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WATER for FOOD and ECOSYSTEMS

Make it happen!

The Hague, The Netherlands, 31 January - 5 February 2005

www.fao.org/ag/wfe2005
Background and rationale
Sustainable use of water is of vital importance for our planet. It is fundamental for both production functions and well functioning ecosystems. However, unsustainable water use is common. Population growth and increased use of water per capita put an increasing pressure on the availability and quality of water resources and on the ecosystems which are key to regulation, supply and purification of water. The poor are the first to suffer from this. Often the satisfaction of basic food needs is obtained at the expense of the natural environment, which in turn threatens the very basis of future food production. This calls for an integrated approach to water resources and ecosystems at the river basin level.

The natural ecosystem plays an essential role in the availability and quality of water. The international community has transformed this increased awareness into commitments to sustainable management of our planet’s natural resources. Today, the questions are no longer whether or why, but rather how we can effectively balance water for livelihoods and for resilient ecosystems in achieving equity, environmental sustainability and economic efficiency. What we need now is implementation of our commitments.

The FAO/Netherlands Conference Water for Food and Ecosystems aims to facilitate the implementation of the existing international commitments on sustainable water use in relation to food and ecosystems. The conference will provide a high-level platform to help governments identify management practices, practical lessons learned and the necessary enabling environments that lead to sustainable water use at the river basin level and the harmonization of food production and ecosystem management with a view to facilitate implementation. The discussion of the conference is closely linked to the Dialogue on Water, Food and Environment.
It is expected that insights and experiences shared at the Conference will find their application in improved actions aimed at implementation at the national, river-basin and local level and reinforce and establish (inter)national Partnerships in Water for Food and Ecosystems. As such, the Conference will also directly contribute to the further development and implementation of international water-related policies and programmes adopted by the World Summit on Sustainable Development, FAO, the Convention on Biological Diversity, the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, and other international fora. The results of the Conference will be disseminated as an input to the 13th session of the Commission on Sustainable Development (April 2005), the 33rd session of the FAO Conference (November, 2005), Ramsar COP 9 (2005), CBD COP 8 (2006) and the Fourth World Water Forum (March 2006).
Conference themes

The central focus of FAO/Netherlands Conference is on promoting sustainable management of water for food and ecosystems, based on a stakeholder-centred approach that facilitates sound, efficient and equitable decision making in the assessment, allocation and regulation of water resources, in terms of both quantity and quality.

Within its focus on “Supporting stakeholders to manage water for food and ecosystems,” the Conference aims at determining how local practices and national policies can be supported. This process needs to be based on a solid understanding of past local experiences, using local cases to identify “success stories” and arrive at recommendations for different agro-ecosystems. This is done through a thematic approach, based on the following themes:

1. Fostering Implementation: Know-how for Action: We need to know more about the complex interactions of water for food and ecosystems. Increased knowledge, reliable information and greater awareness will help improve the capacity of stakeholders and ensure that sound decisions are made, mostly at local level, on inputs (water quantity and quality), outputs and impacts. Key questions for the Conference are: a) How to enhance effective stakeholder involvement and b) How to integrate and apply knowledge for managing the intertwined relation between water for food and ecosystems?

2. A "New Economy" for Water for Food and Ecosystems. Inputs, services and impacts must be analysed in terms of their social, economic and environmental values for each stakeholder. The goal is to help all involved stakeholders make well informed, transparent decisions on the allocation of natural resources and to ensure that their decisions are consistent with higher level (national/cross boundary) priorities. Proper valuation will lead to a new prospect, “a new economy” of Water for Food and Ecosystems. Some key questions include a) How to assess the various positive and negative values of water use, including externalities? and b) How to ensure that the diverse values of water are included in decision making processes by stakeholders?

3. The Enabling Environment. Finally, promising institutional and managerial arrangements must be adopted at local and national/cross boundary levels to enable sustainable water management for food and ecosystems, equitable representation of all stakeholders in the decision making process and consistency at all levels. Key questions for the conference are a) What institutional arrangements and policies enable local stakeholders to manage their resources and to accommodate the diverse users and uses of water? b) How can institutions and organizations offer a platform for joint decision making/negotiation involving fishers, pastoralists, rainfed agriculturalists and industries and including the specific needs of nature and environment?

Process towards the conference
The conference aims to learn from experience, taking practical cases as a starting point to formulate lessons that help to support implementation on the ground. Therefore, the conference is preceded by several activities that aim to feed the main conference with the wide range of experiences and lessons learnt that are available in the field. These activities include an Electronic Forum, an African Pre-Conference and Regional Partner Workshops. This will enable all stakeholders, including the private sector, public authorities, water boards, NGO’s and research communities to articulate their views on and experiences with best practices and policies.

E-Forum

The Electronic Forum (E-Forum) of the FAO/Netherlands Conference is an important element of the process that will provide inputs for the main conference in the Netherlands. The key objective of the E-Forum is to give a maximum number of stakeholders the opportunity to share their experiences and insights with regard to water for food and ecosystems and the various themes under the conference. Therefore, the E-Forum is in principle open to all professionals, practitioners and policy makers in the field of water for food and ecosystems.

The E-Forum will first gather and document case studies, success stories and failures in stakeholder management and examples on how users have developed good practices, which will contribute to the body of knowledge and the general synthesis process. A draft synthesis or analysis of the cases and lessons learnt will be provided and debated through the E-Forum, resulting in recommendations from the field for the main conference in The Hague. The E-Forum is accessible through the main conference webpage: www.fao.org/ag/wfe2005.
African pre-conference

Because of the persistent and severe nature of the water problems in Africa, a pre-conference was held to discuss the lessons and experiences from the African continent. This African pre-conference was organized by the Government of Ethiopia, the African Union, FAO and the Government of the Netherlands. The focus was on sustainable water management for food production and ecosystem functions in the African context. The pre-conference provided a platform for participants to identify practical approaches and best practices on the basis of African cases and to formulate recommendations to be presented at the main conference in The Hague in January 2005. The pre-conference was held in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, from November 4-6, 2004.
Regional partner workshops

Further regional inputs for the conference are being obtained through several Regional Partner Workshops organized by other actors and organizations, including the following:

· Water Resources Management for Local Development: Governance, Institutions and Policies. An international workshop with specific emphasis on Africa, organized from November 8–11, 2004 in Loskop Dam, South Africa (see http://wrm2004.cirad.fr/index.html).
· Large and Small Rice Based Systems: From multiple roles to multiple uses. Workshop under initiative of FAO on large rice based systems and a paper to be provided by INWEPF on small rice based systems, focusing on Asia.
· International Seminar on the links between river basin management and rural development in the Andes region: “Experiencias y métodos de manejo de cuencas y su contribución al desarrollo rural en los Andes: desafíos y oportunidades para lograr mayores impactos”. This seminar, organized by CONDESAN, was held in Bogotá, Colombia, November 8 -10, 2004 (see http://www.condesan.org/agua/).
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