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Introduction

John Frechione

The modern development era, which began about fifty years ago, was
initiated as an attempt to improve people’s quality of life and standard
of living worldwide. There have been occasional successes (such as
some aspects of the green revolution), but with 1.4 billion people still
inhabiting risk-prone environments, and still lacking the capacity to
support themselves in a sustainable manner (see Pichén and Uquillas,
this volume), these development efforts must be evaluated with caution
in relation to alleviating poverty and resource degradation in the risk-
prone areas. The scenario that most concerns development practition-
ers at present is one of high, and often increasing, human populations
who depend on agricultural activities for their livelihoods and who in-
habit fairly delimited risk-prone areas.’

Many of these areas are, in fact, already degraded and are likely to
degrade further under currently available intensification practices. In-
creased agricultural production or extraction of natural resources can
be achieved either by the expansion of areas under production or by
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more intensive management. The first option frequently results in great
losses of biodiversity, accelerated soil erosion, and increased flooding,
among other negative repercussions. Currently in Latin America, areas
that remain for the expansion (extensification) of agriculture are mar-
ginal and particularly susceptible to environmental degradation. Many
rural inhabitants are forced to choose extensification because of a lack
of viable alternatives, although this option is becoming less available as
agricultural frontiers close. The second option (more intensive man-
agement of agriculture and extraction) can help to alleviate pressure on
such risk-prone areas, but information on strategies to achieve this goal
is generally lacking.

In the development arena, much of the emphasis on natural resource
management (NRM) has focused on the top-down dissemination of
modern technology, based on relatively simple or homogeneous systems
such as plantation forestry, monocropping with high-yielding cereals,
and ranching. In contrast, the rich reservoir of empirical knowledge
acquired by rural peoples is often ignored. Traditional management
practices involving agroforestry, forest fallows, extraction of resources,
and so on may have much to offer for developing and conserving risk-
prone areas in sound ways.*

Natural resource management—where the interaction of humans and
nature involves a broad set of strategies and technologies for a wide va-
riety of natural resources—is presently a topic of worldwide interest.
Aware of this trend and that conventional approaches have failed to deal
adequately with problems of complex agroecological systems, interna-
tional agricultural research institutions such as the International Potato
Center (CIP) and the International Center for Tropical Agriculture
(CIAT) have created NRM programs. Small-scale research and exten-
sion projects using participatory and systemic approaches have multi-
plied in Latin America over the last few years. Although neither the
positive nor the adverse social, economic, and environmental impacts
of traditional natural resource management have been sufficiently doc-
umented, it appears that traditional NRM systems may have much to
offer.

Confronted with a complex of profound problems that contribute to
the perplexing situation of poverty and environmental degradation in
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risk-prone agricultural areas, development agencies (among many
others) are seeking solutions from all potential sources. The current en-
deavor is to seek, develop, and implement, in risk-prone areas, intensifi-
cation strategies that will provide increased yields, that are sustainable
(that is, they will not degrade the natural resource base in the long
term), and that will contribute to the preservation of biodiversity, in it-
self a proved source of components for potentially sustainable strategies.

As a major role player in agricultural development efforts world-
wide (and, since the early 1970s, having poverty reduction as a prior-
ity), the World Bank has a profound interest in seeking solutions to the
deteriorating situation in risk-prone agricultural areas. For this rea-
son, its regional office for Latin America and the Caribbean initiated an
analysis of how and to what extent international agricultural research
centers and national research programs are addressing the crucial and
interrelated issues of poverty and natural resource management in rural,
risk-prone areas. This led to a particular interest in documenting ex-
ceptional policies and current trends concerning traditional and local
knowledge and the real or potential contribution these could make in
efforts toward sustainable development coupled with increasing food
production for internal consumption and the market.

To confront these concerns the World Bank convened a workshop on
“Traditional and Modern Approaches to Natural Resource Manage-
ment in Latin America and the Caribbean,” which took place on 25-26
April 1995. The workshop brought together a diverse group of experts,
charged with addressing several interrelated major themes: (1) assess-
ing traditional resource management strategies as a prelude to any in-
tervention by research or development programs; (2) involving farmers
and other relevant practitioners in the design and implementation of
research on resource management; (8) diversifying agriculture—away
from excessive dependence on a monoculture commodity approach and
toward production systems based on mixed cropping, especially agro-
forestry; (4) introducing multidisciplinary approaches to designing
NRM strategies; and (5) revamping agricultural research and exten-
sion programs, with greater involvement of the private sector and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs). The results of this exercise form
the chapters of the present volume.





