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“There is a consensus that development has to be sustainable. 
However, it is difficult defining what is sustainable.  
 
“This conference is about having a dialogue on the role of 
technology in sustainable development.” 
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KEYNOTE ADDRESS: 
 
Global and future perspective on the use of technology in 
sustainable agriculture 
 
Dr Per Pinstrup-Andersen 
Professor of food, nutrition and public policy, Cornell University 

 
“The definition of sustainable agriculture is that it leaves enough 
resources so that future needs can be met. This is different from 
leaving resources in a natural state” 
 
World agriculture cannot be sustainable without science-based technology, 
insisted Per Pinstrup-Andersen of the Cornell University. “Not using inputs 
may be sustainable if population growth levelled off, but this is not going 
to be the case,” he said. 
 
He pointed to a particular need to invest in science in developing countries 
where 75% of the poor and food-insecure people live, and suggested this 
demanded a combination of public and private investment. “While 
investment in agriculture in developing countries is generally increasing 
rapidly, particularly in China, in Africa it’s actually going down.” 
 
Referring to modern biotechnology he stressed that genetic engineering is 
only one component, and yet the two terms are commonly readily 
interchanged. For instance marker technology and tissue culture also have 
major benefits in developing countries. 
 
He reminded the audience that higher productivity and lower unit costs 
are key goals to reduce hunger, with tremendous possibilities to reduce 
input use, pesticide use, as well as produce better food with higher 
nutrient quality. 
 
As far as concerns over biodiversity being depleted with the new 
technology, Per referred to the Sub-Saharan African continent where 
much of the production increase is actually taking place on new land as 
people struggle to survive. Therefore he argued that helping producers to 
farm the existing land would retain the biodiversity.  
 
While acknowledging the other main concerns regarding biotechnology – 
the potential for cross-fertilisation and fears of the corporate organisations 
holding farmers hostage to the new technology – he also suggested a 
softening of European attitude to the introduction of genetically modified 
food. 
 
Referring to a 2002 EU survey on attitudes toward GM food, Per 
suggested the figures could be interpreted that half of Europeans would 
not be averse to eating GM food. “The strong opposition in Europe in 
debate isn’t borne out by the results in this survey,” he said. 
 
He believes the development of Bt cotton is the most successful 
development since the Green Revolution. Around 500,000ha of Bt cotton 



 5

are projected to be planted in India this season. More than 1 million ha 
are now being grown in China, and pesticide use on the crop has dropped 
by 80% - importantly with the farmers making money.  
 
He urged the US to look at its regulatory deficiencies, which he said were 
not working as well as they should, before the system backfires in 
developing countries, particularly as the US food sector is now becoming 
very concerned about promoting genetic modification. In a final 
controversial note, he said: “Genetic modification and organic can go 
together. I believe it is the way to go.” 
 
 
Session 1: Use of biotechnology in agriculture.  
Case studies from around the world.  
 
Crops for arid conditions.  
Jennifer Thomson, 
Professor in the department of molecular and cell biology, 
University of Cape Town.  
 
 
“Single and stacked genes could increase the tolerance to water 
deficits.” 
 
The prospect of drought-tolerant plants being commercially available is 
nearer to reality than people think, suggested Jennifer Thomson from the 
University of Cape Town.  
 
Referring to a conference in Nairobi just one month ago when around 17 
African countries were represented, she said that people tended to place 
drought-tolerance further down the wish list because they believe it is so 
far from reality. However research is showing that commercial 
development is much nearer. 
 
Research is building up a bank of plants that live under extreme 
conditions, and locating the genes under stressed and non-stressed 
conditions, to genetically engineer maize. “In South Africa there are 90 
different species of ‘resurrection’ plants – those that look dead in their 
dehydrated state and yet revive within a matter of days when water is 
added. Many of these plants live in rock crevices,” she explained.  
“Importantly some genes can also have an influence on other 
environmental stresses such as heat, cold and salinity. We are therefore 
looking to stack genes to produce tolerance to other stresses.” 
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Agricultural technology in Africa 
Florence Wambugu 
Chief executive officer, A Harvest Biotech Foundation 
International 
 
“Africans are beginning to take leadership of their own destiny.” 
 
The EU moratorium against biotechnology is having an impact on 
acceptance of the technology in Africa, argued Florence Wambugu, chief 
executive office of A Harvest Biotech Foundation International.  
 
Referring to the latest spat between the US and Europe over the 
moratorium on biotechnology, she commented that it is a key factor 
influencing Africa, together with the highly co-ordinated activities of the 
Anti-GM lobby groups, the high prevalence of HIV Aids, and the loss of 
biological diversity due to poverty. 
 
“Around 25% of the people in Sub-Saharan Africa are hungry,” she 
argued. “We need projects driven towards food security and economic 
growth.” 
 
She listed the agri-biotech challenges in Africa as:  

- lack of biotech policies 
- limited government funding 
- limited ability to purchase biotech products and lack of credit 
- undeveloped marketing and distribution systems for products 
- poor extension services and information 

She highlighted the importance of public and private sector funding and 
the need for an African agenda so that Africans can be stakeholders in the 
technology.  
 
Referring to projects such as the development of the GM sweet potato and 
the TC banana, Florence explained that Africans are taking leadership of 
their own destiny with the help of international partners. “There is a new 
thinking in Africa – it is not business as usual,” she stressed. “A lot of 
funding didn’t allow the Africans to think of their own solution, but this 
situation needs to be turned around. 
 
“There is a short-term strategy of addressing the immediate hunger 
problems, but in the longer-term there is a drive to provide the people 
with the ability to produce their own food. Before putting forward the loss 
of biodiversity argument, people must understand that more biodiversity 
is lost, not from genetic modification, but from people destroying the 
forests to provide more land on which to survive.” 
 
Solutions are emerging based on:  

1. African leadership  
2. Communication – Africa has realised it needs to share information 

on new technological developments. 
3. Interfacing with many international organisations.  

 



 7

Importantly she stressed that people need to understand the technology 
so they can feel empowered to defend the product, and pointed to the 
example set by Zambia where a biotechnology promotion organisation has 
now been formed to facilitate the information-sharing.  
 
 
Bt maize in the Philippines 
Marga Escaler,  
International Service for the Acquisition of Agri-biotech 
Applications (ISAAA) 
 
“Opinion towards genetic modification is becoming more positive. 
There is strong support from farmers, scientists and other 
stakeholders who have all entered into a dialogue with the 
public.” 
 
Having been convinced by the new technology, farmers, scientists and 
other key stakeholders have all been engaged in the public dialogue, 
resulting in initial negative opinion becoming more positive, suggested 
Marga Escaler of the ISAAA. 
 
Drawing on the Philippine experience of the introduction of Bt corn, she 
said that in the first season 100ha were planted, and now projections for 
the second season suggest the area planted will be 15,000ha. This 
support and acceptance for the genetically modified crop has come about 
following years of producing a workable framework that would safeguard 
biosafety.  
 
Philippine agriculture is traditionally characterised by low agricultural 
productivity, high input costs and limited resources. Because of the 
country’s heavy reliance on agriculture, the Government earmarked the 
use of biotechnology to achieve development back in the mid-80’s  
 
In 1990 the Government recognised the need to formalise the guidelines 
on biosafety, including establishing a rigorous risk assessment process.  
After three years a framework was produced that was consistent with 
international regulations, and was science-based, considering each case 
individually. If new science became available, all cases would be reviewed.  
 
“Corn is such a major crop in the Philippines – 20% is used by the 
population, while 70% is used in the feed industry – and yet the Asiatic 
corn borer can result in losses of up to 40%,” she explained.  
 
Having proved to be effective against the damage of the EU corn borer, Bt 
maize was greenhouse tested in the Philippines in 1997, followed by the 
first field trial in 1998. The results from nine trials in 2001-2002 showed 
an average 40% yield advantage, producing 12,000 pesos/ha increased 
income. During the wet season when the potential for infestation from the 
corn borer is high, there was zero incidence of ear rot and tassel 
breakage.  
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Oilseed rape in Scotland – A Farm-Scale Evaluation Trial 
Shirley Harrison 
Farmer from Aberdeenshire 
 
“I saved £84 a hectare by growing the GM oilseed rape.” 
 
During the three years of growing GM oilseed rape as part of the farm-
scale evaluation trials, Shirley Harrison has had to contend with 
widespread negative opinion, and yet the results she has seen have 
convinced her of the benefits of the technology.  
 
A farmer in the north east of Scotland – a region containing 25% of the 
Scottish arable area– Shirley explained that oilseed rape is an ideal crop 
to grow in the area.  
 
Conventional oilseed rape receives a pre-emergence herbicide, a general 
herbicide when the plants are around 2-3 inches tall, and third spray to 
control wild oats.  
 
Having signed up for the Farm Scale Evaluation trials in 1999, Shirley 
selected a field to be used for the first GM spring trial in April 2000 – a 
field that met the required separation distance from other crops. Having 
been vandalised three times, it was difficult to gauge the crop’s yield at 
harvest in early October. However the GM half of the crop received just 
one herbicide treatment when the crop was 2 inches tall, and Shirley 
commented she was delighted with the results after 10 days of spraying 
with Liberty Link.  
 
“The weed varieties were knocked back and destroyed very satisfactorily, 
enabling the crop to grow and establish a canopy. With the non-GM crop 
we were battling to control the wild oats with the target spray and while 
the general herbicide had checked the weeds, there was a lot of general 
weed rubbish under the canopy. The GM crop was clean,” she said.  
“In monetary terms I only sprayed one herbicide on the GM crop and 
three herbicides on the non-GM crop, therefore saving two-thirds the cost 
of the chemical sprays, use of the tractor and diesel. There was also less 
disturbance to the field for the ground nesting birds. Because I use 
contractors for spraying, I saved £84/ha by growing the GM oilseed rape.” 
 
In April 2001 a spring GM crop was grown and, without being vandalised, 
produced a yield of 3.7t/ha, compared with a conventional average of 
2.22t/ha. The yield is very close to winter oilseed rape that is in the 
ground for 12 months, compared with the 5-6 months for spring rape. The 
crop was also easier to swath and combine.  
 
During the growing of the spring 2002 GM crop, Shirley noticed the 
prevalence of wildlife in the GM-half of the crop. “Whereas the 
conventional crop was very clean due to the effectiveness of the pre-
emergence herbicide, the GM-half was a mass of crop and weeds.  
 
“While small birds were busy in the GM-half, they did not linger long in the 
conventional crop. They were feeding off the insects that were harbouring 
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in the weeds, and by the time we sprayed the GM-half with the herbicide 
the birds were leaving their nests.” 
 
The economics of farming are difficult and to be able to reduce the input 
cost of a crop is crucial for economic survival, Shirley concluded.  
 
 
Session 2: Global food supply – Agricultural, industrial and 
biosafety considerations. 
 
Agricultural realities 
David King 
Secretary General, International Federation of Agricultural 
Producers 
 
“World food production will need to be doubled over the next 25 
years to meet the needs of the growing population. At the same 
time pressure by agriculture on fragile ecosystems needs to be 
reduced.” 
 
Global discussions are centred on sustainable development, and yet the 
concept of sustainability differs from country to country, insisted David 
King, secretary general of the International Federation of Agricultural 
Producers.  
 
With increasing globalisation the developing countries are being left 
behind in terms of food security, he said, despite more than 90% of world 
population growth occurring there. 
 
Agriculture has now moved back to the top of the agenda on international 
development because 75% of poverty is located in rural areas.  
David equated the ‘poverty gap’ with a ‘technology gap’, arguing that 
technology has a key role in driving progress in agriculture, and 
highlighting the need for public-private partnerships on technology 
transfer as part of development and technical assistance programmes.  
Emphasising the need for ‘localising’ the technology, he said that while 
organisations such as CropLife are driving such programmes forward, 
more needs to be done to ensure that the technologies build on local 
knowledge and add value to local resources. In this way farmers in 
developing countries can go beyond producing food only for their families, 
to producing a surplus to sell in commercial markets, he reasoned.  
 
Pointing to gaps appearing in funding for extension and training services, 
he called for more programmes to be implemented that would strengthen 
farmers’ organisations in developing countries. In this way such 
organisations could play a greater role in implementing the new 
technologies in a responsible manner. 
 
He indicated that different pressures on sustainability are at work in 
industrialised nations, where farm subsidies are often criticised for 
aggravating poverty by distorting trade.  
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“Farmers in these countries are under intense pressure from consumers 
on food safety and quality issues. Food safety is top of the agenda, 
resulting in new demands on farmers.” 
 
 
Global food chain needs 
Nicholas Kalaitzandonakes 
Professor of agribusiness, University of Missouri 
 
“If we are to enjoy the benefits of biotechnology we need to learn 
how to regulate the technology effectively.” 
 
Effective regulation will be central to the optimisation of agrifood 
innovations in the 21st century, argued Nicholas Kalaitzandonakes, a 
professor of agribusiness at the University of Missouri.  
 
He called for more attention to be paid to regulatory impacts across the 
whole chain rather than just looking at isolated markets or industries, and 
the variation of impact in response to standards such as set thresholds.  
 
Referring to the global seed industry he reasoned that the trade flow in 
seed across the world often masks the global food system situation and 
the integrated supply chain. Seed producers will operate multiple locations 
to produce the required capacity, as well as to manage risk and cost.  
Therefore if the EU imposes a regulatory standard that imposes lower 
Adventitious Prescence thresholds, the seed company will relocate 
production to other areas of the world and will in effect re-engineer the 
supply chain.  
 
This would result in inefficiencies such as: 
  

- a mismatch of production and processing infrastructure 
- germplasm not adapting well to new production regions 
- an increase in incremental production and transport costs. 

 
Taking two representative facilities in the Midwest, he stated that costs 
can increase by 34% if threshold levels are lowered from 1% to 0.5%, but 
could be as high as 50%. He argued that higher costs would result in 
greater consolidation of the industry, driving smaller seed facilities out of 
business.  
 
He warned that far too little attention is being paid to the economics of 
standards and thresholds. Beyond certain purity standards, significant 
cost non-linearities exist.  
 
“Emerging EU standards for Adventitious Presence of GM content in seed 
could be extremely difficult to implement in the future under ‘co-
existence’ and could disrupt the agri-food supply chain,” he insisted. “The 
devil is in the detail. Standards imposed in one place will impose costs 
elsewhere. The impacts are global.” 
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Biosafety considerations 
Calestous Juma 
Professor of the practice of international development, Harvard 
University 
 
“Its easy to debate the environmental and human health 
implications of new technologies without focussing on the socio-
economics.” 
 
The development of safety goes hand-in-hand with the development of 
new technology, suggested Professor Calestous Juma from Harvard 
University. 
 
The biosafety regime determines policy divergence, environmental risks, 
human health and socio-economic issues – an area on which policy 
makers really need to debate. 
 
He suggested there are policy research implications:  
 

- the distribution of capabilities 
- technological deglobalisation 
- risk as a socio-economic issue 
- new technology alliances.  

 
“I envisage a world where countries develop alliances to develop 
technology,” he said.  
 
He likened the imposition of moratoria on transgenic foods to the banning 
of coffee in the 1500’s when a convened council pronounced the safety of 
coffee based on it having similar properties to wine, a decision based on 
the evidence and ‘science’ at the time.  
 
He said there were lessons to be learnt from history, particularly the 
novelty factor associated with new products, the threats to social and 
political order, and economic competition.  
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Panel Discussion 
 
The continuing EU moratorium on GMOs is creating a horrible travesty 
whereby countries facing famine are not accepting corn imports because 
of the alleged politics surrounding this issue, Steve Johnson, assistant 
administrator for the Environmental Protection Agency in the United 
States, stressed. 
 
A discussion on the current row in which the US is questioning why the EU 
is not lifting the moratorium on GMOs, provoked heated responses, 
particularly concerning the effect on developing countries.  
 
Fears were reiterated that the developing nations are influenced by the 
EU’s resistance towards accepting the technology, particularly because it 
could harm their export trade if they grow GM crops.  
 
“In Africa farmers and consumers are one and the same,” insisted Jennifer 
Thomson. “The EU ban on the technology is nothing short of immoral.” 
  
Steve Johnson said the five year moratorium was enough and that trade 
implications with the EU are of great concern. He stated that a number of 
countries have joined the US in the WTO challenge based on the 
fundamental fact that there is sufficient science to support a lifting of the 
moratorium.  
 
“Whether the EU is resisting this on economic or scientific grounds, or just 
because of the influence of the pressure groups, the five year moratorium 
is not efficient or effective. Why should there be a ban when the science is 
clear,” he argued. “The US is hopeful that it can reach a resolution during 
the 60-day consultation process: if not the situation will be very serious.” 
 
He reminded the audience that the technology is not new since work 
started back in the 1970’s, and therefore the regulatory framework has 
been developed during that time, and was constantly being reviewed to 
ensure there is a comprehensive, sound and rigorous system in place.   
 
Per Pinstrup Andersen pointed out there now appeared to be a debate on 
the benefits of the technology to the rest of the world and not just its 
relevance to the EU, particularly as Europeans do not get hungry. “The 
benefits are missing for the EU consumer,” he said.   
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Session 3: Environment, access, trade and business implications of 
agricultural biotechnology.  
 
Potential role of agricultural technologies in nature conservation 
Jeff McNeely 
Chief scientist, IUCN - the World Conservation Union 
 
“The dilemma for the people living on marginal land in the Tropics 
is that if they want more production, they must sacrifice a lot of 
biodiversity.” 
 
Ecoagriculture is the concept of providing land use systems that are 
designed to both produce food for people and habitat for wild biodiversity, 
Jeff McNeely from the IUCN explained.  
 
Referring to the stark dilemma facing people living on marginal productive 
land, Mr McNeely backed the case for ecoagriculture as a way of finding 
common ground between agricultural production and conservation.  
“Almost one billion people live in the Tropics, of which 66 million live on 
marginal land,” he said. “The dilemma for these farmers is that if they 
want more production, they must sacrifice a lot of biodiversity. If they 
want to protect a little more diversity, they must sacrifice a lot of 
production. Therefore the challenge is to how to expand production on a 
continuing basis without negative side-effects, so the trade-offs are less 
stark.” 
 
He explained the triple features of ecoagriculture – that it regards 
biodiversity conservation and other ecosystem services as joint outputs of 
crop production; that it considers not just the fields but wider landscape; 
and that it embraces a wide range of technologies and management 
practices.  
 
He outlined several strategies that could be implemented, depending on 
their suitability to specific farming systems and regions. For instance one 
strategy is to reduce habitat destruction by increasing the agricultural 
productivity and sustainability on land that is already being farmed.  
 
Another strategy is to enhance wildlife habitat on farms and establish 
farmland corridors that link uncultivated spaces, while another strategy 
could be to establish protected sites near farming areas.  
 
The policies needed to promote biodiversity include developing markets 
for products from ecoagriculture, and here he included, developing agro-
ecotourism.  
 
However, in developing these policies there needs to be recognition of the 
property rights for biodiversity protection – recognising the farmers’ rights 
to protected area designation and management, and providing property 
rights for genetic resources. 
  



 14

In answer to scepticism about who pays for ecoagriculture, he outlined 
several options including redirecting subsidies for biodiversity 
conservation, and providing tax relief for farmers maintaining biodiversity.  
 
Pointing to GMO’s in particular, he said: “The potential benefits of GMOs 
are reductions in fossil fuel use, fertiliser and pesticide use, more cost-
effective waste management, and more nutritious foods. 
 
“Subsistence farmers are the ones who most need the benefits of GMOs 
and yet are the least able to pay for them.” 
 
Therefore, he concluded, we must continue and accelerate biotechnology 
research with our eyes wide open.  
 
 
Industry activities for technology transfer 
Willy De Greef 
International Biotech Regulatory Services 
 
“Most technology transfer projects start from the wrong end – 
representing a solution that is looking for a problem.” 
 
Research organisations and those at the forefront of developing new 
technologies must work closer together to ensure that the benefits 
actually make it into the hands of the farmers, Willy De Greef of the 
International Biotech Regulatory Services insisted.  
 
Hitting out at the amount of good biotechnology science that doesn’t 
make it to the farms, he pointed to the lack of institutional infrastructure 
among the scientific and research community. It is about managing 
resources for production development and dissemination, he suggested. 
 
“Technology transfer works better if it is demand driven, as in the case of 
the farmers who wanted Bt cotton.   
 
“Very few governments reject GMOs but many can not bring together 
enough evidence to make a decision. There is a lack of management 
expertise and lack of a link to the needs of agriculture.” 
 
Training people is an important aspect, but very few people move back to 
developing countries after training in the EU or US, he said. The public 
environment was geared towards division rather than handing projects 
between one organisation and another.  
 
“We need to have a fully managed development path. At the moment 
most transfer projects start from the other end – representing solutions 
looking for a problem. Very often research plans don’t go beyond the first 
stage.” 
 
Pointing to the success stories, he said: “these tend to be product-
oriented, with integrated project management, and the technology 
elements fitting into a managerial approach.” 
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Fostering public-private partnerships 
Henk Knipscheer 
Winrock International 
 
“The purpose of public-private partnerships in agriculture is to 
increase the number of commercial farmers and reduce the 
number of subsistence farmers.” 
 
Public and private partnership is important in the world market where 
farmers in each country need to be efficient to remain competitive, 
insisted Henk Knipscheer, a consultant for the Winrock International 
Institute for Agricultural Development.  
 
The importance of such partnerships is becoming even more crucial in the 
face of reducing government budgets for agricultural support, he claimed, 
and the resulting vacuum is filled to some extent by NGO’s.  
 
While acknowledging that the public and private sectors have distinctive 
characteristics, distinctive resources, capabilities and competencies, and 
sectoral weaknesses, he said workable partnerships could be forged. 
 
“The purpose of public-private partnerships in agriculture is to increase 
the number of commercial farmers and reduce the number of subsistence 
farmers. Currently many public services and NGOs operate in the 
subsistence farming area, a sector that will never really be commercial. 
However the private sector and NGOs can link to make subsistence 
farming commercial,” he explained.   
 
He outlined the different types of partnership – for instance through 
grantmaking, employee involvement, and advocacy.  
 
In Nigeria a partnership project has resulted in significant improvement in 
the access of smallholding farmers to yield-enhancing inputs, opened up 
new markets for soybeans, and trained farmers in better cultivation and 
harvesting methods.  
 
Here Henk explained that the role of the NGO includes facilitating access 
to seasonal credit and access to the private sector such as seed 
companies as well as training the farmers. Meanwhile the public sector 
organises the farmers, facilitates access to selected services such as 
fertiliser and tractor servicing, and the private sector provides credit, the 
seed, organises long distance transport and pays cash upon purchase of 
commodities.  
 
The project, which involves big multi-national firms such as Nestle, who 
are sourcing beans from the local farmers, and Guinness who are buying 
sorghum, has resulted in a guaranteed market for the farmers. 
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Third World and Biotech: A question of social morality 
Anuradha Mittal 
Co-director, Institute for Food and Development Policy 
 
“In India there are 350 million food-insecure people and yet it is 
the third greatest producer of food. 78% of nations claim 
malnutrition and yet are exporting food. This is a shortage of 
purchasing power, not a shortage of food.”  
 
Social morality requires that instead of corporate PR campaigns based on ‘poor 
washing,’ conferring legitimacy and preventing debate over a policy by spurious 
suggestion that the poor will benefit from it, we should acknowledge that we live 
with the paradox of hunger amidst plenty. It is not the shortage of food production, 
but poverty that keeps people hungry, outlined Anuradha. 
 
Hunger in the Third World is a complex phenomenon and not likely to be reversed by 
genetically engineered (GE) crops. Almost 78% of countries that report child 
malnutrition are food-exporting countries. Over a third of the grain grown in the 
developing world is destined for livestock, which in turn is eaten by consumers in 
wealthy countries.  Hunger has nothing do to do with some deficit of food 
production, but a shortage of people’s purchasing power! Given this state of affairs, 
social morality demands the industry give a better rationale for their promotion of 
GE crops in the Third World than hunger. 
 
Social morality, she explained, would require an acknowledgement that not just 
Africa, but the Third World has largely united against U.S.-pushed GM crops, opting 
instead for self-sufficiency. Internal debate within Third World nations pits mostly 
U.S. trained technocrats, seduced by technological fixes, against farmers and 
consumers who are overwhelmingly saying no to GE crops. 
 
Social morality would question corporations who claim that GM foods pose no 
threats, since they are the same as old varieties, while they rush to patent offices to 
secure patents of innovation, claiming they are different. 
 
It is time to accept that food and agriculture are sacred for farmers and communities 
in the Third World. This is about our culture, our life and our livelihoods, and we are 
not about to surrender it to corporations to boost their profits. And as far as social 
morality is concerned, as long as corporate efforts gag the voices of the poor, 
indigenous people, and the campesinos, the biotech industry cannot offer us an 
agricultural system, which is just, sustainable, or honourable.  
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The past, present and future of agricultural technology 
Michael Pragnell 
CEO, Syngenta and President, CropLife International 
 
“The global calorie demand is set to double by 2025 and yet arable 
land is constant. Sustainability is an imperative and we need to 
improve yield.” 
 
 
To ensure that relevant environmental benefit and social development is 
based on facts, a risk/benefit analysis based on science alone will not 
suffice. We need to include consumers’ needs as well, argued Michael 
Pragnell, CEO of Syngenta.  
 
He reminded the audience that, in the words of Dr Norman Borlaug, the 
‘father’ of the Green Revolution: “it took 10,000 years to expand food 
production to the current level of about 5 billion tonnes a year. Feeding 
the world has been possible because of agricultural technology. The 
challenge is to maintain these gains while meeting environmental 
demands.” 
 
Warning that global markets are under stress with trade friction 
increasing, Michael pointed to statistics suggesting there will be a doubling 
of the world calorie requirements by 2025, and yet arable land will remain 
relatively constant. In this scenario, he insisted that sustainability is 
imperative and improved yields essential. 
 
“At Johannesburg last year, the World Summit on Sustainable 
Development concluded that agriculture plays a crucial role in addressing 
the needs of a growing population, and is inextricably linked to poverty 
eradication, especially in developing countries,” he reiterated. 
 
However, the industry needs to acknowledge and recognise the challenges 
it faces: 
 

- water scarcity. Agriculture is the largest consumer of water and will 
face increasing competition for its use as the population facing 
water scarcity doubles over the next 30 years, even without climate 
change.  

- Subsidies such as the US farm bill and CAP reform are going to 
have an impact, and regulations are going to be more important as 
consumers demand higher standards.  

- Food safety requirements – the fundamental power shift towards 
the consumer, means that the distrust of the consumer towards 
biotechnology can be particularly damaging.  

 
He called on the industry to think carefully and early enough about the 
regulatory procedures for health assessment and toxicology, and 
environmental safety, if sustainability is to be achieved. 
Putting forward the case for the private sector to help take a lead in 
developing sustainability he said that the private sector brings essential 
capabilities to the developing world, through stewardship, crop 
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management, education, and encouraging entrepreneurship. Partnerships 
with NGOs and the public sector were crucial in the face of increasing 
globalisation, he suggested, adding: “We need to bring the core values of 
the industry to life: respect, openness, commitment, technology, 
sustainability.  
 
“The life-cycle approach from research and development through to the 
disposal of waste – in other words stewardship – is critical.” 
 




