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ABSTRACT

Sustainable AGRICULTURAL LAND use in alpine regions
(SAGRI-ALP) FAIR5 CT97-3798
Introduction :

The overriding aim of this project is to develop guidelines for proper land use in agriculture in terms of sustainability. We analyse the bottom-up capacities for sustainable agricultural development in the Alps by specifying the conditions of sustainability in a mountain context on the basis of the points of view of both local people and scientists. The issues of sustainability are defined according to ecological, economic and social criteria, with regional adaptations to the specific conditions of the Alpine mountain regions. Five countries in the Alps are involved in this project, namely Austria, France, Germany, Italy and Switzerland.

The results of SAGRI-ALP are:

· a comparative analysis of the limits of sustainability, its potential and trends in the rural areas of the Alps;

· regional guidelines with concrete indicators, objectives and plans of action to implement sustainable agriculture in the five research areas;

· final recommendations for the European Commission to implement a regionally adapted policy concerning sustainable agricultural land use in the Alps;

· an Alpine guideline to promote and build up local projects involving local people and targeting sustainable agriculture.

Methodology :
We used different methodologies: 

To take into account and involve both scientists and local people. In each research area a team of local actors is established and involved in the project during the whole period. By means of the « future workshop » method, the wishes and objectives of local people for sustainable agriculture are determined and their own sustainability points of view are understood. 

To analyse the relationships between environmental states, agriculture and other activities, policy measures and aspirations of the local population. A system approach in an interdisciplinary research including ecology, geography, agronomy and economy is developed. 

To imagine and to evaluate scenarios to improve sustainability we combine quantitative assessment (Linear programming) with qualitative approach (assessment of social component of sustainability thanks to the formulation of scenarios by the local teams). 

To take into account global and local size of sustainability we combine different levels of investigations: the classification of sustainable agricultural land use objectives is established both at European, national, regional levels (using international and national documents) and at local level (case studies). 

To produce scientific results and also practical tools and diagnosis for the farmers, the agricultural services and the decision-makers in rural development the project involves public and private teams oriented towards research/development activities.

The innovative aspect of SAGRI-ALP is to combine these different methodologies into a consistent approach and not to use one after the other, separately. 

Results :

Problems of sustainability in alpine agriculture:

The alpine area is one of the most important growth areas of Europe. In spite of this, the economic situation of alpine agriculture is in striking contrast to this general positive trend. Alpine agriculture tends to decline. The agricultural income remains lower to plain agricultural income. The current specific correctives measures for mountains, in spite of their positive effects in general, are not sufficient to compensate the higher costs of production of the Alpine agriculture. Scientist and local people discuss some ideas to improve the situation: diversification of farm income with tourist offers, improvement of marketing structures and development of local special products with high quality standards are solutions frequently mentioned.

Agricultural environmental problems are clearly related to two trends in the evolution of agricultural land use, namely intensification and land abandonment. The environmental impact of intensification identified is due to: local over-use of organic fertilisers, the occasionally use of pesticides and herbicides, and overgrazing or grazing near water catchments in alpine pasture. All these practices have negative impacts on biodiversity and water quality (bacteriology especially). Excepted some categories of persons (organic farmers, environmental representatives) local actors are less sensitive than scientist to these topics. Land abandonment affects negatively biodiversity, landscapes and soils. This evolution is linked to the diminution of number of little farms, the limiting working load and the capacity of local society to manage a better distribution of farms in the territory.

The social impact of farmers is now low, being closely linked with the decrease of agriculture. Today, farmers long for new way of living (holidays, social life, less workload, etc.) and their frequent work overload is a major concern. Farmers are attached to the traditional and original vocation of agriculture that is to say production of food. They refuse to ensure just environmental functions. Even including environmental functions into the farm corresponds to a change of profession for farmers. This is not yet realised and shows the necessity to accompany farmers in this mutation.

Three major limits for the implementation of sustainable agriculture are stressed by the rural world: 

1 - On the agricultural level, external factors, more than territorial aspects, exert considerable pressure on production management, namely world trade and prices, industrial and marketing strategies, consumer demands, sanitary standards, etc 

2 – On the rural-development level, some communities are not able to take into account medium- and long-term considerations for sustainable development. The short term is considered so difficult that it is the single priority. 

3 – The lack of consistency between objectives of political tools targeting sustainable agriculture and their administrative implementation. Time perspective of subsidies: in general to short according to the context of long-term planning of farm activities and investments; current increase of the administrational constraints to obtain subsidies;

Conclusion and practical outputs
Alpine economic growth, the key function of agricultural land in the development of Alpine tourism, the policy of quality, already implemented by Alpine farmers, the good image of products, etc. may put Alpine agriculture in a better situation to implement the new production methods required by the new economic and environmental constraints than many intensive agricultural systems in the lower areas. Thus, we may assume that Alpine areas are good experimental sites to test the capacity of agriculture to change its relationships with society and nature and to meet the challenge of sustainability.

The local level is a major issue for the implementation of sustainability, in that it is the "connection" level between global values and institutional regulations on the one hand, and the wishes, projects and actions of local actors on the other. Consequently, improving sustainability on the local level means collective change in action by all actors and requires that people share a common view on the long-term evolution of the territory. To achieve this, new ways of sharing information and making decisions have to be implemented on the local level, by bringing together local government structures with local economic and social organisations and representatives of actors. To help local people in this evolution, we propose a method to facilitate local coordination, prospective reflection and scenario analysis. This process has been structured and organised in a methodological set of "Guidelines to formulate local plans of action for sustainable agriculture" presented in this final report, including the successive steps in the process, their objectives, as well as the tools, methods and expected results at each step. 

Policy recommendations to strengthen the implementation of sustainable agriculture are also one major practical output. They concern both general policies implemented on a large scale (Rural development regulation, market policies, etc.) and tools to enhance local participation (leader +; Interreg 3, local agenda 21). Targeting a practical use we discuss both possibilities of use of current policies and general strategies. 
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