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With years of experience and the institutional knowledge bases of FAO and West Texas A&M University behind them, the authors – Koohafkan and Stewart, respectively - present an excellently researched, analytical overview of the problems and potentials for increasing cereal production by 50% between now and 2050. Their focus is on the drylands, as the title makes clear, and the people living in them. 40% of the world’s surface is officially classified as “drylands”, and (with symmetry) around 40% of the world’s population inhabits them. Not surprisingly these are some of the poorest people on the planet. 
The 110 page booklet is of high presentational quality, packed with important statistics; it is well illustrated with top quality photographs and makes strategic use of boxes to explain particular points and issues - often through mini-case studies. An excellent idea to publish outside FAO’s internal series: by using a co-publisher such as Earthscan (in this case) the book will reach a far broader audience. And the authors’ names can be cited rather than “FAO” as is the protocol with the institutional publishing house. This is one of those handy, informative and attractive booklets that seem to naturally belong on a bookshelf that’s close-to-hand.

The booklet is divided into five chapters. The first looks at the drylands in general, the second is dedicated to cereal production, the third takes us on to relevant technologies, and the fourth then covers socio-economic aspects. The fifth purports to broaden the scope to “wider issues of water in the drylands”. But this is in fact merely a three-page look at watershed approaches: it gives the impression of being an after-thought. 

We are told that wheat, rice and maize constitute 85% of the world’s cereal production. Cereals are the most important source of food consumption in developing countries (many of which have a population majority in the drylands), contributing 54% of total calories. While root crops provide plentiful calories but little else, cereal crops are the basis of a healthy and balanced diet, providing proteins too.  
In the drylands millet and sorghum are key to survival of millions. But while the world’s overall production of wheat, rice and maize has doubled over the last 35 years, the production of these two crops has been static. This is largely due to stagnating yields. The authors emphasize just how important it is to make best use of water resources: yields in the drylands could be increased by 30-60%, we are told, by making available 25-35 mm of extra water in critical periods of crop establishment and growth. But how can this be achieved? 
It is the lengthy section on technologies (chapter three), the heart of the book, that explains how. Here, technologies are described in brief, under the subheadings of in-situ water conservation and water harvesting. This is not a manual – therefore no design specifications are included or expected – but a good range of technologies are presented, with a focus on their relevance for Africa. The authors also cover soil management and cropping systems. Indigenous practices get a look-in as well. What is missing in the text can be followed up in the full and useful bibliography. 
The authors have presented a cogent argument for action, underpinned by data – and being recognized authorities in their own fields this lends weight to their main conclusion, with which it is hard to disagree. It is a call to arms: “A considerable body of research knowledge and producer experience exists….therefore the greatest challenge is the implementation and execution of sound management plans”.
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