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as sugarcane and oil palm rank particularly 
high in terms of energy efficiency, whereas 
production costs are relatively low. More-
over, biofuels can diminish expenditures for 
petroleum imports and thus help to reduce 
energy prices. At the same time, however, 
biofuels compete with food production, 
thereby causing an increase in food prices. 
While this is certainly a benefit for food-pro-
ducing farmers, rising food prices mean dis-
aster for millions of poor urban consumers.
The degree to which developing countries 
can profit from biofuel exports depends 
decisively on international trade regulations. 
Developing countries will have a hard time 
as long as industrialised nations continue to 

Biofuels make sense only 
under certain conditions

support their domestic production with massive subsi-
dies and maintain import tariffs on processed fuels.

Biofuels have the potential to reduce the greenhouse 
effect, since in a certain sense they are carbon-neutral. 
Energy crops absorb carbon dioxide from the air and 
later release it during combustion. However, the benefit 
of biofuels over fossil fuels in terms of carbon balances 
is influenced by two additional factors: the amount of 
energy required to cultivate and process the crops, and 

Many governments have recently moved the promo-
tion of biofuels to the top end of their priority list. 
Developed countries are motivated in particular by 
their ambitions to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
and enhance their energy security, whereas many 
developing countries are interested above all in coun-
teracting the constant rise in energy prices and creat-
ing new income opportunities in agriculture.

Biofuel refers to all types of fuel that are produced 
from biomass. Today, this applies mainly to bioetha-
nol (made from crops such as sugarcane or maize) 
and biodiesel (usually made from rapeseed or palm 
oil). More efficient production methods are currently 
being developed, with a view to enabling production 
of second-generation biofuels from cellulose (e.g. from 
grasses and shrubs).

Two new publications and a set of conference papers 
show that while the cultivation of biofuel feedstock 
crops does represent an opportunity, particularly for 
developing countries, it is nevertheless also linked to 
various risks and problems.

Developing countries have a comparative advantage 
in biofuel production. Tropical feedstock crops such 

Only in certain contexts can biofuels be 
a sensible alternative to fossil sources of 
energy and contribute to sustainable local 
energy supply. Distribution of rationed 
kerosene in Bolivia. 
(Photo: SDC / Toni Linder)
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S O U R C E S
Linkages between Energy and Water Management 
for Agriculture in Developing Countries. Papers of an 
International Conference organized by IWMI and FAO in 
Hyderabad, India, 29-30 January 2007.
www.iwmi.cgiar.org/EWMA/papers.htm

Bioenergy and Agriculture: Promises and Challenges. 
Peter Hazell and R. K. Pachauri (Eds.). IFPRI 2020 Focus 
No. 14. December 2006. 28 p.
www.ifpri.org/2020/focus/focus14/focus14.pdf

Biofuels production, trade and sustainable development: 
emerging issues. Annie Dufey. IIED Sustainable Markets 
Discussion Paper Number 2. November 2006. 62 p.
www.iied.org/pubs/pdf/full/15504IIED.pdf

IIED Briefing based on this study (2007. 4 p.):
www.iied.org/pubs/pdf/full/11068IIED.pdf

the previous use of the land where biofuel feedstock 
is grown. The carbon balances of biofuels quickly lose 
their appeal in cases where cropland is made available 
by destroying vast forested areas, as it is currently done 
for oil palm plantations in Indonesia.

A further crucial factor is the increased requirement of 
natural resources that accompanies biofuel production. 
Currently, biofuels still account only for a small share 
of global agriculture. Nevertheless in many regions 
the agricultural potential is already realised to the full. 
Countries that invest in biofuels on a large scale, such 
as China and India, will very soon reach their limits in 
terms of water supplies.

Only by defining clear framework conditions at the 
national and international levels will it be possible to 
ensure that biofuel production can benefit the envi-
ronment and rural development. New production 
methods will increasingly make it possible to produce 
biofuel from food crop side products and undemand-
ing plants in marginal areas. Decentralised production 
combining food and energy crops, along with local 
processing of the latter into biofuels, could certainly 
prove interesting for poor rural populations.
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Without improvements in water productivity, food 
production will consume nearly twice as much water in 
2050 as it does today. This is one of the main statements 
made in the Comprehensive Assessment of Water Man-
agement in Agriculture. The 700 experts involved see 
possibilities for enhancing water productivity, and thus 
slowing the increase in water consumption, through a 
combination of different measures that call for change 
not only at the technical, but above all at the institu-
tional level. Thereby, soil and water conservation in 
rainfed agriculture plays a pivotal role both in reducing 
poverty and in conserving ecosystem functions.
The report hardly questions consumer behaviour 
– high meat consumption in particular – in developed 
countries. But it clearly demonstrates that difficult 
negotiations of conflicting interests lie ahead in the 
future. These negotiations will have to determine the 
relations between contrary concerns, such as water for 
food versus water for ecosystems, increasing produc-
tivity at any cost versus equitable, sustainable produc-
tion, and the needs of people living upstream versus 

the interests of downstream populations. Decisions are 
frequently determined by power structures. The editor 
of this report and two experts confirm in an extensive 
interview that questions of ethical values and equita-
ble compensation mechanisms are increasingly gaining 
importance against this background. However, in this 
respect the report cannot do more than roughly out-
line possible solutions.

S O U R C E S
Water for food, Water for life. A comprehensive Assessment 
of Water Management in Agriculture. Comprehensive 
Assessment of Water Management in Agriculture. 2007. 
London: Earthscan, and Colombo: International Water 
Management Institute. 
www.iwmi.cgiar.org/Assessment/Synthesis/index.htm

Interview with Experts on the Comprehensive Assessment 
of Water Management in Agriculture: David Molden 
(editor of the book, IWMI), Julie van der Bliek (IWMI) 
and Claudia Sadoff (IUCN).
www.inforesources.ch/pdf/water_interview.pdf

Water and food security 
today and in 2050 
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The figure shows projected amounts of water and land requirements under different scenarios. The Comprehensive Assessment 
combines elements from three other approaches. 
(Source of data: IWMI analysis using Watersim model. Figure modified from Earthscan)
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10 years of genetically modified crops: 
Contradictory assessments

Over the past ten years an increasing number of coun-
tries has begun to grow genetically modified (GM) 
crops. However, this trend is almost exclusively limited 
to maize, soy, cotton and rapeseed varieties that are 
herbicide tolerant and/or resistant to pests.
According to Friends of the Earth International, these 
plants have not yielded any benefits for farmers so far. 
A global evaluation has shown that the productivity 
of GM crops has not been higher than that of conven-
tional crops, and that the use of pesticides has not been 
reduced. Weeds are slowly becoming resistant to herbi-
cides applied, and suppressing a certain pest can lead 
to increased spreading of another. The authors judge 
that the benefits generated by GM crops are harvested 
above all by the large seed corporations, but certainly 
not by small-scale farmers in developing countries.
By contrast, the authors of an article in AgBioForum 
draw quite different conclusions. Based on quantita-
tive analyses they state that farmers’ levels of income 
have risen significantly in developing countries such as 

S O U R C E S
Who benefits from gm crops? An analysis of the global 
performance of gm crops (1996–2006). Friends of the 
Earth International. January 2007. 98 p. 
www.foeeurope.org/publications/2007/
whobenefits_gmcrops2007full.pdf 

Executive Summary: 
www.foeeurope.org/publications/2007/
whobenefits_gmcrops2007execsummary.pdf

Global Impact of Biotech Crops: Socio-Economic and 
Environmental Effects in the First Ten Years of Commercial 
Use. Graham Brookes and Peter Barfoot, PG Economics Ltd. 
in: AgBioForum, 9(3): 139–151. 2006. 13 p. 
www.agbioforum.org/v9n3/v9n3a02-brookes.pdf

Argentina, China, Brazil, or India. Moreover, according 
to their study the cultivation of GM crops has led to a 
pronounced reduction in the use of pesticides and in 
carbon dioxide emissions.

S O U R C E
Forests and the Millenium Development Goals. 
European Tropical Forest Research Network, 
ETFRN News No 47/48. 2007. 94 p. 
www.etfrn.org/etfrn/newsletter/news4748/index.html

Around thirty cases from the four corners of the globe 
bear testimony to the role of forests in the achievement 
of the MDGs. Due to a combination of internal and 
external reasons, the main protagonists in the interna-
tional forestry scene, however, failed to take their right-
ful place when setting these goals. No consideration 
was given to new dynamics, such as avoiding defor-
estation in the light of climate change, the production 
of biofuels linked to the forest, or land use. 
The present publication aims to redress the balance by 
providing an overview of forest-related activities which 
help reduce poverty. For example, the roots of the Inter-
national Model Forest Network (IMFN) lie in Canada’s 
Model Forest Programme, which was created with the 
aim of integrating different interest groups as partners 

Forests overlooked 
in the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)

in sustainable forest management. Several of the defin-
ing characteristics of a “model forest” have generated 
many positive results, which also meet certain Millen-
nium Development Goals. For example, in developing 
countries, model forests play an active role in promot-
ing participation and governance, thereby ensuring 
environmental sustainability (Goal 7) and contributing 
to global partnerships for development (Goal 8).
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Since the publication of the Brundtland Report 20 years 
ago, numerous instruments in support of sustainable 
development have been elaborated at both international 
and national levels. However, the causes underlying 
unsustainable development have hardly been tackled. 
Steve Bass states that government systems have not suc-
ceeded in integrating environmental factors, eradicating 
social injustices and developing new economic models. 
Economic growth is upheld as an inviolable principle.
This is confirmed by the trends of the past 2 decades: new 
economic powers have developed, economy is being 
reshaped by globalisation, non-linear events are increas-
ing both in frequency and in scale, and the risk of conflicts 
between “haves” and “have-nots” is growing – and yet 
motivation for developing big ideas is dwindling.

S O U R C E
A New Era in Sustainable Development. An IIED Briefing. 
Steve Bass. IIED. March 2007. 4 p.
www.iied.org/mediaroom/docs/new_era.pdf

Difficult decisions 
need to be made

Existing approaches to sustainable development must be 
enhanced and their focus shifted. Today it is necessary to 
make difficult decisions and set priorities; high-level public 
commitments will no longer do. Conceptual approaches 
must be combined with operational approaches. Poor 
populations and social movements must develop into 
driving forces for sustainable development, and their 
knowledge and traditional approaches must be inte-
grated in the existing approaches.

An examination 
of pro-poor forest policies 

S O U R C E
Where in the world is there pro-poor forest policy and tenure 
reform? Mary Hobley. Rights+Resources, 2007. 91 p. 
www.rightsandresources.org/library/publications/
global/Hobley%202007%20Where%20in
%20the%20World.pdf

To prevent deforestation, to better control illegal activi-
ties and to generate equity of benefits, several countries 
now recognise the right of communities to own forest 
land and strive to transfer responsibilities for the forest 
to local jurisdictions. The assumption is that a delega-
tion of such powers will offer the most disadvantaged 
greater opportunities. However, such a transition is not 
without obstacles, due in particular to the failures of 
processes to bring about structural changes. 
Based on a reappraisal of what “pro-poor forest poli-
cy” means, the author first identifies the challenges 
faced at international, national and local levels. Using 
country studies, she then re-examines these chal-
lenges in terms of the future of the forest sector over 
the next ten years. The originality of this report can 
be attributed to two features: its consideration of 

the “time” factor which is conducive to change and 
its wide-ranging analysis of the scope of institutional 
influence. 
With its extensive bibliography, statistics and practi-
cal applications, this publication could serve as a ref-
erence work for deciding on the direction of national 
forest policy.

Policy
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Agricultural practices such as terracing, compost appli-
cation or intercropping are referred to as “low external 
input” technologies (LEIT). These technologies have a 
reputation of being particularly adequate for dissemi-
nation among poor rural households. Based on exist-
ing literature and three case studies in Honduras, Kenya 
and Sri Lanka, the author concludes that this is a wrong 
assumption. While he does not question the fact that 
LEIT increase productivity and help to reduce pressure 
on natural resources, experience shows that they are 
more likely to be successfully adopted by wealthy than 
by poor farmers. Poor rural households often gener-
ate a major share of their income by doing paid work, 
and as a result simply lack the time to learn about, and 
use, such labour-intensive technologies. Furthermore, 

S O U R C E
Is low external input technology contributing to sustain-
able agricultural development? Robert Tripp. Natural 
Resource Perspectives 102. November 2006. 4 p. 
www.odi.org.uk/NRP/nrp102.pdf 

Low external input technologies 
fail to reduce poverty

experiences made during the project revealed that LEIT 
are not perceived and handed on as a “philosophy”. 
Instead, they are applied pragmatically, in combination 
with external inputs.
According to the author, technology projects need to 
be very carefully evaluated, should be embedded in 
a broader rural development strategy, and must cor-
respond to local demands.

Flood management in Mozambique, food security in 
Ethiopia, malaria control in southern Africa, sustainable 
agriculture in Mali and drought insurance in Malawi 
have one thing in common: all of these projects must 
be able to rely on sound climate information. Africa 
has a high climate variability. Further aggravated by cli-
mate change, it threatens livelihoods, particularly those 
of the poorest, in various ways.
This study uses detailed descriptions of five case stud-
ies to demonstrate how reliable climate information 
can contribute to reducing risks. However, especially in 
southern Africa, climate data of the necessary quality 
are often unavailable, or a lack of adequate commu-
nication and interpretation prevents them from being 
used as a basis for development decisions.
The authors therefore recommend, among other things, 
that climate issues be systematically integrated as an 
important element in development projects. However, 

this requires the availability of reliable data, and their 
communication must be adapted to the various target 
groups. Improved networks and exchange of experi-
ence between centres of competence throughout 
Africa can increase the reliability of forecasts. Analy-
sis of the economic value of climate data can help to 
strengthen their importance.

Climate information 
is a development issue

S O U R C E
Climate risk management in Africa: learning from practice. 
Molly E. Hellmuth, Anne Moorhead, Madeleine C. Thomson, 
and Jim Williams (eds.). 
Climate and Society No 1. International Research Institute 
for Climate and Society. 2007. 116 p.
http://iriportal.ldeo.columbia.edu/portal/server.pt/
gateway/PTARGS_0_2_1171_0_0_18/
Climate%20and%20Society%20No1_en.pdf

Implementation

Policy
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The idea is not new: to profit from the wealth of one 
mountain region in order to strengthen the livelihoods of 
local people of another mountain region. Centuries ago, 
potato and maize found their way from the Andes to the 
Himalayas. However, although the idea sounds tempting, 
its implementation is not easy. This is shown by the results 
of an e-conference between experts from the Himalayas 
and the Andes. Sustainable use of biodiversity cannot be 
guaranteed by simply transferring seeds or seedlings. It is 
just as important to convey traditional knowledge about 
ecological preconditions, use, and cultivation methods. 
However, those who have created and preserved this 
knowledge must be compensated in an equitable way 
for conveying it. Legal frameworks for this purpose have 
already been created, particularly in the Andes, but their 
implementation is lagging behind.
Biodiversity registers can play a key role in securing the 
rights of local populations. However, creating these reg-
isters is a complex task which must be based on the local 

Local knowledge – 
the key to sustainable use of biodiversity 

S O U R C E S
Mountain to Mountain Cooperation: Sustainable use of 
biodiversity, including genetic resources, in the Himal-
Andes. Mountain Forum, Mountain Partnership and 
ICIMOD. 2007. 34 p. 
www.mtnforum.org/rs/econfreports/
himalandes_biodiversity_econf_june_2006.pdf

Protecting Indigenous Knowledge against Biopiracy in 
the Andes. Sustaining Local Food Systems, Agricultural 
Biodiversity and Livelihoods. Alejandro Argumedo and 
Michel Pimbert. IIED, ANDES. December 2006. 16 p. 
www.iied.org/pubs/display.php?o=14531IIED

population’s perspective; moreover, the registers must 
remain in the hands of the local communities. This is 
demonstrated by A. Argumedo and M. Pimbert, using 
the example of the innovative “Indigenous Biocultural 
Heritage Registers“ of the Potato Park in Peru.

The local population of Bolivia has 
developed a great variety of oca breeds. 
(Photo: CONDESAN)

S O U R C E
Five years of implementing forest landscape restoration: 
Lessons to date. Nigel Dudley. WWF, 2007. 22 p. 
http://assets.panda.org/downloads/
flrlessonslearntbooklet.pdf

Whether walking in the field, travelling on the bus or dur-
ing working sessions indoors, 15 representatives from 
forest landscape restoration projects across the world 
exchanged their experiences during a study tour in Spain 
and Portugal. Forests which undergo restoration have 
been subject to immense pressure in the past. The suc-
cess of such projects depends on reconciling biodiversity 
conservation with the needs of the local population. 
The similarities which emerged from the study were 
surprising. While tree planting in targeted areas of East-
ern Africa and Northern Borneo have helped to restore 
some key forest functions, more action is needed to 
ensure the complete restoration of the forest landscape. 
Gaining the confidence of the different stakeholders is 
vital to long-term sustainability. In Argentina, for exam-
ple, the scale of the project and the large number of 

stakeholders concerned has led to tensions. In Mada-
gascar, given their high dependency on forests for their 
survival, local populations are wary of such projects. 
However, in Tanzania, the problem of the monopoly 
exerted by large tea producers on forest services (bio-
diversity and fuel needed to dry tea) was resolved by 
the introduction of other services which generate local 
benefits, such as water and medicinal plants. 

Five years 
of forest landscape restoration

Implementation
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Unveiling the door 
to sustainability

Timber and timber products from illegal logging 
account for 6 to 8% of all timber imported to Swit-
zerland, and they have been the subject of many con-
troversies over the past years. “Illegally cut timber is 
not welcome on the market”: this was the topic of a 
panel debate among politicians, economists and Swiss 
NGO representatives at the Swiss building fair in Basel 
(23–27 January 2007). At a public stand a voluntary 
agreement between the Swiss Door Manufacturers’ 
Association (Verband Schweizerische Türbranche, VST) 
and two environmental NGOs, Greenpeace Switzer-
land and WWF Switzerland was explained. 
The “unveiling of the door to sustainability” after the 
panel debate reflected the effort and willingness of 
the VST to combat trade in illegal timber and support 

S O U R C E S
English: www.tropicalforest.ch/activities_switzerland.php
German: www.tropicalforest.ch/news.php (23 Jan 2007)

sustainable management of tropical forests. Not only 
does ecologically sound and controlled forest man-
agement preserve the Earth’s “green lungs”, but it 
also provides jobs and income opportunities for indig-
enous communities. However, illegal timber can only 
be stopped from flowing onto the market if consum-
ers carefully check certificates and declarations when 
buying timber products.

Swissbau 2007. After “unveiling the door 
to sustainability”, Maya Graf (National 
Councillor, Ecologist/Green Party, BL), 
Ruedi Lustenberger (National Councillor, 
Christian Democrat Party, LU) and Hans-
Peter Egler (SECO) discuss the origin of 
the wood used in its manufacture. 
(Photo: Andreas Grünholz, 2007)
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