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ROME, Feb. 17 (Xinhua) -- Italian farmers are looking at the warmest winter in recent
memory in the Mediterranean basin as a warning that they will have to face the challenges
in the coming years.

According to data from the European Medium-term Weather Forecast Center, this winter's
average temperatures in the Mediterranean region were 3 degrees Celsius warmer than
average temperatures for the region, the highest seen in the area in at least 30 years.

"This kind of change represents an enormous challenge for the agricultural sector," Angelo
Gentili, head of the agriculture section for the environmental lobby group Legambiente, told
Xinhua.

"A change in temperature this significant means plants start to flower too early, mixed with
drought and other changed rain patterns,” he said, adding "This is the biggest single
challenge facing the agricultural sector."

Gentili and other leading analysts said that warming temperatures will also have an impact
on the way plants are pollinated. Additionally, they said, flowering plants that bloom too
early run the risk of having the flowers destroyed by a late cold snap.

"If this trend continues it will have a ripple effect across the entire agricultural sector,” Gentili
said. "We cannot predict all the impacts but they will be significant."

According to Franco Verrascina, president of Copagri (the Confederation of Agricultural
Producers), the challenges facing Italian farmers are greater than those in most other parts
of Europe.

"ltaly is a peninsula in the middle of the Mediterranean,” Verrascina said in an interview.
"The impacts are already hitting Italy very hard and over time they will only become more

severe."

Verrascina believes that the impacts will be wide-ranging, from the production of grains, like
corn for the production of cornmeal, to high-end products like grapes and olives used for
making wine and olive oil.
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ear after year, the phenomenon does mean the overall trend of rising temperatures over
time.

"ltaly is one of the richest countries in the world in terms of biodiversity and as temperatures I Villagers start

increase ,that biodiversity is increasingly at risk," he said. "In the agriculture sector, we're b spring ploughing in

likely to see less production and production of lower quality." " Guilin, Guangxi

Verrascina said Italy should take steps to lessen the blow of rising temperatures: making
better use of water and using seeds for more resistant crops. Farmers need to have
contingency plans for extreme weather events and use technology to make the process
more efficient.

Analysts said the fact that Italy's agriculture sector is dominated by small farms -- only one
in 25 farms are larger than 50 hectares (around 124 acres), according to Eurostat, the
statistical office of the European Uunion -- which makes it harder for the sector to make
changes quickly.

Agriculture is an important economic sector for Italy, representing nearly 2 percent of the
country's gross domestic product, according to figures from the World Bank.
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