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1. Introduction

This briefing is a summary to inform WECF members, friends and other interested individuals about the concept of Sustainable Agriculture and Rural Development  (SARD).

On this text you will find information about the origin of the concept and the international, European and national dimensions.

2. Background and international situation

At the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (Rio de Janeiro, 1992), a global consensus was reached to integrate environment and development concerns in a new global framework for sustainable development. The blueprint for this framework was Agenda 21, a far-reaching document establishing a strategy for human development in the new Millennium. The Agenda included 40 chapters, of which one, Chapter 14, was devoted to “sustainable agriculture and rural development” as a tool to “increase food production in a sustainable way and enhance food security”. Chapter 14 further indicated that agriculture and rural development should be environmentally sound, economically viable and socially beneficial, thereby establishing a definition of SARD, which has remained valid to this day. The main elements of the strategy were also identified (“policy and agrarian reform, participation, income diversification, land conservation and improved management of inputs”), as well as a series of 12 priority programme areas
.  The document also identifies the important contributions of the Major Groups of Civil Society to implement sustainable development. Agenda 21 identifies as Major Groups of Civil Society the following nine categories: farmers; NGOs; indigenous peoples; local authorities; business and industry; workers and trade unions; the research and technological community; women; and youth.

At other following international fora, such as the Millennium Summit (New York, 2000), the International Summit on Financing for Development (Monterey 2002), the World Summit for Sustainable Development (WSSD, Johannesburg, 2002) and the World Food Summit: five years later (Rome, 2002), governments from all over the world were rallied to renew their efforts to promote sustainable development. The greatest challenge in these efforts is achieving a balance between economic development and the growth needed to eradicate poverty, while at the same time ensuring the conservation, sustainable use and replenishment of existing environmental and social resources for the benefit of present and future generations. Throughout this entire process, the agricultural and rural development dimension was singled out as one of the key elements of any local, national or global strategy for sustainable development. 

In its Report to WSSD, the UN Secretary General noted that global performance in achieving SARD had been mixed in the decade between 1990 and 2000. Thus, increased pressure to feed a growing population has led to further land degradation, desertification, a shrinking land, water and natural resource base, and declining aquatic, agricultural and livestock diversity. Poverty and extreme hunger has increased, and 70 to 75% of the poor and hungry are still concentrated in rural areas, despite a growing trend toward rural off-farm employment and wage labour.

Recognising the slow progress, the WSSD called for renewed efforts to implement SARD, through concrete, action-oriented investments in critical areas. The social dimension of SARD was highlighted, in line with the new paradigm which emphasises “people, prosperity and the planet”, as opposed to a strategy merely aimed at protecting the environment against the damage associated with economic growth.

The WSSD Plan of Implementation included a list of areas needing urgent action through the combined effort of governments and civil society organisations for the purpose of promoting sustainable development, and many of these referred to SARD
. In response to the Plan of Implementation over 200 partnerships of a voluntary nature (which were defined as “non-negotiated outcomes” of the Summit), were launched. Thirty five percent (35%) of such partnerships are related to SARD.

3. The FAO SARD Initiative

One of these partnerships, launched by FAO’s Director-General in collaboration with civil society Major Groups, is the SARD Initiative. According to FAO, the SARD Initiative: “seeks to build the capacity of poor rural producers to become aware of and adopt good practices that facilitate the transition to SARD. It includes the identification, upscaling and replication of such good practices, primarily through support to community exchanges and multi-stakeholder fora, formal and informal capacity and partnership building and a mechanism for small grant funding. It also seeks to improve access to community experiences and existing knowledge, approaches and technologies through a web-based Resource Facility, including a good practice database. It also seeks to strengthen FAO’s capacity to provide more coherent, co-ordinated and timely technical and policy advice on SARD through improved access to relevant information and knowledge and support to its projects and programmes.”

The project is presented by FAO as a “a civil society-led initiative, supported by Governments and inter-governmental agencies, and facilitated by FAO, in recognition of its role as Task Manager for SARD”. FAO claims that “at the WSSD, over 65 governments and civil society organisations from 90 countries expressed support for this initiative, with the expectation that FAO could be an appropriate, effective and neutral convenor”.

FAO, in its role as Task Manager for SARD, is seeking linkages with civil society through close consultation with representatives of the 9 Major Groups identified in the context of Agenda 21. Subsequently to the WSSD, the General Assembly of the UN reaffirmed the importance of the role of Major Groups, and has specifically called for a strengthening of their role in sustainable development.  A High-Level Panel convened in 2003-2004 by the Secretary General to examine the status and future direction of UN-Civil Society relations, has further underscored the importance of UN system innovations to better structure collaboration with civil society actors, and the SARD Initiative was cited as an example of progress in this regard.

The focal points for women in SARD include WECF and WOCAN (Women Organizing for Change in Agriculture and Natural Resources Management). 

This Initiative, still under development, is a co-operative programme between FAO and interested governments. The project will be presented to governments at FAO Committee on Agriculture (COAG) in Rome, April 14-16, 2005. During the COAG special event the FAO SARD web page will be launched. This web page will feature the work of Major Groups on SARD. Organisations can send short articles with photos and other relevant information such as events or meetings.

As it is presented by FAO, this Initiative is focusing on poor rural producers, leaving behind the opportunity to also include the role played by other “non poor” rural producers and rural peoples in general, to promote SARD. 

4. National strategies for SARD

By 2002, approximately 100 countries had adopted a national mechanism to orient sustainable development strategies, often calling for a joint effort on the part of government ministries and agencies and civil society stakeholders. While usually very diverse from an institutional point of view, these national structures share an emphasis on agricultural and rural development policies and strategies.

Similarly, in reporting to the WSSD on national implementation of Agenda 21, 97 member nations made ample reference to the importance of trends observed in agricultural and rural development, thereby reaffirming the importance of SARD as a fundamental dimension of sustainable development as a whole.

5. The European Union and SARD

The European Union has been conducting a review of its policies regarding agriculture. Since Agenda 2000, the Common Agricultural Policy, CAP, has two pillars: the market and income policy ('first pillar'), and the sustainable development of rural areas ('second pillar'). The 2003 CAP reform brings greater quality to environmental integration, with new or amended measures to promote the protection of the farmed environment in both pillars. 

The CAP first pillar is aimed at competitive agricultural production and includes an agri-environmental strategy aimed at enhancing the sustainability of agro-ecosystems. Half of the EU´s land is farmed, and agriculture plays an important role on the maintenance of natural resources and biodiversity.

However, there is not a clear strategy for ensuring SARD, and sustainable agriculture does not appear as an objective of the CAP on the new EU Treaty establishing the European Constitution. 

SARD shall be further promoted in Europe, and the EU shall play a more active role involving all relevant stakeholders.

6. More information

For information on EU policies and activities regarding SARD look at the European Commission web page on Agriculture and Environment: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/agriculture/envir/index_en.htm
For more information on FAO SARD Initiative:

http://www.fao.org/sard
WOCAN is a global group of women professionals (and men) working in the field of natural resource management that wish to institutionalise gender perspectives in natural resource management-related organisations by supporting professional women to act as facilitators of change.

www.wocan.org. 
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ANNEX 

The 12 programme areas of Chapter 14, Agenda 21 are: 
a. Agricultural policy review, planning and integrated programming in the light of the multifunctional aspect of agriculture, particularly with regard to food security and sustainable development; 

b. Ensuring people's participation and promoting human resource development for sustainable agriculture; 

c. Improving farm production and farming systems through diversification of farm and non-farm employment and infrastructure development; 

d. Land-resource planning information and education for agriculture; 

e. Land conservation and rehabilitation; 

f. Water for sustainable food production and sustainable rural development; 

g. Conservation and sustainable utilisation of plant genetic resources for food and sustainable agriculture; 

h. Conservation and sustainable utilisation of animal genetic resources for sustainable agriculture; 

i. Integrated pest management and control in agriculture; 

j. Sustainable plant nutrition to increase food production; 

k. Rural energy transition to enhance productivity; 

l. Evaluation of the effects of ultraviolet radiation on plants and animals caused by the depletion of the stratospheric ozone layer.

� See Annex


� These areas for urgent action are the following: i) address poverty eradication; ii) achieve the Millennium Goal of halving the proportion of the world’s population suffering from hunger by the year 2015; iii) develop and implement integrated land management and water-use plans; iv) enhance land and water productivity in agriculture; v) enhance the participation of women; vi) integrate information systems by strengthening research and extension services and farmer organisations; vii) protect and promote indigenous and traditional resource management systems; viii) reverse the declining trend in public sector finance for agriculture; ix) enhance market access; x) promote efficient, effective and environmentally sound practices for soil fertility improvement and pest control; xi) strengthen the co-ordination among existing initiatives leading to SARD.





� “We the peoples: civil society, the United Nations and global governance: Report of the Panel of Eminent Persons on United Nations-Civil Society Relations (‘the” (aka “The Cardoso Panel Report’)”), 11 June 2004.
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