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INTRO SLIDE 1. 
 

Taking as a starting point that traditional knowledge is in a continuous process 
of change, adaptation and innovation, what can be learned from traditional 
knowledge? What makes traditional knowledge successful? And how can it be linked 
and integrated with modern knowledge? 

Why do we care about this?  First, because the several speakers yesterday 
flagged TK as an important area given that two-thirds of the people on the planet are 
living in survivals economies, that is neither developing or market-based economies. 
Most people on the planet are living in poverty.  And second of all most of the 
speakers yesterday, with the exception of biomass energy, seemed to be skewing their 
presentations to high-tech, modern technology, research laboratory, IT. Top-down, 
north-south type of science and technology.  And not the demand-driven, bottom-up, 
participatory empowering type of science and technology transfer that is required to 
achieve the greening stage of globalization, and coherent logic  that we want our 
recommendations from this conference to address.   And I may want to come back to 
the word logic in a moment as there are two types of logic that need to be addressed  - 
that of the traditional and that of the modern, even not post-modern type. 
 
SLIDE 2.  
 

At the classical, global, UN-type of sustainable development, environmental  
arena we see an enabling multi-lateral policy environment in which traditional 
knowledge policy initiatives are maintained and further developed such as in the 
WIPO, UNCCD and  CBD.  If I understand my boss, Mr. Diallo, correctly yesterday 
he was calling for a policy forum that balances the work of the World Trade 
Organization and the Mr. Diallo was calling for some type of requires a careful alysis 
of the culture-specific division of roles and power relationships which determine the 
possible roles of innovators and the extent to which inventions are shared amongst 
conglomeration of the 250 environmental treaties that we see out there in our 
landscape. 

Now what is important here is how to inject the use of traditional knowledge, 
not the protection or legal aspects, but the promotion of the use and integrate of local 
science to the community through this current intergovernmental environmental 
policy arena where we find ourselves sitting today. 

In order to do that we have to understand a bit about the differences between 
modern science and technology and traditional knowledge. 
 
SLIDE 3. 
   



Traditional and local knowledge are part of a complex, multi-purpose system 
and does not consist of a simple list of agro-based technical solutions,  and be limited 
to a series of different applications varying according to the results obtained. Their 
efficacy depends on the interaction among several factors. They must be carefully 
taken into account if the success accomplished in history in some cases by means of 
traditional knowledge and its logic are to be understood for a contemporary 
application.  
 

Each traditional practice is not an expedient to solve a single problem, but it is 
an elaborated and often multipurpose system that is part of an integral approach 
(society, culture and economy) which is strictly linked to an idea of the world based 
on the careful management of local resources.  A terrace is a way to protect a slope, to 
reinstate the soil and to harvest water. It works within a social organization and a 
shared system of values that supports it and that is, in turn, based on it. During flood 
periods, in dryland areas what seems to be a network of narrow streets is an important 
system of flood diversion having different functions according to season changes. 
 

Modern technology tries to be immediately efficacious by using the 
specialization of knowledge managed by dominant structures that are able to mobilize 
resources that are external to the environment.  In the long and very long period, 
traditional knowledge proves functional by using a shared knowledge created and 
handed down by different generations and social practices and uses internal renewable 
input. Thanks to modern technology it has been possible to excavate certain historical 
wells in the drylands  at very deep depths by pumping ground water. The results can 
be rapidly checked but the local resources can be depleted and sometimes, as time 
goes on,  the resources can be completely depleted. On the other hand, traditional 
knowledge uses water harvesting systems or surface aquifers by using gravity or by 
adopting catchment systems that enable the reproduction of the resource and its 
durability in the long run. 
 

Whereas traditional technological methods use separation and specialization, 
modern knowledge applies combination and integration. According to the traditional 
idea, the forest, the agriculture and the town are three items completely separated 
because they fulfill different needs, such as: wood, food, house. Each item avails itself 
of a specialized scientific system: forestry, agriculture and town-planning. According 
to local knowledge, the plant heritage is not artificially separated from the forest that 
provides commercial wood and from the farming land that provides food 
(Shiva,1993). Forests, fields and dwellings are unitary ecological systems. The forest 
and the other marginal areas which are apparently non-productive areas, like the 
steppes and the marshlands, provide considerable amount of food and water, fodder 
and fertilizers for agriculture. It is also possible to live in these marginal areas. The 
traditional town, in its turn, integrates with agriculture thus replacing, in desert areas, 
the forest for obtaining fertilizers that are produced by organic wastes of the 
inhabitants and for the production of the water caught on the roofs of the houses. As a 
result, the humus produced in the fields gives the soil its colloidal quality which is 
necessary for building houses in adobe towns. The hole made by excavating the land 
is used either as a gutter for water, or as a hole for the transformation of dung into 
humus, or as orchard whose contour is protected by excavation walls. Therefore, the 
activities are carried out in this feedback cycle where the result of one activity is the 



basis for the realization of the other. The architecture fulfils this need in every single 
detail.  
 

This principle which is very similar to the functioning of nature where each 
residue of a system is used by other systems, where the idea of waste or the possibility 
to resort to external resources does not exist, has allowed the survival of people 
throughout history. Multipurpose techniques have been successful even in hard times. 
The collaboration and the symbiosis by reusing what is produced within a system 
enabled the autopoiesis, the self-reproduction, the self-propulsive development, which 
does not depend on exogenous or occasional factors. 
 

When this logic is supported by strong cohesion between society, culture and 
economy, a positive development is obtained in history. The synthesis between 
traditional knowledge and social systems leads to forms of intensification by 
appropriately using the resources and entailing positive status changes, thus realizing 
rural or urban ecosystems. This process enabled the success of important civilizations 
based on traditional techniques, thus producing important socio-economic results. 
 

Besides the interaction among environmental, productive, technological and 
social aspects, we should take into consideration both aesthetic and ethnic values. The 
traditional procedure works in harmony with the landscape, thus trying to meet the 
traditional aesthetic needs. A tool for water harvesting or conduction is not only a 
technical structure but it is also a beautiful structure. The oases are productive 
systems but at the same time they are places of contemplation and rest. Likewise in 
the south of Italy, the small farmlands of the desert are called gardens, thus 
eliminating the difference between orchards and gardens. The constructions and the 
methods often have a deep symbolic meaning that draw continuous analogies between 
technique, art and nature. The water repartition systems in the Sahara desert are 
reproduced on the patterns of carpets and in women’s hairstyle. They are complex 
symbols linked to life, fertility and generations. Spiritual principles sanctify the rules 
thus guaranteeing their dissemination. This is the case of the holy woods in Africa 
that have limited access, or of taboo goods, that are practices which guarantee forest 
reinstatement, environmental and soil resources as reserve for nature and human 
communities. 
 

Therefore, the traditional technique is an integral part of a set of links and 
relationships that is strongly integrated and supported by symbols and meanings. The 
traditional technique is performed thanks to a cultural structure that is socially shared: 
it is the system of the local historical science and knowledge. 
 

Therefore, it is wrong to isolate the single technology, which always relates to 
a context and is not only linked to an environmental situation but also to a precise 
historic period or to a complex social structure. These remarks are necessary in view 
of the dissemination, the reproducibility or the reuse of contemporary forms of 
traditional techniques. Actually, it is not true that a traditional technique always gives 
positive results in different situations and periods. The “slash and burn agriculture” or 
the “shifting agriculture” enabled the survival of human groupings for very long 
period of time in perfect harmony with resources but it can also turn out to be 
catastrophic if it is applied in a different environmental and demographic context. 
 



Traditional knowledge must not be meant as a set of expedients to be replaced 
by traditional background, but it must contribute to the formation of a new paradigm.  
What is possible to learn from traditional and local knowledge is not a series of 
miracle solutions that could be able to act in the same logic of modernity. It is the 
method on which it is based that can be put forward again by means of modern 
technologies. 
 
SLIDE 4  Strategies for Policy Formulation 
 

Important policy elements can be learned from the systemic and complex 
character of traditional knowledge and traditional societies which can be embedded 
into the  globalization policy context for science and technology. 
 

Optimistically speaking, traditional models of development can be revitalized 
and provide a basis for developing a new technological paradigm which might be the 
result of recommendations from best practices or guidelines. Sometimes these feed 
into policy formulation and sometimes out of policies  And here are some general 
examples of strategies to integrate traditional and modern knowledge were suggested: 
 
1. To adopt a bottom-up approach in research and development which puts the 
farmer-innovator at the centre;  Now there are a number of problems that are typically 
associated with innovation at the local level.  Those result primarily from the 
conservative nature of farmers.   
 
2.  External scientific and technical experts should learn to listen and to enter into 
dialogue with the knowledgeable local actors; 
 
3.  Mechanisms to share and disseminate traditional knowledge and its 
innovations horizontally can be set up and supported (e.g. regional radio programmes, 
farmer-to-farmer networks); 
 
4. There is a relationship between the capacity of decision-making and the 
capacity of realizing innovations. Therefore, empowerment is an essential dimension 
of encouraging innovations, especially among women; Here I am thinking of an 
example of participatory GIS systems whereby villagers build three dimensional 
models of the landscape, understanding the land in a plastic, modeling sense before 
moving on to digital systems. 
 
5.  Local entitlements on the use and management of natural resources should be 
strengthened and consolidated when modern knowledge or technologies enter into 
traditional settings; 
 
6.  Mechanisms to valorize and recognize the achievements of knowledgeable 
local actors and inventors should be developed; 
 
7.  Truly participatory bottom-up approaches to development are necessary. Their 
adaptation includes a change of attitude among scientists and technology transfer 
experts. The role of external (national and international) experts should be critically 
assessed; 
 



8.  Because women are essential managers of natural resources and therefore 
possess extensive traditional knowledge concerning the natural environment, 
extension services should have a better gender ratio. Furthermore, the relationship 
between gender, science and technology should be carefully investigated. There are 
very few women researchers and recognized innovators. The role of science in 
traditional technology has thus to be viewed from a gender perspective; 
 
9 Horizontal dialogues between members of different cultures and an 
understanding of the cultural specificity and diversity in which traditional knowledge 
is reproduced and expressed (in practices, in festivities, in rituals etc.) are two key 
elements of the anthropological methodology which permits the understanding of 
"agri-cultures" as complex systems of knowledge and practice. A "culture to culture" 
relationship should replace the "I (expert) will capacitate and instruct you" approach. 
 
SLIDE 5  The 4 Critiques of Traditional Knowledge 
 
1. Traditional techniques constitute a specific and limited series of technical 
solutions. 
 
The proposal is contradicted by the very same definition of traditional knowledge as 
an integrated learning organization, a complex system with multifunctional 
characteristics, an integral part of the collective identity’s as well as social cohesion’s 
construction process. Taking it as a series of expedients to solve specific problems is 
reductive and deceptive. Each traditional practice responds to a specific necessity but 
is highly integrated with the environmental and social context, and is part of a 
complex whole of social, ecological but also symbolic and aesthetic values. 
 
2. They are not technologically competitive, with the result that they are 
technologically inefficient and less productive than modern technologies. 
 
This critique is not justified since there is no reason to consider traditional techniques 
as less competitive, inefficient or unproductive than modern techniques. Traditional 
technology considers a series of contextual factors omitted by modern techniques, and 
results differ. The procedure is sometimes not that immediate and needs more work, 
however, this does not represent a negative feature in many countries that face 
unemployment problems. In order to assess the efficiency of a process, both internal 
and external aspects are considered. Indeed, the application of a technique determines 
the effects from the cradle to the grave of the necessary use of resources and has more 
general consequences on the entire economic, social and environmental system. These 
interactions are not taken into account in a modern technique based on specific and 
immediate yield criteria. On the contrary, traditional techniques are selected and 
accepted through a process of environmental, historical and social comparisons. Their 
efficiency is appraised according to their validity over the long term, their contextual 
benefits and their full sustainability. 
 
3. Traditional techniques concern the developing world and are marginal 
compared to great economic and technological processes. 
 
This is contradicted by the fact that the continuing consolidation and stabilization of 
the role of traditional technologies in society and in the economy can be verified, 



specifically in the more advanced countries. The traditional values, manufacturing 
practices and artisan capacities of traditional technologies are the basis on which is 
founded the great added value of yields of enormous economic importance for many 
advanced countries. In particular, typical alimentary produce (such as oil, cheese and 
wine) safeguards the quality of the land, both aesthetic and environmental, since old 
production systems are available thanks to the maintenance of traditional techniques 
of soil management. In the same field, increasing agricultural yields and quantities of 
biologically controlled meat are the result of even more interest in traditional 
techniques of cultivation and breeding. These considerations are true even in other 
sectors from quality gadgets to haute couture and from real estate to the building 
market. It is an advantage for the most renowned manufacturers to be able to list the 
traditional techniques they use and the success of many companies is actually due to 
having incorporated traditional techniques into their processes or to be located in 
traditional environments or historical centres. 
 
4.  They are proposed because of an ideological anti-technological vision 
 
The fourth critique is to be rejected since, even if in the traditional knowledge 
movement there are some anti-technological components, on the whole, it is not true 
at all. Traditional knowledge is not proposed because it contains less technology 
compared to the conventional ones, but because it has better results, technologically 
speaking, compared to the determined environmental and social context. Sometimes, 
it has the most refined technologies, some other times, it is very simple but still more 
appropriate, and is ecologically compatible and locally manageable. Furthermore, 
traditional knowledge is re-proposed through each single possible innovative use that 
is in conjunction with modern technologies which can operate within the same logic. 
As a matter of fact, it is the principle of traditional knowledge that is useful to spread 
and copy not the technique itself. This is actually possible thanks to the use of the 
most advanced technologies in the field of eco-energies, recycling, pollution-free 
production, and maintenance of old procedures thanks to low-impact processes of 
mechanization that are self-manageable. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
For me, the benefits of science and technology are multifaceted according to the 
scales through which they can be observed. Within a macro-economic globalization 
framework based on free-market econometric principles, traditional technologies can 
be considered as marginal. However, from local and environmental policy points of 
view, traditional knowledge and its technology plays a primary role. 
 


