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Welcome to the E-Mail Conference on Water for Food and Eco-systems.  This following review is designed to introduce conference theme I and to share with you the issues and the questions on which we wish to focus the discussion and exchange of views for this first session. We a have one week for this theme and so the plan is to try and structure it around a number of questions that require answers.  

Please remember there are two more sessions that follow this one and there will inevitably be overlaps between them.  So in your enthusiasm to contribute please do not use this first week to provide wide-ranging views that are more relevant to later sessions.  It is important to ensure that comments and contributions are focused principally on the central issues of this first theme. 

Please also remember that this is an interdisciplinary conference and so keep the use of jargon and acronyms to a minimum to avoid confusion.  In other words please use plain English. 

A brief introduction to the issues

Sustainable use of water is fundamental for both food production and well-functioning ecosystems. But population growth and increased use of water per capita put increasing pressure on the availability and quality of water resources and on the ecosystems which are key to regulation, supply and purification of water. Often basic food needs are obtained at the expense of the natural environment, which in turn threatens the future of food production. This calls for an integrated approach to water resources and ecosystems at the river basin level. 

Agriculture and natural ecosystems together produce a dynamic mix of crops, pastures, livestock, other flora and fauna, atmosphere, soils, and water that are all contained within a larger landscape of uncultivated land, drainage networks, rural people, and wildlife.  The current sector approach to natural resources management rarely takes account of this larger picture and has dealt with issues using "trade-offs between competing uses". But this approach creates a dichotomy between water for food production and water for welfare-supporting ecosystem services. Reconciling food and ecosystems is not a matter of allocating sufficient water to each, nor of making compromises in the use of a shared and limited supply. It is really about reconciling needs and services for both systems. Food systems need to be managed as ecosystems with attached services, while ecosystems need to be considered not only in their environmental dimensions but also in their capacity to produce food or generate incomes, which in turn alleviate poverty and hunger.
The international community has transformed this increased awareness of the need for integration into commitments (see Glossary on conference website) to sustainably manage natural resources. Today, the questions are no longer whether or why, but rather how we can effectively balance water for livelihoods with those of resilient ecosystems to achieve equity, environmental sustainability, and economic efficiency. 

Louise Fresco (Assistant Director General of FAO), at a recent pre-conference meeting in Addis Ababa, aptly captured this ‘sea change’ in thinking by saying that we need an ecosystems approach to agriculture and a productive services approach to ecosystems. It is suggested that the time has come to abandon outmoded sector approaches to food production and environmental protectionism and accept that both demands are legitimate and need to be accommodated in a ‘sustainable future’.  The central question and challenge now is – how can we accommodate both demands in an integrated, cross-sectoral and multi-purpose agro-ecosystem approach. 

Some interesting examples of integration are already available on the conference website for theme I, namely: Thai Baan (IUCN), combining rice, shrimp/fish and ecosystems; Mekong River Delta (IWMI), combining rice and fish; Sand River (Stef Smits) which provides a multiple perspective of water resources management to accommodate basic environmental, human, and production needs (see appendix 1 for brief summary of these).

We would like the e-conference to focus on experiences that explore the implementation of this new approach to show how cross-sectoral, multi-purpose/service and integration can be given shape in practice – how difficult in can be; but also how rewarding it can be.

Knowledge and its application 
The case studies referred to above clearly demonstrate that an awareness of the need for linkages between agriculture and ecosystems is growing in developing countries and some are taking more positive action on this.  But the reality is that most countries rarely factor this into their decision-making due to a lack of information and a lack of adequate institutional arrangements. While information about environmental conditions and pressures on ecosystems is available for some areas, this knowledge often lacks the coherence, comprehensiveness and integration needed to support policy and management decisions. Research is too often focused on the natural ecosystem and individual crop water requirements rather than the wider agro-ecosystem.  We know very little about the actual freshwater requirements for generating key ecosystem services appropriated by the present global human population. Using freshwater more efficiently in existing ecosystems and food production requires a shift in the management of water to combining water resources management and an integrated ecosystems approach.

So we need to address two issues: knowledge –  its acquisition and management, and the application of knowledge.

Knowledge acquisition and management

We need to have a better understanding of the bio-physical mechanisms and how they interact and the interdependencies between food and ecosystems. We need to take a systems approach to gain a cross-sectoral understanding of the issues and to maximise the multiple services of food, livelihoods and environmental services.

We want to know what new multi-purpose, cross-sectoral systems are already functioning and providing this wide range of services and how they work in practice.  

We need to know more about the capacity and resilience of agro-ecosystems to provide these services so that we can maximize/optimise them and appreciate the limits of each. 

We also want to know how to harness this knowledge and manage it for use by stakeholders – how do we make it available – how do we avoid ‘losing’ knowledge – how do we continually update it so that it is always relevant?

Application of knowledge

The stakeholder process of management of water for food and eco-systems is central to this new approach.  So the conference needs to investigate how stakeholders acquire and how they use it in their decision-making, and which forms of governance ensure that decisions by individuals and organizations are made for the benefit of all.

Stakeholders must also have the capacity to acquire, understand and use the knowledge they need to engage with decision-making.  They must be willing and empowered to do so – politicians and policy makers who set the agenda, local professionals who provide services and support farmers, and farmers themselves, particularly the poor and disadvantaged who rely on natural resources for the livelihoods, who are most affected by the decisions. How can we achieve this?

How do we get multiple and diverse stakeholders – agriculturalists, fishers, livestock keepers, environmentalists, western tourists etc – to a common integrated and cross-sectoral understanding of their agro-ecosystem and a common exploitation and management strategy. 

Summarizing this into the two main questions for this first session
:

a) What knowledge is needed and how should it be managed?

b) How can stakeholders use this knowledge and be brought fully into the decision-making process? 

This E-Conference will address these two questions and seek to learn more about the role of water in the integration of food and ecosystems. Local case studies will help draw lessons from past experiences, identify successful approaches and make recommendations for future knowledge generation and management.  

It is recognised that the second question in particular may overlap with Theme III – The enabling environment, which examines the institutional arrangements for agro-ecosystem management.  The idea therefore is not to stray too far into this but to focus mainly on enhancing the capacity and empowerment of individuals to become involved in effective decision-making.  

Structure of discussion
We would like the e-conference to focus on experiences that explore the implementation of this new approach to show how cross-sectoral, multi-purpose/service and integration can be given shape in practice – how difficult in can be; but also how rewarding it can be.

The questions we pose here all focus on exploring these experiences with the implementation of this new cross-sectoral approach – each stressing specific sub issues of relevance to theme 1. From practitioners and researchers engaged in this field we expect to receive meaningful contributions in all the sub-issues – which inevitably will be related to the experience and practice. In order to structure and focus the debate, however, we would like to ask you to contribute to the debate by focusing on specific sub-issues/questions, as per the below structure and schedule – highlighting each day a specific aspect of your experience and good practice. 

When contributing to the debate, we would like to ask you to refer as much as possible to your own experiences, and your own cases of good practices. These case can be taken up in our data-base (till January 15th 2005), and serve as reference and background material for us and other participants.
Knowledge acquisition & management
Monday 22 Nov:
· We want to know what new multi-purpose, cross sectoral systems are already functioning and providing this wide range of services and how they work in practice.  
Tuesday 23 Nov:
· We need to know more about the capacity and resilience of agro-ecosystems to provide these services so that we can maximize/optimize them and appreciate the limits of each.

Wednesday 24 Nov:
· We also want to know how to harness this knowledge and manage it for use by stakeholders – how do we make it available – how do we avoid ‘losing’ knowledge – how do we continually update it so that it is always relevant?

Application of Knowledge
Thursday 25 Nov:
· The stakeholder process of management of water for food and eco-systems is central to this new approach.  So we need to investigate how stakeholders acquire knowledge and how they use it in their decision-making, and which forms of governance ensure that decisions by individuals and organizations are made for the benefit of all.

· Stakeholders must also have the capacity to acquire, understand and use the knowledge they need to engage with decision-making.  They must be willing and empowered to do so – politicians and policy makers who set the agenda, local professionals who provide services and support farmers, and farmers themselves, particularly the poor and disadvantaged who rely on natural resources for the livelihoods, who are most affected by the decisions. How can we achieve this?

Friday 26 Nov:
· How do we get multiple and diverse stakeholders – agriculturalists, fishers, livestock keepers, environmentalists, western tourists etc – to a common integrated and cross-sectoral understanding of their agro-ecosystem and a common exploitation and management strategy.

Appendix I

IUCN Thai Baan River Basin Management (Mekong) is a case the builds on local people’s wisdom, experience and traditional culture for assessment and monitoring natural resources and livelihoods and provides an innovative approach to monitoring water resources.  It presents an opportunity for dealing with the challenges of long-term regular monitoring of complex, dynamic river systems that allows local resource users themselves to set their own research agenda, collect and analyse data, and contribute to making informed management decisions. It complements decentralisation initiatives, strengthening local participation in the context of limited state budgets and personnel. 

ftp://ftp.fao.org/agl/emailconf/wfe2005/Thai_Baan_Songkhram_River.doc
Sand River Management South Africa (IRC-Stef Smits)  suggests using the concept of an Ecological Reserve (ER) and Basic Human Needs Reserve as a means of allocating water in a river basin.  The defined Ecological Reserve mimics the natural variability of the system, and is expressed as a Flow Duration Curve (FDC). This means that the ecological flow is not a fixed value, but can be expressed in terms of “the flow is not allowed to go below a certain level for more than a certain percentage of the time”. Advanced methods exist to determine the ERs, for different “classes” of catchments (pristine, intervened, deteriorated, etc) based upon a hydrologically sound approach. However, these need to be translated to simple operation rules for day-to-day management of the resources in the catchment. If inter-basin transfers are used to supplement the resources base, this should not be in the form of guaranteeing continuous base flows, but guaranteeing ecological reserves that mimic the natural variability of the rivers.  

There is little doubt about the positive signal the National Water Act gives by guaranteeing a basic amount of water available for human needs and the environment. This provides an appropriate legal framework that reflects the principles of IWRM.

In terms of tools and methods, the so-called RIDe (Resources, Infrastructure, Demand and entitlements) method was developed. Whereas conventional water resources assessment only looks at available resources and demands at a catchment level, the RIDe approach includes an analysis of whether the infrastructure is actually capable of bringing the resources to where the demands are, in a spatially explicit manner. This was found to be a necessary tool in order to deal with the temporal and spatial variability of water resources at sub-catchment scale. 

ftp://ftp.fao.org/agl/emailconf/wfe2005/Thai_Baan_Songkhram_River.doc
Mekong River Delta (IWMI) directly addresses the harmonization of agriculture and ecosystems/environment needs. The basic lesson is on a change in national sector policy that was, in first instance, only oriented towards increasing rice production into a multi-sector policy and water management plan to optimize both rice production and shrimp cultivation and fisheries. The study explains how this was done by focusing on optimizing the management of fresh and brackish water for rice, shrimp and fish. It aims at a win-win situation to benefit both rice farmers and shrimp (and other types of aquaculture) farmers while improving the environmental conditions to a level that is conducive to enhanced and sustained fishery resources. For example, one of the possible farming systems studied was an integrated shrimp-rice system. Rice is an important component to reduce the disease occurrence in shrimp, and to act as “insurance” to the more lucrative but risky shrimp raising component. 

ftp://ftp.fao.org/agl/emailconf/wfe2005/Mekong_River_Delta.doc
� A more detailed breakdown of these questions is available on the conference website. 
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