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ADSTRACT

Conlour hedgerow syslems using niltogen-fixing trees have been widely viewed o promaoted as
imporlant components of suil conservation in Soultheast Asia to mmimiza crosion, tastore soil ey, ol
improve crop produclivily.  Although posilive 1esulls have been observed and tepotted ina number of
experimenlal and demonslration siles, farmer adoplion is poor.  This low adoplion is associaled with
conslraints of high labor requirements in establishing and managing hedgerows. 1 lowever, Hie coneepl
of conlour hedyerows was a popular idea, We saw thal some farmers experimented with e voncepl by
placing crop residues in lines on the contour t form ‘ash bunds'. These rapidly revegetisted with notive
grasses and weeds and soon formed stable hedgerows wilh natural honl fucing lenaces, Other fanmers
lried laying out conlour lines but didn't plant anything in them. These lines evolved into natural veguelative
slrips (NVS), which we later observed were superb in soil erosion contiol and reduced maintenance labor
lo a minimum. We examined each component of the process of eslablishing and maintaining low-lihor
hedgerow practices. The eslablishinent of natural vegelative ships (NVS) requites only a iaclion of o
needed labor compared o the conventional contour hedgorow of lree legumes. Tha only labor teqguied
is the laying out of conlour lines (aboul 2 person-days per heclare). A locally-led Landcare Association
evolved lo develop and share more elfeclive ways of achieving a sustainablo agiiculture in the vicinity
where the NVS practice was spreading. Landcare look responsibility for technology dissemination.  1he
approach developed into a dynamic movement hal now has 66 sellgoverning chaplers, over 2000
members, and a municipal federation in Claveria, Currenlly over 600 fariners have inslalled NVS on Hhcir
farms. 1L is quile uncommon for an effeclive svil conservation siuclure o be adopled by targe numbers
of farmers without public subsidies. Thus, we look nole hat perhaps we are wiliessing e kind of low-
labor, zero-cash-cosl allernalive thal might have widespread applicability in other parts of the ltopics
where farming syslems are similar,

1. CONSERVATION FARMING 5YSTEMS FOR SLOPING LANDS

Conservalion tillage is "any lillage system that reduces loss of soil or waler relative 1o conventional lillage”
(Lal, 1089). Slash-and-burn farmers were Whe nilial adheronts of conseivalion lillage. As popilation
densily increased, however, most fanmers  oblain an animal for drall power, 1his cnables a houschold 1o
intensively Lilh a much larger arca than is possible by hand hoe, at a haction of the time aned diaddypeny
They can plow and harrow frequently enough o control hmparata cylindiica ond can hold Wheir own
agains! lhe annual grasses thal invade frequentiy-illed fields, Yel, as they gain the capacity to Gl their
land more frequently, they exacerbale erosion, paiticularly since most diyland cullivators farm sloping
fields, They find thal relaining surface residue is impractical with animal power. So, their clean tillkige
accelerales soil loss 1o lypical levels of 50 lo 200 lons per heclare por year (Gajjaponyse and Syers,
1995), rapidly wasling their soil assels al a rale 10 1o 20 limes the maximum soil loss lolerance limit,

Clean lillage was the path toward higher yields for small holders: It was (he modeimn way lo fam, Bul
while il spread across the upland landscape, it acceleraled soil loss al the farm and catchment level.
Today, the sedimentation rates from Southeast Asian river syslems are an onder of magnitude higher
than those of any olher parl of the world (Milliman and Meade, 1983). One way of conceplualize the
palhway loward conservalion lillage is o look al it in elation o both crop produclivity and  (he
sustainability of tho soil and waler resource base. PProduclivity generally incieased as fanning evolved
from shilling cultivation to intensive lillage agiicultuie, in lerms of yiekd per unit agricultwal area. But in
the process lhe health of soil and waler resources doclined dramatically. The new inlensive Iuci‘hun_l!;
produced more, but jeopardized the resource base, tecenl approaches in conservation tilage aim _1u
rebuild the suslainability of the land resources while futther improving, or at least maintaining, produclivily
and profitability.  But there is a long way lo yo.
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