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HIGHLIGHTSFROM THE CONFERENCE ON
THE MULTIFUNCTIONAL CHARACTER OF
AGRICULTURE AND LAND
SUNDAY, 12 SEPTEMBER 1999
On the opening day of the Conference onthe Multifunctional
Character of Agricultureand Land (MFCAL), participantsmetina
Plenary session to hear opening remarks and keynote addresses,
enjoy acultural and musical performance and elect the Chair of the
conference.

OPENING PLENARY

Geke Faber, State Secretary of Agriculture, Nature Management
and Fisheriesof the Netherlands, wel comed participantsto the
conference. She stated that the conference would not only review
progressin addressing the Agenda 21 themes of sustainable agricul-
tureand land use and food security but al so seek to discover new
waysto achievethese goals. She noted that the context of the
conference wasthe preparation for the eighth session of the
Commission on Sustainable Devel opment (CSD-8) in April 2000,
whichwill consider the Agenda21 chaptersaddressing integrated
land management and sustai nabl e agriculture and rural develop-
ment. She emphasized that |and use and sustainable agriculture
offer excellent opportunitiesfor anintegrated policy approachto
make animportant contribution to sustainabl e devel opment.

Sherecalled that goalsand targetsin the areas of sustainable
agricultureand land usewere established and agreed in Agenda 21
and the Plan of Action of the 1996 World Food Summit (WFS). She
said the main challenge of thisconference would beto identify
policy options, practical means of implementation and enabling
environmentsto make progressin achieving these goalsand targets
andto seek innovative ways and appropriateingtitutional frame-
workstointegrate public, private and cooperativeinitiatives, taking
into account local and regional conditions.

Shenoted anincreasing awarenessthat agriculture hasfunctions
beyond producing food and fiber, such asfostering food security in
termsof the availability, accessand nutritional content of food at
household, national and international levels; encouraging rural
development and viability of the rural economy; and supporting the
environment and natural resource management. She stressed that
the MFCAL concept offersamuch-needed analytical framework.
Description and analysisof the multiplefunctions of agricultureand
land use everywhere can provide answersasto how these multiple
functions can contribute to implementation of the agreed goalsand
targets set out in Agenda 21 and the WFSPlan of Action.

Faber noted that the use of the phrase“ multifunctional character
of agricultureand land” had led to some misunderstanding and
explained that it was agreed language from the WFS. She urged
participantsto maketheir discussions on sustai nable agriculture and
land distinct from discussioninthe WTO and not to engagein
dogmatic debate on the understanding of theterm.

Shereiterated that the purpose of the conferenceisto further
progressin implementation of programmes and actionsformul ated
in Agenda21 and the WFS Plan of Actionand tolearnfrom
successes and failuresinimplementation thusfar. The conference
should lay the basisfor the formulation of policy optionsand prac-
tical guidelinesto achievethe goal sand targets of sustainableagri-
cultureand food security. She emphasized that an overall approach
to these policy optionsand practical guidelinesshould beintegral,
taking into account the interdependencies between local, national
and international level sand between all economic, social and envi-
ronmental factorsat thesedifferent levels. Sheunderscored the
importance of dialoguewith all relevant stakeholdersat local and
national levels.

JacquesDiouf, Director-General of the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (FAO), noted that for thefirst
timein history themajority of peopleliveinurban settings. A direct
link to nature, one of the foundations of culturesand historical tradi-
tions, isnolonger apart of daily lifefor most people, and fewer
numbersareinvolvedin cultivation. Increasesin world population
mean that solutionsto the challenge of food security will haveto be
found. Herecalled that governmentsat the WFS recogni zed the
unacceptability of thefact that more than 800 million people cannot
meet their basic food needs. He said adequate measuresto increase
food production and tackle poverty areimperative.

He quoted from the WFS Plan of Action commitmentsonfood
security, including areferenceto the need to consider the multifunc-
tional character of agriculture. He said the FAO had readily
accepted the offer from the Government of the Netherlandsto orga
nizethisconferenceto help create abetter understanding of
MFCAL. In spite of technological progress, the earth continuesto
providetheessential raw material for human survival and quality of
life. Thechallengefor thefutureisto balance thedemandsonland,
taking into account increasesin world population, the limitati ons of
land already under cultivation and long-term environmental conser-
vation.

Diouf reviewed some of the FAO'swork beforeand since
UNCED in 1992, including research linksand advice and inputs
into international agreements. He said the conferenceon MFCAL
would provide agood opportunity for expertsto sharetheir know!-
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edge and experienceand to transmit their ideas more effectively.
He stressed that farmersremain the guardians of the basic resources
of life. He noted, however, that sources of revenue and agricultural
practice had changed over time. Rural regions’ economieshave
becomemorediversified with the processing and marketing of
foods, crafts, tourism, conservation and the regeneration of natural
resources. Thelinkscreated at national and international levelsare
both deep and numerous. Theimpact of globalization and market
mechanisms, communi cationsand transport networks now reach
far-flung cornersof the planet, withimmediate effectson rural and
urban populations.

Regarding preparationsfor CSD-8, Diouf stated that the FAO
had been given aremit to help with preparations on agriculture,
land management and sustainablerural development. Thedirect
input of all partnersat the national level wasavita starting point
for the sustai nability of agricultureand land use. He called for
international support through complementarity with other initia-
tivesand appeal ed for increased cooperation between various part-
nersin agriculture and sustainablerural and agricultural
development. He said theresults of thisconference’sdeliberations
would beasfruitful asthosefrom the Den Bosch conference,
which took place nearly ten yearsago.

Fawzi H. Al-Sultan, President of the International Fund for
Agricultural Development (IFAD), noted that this conference
would contributeto CSD-8, whichwill focusonintegrated plan-
ning and management of land resources. He stated that, aspart of
itssupport for thisconference, IFAD helped organizeaPartners
Seminar in South Africain July 1999, where policy makers, devel -
opment practitionersand agriculture expertsdevel oped the concept
and application of MFCAL. Heunderscored the Seminar’s conclu-
sionthat MFCAL could play arolein supporting Agenda 21 targets
by providing aholistic framework for planning sustainable devel -
opment initiativesat thelocal and national levels, and assistingin
the devel opment of improved indicatorsfor monitoring relevant
Agenda?21 target achievements. Emphasizing the rel evance of the
multi-functionality concept to agro-ecosystemsinall countries, he
noted itscritical importancefor thedrylands of the developing
world, especially in Africa. Hesaid IFAD’sexperiencein helping
small-scalefarmersin sub-Saharan Africato take advantage of the
multi-functional character of agriculture required thefull participa-
tion of intended beneficiaries, for instance through users' associa-
tionsor self-help groups.

Hehighlighted the pivotal role MFCAL can play inreducing
global poverty, giventhat many peopleliving in poverty residein
rura areas. Hecalled for priority to begivento creating accessfor
poor rural groupsto productive assets such asland and productive
servicessuch as credit extension. He noted the establishmentin
1995 of aPopular Coalition to Eradicate Hunger and Poverty,
whichinvolvesavariety of inter-governmental and civil society
organizationsand hastaken upland tenureasapriority issue. He
said the MFCAL framework needsto be made easy to understand
and needsto evolvefurther if it isto mobilize successfully the
synergiesin agriculture’ smultiplefunctionsand direct them
towardseradicating rural poverty.

Gerard Doornbos, President of theInternational Federation of
Agricultura Producers (IFAP), underscored the opportunity
provided by the conferenceto establishapolicy framework to
allow agriculture, by virtue of itsmultiplefunctions, tomakea
major contributionto promoting equitable development at aglobal
level. He supported MFCAL as providing auseful methodol ogy for
building national and international agricultural policies. Heunder-
scored the need for aparticipatory approach in achieving sustain-
abledevelopment of agricultureand called for farmers’
participation to be supported at local, provincial, national and inter-
national levels. Noting the movetowards global economic liberal -
ization and privatization, he stated that market forcesalone cannot
deliver themulltiplefunctions expected from agriculture, and
underscored therolethat governmentscould play inrelationto
issues such aslandscape, animal welfareand rural heritage. He
stressed that farmerswant to play amultifunctional roleand that
most are not against tradeliberalization. He said farmers should be
rewarded for taking amultifunctional approach and governments
must be prepared to provide the policy framework and fundsto
makethis approach successful.

Regarding food production, Doornbos noted IFAP’ s support for,
inter alia: amultilateral framework of rulesand disciplinesfor
agricultural tradethat appliesequaly to al countries; accessfor
farmersto resources, such asinfrastructure, credit and secureland
tenure arrangements, on reasonabl e terms; and market-oriented
policiesthat apply to all relevant sectors, both upstream and down-
stream of production agriculture. He said land conservation
programmes, such asthe Australian Landcare I nitiative, should be
supported, and stressed that farmers should berewarded for
providing environmental servicesthat go beyond normal good
farming practices.

Conference participantsel ected by acclamation Hans Alders,
Queen’sCommissioner of the province of Groningen, the Nether-
|lands, as Chair of the conference.

THINGSTO LOOK FOR TODAY

PLENARY SESSION: Participantswill convenein amorning
Plenary session at 9:00 amin the Expo Foyer for ageneral intro-
duction to the conference and the conference papers. Participants
will discussthemainissuesarising from the conference documents
in an afternoon Plenary session from 2:00-6:00 pm.

PRESENTATION OF NGO REPORT: Aninformal gath-
ering with the Dutch NGOs, agricultural and environmental organi-
zationsinvolved inthe preparation of the conferencewill beheld
from 6:00-8:00 pminthe Trajectum. Thegathering will include
briefingsby several NGOs, including apresentation of the NGO
report prepared for thisconference, entitled “ New Functions, New
Partnerships.”

FAO/NL VIRTUAL MAASTRICHT CONFERENCE: A
virtual conferenceistaking place on the WebForum section of the
conferenceweb siteat http://www.fao.org/mfcal. Views, ideasand
insightsonthe daily reportsof the conference are encouraged.
Theseinputswill be summarized and fed back to conference partic-
ipantsin Maastricht. Please direct messagesto
<agr99-Conference@fao.org>.



