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Submission by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) on  

issues related to agriculture,  

as outlined in paragraph 69 and 70 of the Outcome of the work of the Ad Hoc Working Group on 

Long-term Cooperative Action under the Convention. 

 

 

Agriculture is essential to food security and it is particularly vulnerable to climate change. Since its 

inception, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change reflected the fear that climate change might 

disrupt food production. The ultimate goal of the Convention calls for a stabilization of GHGs within a 

time frame that is “to ensure that food production is not threatened”.  We now know that food production is 

and will be threatened.  

 

In many countries, including most developing countries and especially least developed countries, 

agriculture, forestry and fisheries represent an essential part of the economy. Vulnerability of agriculture to 

climate change exacerbates the vulnerability of the least developed countries. 

 

To ensure the food security of a growing population, agriculture has to produce more food. It has also to 

respond to increased demand for non food products. 

 

At the same time, agriculture and forestry represent an important part of green house gases emissions. 

These sectors have an important mitigation potential both through reducing their emissions and increasing 

carbon sinks. It has been shown that an important part of this mitigation potential would be cost effective, 

provided that there are proper incentives to induce the necessary changes. 

 

These three challenges of ensuring food security, adapting to climate change and contributing to mitigate 

climate change have to be considered at the same time. 

 

The Committee on World Food Security (CFS), at its 36
th

 session, requested the High-Level Panel of 

Experts on food security and nutrition (HLPE) to review existing assessments and initiatives on the effects 

of climate change on food security and nutrition, with a focus on the most affected and vulnerable regions 

and populations and the interface between climate change and agricultural productivity, including the 

challenges and opportunities of adaptation and mitigation policies and actions for food security and 

nutrition. Consideration of the close interface between climate change and food security, by both CFS and 

UNFCCC, could contribute to greater coherence across these two policy areas. 

 

The 13th session of the Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture considered a number 

of studies prepared by FAO on the potential of genetic resources for food and agriculture for adaptation to 

and mitigation of climate change. The Commission highlighted the relevant roles that genetic resources for 

food and agriculture play for adaptation to the consequences of climate change in supporting the efforts to 

achieve food security and recognized that there is a clear lack of awareness on these issues. The 

Commission agreed on the need for a roadmap on climate change and genetic resources for food and 

agriculture and highlighted the importance of including the management of genetic resources for food and 
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agriculture in planning and implementing their countries’ National Adaptation Programmes of Action 

(NAPAs) and Nationally Appropriate Mitigation Actions (NAMAs).
1
 

 

Considering its importance for ensuring food security, agriculture needs to be considered in almost every 

work stream within the international negotiations on climate change. 

 

1. Adaptation 

Climate change has strong impact on the agricultural sectors – agriculture, forestry and fisheries - by 

modifying or degrading productive capacities and by directly and indirectly increasing the risks associated 

with production. In fact, developing countries that are “particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of 

climate change” are in that situation often because of the importance of the agricultural sectors for their 

economy and for their food security. In agriculture-based economies, climate change-induced losses and 

damages in the agricultural sectors can undermine the economy as a whole, with devastating effects for 

livelihoods, economic development and food security of the population.   

 

In coming decades, millions of people whose food and livelihood security depends on farming, fishing, 

forests and livestock-keeping are likely to face climatic conditions that are unprecedented in the history of 

agriculture. To sustain current levels of food production and to meet future challenges, plants and animals 

must have the biological capacity to adapt – and they must do so faster than ever before. The key role of 

genetic resources in climate change adaptation is often underestimated by the international community. 

 

Production systems with low productivity and high variability in yields are chronically vulnerable, leading 

to more stringent adaptation needs. These systems, even under present conditions, produce less, are less 

efficient and less resilient to shocks than they could be. In such systems, present risks resulting from 

climate variability and extreme events reinforce poverty and slow down development. Climate 

vulnerability, poverty and food insecurity are strongly interlinked.  

 

It is increasingly evident that climate change induced losses and damages will affect every dimension of 

food security: availability (production), access, utilization (nutrition) and the stability of these factors.  

 

This expected impact on food security and the internationally agreed right to food demand that even greater 

attention be devoted to adaptation of the agricultural sectors, including strengthening the resilience of 

agroecosystems.
2
  

 

2. Mitigation 

To enhance the cost-effectiveness of, and to promote mitigation actions, the potentials of the agricultural 

sectors will have to be captured.
3
 

 

It is also critical to acknowledge the need to achieve food security and to ensure the right to food, and 

thereby the need to produce more food for growing global population in the coming decades. In order to 

achieve these goals, the production of the agricultural sectors in developing countries is to increase. Under 

“business as usual”, an increase in production will translate into a corresponding increase in emissions of 

the same proportion. This is why, in order not to jeopardize food security and the right to food, emissions 

                                                 
1
 CGRFA-13/11/Report, paragraphs 52-53. 

2
 See FAO 2011. FAO-Adapt Framework Programme for Climate Change Adaptation. Rome, FAO 

3
 See the separate FAO submission on various approaches to enhance the cost-effectiveness of and promote 

mitigation actions, as outlined in paragraphs 79, 80 and 81 of the Outcome of the work of the Ad Hoc Working 

Group on Long-term Cooperative Action under the Convention. 
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reductions in agriculture would need to be measured in terms of improvements in efficiency rather than 

absolute reductions in GHG emissions
1
.  

To achieve such potential reductions, there is a need for appropriate financial mechanisms designed in such 

a way as to be able to take appropriately into account the specificities of these sectors.  

 

a) Determination of the base line to assess emission reductions 

In designing mechanisms to enhance and promote mitigation actions in agriculture, one should first share 

common principles for estimating baseline scenarios. Assessing future production and “business as usual” 

emissions in a baseline requires taking into account country and region specific needs to achieve and 

maintain food security and guarantee the right to food, while also taking into account the impact of climate 

change 

 

Second, mitigation actions need to be assessed as a deviation from the baseline. Such deviation from the 

baseline can be achieved for example by efficiency gains in food production and food chains. They can 

also be achieved by the reduced expansion of agriculture onto forested areas or wetlands or by the 

restoration of degraded land (increased carbon stock, improved vegetation coverage). 

 

b) Fully recognise the mitigation potential of carbon sinks 

Enhancing carbon sequestration represents a very important part of the mitigation potential of the 

agricultural sectors. It is also among the most cost effective actions, provided that there are proper 

incentives to induce the necessary changes. The greatest agricultural technical mitigation potential has been 

demonstrated through restoration of organic soils, cropland management, grazingland management and 

rehabilitation of degraded soils (IPCC4, 2007). 

 

It is therefore important that such actions, including enhancing carbon sequestration in agricultural soils 

(inclusive of croplands and grasslands) and avoiding emissions from organic soils, are recognised and 

accounted for in any future financial mechanism.  

 

This possibility in now being envisaged under KP for the CDM. CMP 7 requested the Subsidiary Body for 

Scientific and Technological Advice to initiate a work programme to consider and, as appropriate, develop 

and recommend modalities and procedures for possible additional land use, land-use change and forestry 

activities under the clean development mechanism. This work, whatever the final decision under KP, could 

be of use in the design of new mechanisms under a future agreement, taking into account the legal 

differences between the two instruments.   

 

With regard to CDM projects to enhance carbon sinks (afforestation is the only recognised activity) they 

are often slowed down or even impeded by being undervalued because of their “non-permanence”. CMP 7 

requested SBSTA to initiate a work programme to consider and, as appropriate, develop and recommend 

modalities and procedures for alternative approaches to addressing the risk of non-permanence under the 

clean development mechanism. This work, whatever the final decision under KP, could also be of use for 

new mechanisms to be designed under a future agreement, taking into account legal differences between 

the two instruments.   

 

When considering the role of carbon sinks in mitigation, agriculture as a driver of deforestation and 

consequently the interactions between increased agricultural productivity and reduced deforestation, need 

to be taken into account.. 

                                                 
1
 UNFCCC. 2008. Challenges and opportunities for mitigation in the agricultural sector, in Technical paper: 

FCCC/TP/2008/8. 
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c) Mechanisms to aggregate numerous, diverse and spatially disbursed participants 

 

Agricultural mitigation often takes the form of small emissions reductions spread over a large and highly 

varied group of farmers, fishers, herders, forest managers etc. Together with a lack of data and institutional 

capacity, these factors combine to result in high MRV costs relative to benefits for individual producers.  

To enhance the cost-effectiveness of, and to promote mitigation actions in agriculture, mechanisms that 

facilitate the involvement of a large number of participants using collective or area based mechanisms such 

as programmatic and/or sectoral CDM or sectoral no-lose mechanisms should be considered. They shall 

also facilitate collective management, including through local institutions and communities and the 

involvement of extension services. 

 

The small size of agricultural enterprises make them particularly vulnerable to price shocks. If market 

based mechanisms are to be used, there is a need to devise tools to buffer farmers from carbon price 

volatility.  

 

d) Use MRVs adapted to the specificities of the sector (allowing proxies and default values) 

 

Measurement, reporting and verification, either national or internationally controlled, shall ensure 

consistency across sectors and for land-based activities, while being adapted to the specificities of the 

agricultural sector. They shall allow for the use of proxys and default values adapted to the agricultural 

sector including for diverse land uses. The methodologies to be used shall be adapted to allow aggregated 

area-based, region-based, project-based measurements or local / international food chains approaches 

integrating land use change impact. This aggregated approach shall reduce transaction cost and be intended 

to cover wide number of small holders.  

 

3. Promote policies that address at the same time food security, adaptation and 
mitigation 

 

Agriculture offers options that can provide multiple benefits for mitigation, adaptation, development and 

food security or that allow, in some instances, the management of trade-offs across these requirements. 

This is why FAO is calling for “climate smart agriculture”
1
, aiming to improve food security, adapt to 

climate change and contribute to mitigate climate change. Incentives, policy approaches and institutional 

mechanisms, including adequate financing, technology and capacity-building support to enable the 

adoption of these options, could make agriculture a significant part of the solution to the interdependent 

challenges of climate change and food security in the context of continuing economic development. 

 

FAO calls for the recognition that, as in the forest sector and as acknowledged by Decision 

FCCC/AWGLCA/2011/L.4, policy approaches and positive incentives for mitigation actions in the 

agricultural sector, can promote poverty alleviation and biodiversity benefits, ecosystem resilience and the 

linkages between adaptation and mitigation. 

 

The promotion of these options favoring both mitigation and adaptation requires adequate policies and 

financial mechanisms, taking into account both adaptation and mitigation benefits, with due consideration 

to food security consequences. Such mechanisms shall also ensure that environmental integrity is 

protected. They shall also provide for the full and effective involvement of stakeholders, including 

indigenous peoples, smallholders pastoralists and local communities, and use of their traditional 

                                                 
1
 FAO 2010. Climate Smart Agriculture. Policies, Practices for food security, adaptation and mitigation 
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knowledge, in the design and implementation of activities and the protection of the rights of the more 

vulnerable populations, including women. 

 

 

FAO thus calls for better recognition and consideration of the specificities of the agricultural sector in the 

design and implementation of all the various mechanisms established or to be established under the 

Convention. 

 

In order to better do so and in particular to recognize and address the specificities of the sector and identify 

the potential relations between food security, adaptation and mitigation, FAO considers it useful to 

establish a specific programme of work on agriculture to be established by the Subsidiary Body for 

Scientific and Technological Advice.  

 

4. Possible elements for a work programme on agriculture  

 

The issues that should be considered by the SBSTA in a specific program of work on agriculture include: 

 

- Assessment of scientific knowledge on the potential impacts of climate change on agriculture and 

food security and identification of vulnerable areas and populations  

 

- Identification of practices and policies to reduce these impacts and improve resilience of agriculture 

 

- Identification of tools to measure vulnerability, resilience and adaptation to climate change 

 

- Assessment of scientific knowledge about greenhouse gas emissions and removals in the 

agricultural sector, including land use and land use change 

 

- Identification of practices to reduce emissions, including reducing emissions intensity, and to 

increase carbon sinks, in diverse farming systems 

 

- Review of tools and methodologies to measure emissions and removals, including assessment of 

their cost effectiveness and  applicability to small holders 

 

- Identification of relations between food security, adaptation and mitigation actions and means to 

pursue multiple objectives 

 

- Approaches to enhance international cooperation on agriculture and climate change; including 

research, development and capacity building.  

 

 

 


