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     We need to reject 
theñone-size ý ts all 
thinkingò and deal 
with the inherent 
complexity and 
uncertainty of nature 
and societies
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As urban populations in developing countries tend 
to grow faster than rural populations, urban food 
security is becoming increasingly crucial. Urban 
agriculture by poor farmers for poor consumers 
might be part of the solution. 

It has the potential to keep prices down, provide 
livelihood and lower the costs for the transporta-
tion of foodstuffs. 
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ñIt is simple-minded to 
think that Madonna, the Red 
Hot Chilli Peppers or the 
Beastie Boys will achieve 
anything other than a slight 
rise in the carbon emission 
of those travelling to events 
or switching on their TVs to 
watch them.ò

Henry Porter comments the 
upcoming Live Earth concert: 
http://observer.guardian.co.uk/
comment/story/
0,,2115881,00.html

Farming cities for sustainability

Sir Nicholas Stern on 
climate change in a recent 
seminar arranged by the 
Royal Swedish Academy of 
Sciences.
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ñNon-ethical and costly 
not to take action nowò

ñEnvironmental degrada-
tion and state failure go 
hand-in-handò
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Swaziland is currently suffering from the 
worst harvest ever according to a UN agency 
report. More than one third of the population 
is in need of food aid programmes. Drought 
and invasive species are to blame.

It is far from the ý rst time that the country experi-
ences drought or food shortage. In February 2005 
the New York Times wrote: ñSwaziland, in the 
third year of a crippling drought, has declared a 
state of national disasterò. At that time FAO re-
ported about erratic rainfall, no 
fertiliser and little maize or other 
seeds to plant. 

This time the humanitarian 
news network IRIN writes about 
it as the worst harvest season 
ever. What worsens the situation 
this time is an invasive shrub 
sandanezwe, called trifý d (Chro-
molaena odorata) that originates 
from South America. It has small 
vines that grow very rapidly and overtakes land, 
and no nutritional value for people or cattle. 

Such exotic species often become labelled ñin-
vasiveò if they out-compete domestic species and 
thrive. In South Africa, that surrounds Swaziland, 
invasive species are seen as highly unwanted, as 
they add additional stress to the countryôs already 
strained water reserves.

Another well-known example of the destruc-
tive potential of exotic species was the introduc-
tion of the prickly pear cacti in Australia, in the 
beginning of the 1800s.

It took the national government more than 

ý fty years of intense combat before they came 
to terms with the problem in 1924. The solution 
was natural pest control. That is, introducing yet 
another exotic species to kill the ý rst one, which 
was successful that time. 

Invasive species became keystone
Paradoxically the same prickly pear, when intro-
duced in southern Madagascar, became a key-
stone species to the local Tandroy ï that enabled 

them to outlive the dry periods 
of the year, by eating its fruits 
and feeding the cacti þ esh to 
the cattle. When the French 
colonialists subsequently in-
troduced an insect pest during 
the late 1920s ï to eradicate the 
prickly pear and promote cash 
crop farming while controlling 
the Tandroy ï it caused a major 
starvation ñthe many bonesò of 

1929-31. This is still remembered as one of the 
worst acts of colonial rule of the Malagasy south.

 In Swaziland, the prime minister Themba 
Dlamini, has taken the threat of sandanezwe 
seriously, due to its high impact on the socio-eco-
nomic development as well as biodiversity, and 
has committed 1.4 million USD this year to the 
eradication of invasives. An amount that conser-
vationists say is not enough. 

/Jacob von Heland
More at:
www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=72563
www.northwestweeds.nsw.gov.au/prickly_pear_history.htm

Food crisis in southern Africa worsened by invasive species

A man hacking back the invasive trifý d 
weed in Swaziland, southern Africa

[State failure]
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t is always a good thing to include a quote from Einstein. 
Makes you sound smart. Imagine what two quotes could do 
to my editorialé 1) ñLook deep into nature, and then you will 

understand everything better.ò 2) ñWe canôt solve problems by 
using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.ò 
To make it even more intelligent looking I will combine the two. 
Started to think about these quotes while reading about a concept 
called biomimicry. It looks deep into natureôs best ideas and then 
imitates these designs and processes to solve human problems. 
Studying a little insect called the Namibian Beetle and its abil-
ity to pull water from fog in order to construct new much more 
effective water-harvesting sheets, that can be used for capturing 
water in for example dry agricultural systems, is an example of 
this. Another example is pharmaceutical companies using com-
pounds found in rainforests for ideas for new medicines. 

The rationale for biomimicry is that animals, plants, and mi-
crobes have already found what works after billions of years of 
research and development. ñFailures are fossilsò, as proponents 
of biomimicry put it. Many now see biomimicry as a rare hope-
ful note in the chorus of environmental warnings. It is about 
solving problems by using an alternative to the neoclassical eco-
nomic model of progress ï the kind of thinking we used when 
we created many of todayôs environmental problems. 

Biomimicry can also be used to decrease the emissions of 
greenhouse gases and thus mitigate global warming. One exam-
ple is the Eastgate building in Harare, Zimbabwe. It has a ter-
mite-inspired ventilation system instead of fossil fuel consuming 
air-conditioning. The building imitates the self-cooling mounds 
of local termites that keep the temperature inside their nests to 
within one degree of 31 ÁC in an environment where the outside 
temperature varies between 3 ÁC and 42 ÁC. Altogether this is 
reported to have saved 3.5 million in air conditioning costs in 
the ý rst ý ve years, while using only 10 percent of the energy of 

a conventional building of the same size.
Biomimicry has, however, also been criticised. One critique 

is that natural selection settles for designs that are sufý cient for 
survival (good enough) rather than the optimum design. Notwith-
standing, after billions of years of experimentation, designs from 
natureôs own R&D division at least provides a lot of ideas we 
wouldnôt have come up with without this natural inspiration.

It is, along this line, also important to remember that biomimicry 
is not about imitating everything we see in nature. You wouldnôt 
want human behaviour to be inspired by male lions entering a new 
pride that, after having fought off the incumbent male, tend to kill 
and even eat the prideôs defenceless cubs. Not to mention female 
spiders that like to dine on their partners after sex. 

Maybe the best thing about biomimicry is that it provides 
opportunity for the naked ape to step back and see ourselves 
as one biological species among others ï part of and dependent 
on nature. Or to quote yet another smart person; Janine Benyus, 
probably the most important voice in the new wave of scientists, 
designers and engineers engaged in biomimicry: 

ñItôs a whole new relationship for us as a species, to the rest 
of the natural world. There is still an enormous amount to learn, 
and these guys are blinking out as we speak, these geniuses. 
Whatôs really amazing about these organisms is what they do 
in totalé managing to ý lter the air we breathe and to ý lter the 
water weôre drinking, and to build soil. And at some point thatôs 
our real design challenge.ò

/Dr. Fredrik Moberg, Editor

editorial
sdu@albaeco.com
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Biomimicry: Look deep into nature and you might 
understand everything better

There are only a few ingredients in a tortilla, mainly 
white corn þ oor and water. The price, on the other hand, 
is made up of a number of factors, for example, the de-
mand for corn-based ethanol. And this demand is now 
increasing, both out of concern over global warming but 
also out of intense lobbying by powerful agro business 
organizations. 

In January tens of thousands of people demonstrated in Mexico 
City against the skyrocketing cost of tortillas. The surge for 
corn-based ethanol in the United States is draining the ex-
ported volume, leading to escalating prices. The US corn crop 
accounts for about 40 percent of the global corn harvest and 
around 25 percent of all grain export, soon USA will convert 
half of its corn harvest into ethanol. The International Food 
and Policy Research Institute assumes that increasing global 
biofuel production could mean 20 percent higher global corn 
prices in 2010 and 40 percent in 2020 while oilseeds, including 
soybeans, are projected to rise by 76 percent by 2020. 

Enough land?
In the last two years biofuels have gained a lot of attention 
among politicians as a way to achieve lower carbon dioxide 
emissions without jeopardising the western lifestyle. There 
are, however, completely diverging opinions about how much 
land there are left worldwide to be used for biofuel crops and 
attached to this how much energy one actually can get from 
different sorts of crops. The use of corn for ethanol production 
requires almost the same amount of fossil fuel energy as what 
is returned. Hence, even if the whole of US corn production is 
converted into ethanol (with immense consequences for food 
prices) this would just replace around 13 percent (at the most 
30 percent) of the fuel used for transport. 

Compared to this the energy return from Brazilian sugarcane 
is more than 5 times higher and there are many other tropi-
cal crops, as cassava and palm oil, which are better suited for 

ethanol or biodiesel production. But 
to replace 20 percent of the fuel used 
for transport in the OECD-countries 
until 2020, developing countries, 
harboring these plants, have to rep-
licate the amount of what Brazil is 
producing today, 18 times. This push 
for land in the south has been called 
ñthe 21st century gold rushò and are 
among many African NGO:s seen as 
a new era of colonization trying to get 
hold of ñunderutilizedò land, which is 
often used as important commons 
without formal property rights. 

Others are of the opinion that the transition to a bioeconomy 
will beneý t the developing countries as they have compara-
tive advantages to grow energy crops. Some talk of a biopact 
between North and South that would, in exchange of energy, 
guarantee investments in modern technology and institutional 
collaboration in order to develop an industry in accordance with 
social and environmental standards. There are examples of lo-
cal small scale biodiesel productions using Jatropha, a non ed-
ible plant, that have helped to lit villages and made small scale 
industry possible. All this is indeed promising, but many fear 
that the developed worldôs anxiety about its own supply of fuel 
will lead to exploitation with severe consequences for social-
ecological systems. Unfortunately, it isnôt the person driving 
the SUV that will be without tortillas.

/Maria Mutt
More at:
www.biofuelwatch.org.uk
www.sei.se/index.php?page=pubs&pubaction=showitem8item=718
www.foreignaffaires.org/20070501faessay86305/c-ford-runge-benjamin
www.planetark.com/avantgo/dailynewsstory.cfm?newsid=42115
www.planetark.com/avantgo/dailynewsstory.cfm?newsid=42115

Sustainability School: ñThe tortilla effectò

ñMaybe the best thing about biomimicry is that it 
provides opportunity for the naked ape to step back 
and see ourselves as one biological species among 
othersò




