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FOREWORD

For over 2000 years farmers have believed that they must plough to get a good
crop. But the more often the land is ploughed, the faster it loses crucial organic
matter and the biotic activity it supports. As organic matter content falls, soils
become capped and less porous, losing their ability to absorb and retain water
— and this has two bad effects: first, there is less water to support crop growth
and the biological activity that is so important for productivity, and second,
more water accumulates and moves across the land surface, causing floods and
erosion.

Already many farmers, large and small, grow crops in rotation without
ploughing, on almost 100 million hectares in countries as diverse as the US,
Brazil, Paraguay, Argentina, Kazakhstan, DPR Korea, China, South Africa
and Australia. They use the residues of previous crops or of specially grown
nitrogen-fixing legumes to create mulches into which seed and fertilizer are
drilled directly. This type of no-till farming — or Conservation Agriculture as
it is now called — is a major component of a greener revolution that will make
intensive farming sustainable, cut energy use in food production, decrease agro-
chemical contamination of the environment, reduce greenhouse gas emissions,
minimize run-off and soil erosion, and improve fresh water supplies.

FAO has been involved through its field programme in the pioneering work
on minimum and zero tillage and continues to be active in many countries
in all continents in testing, adapting and promoting various approaches to
conservation agriculture (CA). The spread over the past 30 years or so of these
methods has been significant, but the proportion of global farm land that is
managed according to CA principles is still relatively small.

This publication is a report of a Workshop that brought together people
from a wide range of institutions - farmers, researchers, extensionists, policy
makers, donors — from 40 countries who share a common concern about the
non-sustainability of ways in which farm land is now being used and who are
convinced that this must change. The Workshop, which was hosted by FAO
and the UK Tropical Agriculture Association (TAA), focused on the growing
evidence of success in the adoption and spread of CA systems in developing
countries in Latin America, Asia and Africa, and on ways of mainstreaming
CA principles and practices as a sound basis for increasing productivity while
sustaining — and enhancing — soil health, biodiversity and other environmental
services. CA-based approaches to sustainable production intensification
are highly relevant to the global response to rising food and energy prices,
increasing soil and environmental degradation, pervasive rural poverty, climate
change and increasing water scarcity.
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The consensus of the Workshop was that, using CA, farmers can attain
higher levels of productivity and profitability while improving soil health and
the environment. The main outcome of the Workshop is ‘A Framework for
Action’. This presents the joint thinking of the Workshop delegates on actions
that would help to empower many more farmers to take up CA, thereby
enabling land to be farmed more productively, profitably and sustainably.

Shivaji Pandey

Director

Plant Production and Protection Division
FAO Agriculture Department
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