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The fog is an annual occur-
rence, but it seems to take every-
one by surprise. Slow-moving trac-
tors emerge, seemingly from
nowhere, sending mangled scat-
terings of trucks, buses, and cars to
the roadside and median. During
Ramadan, the risk of collision rises
near sundown as people race
home to break the daylong fast with
their families.

This morning we'll be quite
safe. The fog is brightening, and
there's hardly a vehicle on the
pencil-straight road. Twenty kilo-
meters later, at our turnoff to the
northeast, the sun breaks through
to reveal warehouses, factories,
and a congregation of power poles
and transformers as we skirt the
ancient city of Aleppo (even World
Heritage Sites have their working
industrial quarters). A few kilo-
meters more and we're driving past
groves of olive and pistachio, lit
bright silver and green in the sun's
full glory.

"These are all newly planted,"
says Rafik Makboul, a specialist in
rangeland management and my
guide and interpreter for the day.
"This all used to be natural pas-true
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Soil degradation in the dry areas

Agriculture and civilization began
here, in the Fertile Crescent that sweeps from
Palestine through Syria, southern Turkey,
Iraq, and western Iran. The region has
spawned countless cultures and has given
rise to three major religions, but today, sadly,
the Near East is best known to Westerners as
the site of bitter and seemingly interminable
conflict. An errant strand has somehow
managed to obscure a beautiful and rich
tapestry woven by all humankind.

Archaeological evidence suggests that
by 7000 B.C. inhabitants of this area grew
domesticated wheat and barley and herded
sheep and goats. That farming technology
package spread and came eventually to
sustain communities from the shores of the
Atlantic to the Indian subcontinent, and from

Scandinavia to the Nile Valley.
The Near East is the center of origin

of many major and minor crops, including wheat,
barley, peas, rapeseed, rye, oats, chickpeas, and
faba beans, not to mention apples, grapefruit,
cucumbers, olives, almonds, pistachios, apricots,
peaches, figs, quinces, date palms, and melons.
ICARDA is thus ideally placed as an international
agricultural-research institute. The center holds in
trust a growing collection of more than 126,000
accessions of dryland crop species and their wild
relatives. They are a storehouse of valuable traits
that are used by plant breeders to improve the
performance of modern crop varieties.

In the harsh environments
covered by ICARDA's
worldwide dryland
mandate, this means
breeding for drought and
heat tolerance, along with
resistance to a host of
pests and diseases.

More than one billion
people live in the world's
dry areas, and about half of
them rely on agriculture to
survive. So it is easy to
gauge the immense benefit
that can come from an
improved variety, crop, or
livestock production
technique-a 1 or 2 percent

improvement in performance can easily
translate into many millions of dollars' worth of
benefit to farm families. The center has bred or
contributed to the development of more than
six hundred crop varieties released in forty-
eight countries, and each year it ships more
than 26,000 seed packets to cooperating
scientists, fueling advances in agriculture

around the world.
Al Bab means door in Arabic. A door
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to where, | wonder. The fields of grain,
groves, stone houses, and dusty flocks of
sheep make it typical of communities
throughout the rain-fed areas of West Asia,
one important reason why ICARDA chose to
work with farmers here. It's a low-rainfall
zone, receiving between 111/2 -131/2 inches
annually-not quite enough for reliable wheat
yields but ample for barley and the sturdy
Awassi sheep it sustains.

Population increase has put pressure
on the farming system here, like other
farming communities in this region. More
sheep are being put out to graze, and tra-
ditional methods, such as crop rotation, have
in many places given way to unsustainable
production practices. The need for ready
cash has prompted many farmers, especially
small landholders, to grow barley crop after
barley crop. Leaving their fields fallow for a
season, they figure, is no longer an option.
The result is degraded soils, degraded
rangeland pasture, and diminishing returns

Bab.

from agriculture, expected to support a growing
population.

The bright sunshine and clear blue sky cast
tiny Al Bab in a peaceful, reassuring glow. It's just
the right backdrop for learning how farmers have
embraced a technology introduced by ICARDA
through the local agricultural extension office. I'm
curious to see for myself.

"This could be a problem," comments
Makboul. | slow the car slightly and scan the road
and fields for some invisible hazard. The
uniformed children taking their lessons round the
feet of their teacher at the roadside? The
tractors? The sheep? Maybe the fierce
sheepdogs I've been warned about. I'm puzzled.

"The sun," he explains. "The farmers might
be in town. They probably want to take
advantage of the nice weather and just get
outside. The fields are too wet to work. The
farmers we want to talk to are probably in the

market we passed, or they could be anywhere."
We pull into a farmhouse just off the
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road. "He's in town," yells a woman, looking
out from the open courtyard. A few children,
distracted from their chores and play, watch as
we wheel the car around on the damp red
earth and bump back onto the pavement. A
few hundred yards more and we are off the
road again, sliding into another peaceful
farmyard. "Looks like we've missed out," says
Makboul, presaging a welcoming but
apologetic woman who emerges from the
house. "He's in town, too. But there's his
mower."

If we do manage to find a farmer, | hope
that all will be explained: the mower, the new
technology, and the excitement of Makboul's
colleagues when they suggested | travel to Al
Bab.

"It's a great story. The farmers are
growing vetch, and they like it. You'll see when
you get there," said Mustapha Bounejmate, a
forage specialist who had briefed us in Tel
Hadya. "This is a story about increased and
stable income for farmers, and it's about
stopping land degradation and conserving the
productivity of rangeland.”

A crop to bind the earth

Vetch is a forage crop, valued for its

productivity. Like other legumes, vetch can
take nitrogen out of the air and put it in the soil
where it can be used by subsequent crops.
Actually, the job of turning atmospheric
nitrogen into usable nitrates is done by a
bacterium, Rhizobium, which lives in a
symbiotic relationship in the plant's root
nodules. Palatable and nutritious, vetch can be
harvested as fresh animal fodder (known as
vetch harvest green) or for seed (vetch harvest
dry). The crop helps tide livestock through
periods when there are shortages of other
feed. Vetch cultivation puts land that would
otherwise be left fallow, or be degraded
through monocrop-ping, into productive use.
This helps reduce soil erosion and conserves
rangeland.

When vetch is grown in rotation with a
cereal, such as barley, cereal yield can be
increased by 50 percent or more due to the
fixed nitrogen and improved soil



condition. The vetch can be grazed or cut
and stored as hay. Either way, it helps fat-
ten the sheep at a time when the range has
little to offer and is particularly vulnerable to
grazing damage. When livestock feed and
meat prices are factored in, along with the
reduced need for chemicals to combat the
pests and diseases that build up in
monoculture systems, the net income is
greater than from successive barley crops,
or from barley followed by fallow.

As we back the Ford out of the drive-
way, mindful of the mower just by the gate,
the rearview mirror reveals what we take as
a hopeful sign: a small truck with its hood
up, having its engine worked on. The
farmer, dressed for an outing to town in
neatly pressed jellabia and gleaming white
kuffiyeh, welcomes us. "l don't grow vetch,
but my brother does," he says.

Why? we ask. Is vetch no good?

"It's good, | just don't grow it. My brother
does."

"You can try in town," says his son,
emerging from under the hood. A troublesome
carburetor has produced our first farmer contact
of the day, but it has raised questions. Why isn't
he growing vetch? "These things take time,"
Bounejmate had explained. "Farmers need to be
convinced. And even after they're convinced,
they might not adopt a practice. There might be
some other reason, maybe something to do with
finance or credit, or something else altogether.
That's why we have to get in there and work with
communities to know what's going on."

ICARDA practices what is termed farmer
participatory research. It involves the community
from the very start in problem identification,
research planning,

Ahmeh and his
father look at a
sample of their
vetch seeds.
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and execution. When the center's
researchers went to Al Bab, farmers were
already aware of forage legumes. They knew
that legumes were good for the soil, but they
felt they couldn't forgo the income from barley
in alternate seasons. There were other
problems that farmers identified. Overripe
vetch pods crack, dispersing their seeds in
the soil. If the crop is to fit with barley and
give a harvest of seed to supplement animal
feed, with enough left over for planting the
next season, then it has to be harvested on
time, not too early and not too late. There is

also the cost of harvest labor to consider.
The local extension office helped

ST

ICARDA find eight
investigate ways to improve the productivity
and sustainability of the farming system in Al
Bab. The center would provide organizational
support and some capital, while the farmers

farmers wiling to

would conduct trials in partnership with
center researchers and host field
demonstrations meant to spread the word to
other farmers.

"You can't go into a place and say,
“Vetch is good. Here's some seed. If you
don't plant it you're stupid.' It's not right,

and development doesn't work that way.
There has to be a link between science and
farmers. The science might be excellent,
everything might be excellent, but if there isn't
that link, then there's no mature development,”
Bounejmate had explained during our briefing.

"With the community approach, you go
in with several options and work with farmers
to develop what we call a negotiated action
plan. We put forward maybe ten options, and
the farmers and other stakeholders select five
to investigate. From these, they select maybe
two of what we call best-bet options. With
these we can come up with a development
action plan.

It's not science by this time, not in the
pure sense. It's a product of everyone,
and it has to take into account a lot of
considerations, such as policy, land

tenure, agroecological matters, culture.
. That's the only way an effort can

_ succeed," he said.

Making the most of the land

Lack of vetch seed was a seri-
ous constraint but one that could
be solved, in the short term, with
! help from ICARDA. It was also
clear from the outset that the cost
of harvest would have to be

reduced and timely harvest ensured.
Tractor-mounted mowers were the obvi-
ous solution. "We ftried to kill two birds
with one stone, one project," said Boune-
jmate. "We gave the farmers seeds, and
we tried to encourage a local entrepre-
neur to manufacture mowers. We're still
working with this manufacturer, but he's
reluctant. He says, "Give me an order for
three hundred mowers and I'll build
them." We can't do that. It's often tough
to get people to invest in something for



the future. They want the return right away."
The ftrials proceeded with mowers
purchased from Germany and Turkey, and
within a few seasons farmers could see the
benefits for themselves. The evidence was in
their fields, in their feed sheds, and on the
backs of their sheep. Some cooperating
farmers have bought their own mowers and
harvest vetch and other crops for their
neighbors. They charge 2,000 lira (U.S. $40)
per hectare (two and a half acres), which is

about 40 percent cheaper than hand
harvesting. Perhaps these farmer
entrepreneurs  will inspire the reluctant

manufacturer to compete with imported
mowers, which at 150,000 lira (U.S. $3,000)
are out of reach for most small farmers.

We head back down the highway,
toward the bustle of town, with its open
storefronts and workshops catering to a
milling throng of old men, darting boys, and
scarfed matrons. People pick their

way through the muddy road, eyes moving
between displays of dressed lamb, smoke-
belching trucks, back to baskets of oranges,
three-wheeled pickups, stacks of PVC
piping, and jumbles of pump parts. It's a
typical farm town.

Slowing down, we park alongside a
small shop with dusty windows. A man
cutting steel rods next door tells us what we
already know. If the ICARDA partner farmers
have come to town, it wasn't to their usual
meeting place, the farmers association
office. They sometimes come here to swap
stories or buy supplies, explains Makboul.

Our next stop, the district extension
office, should have been our first, for on this
day, at least, it is a busy hub. After some
friendly introductions, lbrihim Abood is kind
enough to report that he grows vetch for his
150 sheep and has done so for several
years, since the center began working with
farmers down the highway. "Were you an
ICARDA research

The
headquarters of
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farmers' incomes
and soil nutrition
since 1977.
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farmer?" | ask. "No, | just heard about it from
the farmers who worked with ICARDA and
decided to try it," says Abood.

Like other farmers in the area, Abood
grows several crops on his 125 acres, such as
wheat, barley, lentils, chickpeas, and vetch.
The object is to spread risk and make the most
out of the land. Do a lot of farmers grow vetch?
"If you keep sheep, then you grow vetch," he
says.

Considering that virtually no one grew the
crop before ICARDA started its program, | am
beginning to understand Bounejmate's
excitement and Makboul's calm assurance that
all would be revealed. Some agricultural
scientists borrow a term from the physicists to
describe a successful transfer of technology.
They say that "critical mass" has been
achieved when an introduced technology starts
to spread on its own, from one farmer to
another, without further intervention. That
seems to be the case in Al Bab.

We have just finished talking with Abood
when Amar Bakri Ahmeh rolls in on his well-
worn tractor. The deep lines on his face and
the salt-and-pepper hair
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peeking from under his kuffiyeh suggest he is
in his late fifties, but taking into account his life
spent outdoors, | place him in his forties.

"I've been growing vetch for about ten
years, since just after ICARDA came. | got a
couple of hundred pounds of vetch seed from
the extension office to try it out. This year |
have one ton of seed to plant," explains
Ahmeh. He'll plant ten to twelve acres of vetch
to help feed his two hundred sheep, which
spend part of the year grazing the range.
"Farmers with sheep grow vetch. If | had more
sheep, I'd grow more vetch," adds Ahmeh,
who, like Abood, learned about it secondhand.

The revolution continues

ICARDA is one of sixteen Future Harvest
centers of the Consultative Group on
International Agricultural Research (CGIAR),
funded by the World Bank, the United Nations,
and many countries. Member centers of the
CGIAR were largely responsible for a doubling
of global cereal production between 1960

and 1990, through a combination of
improved varieties and production
techniques. That advance has been
dubbed the Green Revolution. During
the period, per capita food availability
increased 37 percent and real food
prices declined by 50 percent.
Research has shown that increased
production by developing country
farmers has led to increased well-being,
through increased food consumption,
product sales, and employment. A one
dollar increase in agricultural production
generates an estimated one to two
dollars in additional income in the
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agricultural sector and has a positive
impact on urban income. Yet hunger
remains a serious problem. The Foal and
Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations reports that 790 million people in
the developing world, over two-thirds of
them in rural areas, are chronically
hungry:

So the revolution continues, in
places like Al Ban, where ICARDA and
its partner Future Harvest centers work
in increase income and nutrition through
environmentally sustainable improve-
ments in agriculture. Back on the high-
way, | wonder how many people really
know about the work of centers like
ICARDA and the hundreds of
researchers, like Makboul and
Bounejmate. Quiet revolutions, like
theirs, don't make. the evening news.

ICARDA is working,’ to spread its
success in vetch to countries throughout
the region, and the crop is catching on in
En 'pt, Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq. New
vetch varieties produced by the. center
have already been released and are
gaining popularity. The work in Al Bah is

finished, but ICARDA's efforts to improve
crop and livestock production continues
in dryland communities around the world

‘We used to give everything: seed,
mower, everything. Now we're doing
nothing with vetch in Al Bab. We're not
providing seed, we’re not, providing
mowers, but vetch is there and it's
spreading. That's the way it. should be.
The technology has to he good enough to
stand on its own. You didn't meet
ICARDA farmers, but. You must farmers
who grew vetch. That tells me we've been
successful. That's something to get.
excited about," says Bounejmate when
we return to a Tel Hadya.

Vetch is never going to bump a T-72
tank off the evening news but maybe it
should. Such subtle but. important suc-
cesses are worth knowing about. and
supporting. Just ask the farmers of Al
Bah. but be sure to phone ahead.

David Abbass writer on development issues for

the International Center for Agricultural
Research in the Dry Areas. He is based in
Aleppo. Svria.



