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1. Introduction

The author’s understanding of the issues at hand is that:

a) Short-term , medium-tem, long-term decisions, at all levels of the socioeconomic ladder(s), are being taken daily towards the attainment of some socioeconomic goals and objectives  BUT with little or sometimes no regard to the consequences of such decisions on the environment.  Whilst therefore there is a big push towards achieving these socioeconomic objectives, this may be at the detriment to the environment;

b) On the other hand, there are environmental changes taking place whose effect on processes and the decisions taken, are significant.  An example being climatic changes, which have made the task of food provision in Southern Africa a risky and difficult task to achieve.  

Therefore actions aimed at achieving certain socioeconomic objectives will have an impact on environmental conditions and vice-versa.  To minimise the effect of one on the other will result, to a varying degree, on tradeoffs between the two.  This being the objective of this workshop to determine how best to deal with these tradeoffs in a manner that gives maximum benefit to both sets of operating conditions.

2. Southern African Issues of Concern

For Southern Africa, and from the agricultural perspective, the following are some of the key issues and socioeconomic objectives that governments and other institutions are attempting to get to grips with:

a) Economic growth;

i. Almost all economies in Southern Africa are agriculturally based and driven (in terms of employment for the majority of the population, disposable income generation for the majority of the people, foreign currency earning capacity for agriculture, etc).  Therefore, economic growth is very closely correlated to what happens in agriculture; and

ii. To achieve economic growth in the region, deriving from agriculture, faces many challenges such as:

1. Ever increasing population pressure on a reducing land resource;

2. Increased variability and reduced reliability in rainfall; and 

3. As most Southern African economies are to a very large degree agriculturally driven.

b) Food Security - Self-Sufficiency;

i. In the face of lack of uptake of comparative advantage in land use; and 

ii. Therefore increased pressure on unsuitable lands for the production of crops that could be produced better elsewhere and through regional trade, be able to satisfy each country’s requirements from the other.

c) Food Provision;

i.  In face of poor marketing infrastructure, increased production variability, poor storage facilities; and 

ii. Regional Strategic Food Reserves.  

These and other issues call for measures and decisions that include:

a. Increased agricultural production through intensive agricultural systems, e.g. increased mechanization (which further displaces the population from agricultural production as an employer);

b. Increased usage of technologically advanced seeds (drought resistant crops (in the face of acceptability of such crops as that means changes in diets), (usage of hybrid seeds in the face of their being more susceptible to variable climatic and growing condition), inputs (increased fertilizer and chemical application rates in face of worsening GHG emissions), cropping mechanisms, increased resource productivity; and

c. Increased and better use of water and other natural resources (water, land)

3. Usefulness of Decision Support Systems

It is imperative therefore that DSS be able to:

a) Calculate and lay bare these tradeoffs;

b) Derive and recommend ways and means of how best to minimise these tradeoffs so that the decision makers remain keen to implement such decisions that are less harmful to the environment whilst achieving a reasonable rate of return on their investments; and

c) Develop ways of mitigating against adverse conditions resulting from decisions made that are harmful to the environment if one cannot control the decision making process ahead of implementation.

It is imperative also that the modeling tool(s) to be used be:

· Interpretable into easily understood layman terms;

· Practical to the end user;

· Broad-based in their relevance and applicability;

· Easily adaptable; and 

· Easy to identify with or be broadly acceptable.

Having said this, it points to major challenges for GECAFS to develop a modeling tool(s) that will not only be accurate in its representation and functionality but also be simple, practical, adaptable, relevant and of identified importance that will be readily acceptable by the targeted end-users.

This calls for:

· An in depth analysis and understanding of the target groups of end-users in relation to the stated Southern African issues mentioned above;

· An understanding of how each group of end-user interprets these intended goals and objectives, i.e. whether they are regarded as short-term, medium-term, long-term, national, personal/organisational, political or regional; and

· Are the target groups or end users influential enough to cause change assisted by the modeling tool developed by GECAFS.

4. Targeted Users of Decision Support Systems

With reference to the listed issues for Southern Africa, the following institutions would be interested target users of a DSS developed by GECAFS.

a) Government Departments, e.g. Ministry of Lands, Agriculture and Rural Resettlement; the Ministry of Finance and Economic Development; the Rural Resources and Water Development Department; Natural Resources Department;

b) Marketing and quasi-government institutions;

c) The private sector e.g. financial institutions, 

d) Non Governmental organisations

e) Regional institutions such as SADC, NEPAD
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