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We live in a high tech society and look for high tech answers to solve difficult problems. The more I learn about small-scale farms, the more I see them as key to the future of humankind. This is a pretty bold statement, so let me explain.


It has been estimated that the world has about 500 million small-scale farms (less than two hectares or 5 acres). These farms supply the food for about 2.6 billion people. Moreover, about 70 percent of the world’s starving people are farmers. If we can improve the living conditions for small-scale farmers we can improve life on the planet.

Research suggests that we have the capacity to double productivity on small-scale farms. Actually, there are two different approaches we can follow to do this, and the option we choose will have profound implications for the future.

The first approach is based on conventional industrial agricultural practices, sometimes called the Green Revolution 2.0. This is the high tech solution, based on using fertilizers and pesticides, new seeds, and increasing the size of farms to permit mechanization and economies of scale.  This approach is consistent with large agribusiness, and offers opportunities for multinationals to increase their profits and scope.


Unfortunately, this approach has some serious shortcomings.  First, it actually increases costs of farming, which most farmers can’t afford. Second, although it seems to be more efficient because it increases output with fewer farmworkers, it is actually energy inefficient. Because of the energy required for things like mining and transporting fertilizers and transporting them, and the fuel costs involved with building and using large farming machinery, this approach ends up costing more kilocalories of energy to grow the food than is offered by the food itself. Third, this approach degrades the quality of the land, and is environmentally unfriendly.  And finally, this approach forces farmers to move off the land and into already-crowded cities, thus creating social costs.


The second approach that has been proven to double productivity on small-scale farms is to use one of various kinds of sustainable systems, such as Conservation Agriculture which emphasizes minimum tillage, crop rotation, and cover cropping. This approach actually reduces costs of farming, is two to six times more energy efficient than industrial agriculture, enhances the ecological quality of the land, and permits farmers to stay on the land. Little wonder it is favored by farmers themselves, and by international development experts who are willing to think outside the mainstream paradigm.


For Conservation Agriculture and similar sustainable approaches to thrive requires more than just enlightened farm practices.  It also demands governmental policies and social institutions that support it.  Will such changes be supported by large-scale agribusiness?  Probably not.  Is Conservation Agriculture in the interests of the world’s most frequent and neediest type of organizations. Definitely.


The Philippines is at one of those rare moments in history where decisions will be made as to future direction in this key sector.  Which approach will be chosen? An approach that enhances the common good, or one that enhances the profits and power of large-scale agribusiness?  

