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The Baltic Sea and the North American Great Lakes 
are influenced by many different and similar problems 
affecting its environmental status. The Baltic Sea was 
classified by the United Nations International Maritime 
Organization (IMO) as a Particularly Sensitive Sea Area 
(PSSA) in April 2004. Both the Baltic Sea and the Great 
Lakes are of ecological, socioeconomic, cultural or sci-
entifically importance. Discharge of nutrients from ag-
riculture and waste-water treatment plants, as well as 
from industries, transportation and other human activities 
leads to eutrophication and other forms of pollution. The 
Ecosystem Health and Sustainable Agriculture project 
aims at updating knowledge in the field of rural develop-
ment, sustainable agriculture and animal health pertain-
ing to the Baltic Sea Region and to some degree also the 
Great Lakes region.

The agricultural activities are often based on individu-
al producer´s decisions and on their attitudes, knowledge 
and level of technology. It is however also based on polit-
ical and economic considerations, attitudes and opinions 
from the society. Thus, continuously updated scientifical-
ly based knowledge, both from an environmental, social 
and economic view, need to be disseminated and applied 
with a much increased ambition. Technological facts may 
be well known, but still strong social and economic rea-
sons and pressure from outside to make short term profits 
hinders the appropriate application of relevant measures. 
This is the reason why we have all parts of the sustain-
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ability concept covered in our texts: the ecological, the 
social, the economical, and the institutional/juridical.

The books produced as part of this project include:

1. Sustainable Agriculture
2. Ecology and Animal Health
3. Rural Development and Land Use

These three books are based on experience from the 
Baltic Sea and Great Lakes Regions and written by 
prominent experts and scientists from the two regions. 
Two networks have been involved in the production of 
the books, The Baltic University Programme (BUP) and 
the Envirovet Baltic Networks. The BUP is a network of 
approximately 220 universities in the drainage basin to 
the Baltic Sea that cooperates on sustainable develop-
ment, studies of the region, its environment and its politi-
cal changes. The program, founded in 1991 at Uppsala 
University, Sweden, operates by producing courses, hold-
ing conferences and seminars. In 2010, the BUP network 
delivered courses at more than 100 universities serving 
nearly 9,500 undergraduate and graduate students. The 
Envirovet Baltic, a network of environmental health sci-
entist/ educators from USA and the nine countries border-
ing the Baltic Sea, was founded in 2001 on an initiative of 
the College of Veterinary Medicine, University of Illinois 
and the Centre for Reproductive Biology in Uppsala, 
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Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences with scien-
tists from universities in the Baltic Sea Region (BSR). 
Courses are delivered separately by each university in 
the networks in both cases. Preferably all the three books 
should be studied to give a comprehensive overview on 
actual experience and research findings. We have chosen 
to use the ecosystem health concept to understand and 
prevent problems for the future. It is our aim that the 
books will strengthen knowledge on ecosystems and its 
interaction with human activities in a wider sense. The 
texts presented in this book should deepen and update our 
knowledge on all aspects of rural development and sus-
tainable agriculture. Our aim is furthermore to provide 
explanations of the problem complexity and examples of 
problem solving.

Target groups are students, teachers, experts and peo-
ple working in government offices, ministries, munici-
palities and as agricultural advisors and managers of dif-
ferent natural resource based activities in rural areas. 

The Baltic Sea Watershed with its population of more 
than 85 million people contributes to an ongoing environ-
mental disaster. The disaster is well documented and can 
be summarized as:

1) Eutrophication from heavy contamination of ex-
cess Nitrogen and Phosphorus – sources are diffuse 
sources, point sources and atmospheric downfall

2) Excess fishing, distorting the marine ecosystem; 
diminishing cod population being the most drastic 
example

3) Contaminants other than nutrients, mainly PCB, 
heavy metals, oil spill, human and animal drugs, etc.

4) Distortions of the biodiversity of the sea, e.g extinction 
of many indigineous species, and introduction of alien 
species which distort the ecological balance drastically

5) Threats connected to climate change

Sustainable Agriculture and Sustainable 
Rural Development

“Sustainable agriculture” has become a popular way of 
expressing that what society wants is an environmentally 
sound, productive, economically viable, and socially de-

sirable agriculture. However, the concept of agricultural 
sustainability does not lend itself to precise definition. 
Agriculture is practiced in so many climates and in dif-
ferent cultural contexts, so “sustainable agriculture” can-
not possibly imply a special way of thinking or of using 
farming practices.

Sustainable agriculture is an approach to securing the 
necessary resources for safeguarding global food produc-
tion, biodiversity reserves, recreation needs, water qual-
ity and well developed rural areas and wildlife areas. It 
can also be an effective means of poverty reduction and 
of achieving the Millennium Development Goals, as well 
as means of mitigating climate change. It is also about 
health, welfare, respect and ethics regarding animals and 
man, as well as quality of food and feed. In other words 
they are truly transdisciplinary and represent a new ho-
listic outlook on ecosystem health and sustainable agri-
culture.

We have chosen to give agriculture a wider meaning 
than the traditional. It is common to understand agricul-
ture as being the activity which is securing food supply. 
But as we shall see in the chapters on historical trends, 
activities on the countryside have always been complex 
and integrated with other activities in rural areas, such 
as small business, forestry, fishing, and other activities. 
Also several hundred years ago, the farmer combined 
biological and technical knowledge with economical 
and organisational skill, and very often he or she made 
money from different other jobs like carpentry, timber 
and coal production, horse- and oxen driving, cheese 
production, food conservation etc. Today the diversity in 
income generation is even higher and in fact, every farm-
ing enterprise has at least one or two side activities. Our 
definition of agriculture as main activity would today be: 
to produce and manage biomass. Some examples, ex-
plained in more detailed in our books, are (besides food 
production):

•	 public goods in the form of natural and cultural 
amenities to benefit the ecosystem (such as manage-
ment national parks and of landscape for a certain 
type of desired biodiversity)

•	 fish production
•	 biomass for timber and fibre products
•	 biomass for energy production
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•	 social caretaking of, for instance, sick people or peo-
ple who needs rehabilitation from criminal or other 
lives

•	 tourism (including views, maintenance of tracks, 
camping sites, buildings, etc) 

•	 recreation (such as horseback riding and horse racing, 
golf- and soccer fields, fishing sites, hunting etc)

•	 animal raising and caretaking (dog- and cat kennels 
etc)

A widespread definition of sustainability of agricul-
ture, with which we sympathise, is the FAO (Food and 
Agricultural Organisation of the UN) statement:

”Overall objectives of technological interventions 
for sustainable agriculture can be summarized as 
food security and risk resilience, environmental 
compatibility, economic viability, and social ac-
ceptability.”

An addition to the FAO definition would need, as we 
see it, the following phrasing: Sustainable agriculture 
is not linked to any particular technological practice. 
Sustainable agriculture should have adaptability and 
flexibility over time to respond to demands for biomass 
production but it should also have ability to protect the 
soil, the genetic resources and the waters.

We also want to recall the definition done for the specific 
Baltic Sea Region, as expressed by the Baltic Agenda 21:

Sustainable agriculture is the production of high-qual-
ity food and other agricultural products and services in 
the long run, with consideration taken to economy and 
social structure in such a way that the resource base of 
non-renewable and renewable resources is maintained.
Important sub goals are:

• The farmers` income should be sufficient to provide a 
fair standard of living in the agricultural community; 

• The farmers should practice production methods 
which do not threaten human or animal health or 
degrade the environment, including biodiversity, and 
a the same time minimise the environmental problems 
that future generations must assume responsibility 
for; 

• Non-renewable resources gradually have to be 
replaced by renewable resources, and that re-circula-
tion of non-renewable resources is maximized; 

• Sustainable agriculture will meet the needs of food 
and recreation, and preserve the landscape, cultural 
values and historical heritage of rural areas, and 
contribute to the creation of stable, well-developed 
and secure rural communities; 

• The ethical aspects of agricultural production are 
secured. 

It is our firm belief that agriculture and related activities 
can, if well managed, be positive for the ecosystems and 
for biodiversity. Contrary, agricultural activities can also 
give disastrous effects to the environment including hu-
mans living in the area. Often national goals are not only 
to sustain a food security of the country, but also to keep an 
open landscape and rural lifestyle. A sustainable rural de-
velopment has its backbone in a sustainable agriculture.

The books were produced with the main financing 
from the Swedish International Development Authority, 
SIDA. Additional funding was received from the Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency, the Swedish Institute, 
the University of Illinois, the Hewlett Foundation and 
some private donors, as well as within the networks of 
the Baltic University Programme and Envirovet Baltic.

Authors have to a great degree contributed with un-
paid work. All these contributions are gratefully acknowl-
edged.

Uppsala August 2011

Christine Jakobsson, Leif Norrgren, Ingrid Karlsson, and 
Jeffrey Levengood
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