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Agriculture and climate change

Food security at risk

Almost one billion people will go hungry today, and climate change will only make matters worse. Erratic weather, sea level rise, and more frequent and intense floods and droughts, are resulting in failed harvests, loss of fertile land, water scarcity, destroyed homes, and deepening health crises. Extreme weather events have already increased the volatility of staple food prices around the world.

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), reduced yields due to climate change could put 40 to 170 million more people at risk of hunger worldwide. The International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) estimates there will be 20% more malnourished children by 2050 and that at least $7 billion in climate adaptation funding will be needed annually over the next 40 years to prevent any increase in already high levels of child malnutrition.

While it is difficult to attribute specific events to climate change, recent events are consistent with the projections of climate science.  The past year has witnessed particularly severe climate-related events that have devastated agricultural production. The Pakistan floods, for example, affected almost 20 million people. In a country where agriculture accounts for 45% of employment, at least 2 million hectares of crops worth $1 billion were lost.  One of the worst flood hit provinces is the Punjab, Pakistan’s breadbasket.

Small-scale and women farmers are key allies 

‘We need water pipes, we need to learn how to look after the land and adapt to the drier conditions; we need to grow more drought-tolerant crops and vegetables; we need to learn more about climate change; and we need training in how we can speak up on these issues.’  Thandi from Hluhluwe, KwaZulu-Natal province, South Africa

Worldwide, 1.7 billion small-scale farmers are highly vulnerable to climate change impacts. Many farmers in developing countries live on marginal rural lands with low rainfall, sloping terrain and fragile soils. They also have limited access to markets, limited financial support and limited savings. These conditions, alongside a dependence on predictable rainfall and temperature, make them acutely vulnerable to climatic changes. 

At the same time, small-scale farmers are at the forefront of building resilience to climate-related impacts, due to their stewardship of some of the world’s most degraded soils. Agro-ecological practices such as fertilizing land with animal manure or compost, using crop residues as mulch, and improving planting methods in ways that reduce water use, create more productive farms that are more resistant to climate shocks. These methods can often carry an added benefit of contributing to emissions reductions. 

In many developing countries women produce the majority of food. However women rarely have ownership of the land they farm and often have limited access to the credit and finance, agricultural training, education and new technologies, which could help them to improve yields. Furthermore, women are often excluded from decision making so their knowledge and experience is left untapped. Specific measures must be designed to empower women food producers so they can adapt to a changing climate. 

What’s needed at Cancun and beyond

Public finance for agricultural adaptation

Resources to build the resilience and adaptive capacity of vulnerable farmers and communities to climate impacts on agriculture and food security are essential.  
Policies and programs must put smallholder farmers at the center of decision-making and planning and must be designed to particularly address the obstacles faced by women food producers.  Agro-ecological approaches are one way in which this can be achieved. 

Mitigation in agriculture

A number of agro-ecological strategies, such as agro-forestry, planting methods that reduce water use and increase use of organic fertilizer can provide mitigation benefits by trapping carbon and other greenhouse gases in the soil.  However it is important that funding for small-scale farmers be focused first and foremost on their immediate needs. 

To safeguard the needs of small-scale farmers a phased approach for finance should be employed. Before fully funding mitigation progammes for small-scale farmers, it is vital to ensure that smallholder farmers have clear rights to land tenure and access to training, information and resources that will help them adapt to a changing climate and improve food security. It is also important that women and local representative institutions are fully engaged in decision making about agriculture programmes.


Contacts: 

The Oxfam media team will be in Cancun from 26 November – 12 December.

· Lucy Brinicombe: +44 7786 110054 or +521 99 81 59 48 96 or lbrinicombe@oxfam.org.uk
· Ben Grossman-Cohen: +1202-629-6018 or +521 99 81 59 35 21 or bgrossman-cohen@oxfamamerica.org 

· Violeta Leon: +521 99 81 03 66 89 or violetaleon@oxfammexico.org 

· Magali Rubino: +33 630 4666 or +521 99 81 59 47 42 or mrubino@oxfamfrance.org 

Pictures footage and stories showing how small-holder farmers are being impacted by a changing climate and how they are trying to adapt are available at http://bit.ly/COP16media                                                                                                                                  
www.oxfam.org 




    © Oxfam International November 2010
�  South Africa: Where has all the water gone?, Oxfam, �HYPERLINK "http://www.oxfam.org/en/programs/development/safrica/southafrica_water"�www.oxfam.org/en/programs/development/safrica/southafrica_water�








