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Background 

Established in 2016, the Irish Forum for International 
Agricultural Development is a voluntary, multi-disciplinary 
platform, which seeks to share knowledge and good practices 
for the benefit of international agricultural development 
programming and policy in support of Ireland’s overseas 
development objectives. Members include leading international 
development organisations, Ireland’s main academic and 
agricultural research institutions, government departments and 
major players in the agri-food sector. The ultimate vision of the 
Forum is transformed livelihoods of people living in poverty in 
the developing world through initiatives which support resilient, 
equitable and sustainable agriculture, food and nutrition security. 
The Forum seeks to achieve this vision by developing impact 
partnerships of excellence through the generation, sharing 
and application of experience, knowledge and innovation in 
agriculture for development.

Introduction
Agricultural development is central to the realisation of Ireland’s 
international development objectives with nutrition, agriculture 
and inclusive economic growth highlighted as a key intervention 
area for Ireland’s new development policy currently under 
consultation. Growing and increasingly urgent challenges for the 
development of sustainable agriculture and agri-food systems 
have emerged which are as relevant to Ireland as they are to 
other countries, particularly in the context of Agenda 2030 
and the Sustainable Development Goals adopted by the UN 
member states in September 2015. These challenges include 
the need to reduce emissions and increase resilience to climate 
change, food and nutrition insecurity, threats to rural livelihoods, 
land degradation and loss of biodiversity, as well as the issue 
of sustainable energy. Responding to these challenges with 
existing farming practices and ‘a business as usual’ approach to 
agricultural development is not an option. 

This IFIAD conference seeks to address the main areas of 
debate in relation to what transformative changes are necessary 
in developing country agriculture. Speakers will highlight 
key trends and trade-offs in responses between different 
transformation pathways and examine important drivers of 
transformation including environmental impacts, sustainability 
metrics, demographic changes, gender, rural/urban dynamics, 
market trends, and global policy developments.

Briefing Note



Session 1: What indicators are fit for 
purpose for measuring the sustainability 
of transformative agriculture and food 
systems?

Sustainability is now part of everyday discourse in light of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which both developed 
and developing countries are committed to achieving by 2030. 
But how should sustainability be measured in the context 
of agriculture and food systems? This session will unpack 
“sustainability” in the context of the SDGs and consider what 
we may be missing in current sustainability metrics. It will also 
unpack sustainability in relation to relevant social, economic, 
gender and environmental-related targets and indicators. For 
example, despite many communities’ dependence on women 
to grow food, due to discriminatory policies or inequitable social 
norms, women farmers have less access than men to secure 
land tenure, agricultural inputs and financing. Therefore, this 
session seeks to examine whether we are using indicators that 
can demonstrate progress and identify gaps in this regard. The 
session will also look at how to assess the resilience of rural 
communities and agricultural systems exposed to increasing 
climate and economic shocks, as well as new options for 
collecting and analysing sustainability metrics.

Session 2: How do we examine the 
success and applicability of ecological-
based agriculture, particularly in regions 
with weak national policies and extension/
innovation systems?

There is general agreement that agricultural productivity needs 
to increase in order to reduce pressure on farmers to convert 
more natural ecosystems into crop and ranch land. At the same 
time, innovative systems are needed which can overcome the 
limitations of conventional approaches and enhance the natural 
resource base while delivering a range of environmental services. 
In order to combat deforestation, biodiversity decline and soil 
fertility decline, there are increasing calls for enabling policies 
in support of more diverse farming systems which employ 
ecological solutions and avoid fossil fuel derived inputs. As noted 
by the FAO (2017), transformative processes are necessary 
which can encompass more ‘holistic’ approaches, such as 
agroecology, agro-forestry, climate-smart/resilient agriculture, 
Integrated Pest Management and conservation agriculture, 
building upon indigenous and traditional knowledge. This session 
will assess the success and applicability of relevant approaches 
and address how we can best support transformative processes 
while conserving ecosystems, reducing negative externalities 
and improving the livelihoods of farmers. 

Session 3: How do we achieve sustainable, 
nutritious diets by 2050 and what is the 
role of the private sector?

Rates of stunting among children under five remain high and 
are on the increase in Southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, 
where worsening trends in global hunger and undernutrition are 
exacerbated by poverty and conflicts and further impacted by 
climate shocks. For the third year in a row, there has been a 
rise in world hunger. The absolute number of undernourished 
people, i.e. those facing chronic food deprivation, has increased 
to nearly 821 million in 2017. Smallholder farmers supply a 
significant share of the world’s food, however the transformation 
of food systems presents particular challenges for smallholders. 
Rising incomes are also leading to food preference changes with 
results that can be detrimental to both public health, as shown 
by rising rates of dietary-related non communicable diseases, 
and to the environment. This session will look at options for 
how smallholder farmers and other private sector actors can 
provide nutritionally rich, secure and sustainable diets for their 
communities and growing populations. It will also address policy 
coherence between agriculture, health and diet responses in 
domestic and development policy-making related to agrifood 
systems.
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