Thursday 27 June 2013

ISPP Subject Matter Committee

"Biotic Constraints to Food and Fiber Production"

This new ISPP Subject Matter Committee on Biotic Constraints to Food and Fibre Production complements existing ISPP Committees, and will especially strive to provide the strongest possible support to the existing Task Force on Global Food Security. This new Committee will address crop losses in its broadest possible meaning.

The consequences of crop losses have many dimensions, direct and indirect, quantitative and qualitative. Crop losses caused by poor crop health represent threats for global food security and safety, which must be documented in order to be suitably addressed. 

The multidimensional quantification of crop losses, in itself, is a critical field of investigation. One of the aims the new Committee could be to establish a global database on crop losses. This could be achieved in several phases, focusing, for example, on a few key crops, on a few world eco-regions, and/or on quantitative aspects first. The goal of the data base is not to simply be built, however, but to be used. The Millenium Ecosystem Assessment may provide some inspiration, and multidisciplinary systems analysis will provide inspiration for its use. 

Quantifying crop losses should be seen as a starting point of the Subject Matter Committee on Biotic Constraints to Food and Fibre Production. Beyond the massive, immediate, impact of direct crop losses, the consequences of indirect crop losses are considerable, translating in:
· increased vulnerability of agricultural systems and societal fabrics from a social and economic point of view, at different scales, from the producer to the global market, and

· reduced ecosystem services, since each unit of untaken harvest corresponds to a commensurate waste of energy, water, know-how, biodiversity, culture, top-soil, inputs, and more generally, non-renewable resources.
Another task of the Committee on Biotic Constraints to Food and Fibre Production could be to develop a list of the above hidden components of losses. Next steps would involve their quantification, and their ranking depending on crops production situations.

This would pave the way towards general frameworks for multi-criteria crop health management strategies, and decision components for sustainable crop health management. 

The understanding of processes associated with poor crop health and leading to crop losses also contributes to one of the main goals of the ISPP and its Task Force on Global Food Security: identifying scenarios for future crop health and their crop loss consequences in a changing world, as well as the means to limit crop losses.
More generally, the Committee on Biotic Constraints to Food and Fibre Production should aim at more than just crop loss assessment, but position crop health in a broader matrix, which involves the economic, psychological, environmental and social sciences. This would enable the new committee to complement existing ones. Important links include strategic-long term assessments enabling policies and research priorities, as well as decision making for IPM.
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