's internal renewable water resources are already below the minimum threshold for development (500 cubic metres per person per year), it says. And some countries have begun using the region's large reserves of groundwater without concluding any formal agreements with their neighbours. 
The report, the International Assessment of Agricultural Science and Technology for Development (IAASTD), underscores the urgency of findings from last year’s International Water Management Institute assessment report. The IAASTD says another major challenge will be to ensure there is enough food as well as water. The region's crop yield increases are generally below the world average, leaving most countries net food importers. The report examines the potential of agricultural knowledge, science and technology (AKST) for reducing hunger and poverty, improving rural livelihoods, and working towards environmentally, socially and economically sustainable development.

The warnings come in one of the Assessment's five regional reports, on Central and West Asia and North Africa (CWANA). The other reports cover East, South and South-East Asia and the Pacific; Latin America and the Caribbean; North America and Europe; and Sub-Saharan Africa. There is also a comprehensive Global Assessment.

The IAASTD authors say the CWANA region has great potential, but risks losing irreplaceable human and natural resources, which are suffering from pollution as well as over-exploitation. It is rich in unique agricultural biodiversity, but its local genetic resources are disappearing fast. Faced with a global economy and liberalised markets, the region's small-scale farmers are becoming less competitive: governments should protect agriculture in the region. It is scarred by social ills: poverty, illiteracy (which affects 80% of rural Moroccan women, for example) and hunger. Good governance is rare. 

Despite significant progress in raising people's food consumption, hunger and malnutrition still prevail in some countries. There is a danger that rich reserves of traditional knowledge in areas such as water harvesting and animal breeding will be lost. Insufficient cross-border co-operation also limits the opportunities to share experience. The region is particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate change. Little of its agricultural research touches small farmers. 

Yet research can shape a better future, as it has for example by reversing the trend towards the degradation of water. Empowering women will also be a major condition for increasing agricultural productivity. The report includes detailed recommendations on using agricultural knowledge to help the region to face future challenges: achieving food security, improving livelihoods, managing land sustainably and conserving biodiversity. To make agricultural knowledge work for the region's people, the authors conclude, its policy-makers must accept that business-as-usual is no longer an option.

The Assessment calls for "multi-functional" agriculture, serving our multiple demands for sustainability, equity, development and food. There are, it concludes, "unprecedented challenges ahead". It believes the way to meet them lies in re-directing the wealth of agricultural knowledge and expertise the world has built up: it should be targeted toward strategies that combine productivity with protecting natural resources like soils, water, forests, and biodiversity. 

The authors say we have little time to lose if we are to change course. Continuing with current trends would exhaust our resources and put our children’s future in jeopardy. Professor Bob Watson, director of the IAASTD says, business as usual would mean more environmental degradation, and the Earth's haves and have-nots splitting further apart. It would leave us facing "a world nobody would want to inhabit".
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