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A better agricultural future

—— Interview with Parviz Koohafkan, President of World
Agricultural Heritage Foundation

Hou Jieru China Investment photo by Parviz Koohafkan

organization, in 2015.

"My passion has its roots in my
origin and professional belief as well
my knowledge of issues and challenges
of sustainable development. " Parviz
said in an interview with China
Investment, "My expectation is a world
without hunger and a better future for
our young generation particularly rural
communities."

GIAHS: bench marks of
sustainable agricultural

AChina Investment: As the
founder of GIAHS, how do you
understand the GIAHS? What
inspired you to launch the initiative
on GIAHS?

Parviz Koohafkan: When I was

a child, I lived in the country. Later,
I? Pagv? Koohafkan, President of World Agricultural Heritage my father moved to the Iranian capital
oundation

Tehran to let us receive a better
education, but every summer I would
return to the village where I lived.

The Globally Important initiator of the project and has been a Much to my regret, due to urbanization,
Agricultural Cultural Heritage coordinator until retirement. fewer and fewer people remain in the
(GIAHS) is a large-scale After retirement, in order to village, and agricultural production is
international project officially proposed  continue to promote the conservation of declining. I find some interesting things
and implemented by the UN Food and agricultural cultural heritage, Parviz led ;.4 10cal crop varieties that have been
Agriculture Organization in 2002. Mr. the establishment of World Agricultural . itivated slowly disappearing.

Parviz, then Director of the FAO's Heritage Foundation (WAHF), an As the son of a farmer from Iran,
Water and Soil Division, was the international non-governmental my first aspiration was my choice
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of education and professional life in
agriculture sector. Therefore, when I
was in college, I switched my major
from electromechanical to agricultural,
and I always read the doctor. After
graduation, serving as a professor,
researcher and practitioner, I spent
many years of my life working with
farmer communities in Iran, France,
Haiti and Ecuador before joining
FAO headquarter in Rome in 1991 to
coordinate the work of this organization
on agenda 21 and Sustainable
Agriculture and Rural Development
(SARD). I contributed to the
preparation, negotiation and approval of
various technical and policy documents
and platforms in support of sustainable
agriculture from 1991 up-until 2012.

My entire professional life was
shaped and influenced by the low
profile, yet extra-ordinary farmers
and communities who I worked
with. They were the ones who gave
me ideas and source of inspiration.
In working with them, I found that
many ancient agricultural cultivation
methods and experiences that are
in harmony with human and nature
are of great significance for today's
sustainable development. Ultimately,
create Globally Important Agricultural
Heritage Systems (GIAHS) as a lasting
legacy of my nearly thirty years of
work in FAO. And I conceptualized the
GIAHS framework as a Partnership
Initiative launched in 2002 during
the World Summit on Sustainable
Development (WSSD, 2002).

My mission for GIAHS has been
to identify, support and safeguard
outstanding Agricultural Heritage
Systems and their livelihoods, agricultural
biodiversity of global significance,
knowledge systems, cultures and
landscapes around the World.

I consider that GIAHS are the
best and most prominent examples
of smallholders, family farming and
traditional agricultural systems that
have passed the test of time and could
be seen as bench marks of sustainability
for sustainable agricultural policies

and investment in food and nutrition
security, employment, health and
environment.

Building on generations of
accumulated knowledge and experience,
the GIAHS reflect the evolution of
humanity and its profound harmony
with nature. They have resulted not
only in outstanding aesthetic beauty,
maintenance of globally significant
agricultural biodiversity, resilient
ecosystems and valuable cultural
inheritance but, above all, in the
sustained provision of multiple goods
and services, food and livelihood
security and quality of life.

[\China Investment:The number
of GIAHS has reached from 0 to 52,
and is still increasing every year. How
do you evaluate the development of
GIAHS?

Parviz Koohafkan:A good example
is the overall development of GIAHS
in China, emanating from the local
actions and national policies, becoming
a “viral” and popular brand for many
leaders wanting to become part of the
GIAHS family.

At global level, the elevation of
GIAHS into a regular program of FAO
due to our efforts and on the ground
success in GIAHS pilot countries as
well as numerous strategic awareness
raising activities, such as registration of
GIAHS Initiative as a UN- Sustainable
Development Partnership Initiative,
publication of scientific and journal
articles and books. And particularly on
the ground activities in many countries
highlighting the importance of family
farming and traditional agriculture for
food and nutrition security, conservation
and sustainable management of natural
resources, indigenous knowledge for
resilience building as well as cultural
dimensions of agricultural heritage
systems advocated by many institutions

| RURAL REVITALIZATION | Z#f#Rs%

and members of our sustainable
development network members and
the efforts done by the GIAHS pilot
countries particularly China, and
other countries who believe that
investing on GIAHS is supporting
their family farming, small holders and
indigenous communities and is a win-
win-win investment option socially,
economically and ecologically for the
present and future generation.

The lack of interest by decision
makers is the greatest challenge
of agricultural heritage
conservation

[\China Investment: 1t is
pretty common that there is a lack
of funds and participation of young
people in the current protection of
heritage sites. What do you think of
this? What are the problems in the
protection of heritage sites at this
moment?

Parviz Koohafkan:The protection
of heritage particularly Agricultural
Heritage Systems is indeed very
challenging and depends on the
strong will and appropriate policies
and regulations as well as the rightful
investment. It needs to be understood
why it should be protected and
sustained, for whom and why it is
socially, economically and ecologically
beneficial?

Not only the lack of funds and
participation of young people, but also
the general trends in globalization,
urbanization, migration and the lack of
interest in agriculture sector by decision
makers and particularly investment in
family farming is the greatest challenge
of agricultural heritage conservation.
Turning these challenges into great
opportunities of sustainable livelihood
options for the poor farmers combined
with conservation of natural resources
and ecosystem services are precisely the
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objectives of the designation of GIAHS
and their Dynamic Conservation.
Experiences and lessons learnt from the
implementation of GIAHS Partnership
Initiative and designation of Globally
and Nationally important agricultural
heritage systems in pilot countries
teaches us that when there is a source
of incomes generation and a decent
livelihood, rural people would stay or
would come back to their village.

;& China Investment: Many
heritage sites are located in poor
villages far from the city. How to keep
rural people? In which way could these
villages develop their economy and at
the same time protect their heritages?

Parviz Koohafkan: The majority
of Agricultural Heritage Systems are
obviously located in remote areas
and majority of their custodians are
poor due to lack of infrastructure,
market access, technical assistance,
and modern facilities. And that is
why the recognition of GIAHS would
be an important support to these
remote villages and provide economic
development and context-specific
support. For example, in China, it has
an even greater global and national
importance as for its diversity of its
agriculture and food systems, the
diversity of its ethnic groups and
cultural inheritance as well ecosystems
and biodiversity of global significance,
its large population and ambitious
development agenda in terms of
primary, secondary and tertiary sectors.

Support to agriculture sector,
particularly small holders, family
farmers and indigenous communities
in remote areas, are at the same time
a challenge and opportunity. Not only
they are often the poorest of the poor
but also the best custodians of natural
resources, environmental services and
cultural inheritance. Supporting them
to sustain their livelihood and their
way of life offers many economic,
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social and environmental dimensions
that represents the pillars of national
security and sustainability in the
rural areas. This means that rural
development cannot be conceived
any without agriculture holding a key
role. This is the case for investing

in GIAHS Dynamic Conservation
referred to in my recent book entitled
Forgotten Agricultural Heritage
Systems, connecting Food systems and
Sustainable Development.

The industrial agriculture
system cannot solve the world’s
immense challenges

[\China Investment: What do
you think of the future of agriculture
and rural areas? How to coordinate
urban development and rural
revitalization?

Parviz Koohafkan: Agriculture-
has been and remains to be of great
importance at the global, national and
local levels. At the heart of agricultural
modernization, industrialization and
globalization is the paradox of food
insecurity, hunger and malnutrition. At
global level, sufficient food is produced
for all, at a satisfactory nutritional level,
and yet about one in seven people in
the world face hunger daily. In many
countries, food security depends on the
performance of local agricultural, on

family farming and small-scale producers.

With the emergence of Green
Revolution and industrial agriculture,
agricultural productivity has
boosted almost three-fold leaving an
impressive record of success in the
recent achievements of humanity.
However, while the success in boosting
production are often impressive, the
aggregate results is not as ‘green’ as
experts suggest and there are important
collateral damage and increasing

environmental, social and cultural costs.

Even if we put aside the issue of

whether the modern agriculture has done
more harm than good, the fact remains
that as we approach 2050, the industrial
agriculture system that dominates

the modern world, cannot solve the
world’s immense challenges. These
include, rapidly increasing population
and urbanization, particularly in least
developed countries, changing dietary
habits with increasing meat consumption
that requires 10 times more water per
kilogram of produce, as compared to
cereals, vegetables and fruits. According
to FAO, humankind needs to increase food
production by 60 percent globally, and
100 percent in developing countries, to
provide for the dietary needs of the planet
(FAO, 2015). Overcoming world hunger
requires investments that are focused on
rural areas and urban agriculture, local
economy development, especially on
small holders, family farmers, indigenous
peoples and the integration of rural

urban economy. There is need to include
integration across sectors, promoting
diversification and the enhancement

of positive externalities coupled with
areduction in negative externalities.
Solutions must be knowledge based and
nature-based, building on renewable assets
using mixture of economic, social and
environmental advisory and regulatory
instruments. Additionally, they must be
participatory and bottom-up, promote
intensification without simplification and
assemble all assets that rural systems
provide for livelihoods, communities and
economies.

World Agricultural Heritage
Foundation for small farmers

[\ China Investment: We know
that after your retirement from

FAO, you took the lead in founding
the World Agricultural Heritage
Foundation in 2014. Could you please

tell us the original intention and
effect of founding this foundation?




Parviz Koohafkan:The World
Agricultural Heritage Foundation was
created under my intuitive together
with a number of renowned scientific
collaborators, advocates and supporters
of GIAHS and Sustainable Agriculture,
as an International NGO, to support
countries and farmer communities in
the promotion of their Globally and
Nationally Important Agricultural
Heritage Systems (GIAHS and
NIAHS) through: Technical Assistance
and capacity building, Education
&Training of young generation,
Advocacy and Fund Raising for
Agricultural Heritage communities
and support to and empowerment
family farmers, small holders and
indigenous communities. Thanks to
our knowledge, considerable efforts
and the supports of many partners we
have been successful to deliver our
modest contribution to GIAHS and
NIAHS communities and support them
in the implementation of Dynamic
Conservation action plans in selected
countries.

World Agricultural Heritage
Foundation mobilized financial
resources from IFAD and
implemented the respective Giahs
Dynamic Conservation action
plans in collaboration with local
communities, national research and
development institutions as well as
Bioversity International and other
partners.

Such as, we conducted a Resiliency
assessment comparison between GIAHS
and modern agricultural systems by
farmers themselves in the Philippines
and Tunisia after appropriate trainings
and field visits based on a proven
methodology that we have developed
together with Professor Miguel Altieri
specialist in agroecology in UC-
Berkely and a prominent member of our
Foundation.

We also trained farmers in various
aspects of sustainable resources
management and distributed a
good number of smartphones for
the use of Aglegacy application

1 Mr. Parviz Koohafkan and farmers

that WAHF developed that allows
farmers to assess their assets and
valuable tangible and intangible
heritage, registering their land limits,
biodiversity and genetic resources by
taking photos and video snapshots,
recording their knowledge in their
own language and recording the
important issues and management
options and extending to other
important audiovisual and written
information such as pest and decease
outbreaks and remedies, dealing with
drought and heatwaves etc.

These information was then shared
through Aglegacy Platform similar
to Facebook and exchanged among
GIAHS community members but also
scientific support group of WAHF.

The Aglegacy knowledge platform
not only allows the dynamic registration
of all the important aspects of GIAHS
and NIAHS by farmers themselves, but
also allows them for marketing their
harvested products and their service
delivery mechanisms.

We noted particularly the interest
of young generation in Aglegacy
application and other uses of
smartphones for their daily needs
but also pride and self confidence
of farmers and young generation in
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adopting appropriate technologies
and registration of their valuable
components of their agricultural
heritage systems.

China is a bright light house in
GIAHS

l\ China Investment: China is a
large agricultural country with a long
history of agricultural civilization.
How do you view China's role and
status in the initiative of GIAHS?

Parviz Koohafkan: I am indeed
pleased and impressed with various
policy and investment initiatives of
China in agriculture and rural sector
development both at national level
such as constructing the “new socialist
country side” and the international
level such as south-south cooperation,
Silk Road Initiative and others. The
China's support to GIAHS both at
national and international level is highly
commendable and a bright light house
for many developed and developing
countries. |4
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