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This is an important and scholarly book. Land has re-emerged as a key player in the current environmental debate, but as the editors point out the propelling factors - food security and, especially, climate change - have given birth to a “new environmentalism” with scarcely a backward glance at the “old environmentalism” that emphasised biodiversity, landscapes and multifunctional. Their deep-rooted, and cogently argued worry, is that events are unfolding so rapidly than this is occurring at the expense of scientific unpinning or informed policy-making. “The reason for this book” the editors inform us “is our strongly held belief perception that the importance of land to our survival as a species cannot be underestimated”. And they believe the land is under threat in the light of “the crisis of our time…the twin challenges of climate change and resource depletion”. 

Though emerging from a workshop held (presumably recently) that was sponsored by the Rural Economy and Land Use Programme (Relu) and the Commission for Rural Communities (CRC), the book does not suffer from the hurriedly-cobbled-together syndrome that mars so many such products. Sandwiched between thoughtful and meticulously constructed editorial essays that start and end the volume, there are two main sections. These cover first, technologies and then, issues and conflicts. This adds strength to the book as a whole as it brings together experts from the social and the biophysical sciences, and explores land and its uses from these different perspectives. It attempts, and will largely succeed, in convincing readers of the imperative for an interdisciplinary approach to land.


While not made explicit initially, this is a book written by UK-based scholars (only 4 of the 50 or so contributors have non-UK institutional status) and is about the UK. But it is not as narrow in focus as that might suggest. Obviously Europe – and European policy – is brought into the equation, and the two externals drivers, of climate change and food security, are global issues.  The debate is relevant to anyone concerned with land, and its connection with the environment, with the climate, with food and (implicitly) poverty.  

Knocking one word off the title, we are left with a question which is left hanging; namely “what is land?” While the editors agree that definitions are important, there is – probably wisely in the context of this book - no attempt to limit land to the MEA/UNEP definition of “Terrestial bio-productive system that comprises…etc etc”. Land means different things to the different disciplines represented in this book. Thus cultural, historical, “sense of place” and ownership concepts come across as well as land being a biophysical resource with an ecosystem obligation. 

 “Multifunctionality” is identified as land’s fundamental characteristic, and here is the kernel of the editor’s argument: land must be respected for its extraordinarily important and multi-faceted role. Thus, land must not be viewed myopically as a convenient carbon sink, or opportunistically as a resource for fossil fuel substitution - whether through planting biofuels or stationing wind turbines. Farmers and land managers, it is further argued, should not be repositioned as “carbon stewards”. This is in the light of abrupt change from the 1980s/ 90s European concern with production surpluses, and consequent environmental stewardship/ set-aside policies, towards a dangerous (the book posits) swing back to ill-thought-through productivism triggered by rising commodity prices and global environmental concerns.

While the editors hold that they seek to “establish and explore the contours of the debate” they are being far too modest. This book is essential reading for students of the land and even more importantly, those who make policy regarding this most vital of our resources. In summary, an excellent, eminently accessible and important volume that makes sobering reading over this festive period. - William Critchley, Amsterdam, 31 December 2009

