Preface

Life cycle assessment (LCA) is a technique for assessing the potential environmental impacts associated with a product, by compiling an inventory of relevant environmental exchanges of the product throughout its life cycle ("cradle-to-grave") and evaluating the potential environmental impacts associated with those exchanges.

Our motivation for publishing this book on "Agricultural data for LCA" has been twofold:

· First, data collection is the most time-consuming and costly part of an LCA study. This is especially true for the agricultural part of the life cycle, which at the same time determine a major part of the environmental impacts of most food products. Agricultural processes are characterised by a large variation due to the way agricultural produce is structured: in many, small farms. Variation in climate, soil and management systems cause variation in agricultural inputs, yields, and emissions to water, soil, and air. Consequently, one has to be careful in selecting and interpreting the economic and environmental data used in life cycle assessments. 

· Secondly, LCA data from agriculture are not at all easy to obtain. At first sight, this may seem like a paradox, because out of the entire food chain, agriculture is that part of the life cycle for which the largest amount of data is in the public domain, e.g. from the Farm Accountancy Data Networks and from the agricultural on-farm research. However, the available environmental data are seldom in a form that is related directly to the amount of specific products produced, and typically they are not collected in any standardised form across national borders. 
Summarised, there is a need for facilitating the selection, exchange, and interpretation of data for life cycle assessments, especially for agricultural processes.

This book contains the proceedings of the 2nd European Invitational Expert Seminar on Life Cycle Assessment of Food Products, which was held on the 25 and 26 January 1999 at the Agricultural Economics Research Institute in The Hague. The invited papers for the seminar cover the topics:

· energy consumption, 

· substance balances (especially for nitrogen and phosphorous), and 

· the use of farm typologies and farm accountancy systems for LCA data acquisition.

From all over Europe, 32 experts participated with their state-of-the-art knowledge in these areas. The discussions and conclusions, which are also reported in this book, were moderated by experts on LCA on agricultural products.

To complement the topics covered by the seminar, this book contains some invited papers on data for other environmental aspects, such as pesticide use, biodiversity, soil quality, and occupational health. 

To ensure a high quality of the papers in this book, all contributions have been peer reviewed for acceptance by two or more anonymous reviewers following the procedures for international, scientific journals. We thank both the authors and the reviewers for the time they have spent in bringing their papers up to these high standards. 

We express our thanks to all participants and especially to the chairs of the working groups: Patricia Cortijo, Dirck Ceuterick, Sarah Cowell, and Erwin Lindeijer.  

Finally, we thank the European Commission - DG XII – for financial support through the concerted action ‘European Network for Life Cycle Assessment Research and Development within the food chain (LCA-Net-Food)’; PL-97-3079 of the Food and Agriculture programme (FAIR). The seminar and this book forms part of the activities of one of the working groups of LCA-Net-Food focusing on “Data, database and software.”
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