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This reviewer needs to lay down his hand: he is an unrepentant supporter of the local innovative dynamic underlying the evolution of farming systems in the tropics. And he believes that “shifting cultivation” has been maligned for too long. So listen to this: “shifting cultivation, swidden or slash and burn agriculture has a bad reputation ... this reputation is largely underserved”… ”[there is a] richness of farmer experimentation and adaptation”. That’s Joachim Voss’ foreword, setting the scene for the weighty book that follows: weighty in both senses of the term: Malcolm Cairns has to be congratulated in pulling together a wide mix of papers and articles involving well over 100 authors, with a common root in a 1997 ICRAF regional workshop in Bogor, Indonesia. Cairns’ preface tells us that, in S-E Asia from where the case studies are drawn, “rotational shifting cultivation” harnesses natural processes and “provides a rich menu of farmer-tested innovations”. While the book is centred on S-E Asia, its lessons are generic. 
Cairns excels in his roadmap chapter, the third of a massive 69. This, he modestly maintains is a “thumbnail sketch”: it is much more. Here he explains how the progressive loss of sustainability of traditional swidden systems has triggered farmer-generated fallow management practices that permit sustainable intensification of shifting cultivation. The typology developed for this book (eg “shrub-based accelerated fallows”; “agroforests”; “dispersed tree-based fallows”) is explained and Cairns ties together the strands in a thoughtful and incise way. 
The chapters that lie between this and the last cover a very wide range of practices and evolving systems, from various countries in S-E Asia. These have been carefully edited and are attractively presented under their typological headings. Most are technical, but there is attention also given to the enabling environment and especially to “human factors”. It would be a massive task to read all of them, so inevitably this will mainly serve as a reference book. Good, then, to see a 14 page subject index. There is a chunk of colour photos (68 of them) in the middle of the book illustrating various systems. But their quality is mixed. Consistently stunning however are the line drawings, of people’s faces, by Paradorn Threemake.
Chapter 69 is intriguing. Here is what effectively constitutes a critical review of the book and its content. Terry Rambo has read through the book’s entire contents and his comments are well worth reading. He points out, for example, the importance of livestock in these systems (and how this role is underplayed in the book), and carbon sequestration is mentioned for the first time. It is not only brave and honest to keep such a chapter in, but this (like chapter 3) is worth reading in full for the synthetic insights it provides. The point above about carbon sequestration highlights one problem of undertaking such a massive compilation of cases. And that is: time moves on. So since the workshop some 10 years ago, there has been a massive upsurge in attention to the connection between forests and climate change. That is hardly mentioned in the book. A skim though the index reveals that neither climate change nor ecosystem function are mentioned, and biodiversity has just three entries.
Nevertheless this book will take pride of place on my shelf, and be dipped into many times. It is a fine and worthwhile achievement.  
William Critchley, Amsterdam, August 2008
