DINNER ADDRESS : WHAT ABOUT THE FUTURE OF
AGRICULTURE?

J J Fourie, Past-President,
South African Agricuitural Union

INTRODUCTION

The theme for this 37th Ordinary General Mesting of
the Fertilizer Society of South Africa is very relevant
and has given each excellent speaker the opportunity
to express their view on issues that will play an impor-
tant role in determining the future progress of both the
agricultural sector and the fertilizer industry. Itis there-
iore a great pleasure and honour to be here tonight
and to address you at this august gathering of leaders
in the agricultural and associated fields. The impor-
tance of the meeting today and the dinner this evening
is emphasised when one looks at who is present here.
[t is an honour to be associated with all of you. | would
like to take this opportunity to thank those of you who
[ have had the pleasure of being closely associated
with for all the support and the assistance that | have
received over the years. May this associafion contin-
ue and may we alf still in our own peculiar way contin-
ue to serve agriculture.

As a former leader in agriculture and now a common
or housetfly type fammer - the individual who in practice
is at the receiving end of any policy changes, be it
political or economic - | thought it appropriate fo pose
the question - what about the future of agriculture?

| will atternpt to explore this question along the lines of
the subjects that were discussed today as well as
adding some of my own thoughts.

At the outset, however, | would like to say that the prin-
ciples that apply to the general economy also apply to
the same degree to agriculture. One cannot get away
from this fact and therefore it is necessary that any
analyses that are done of the present agricultural situ-
ation must take cognisance of this fact. In spite of the
fact that the relative role of agriculture in its contribu-
tion to the GDP is decreasing, agriculture will still play
a major role in the economy. It is also true that the
weal and woe of agriculture probably affects the econ-
omy more than any other contributing industry to the
GDP.

In my address | will be taking a global view. | have
found that farmers the world over basically speak the
same language and that there is consensus on a great
many things. Taking a global view also aveids the
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sensitiviies which are involved with terms such as
white and black farmers, large and small scale farm-
ers and developed and undeveloped farmers.

A NEW MANDATE FOR AGRICULTURE

Societies the world over are seeking new paths
towards more favourable and equitable development.
Farmers offer such society a new direction.

With the right policy framework, agriculiure is set to
make a unigue and central conttibution towards a
more sustainable society. It can assure the continued
development of a food and raw material system that is
environmentally sound, productive and profitable,
meeting the needs of a rapidly expanding world popu-
lation. [t will encompass the conservation of the rural
environment with its wildlife habitat and genetic biodi-
versity. . It can provide renewable raw materials for
industrial and energy use. [t will ensure the viability
and vitality of the rural areas.

Farmers hold the key to solving many of societies
environmental problems. Unleashing the productive
potential of one-quarter of the world’s population occu-
pying much of the world’s habitable land, is an excep-
tional force for development. With a concerted
approach such as, (1) government in constructive
partnership, (i) agro-industry and research in open
consultation, and (jii} dialogue with groups active in
rural areas, agriculture is ready to assume a leader-
ship role.

As a structural force, farmers' organisations repre-
sented within organised agticulture, are indispensable
players in a new mode of sustainable development for
the 21st Century.

FARMERS’ REQUIREMENTS

Sustainable Farming Methods

Despite the many functions agriculture as a whole pro-
vides society, its primary function and responsibility, is
to produce sufficient food to feed the world's popula-
tion.

Agriculture has an exclusive dependence upon, and
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intimate relationship with, natural resources. Farmers
must maintain a positive balance with their environ-
ment to ensure production on which their immediate
livelihood depends, and for the long-term survival of
farming as an economic activity. They therefor wholly
support sustainable agricultural practices and are will-
ing to adapt their farming methods, provided these ful-
fil three key requirernents:

* A profit for the farmer: Agriculture must be con-
sidered first and foremost as an economic activity,
because only an economically viable agricutiure
will be capable of achieving the objectives of envi-
ronmerntal sustainability.

+ Ecologically sound: Agriculture should be car-
ried out without damaging possibilities for future
farming or farmers, and without damaging others’
interests or natural resources. In many cases,
agriculture is the sole means for environmental
recovery, with a substantial capacity for reversing
environmental damage.

» A vibrant rural economy: The success of any
sustainable agricultural system must be viewed in
the context of strengthening rural communities,
providing economic opportunities and ensuring a
balanced development between rural and urban
areas.

Where additional demands are made on farmers,
there should be recognition that this will involve
increased costs to farmers. These costs must be
properly recompensated to facilitate the transition to
new farming methods and to cover any loss of prop-
erty or of income through restrictions on natural
resource use. Furthermore, farmers’ productive
assets must be protected against damage from exter-
nal pollution.

Farmers’ livelihood depends on the long-term produc-
tivity of their land. Farmers use external inputs -
chemical or biclogical - to sustain this productivity:
enhancing nutrient efficiency, replacing those lost
through the biological cycle, controlling pests, weeds
and fungus. With a sound knowledge of crop, scils
and climatic conditions, accompanied by gocd farming
practices including efficient water management, farm-
ers minimise the risks these inputs might cause to the
environment. Effective use of inigation water, chemi-
cals and fertilizers will lead to lower costs of production
and improved agricultural sustainability.

Continuous research is necessary to minimise input
use and to create new safe systems for pest and weed
control. These findings have o be speedily commu-
nicated to the farmer. Educating farmers in the safe
use of farm inputs is essential,
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Based on environmental and economic arguments, as
well as sound biological principles, farmers support
the trend towards greater reliance on biological control
and higher levels of on-farm and site-specific man-
agement. This is especially true for developing coun-
tries, where promotion and greater use of biologically
orientated systems can lead o reduced costs and
risks associated with the use of chemicals.

SECURE LAND TENURE

Good land stewardship is closely tied to ownership.
Over the centuries, under the right conditions, the fam-
ily farm has provided the foundation stone for produc-
five agriculture, the sustainable use of natural
resources, and stable rural communities. To effective-
ly fulfil this role, farmers need explicit institutional rights
- especially clearly defined property and user rights.
These must be secure, take into consideration tradi-
tional rights, be protected by existing and future legis-
lation, and be actively enforced by governments.

APPLICATION OF BIOTECHNOLOGY

Farmers for centuries have been selecting and breed-
ing both crops and livestock for specific characteristics
such as productivity and the resistance to climatic
stresses and diseases. Biotechnology accelerates
this process. It can be targeted not only towards
increasing productivity, but also on limiting environ-
mental damage from farming practices especially in
drought-prone or fragile areas, reducing the use of
pesticides and other potentially harmful inputs, on
improving the choice and quality of foods available to
the consumer and supplying raw materials for indus-

try.

The use of technologies on the intrinsic qualities of
agricultural products and raw materials will face
increasing scrutiny. Consumers must be confident of
the high safety of modem farming techniques which
are neither harmiul to the health of animals nor dimin-
ish the quality or safety of their producis. Ethical
issues as well as matters of animal welfare need sys-
tematic monitoring, as do the wider implications of
techniques such as genetic engineering on plant and
animal biodiversity.

Farming systems incorporating such technologies
need to be carefully designed, developed and imple-
mented with regard to the safety and well-being of
farmers, consumers and the environment. For this
reason, greater farmer involvement in research is nec-
essary to otientate its direction and ensure that it is
addressing their actual needs. This can be achieved
through farmer participation in programme formulation



and evaluations, and through the co-cwnership of
research findings.

CONSERVERS OF BIODIVERSITY

Apart from a steady supply of food and feed, farmers,
for generations, have been the conservers of the
world's plant and animal genetic material. For this
service to society, they have received no direct bene-
fit. [n addition, farmers have carried out the role of
managers of natural resources, providing attractive
country landscape, recreation and leisure facllities
and preserving wildlife habitat.

if society requires access to these geneiic resources
for their medicinal and productive potential, this must
be balanced by the recognition that farmers and rural
communities, especially in developing countries, be
rewarded for their contribution on conserving biodiver-
sity. As conservers of biodiversity, farmers should be
compensated for their stewardship. There rewards
should be no less than those received by plant breed-
ers and other agents involved in the commercial
development of genetic material.

Patents on biotechnology should ensure exemption of
the countries which provide the basic genetic materfal
in order to protect the rights of the farmers who have
produced the variety.

EDUCATION AND EXTENSION

In many regions of the world, there is a pressing need
to transform agriculture both quantitatively to feed
growing populations and qualitatively in order to pre-
serve the natural resource base. Furthermore, siruc-
tural changes which lead to crop diversification and
increased market orientation, require farmers to have
new skills and techniques in all elements of the pro-
duction chain, both on and off farm, as well as in non-
farming activities. Ongoing education, training, infor-
mation and extension are therefore essential. Such
services should be under the control of farmers and
funded where possible, by both govemment and
farmers. They should aim to foster an entrepreneur-
ial spirit among farmers, encouraging them to identify
their own problems and areas of action.

The sharing and exchange of knowledge, ideas and
inforrnation and the transfer of environmentally friend-
ly and appropriate technologies to all farmers and their
tfamilies are effective means by which farmers’ organ-
isations can support each others’ efforis.

VIABILITY OF THE RURAL AREAS

Unique Value System
56

Agriculture is the heart of the rural economy. lis con-
tribution 1o a sustainable society goes far beyond pro-
ducing food and raw materials. Rural areas provide
society with a different value structure which is the
basis for a whole culture and way of life. Deap rooted
fradiions underpin the stability of rural areas and con-
tribute to a rich rural heritage and cultural diversity,
including traditional mechanisms for processing agri-
cultural food products.

There is a natural complementary and interdepen-
dence between the economies of the rural and urban
areas. It is therefore essential to reinforce the eco-
nomic, sccial and ecological balances between these
two areas.

Prime natural resources must be protected from the
pervasive spread of urbanisation and transport sys-
tems. The potential of rural areas should not be
despoiled by factories and services that - because of
their intrinsic environmental unsoundness - are
unwanted in the urban areas.

Poverty in Rural Areas

Farmers are often found amongst the poorest sector
of the population, their income insufficient for them-
selves and their families, let alcne to invest in sustain-
able farming methods. The disruptive impact of rural
exodus, urban explosion and migration is likely to
become even more acute if the economic basis for the
development of agriculiure and the rural communities
is not assured.

Poverty reduction lies in creating conditions and pro-

viding infrastructure that enables farmers to make the
most effective use of their assets in the most produc-
tive way. This is true for all poor farmers in develop-
ing or industrialised countries alike. It is not that they
cannot handle their resources efficiently, but that they
do not have access to the means - physical, financial
or technological - to permit them to do so. Economic
distortions - especially through taxes on agricultural
products and support to urban development, have
resulted in farmers being exposed to the costs and
largely excluded from the benefits. The removal of
such policy bias, and of institutional distortions, are
prerequisites for the increased viability of the rural
areas.

Woman farmers

Women the world over are in the forefront regarding
environmental protection and management of natural
resources. They also have good knowledge on how
food consumers act and therefore they play an impor-
tant role in influencing consumers and public opinion
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on environmental issues. in many develeping coun-
tries, women are the major food producers and man-
agers of the natural environment. Yet because of
their status in society, their needs as farmers are
largely overlooked.

Society must acknowledge the contribution of
women farmers and be sensitive to their needs.
Women must be integrated into the mainstream, with
the same rights, opportunities and access to inputs
and education as men, Farmers’ organisations are
there to ensure that women have a voice and are
enabled to play an active role in the decision making
process.

Young Farmers

Palicies must be encouraged to ensure young farm-
ers have the opportunity to enter agriculfural produc-
tion because they have limited access to capital
which makes it more difficult to survive in a market
environment.

Sustainability in Renewable Resources

No contribution can be greater to more environmen-
tally sound development than the sustainable and
diversified use of agricultural products as renewable
raw materials for industry and energy. This sector
offers considerable possibilities for the future,
whether this be for the production of bic-energy, for
the manufacture of bic-degradable packaging, or for
many other non-food uses.

Whether these are energy specific or multipurpose
crops, plant residue, forest or wood products, grow-
ing biomass helps mitigate environmental effects by
absorbing carbon dioxide from the atrmosphere. At
the same time, it can be used to regenerate degrad-
ed land, is ecologically safe, and has enormous
employment potential.

However, the successful implementation of a bio-
energy strategy as one example, cannot be left to
market forces. It will require that account be taken of
the environmental benefits and costs of non-renew-
able energy. It will also require co-operation among
countries to set regulatory frameworks fully support-
ed by policy and technical interventions of the inter-
national community. The dynamic potential of bio-
mass energy and the many other uses of agricultur-
al inputs for industry - in terms of the environment,
development and employment - must be put in
motion. Farmers’ organisations are positioned at the
forefront of this drive.

Farmer Owned Businesses
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The future of the rural areas depends to a large
degree on a healthy local economy. Tomorrow's rural
economies will need a successful farming sector on
which to thrive, diversify and play their part in main-
taining the countryside. Farmer owned businesses
such as agricultural co-operatives and farmers’ asso-
ciations can invigorate the rural environment. These
contribute both income and stabiity to the rural popu-
lation by providing essential services to the rural
areas, providing environmentally sound inputs, gener-
ating employment opportunities, and encouraging
agro-processing which raises the value added going
directly to the farmer.

Such businesses also provide farmers with the vital
link to the market place. The stronger this link, the
greater is the influence and control the farmer has, not
only over his own income and strength in the market
place but also in his ability to guarantee the consumer
food safety and guality throughout the fcod chain -
from farm inputs to processed products.

Rural Alliances and Partnerships

Rural areas in many paits of the world can no longer
live by farming alone - more broad based rural policies
are necessary to undempin a mixed rural society.
Agricultural policy and rural development strategies
are needed to meet the complex and varied needs of
the rural areas.

Farmers can no longer work in isolation from other
groups active in the rural areas. Stronger links and
partnerships must be forged between farm, business,
community and environmental leaders. The new
alliances thus formed at local and regional level will
provide an impetus for collaboration. Greater trust
and increased dialogue will help to arficulate agricul-
fure and other activities, creating synenergy in the
rural areas. Small scale enterprises can also make a
significant contribution to creating new employment
opportunities for the rural economy.

TRADE AND THE ENVIRONMENT
Adjustment and Change

Farming the world over is undergoing profound
changes. Structural adjustment programmes, the iib-
eralisation and opening of markets, redirection in agti-
cultural policy resulting from internal reform, or region-
al and international agreements, are affecling the way
in which farmers are earning their income.

The increasing internationalisation of agriculture
means more open borders and a greater exchange of
commodities. Since many farmers - even small scale
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- depend on export markets for their income, invest-
ment in rural infrastructure must be maintained
despite budgetary constraints. Effective trade promo-
tion depends on efficient marketing channels and flow
of information. Fair terms of international trade must
exist between industrialised and developing countries.
If agricultural trade is to depend on market forces,
farmers must have equal access to markets. Barriers
to developing country imporis have to fall especially
with regard to processed and semi-processed prod-
ucts, where the greater value-added is gained.

More open trade policies are relevant to deveioping
countries only in as much as they contribute to allevi-
ating poverty and environmental degradation.

World Trade Organisation

An important step towards more clearly defined regu-
lations betwaen trade and the environment has been
established with the creation of the World Trade
Organisation. Among its activities is to:

* encourage governments to establish measures
consistent with existing interational standards
and guidelines;

» develop ecologically agreed international stan-
dards;

» develop comparative standards bécause of the
widely varying natural conditions under which agri-
culture operate.

Since environmental, sanitary and phytosanitary reg-
ulations will play an increasingly prominent role in agri-
cultural trade, it is essential that farmers and their
organisations have an input into the process.

DIVISION OF RESPONSIBILITY
To achieve a more sustainable outlook for society will
require co-operation across the different sectors of
society; farmers, agro-industry, research and develop-
ment, and consumers,

Farmers’ Organisations

Farmers’ organisations are collaborating to build up

consensus to create the necessary framework for

their own key contribution to sustainable agricultural
development. Farmers as an organised body, are
mobilising their collective strengths and capabilities in
the following ways:

* acting as catalysts for change, supplying the vision
and effective leadership needed to accomplish set
goals; providing within their organisations, struc-
tures through which to manage change, and cre-

MVSA JOURNAL 1998

ating mechanisms to overcome concerns of grass-
roots membership;

* assuming greater responsibility for sound man-
agement of natural rescurces by: improving and
increasing services to members in the field of
extension, education, information and advice;

* generating a commitment to, and a sense of
responsibility for sustainability both nationally and
internationally;

» taking initiatives and encouraging joint action
among farmers to identify environmental problems
and to adjust farming practices;

* actively seeking improved communications and
constructive dialogue with government and other
sectors of society, especially consumers, to find
solutions;

* promoting and supporting co-operative and collec-
tive marketing projects o enhance the value of
farm produce and returns to farmers;

= creating strong and effective movements for the
empowerment of farmers from grassroots to
national level; being actively involved in research
direction and orientation fo ensure that farmers’
needs are prioritised and accurately targeted.

Responsibility of Governments

* To provide a stable macro-economic, regulatory
and agricultural policy framework so that farmers
have the necessary to produce and plan for the
longer term;

* To remove domestic direct and indirect taxes on
agriculture which distort prices and production in
favour of other sectoral interests;

» To foster an environment conducive to the forma-
tion of autonomous, representative farmers’ organ-
isations to articulate needs, speak for their mem-
bers, channel information and are regarded as full
partners in the establishment and implementation
of rural development strategies;

* To facilitate the formation of farmer co-operatives
and other joint business enterprises, in order for
them to raise capital, undertake production and
invest in other sectors in the food chain;

* To ensure a co-ordinated approach fo rural devel-
opment policy in so far that the aims and adminis-
tration of different schemes by various government
bodies are integrated, consistent and complemen-
iary;

* Toensure that farm policy does not impose change
to new conservation requirements faster than tech-
nical innovation and financial possihilities permit;

*+ To establish working procedures with farmers’
organisations on ways to identify environmental
problems, standards to be reached, available solu-
tions, time frames, and areas of research to sup-
port the development process;
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* To urge, where necessary, multilateral agencies to
provide dlient orientated support aimed at arresting
and reclifying declines in the natural resource
base;

= To recognise that providing incentives for voluntary
action by farmers is a more effective policy toal
than prescriptive regulation;

» To work towards harmonising cetification proce-
dures for chemical products used in agriculture
and prohibiting the export to developing countries
of those products which have been found scientif-
ically unsafe in industrialised countries;

« To develop a coherent countryside planning legis-
lation and investment policy that focuses on the
specific needs of the rural areas;

* To maintain their commitment fo support agricul-
tural research, especially as moneys expended on
research, training and extension fall into the “green
box" category of support to agriculture under the
GATT agreement;

+ To provide the necessary fiscal stimulus for the
development of renewable energy technologies
and industrial uses for agricultural products.

Responsibility of Agro-industry

+ To ensure the highest quality of inputs, which are
safe for both the producer and the consumer;

+ To undertake research aimed at the development
of inputs which minimise damage to the environ-
ment;

« To reorientate research and development pro-
grammes to take advantage of the environmental
benefits of the recycling of resources;

» To adapt inputs for specifically defined ecologicat
regions;

¢« To make available io farmers understandable
information about new technologies, and their
impact on the environment and food quality;

e To improve training programmes on the proper
handling of pesticides;

* To ensure that chemicals found scientifically
unsafe in industrialised countries are not dumped
on developing country markets.

Responsibility of Food and Fibre Processing
Industry

+ To maximise the use of locally produced food and
raw materials to stimulate production;

« To promote investment in, and the development of
the rural areas, to create a dynamic local and
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domestic market.
Responsibility of Agricultural Research

+ To establish closer working links with the farming
community in order to ensure that the needs of
farmers are correctly addressed,

» To ensure that adequate reseatch is undertaken in
such areas as small grains, indigenous crops and
livestock, fragile, marginal or less productive land
and mixed farming systems, and that the needs of
small scale and rescurce poor farmers are
addressed;

s To form strategies which assist in the more rapid
and clearer dissemination and adoption of
research, and which foster a closer association
between researchers, extension agents and farm-
ers.

Responsibility of Consumer Organisations

« To endeavour to better understand and inform the
public, of the nature of farming and the constraints
under which farmers work;

» To acknowledge the services rendered by farmers
in the management of natural resoutces, and the
protection of the environment;

+ To accept that certain changes towards more sus-
tainable agricultural methods and conservation
practices could lead to higher costs for focd pro-
duction.

CONCLUSION

By virtue of its numerous vocations, agriculture is,
and will remain, indispensable for the economic,
social, physical, environmental and cultural well-
being of societies into the 21st century. Through
their economic strength and social cohesion, farmers
can bring into play all the resources of the rural envi-
ronment to work towards more sustainable develop-
ment for the future. Through active collaboration, the
farmers of the world will accomplish the broad sweep
of objectives included in the new environment and
development agenda. Farmers’ organisations in
South Africa are positioned to play a leadership role
in steering society in this direction. When one there-
fore asks the question — what about the future of
agriculture? — | can confidently answer that if all
these conditions can be met, and | see no reason
why they cannot, then the future of agriculture is
secure,
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