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Abstract: Expanding populations, the impacts of climate change, availability of arable land, and
availability of water for irrigation collectively strain the agricultural system. To keep pace and adapt
to these challenges, food producers may adopt unsustainable practices that may ultimately intensify
the strain. What is a course of technological evolution and adoption that can break this cycle? In this
paper we explore a set of technologies and food production scenarios with a new, reduced-order
model. First the model is developed. The model combines limitations in the sustainable water supply,
agricultural productivity as a function of intensification, and rising food demands. Model inputs
are derived from the literature and historical records. Monte Carlo simulation runs of the model are
used to explore the potential of existing and future technologies to bring us ever closer to a more
sustainable future instead of ever farther. This is the concept of a moving sustainability horizon
(the year in the future where sustainability can be achieved with current technological progress if
demand remains constant). The sustainability gap is the number of years between the present and the
sustainability horizon. As demand increases, the sustainability horizon moves farther into the future.
As technology improves and productivity increases, the sustainability horizon is closer to the present.
Sustainability, therefore, is achieved when the sustainability horizon collides with the present, closing
the sustainability gap to zero. We find one pathway for water management technology adoption
and innovation that closes the sustainability gap within the reduced-order model’s outputs. In
this scenario, micro-irrigation adoption, minimal climate change impacts, reduced food waste,
and additional transformative innovations such as smart greenhouses and agrivoltaic systems are
collectively needed. The model shows that, in the absence of these changes, and continuing along our
current course, the productivity of the agricultural system would become insufficient in the decade
following 2050.

Keywords: climate change; food–energy–water nexus; food and water sustainable; irrigation efficiency

1. Introduction

Irrigation and water management can be used to alleviate or exacerbate the largest
global resource management challenges. On the positive side, water management practices
can increase food production and sustainability [1]. Food production needs to increase. By
2050, nine billion people will require 13.5 billion metric tons of food annually [2], 10% of
whom will receive inadequate nutrition [3]. The requisite increases in food production [4]
can be attained partly through efficient irrigation [5]. Secondly, irrigation can be used
to offset the negative impacts of climate change on the food supply [6]. Climate change
alters precipitation patterns and increases the frequency of extreme weather which reduces
crop production [7], and increases food prices [8]. Irrigation can mitigate [9] climate
change’s impacts on our food supply but would require a 40–100% increase in water use
for irrigation [10].
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On the negative side, the expansion of irrigated lands can strain global water sustain-
ability [11]. Water consumption in agriculture currently accounts for 87% of the world’s
consumptive water use [12] of which approximately 30% is drawn from unsustainable
sources [13]. Improvements in irrigation efficiency do not necessarily lead to basin-scale
changes in water availability, and restrictions on irrigation withdrawals have been sug-
gested as a viable path toward reduced agricultural water consumption [11]. Secondly, the
expansion of irrigated areas can contribute to global warming [6]. Agricultural land already
occupies 40% of the Earth’s land surface [14]. Twenty percent of that area is irrigated, and
produces 40% of the world’s food [15], [16]. Further expansion of the total agricultural land
is limited by climatic and soil constraints [14], would increase CO2 production, and would
contribute to climate change [6].

The combined view of resource needs and constraints in the food–energy–water nexus
(discussed above) seem to indicate that agriculture will need to both expand and restrict
irrigation at the same time to achieve sustainability in a changing climate. This paradox
may be subverted through the development of either additional sustainable water resources
or agricultural technologies and practices that substantially improve the efficiency of water
use. Improved irrigation efficiencies can be achieved through technological innovation and
technological adoption. The aim of this effort is to explore how the adoption of existing
irrigation technology or emergent agricultural technologies can contribute to resolving
this paradox.

Irrigation efficiency is defined as the ratio of the volume of water that is taken up by
the crop to the volume of irrigation water applied. This water use efficiency is affected
by irrigation technology and approach. These technologies are grouped into three main
categories: surface (75% of ag. land), sprinkler (20% of ag. land), and micro-irrigation
(5% of ag. land) [17]. The application efficiencies of these general categories vary greatly.
Micro-irrigation is generally the most efficient (80–91%) and surface irrigation is the least
(50–70%). Sprinkler irrigation efficiency is 54–80% [18]. That is, the most efficient irrigation
approach is used the least and vice versa. There is a rich literature that explores the links
between irrigation technology, water use efficiency and crop productivity.

The seed-lint cotton yield production was 10–19% higher and water use efficiency
increased by 35–103% with micro-irrigation relative to furrow irrigation [19]. Grain yields
(Zea mays L.) in micro, sprinkler, and surface irrigated fields of 11.8 t/ha, 10.5 t/ha, and
10.1 t/ha were measured in 2004–2005 [20]. The associated net irrigation water productivity
was increased by 1.7 t/ML, 1.4 t/ML, and 1.3 t/ML for micro, sprinkler, and furrow
irrigation, respectively [20]. They reported water savings of 30% for micro-irrigation and 8%
for sprinkler irrigation compared with surface irrigation. Similar results were reported by
Humphreys et al. 2008 [21]. Net irrigation water productivity and maize production were
increased by small amounts (averages of 0.5 t/ha and 0.2 t/ML, respectively) compared to
flood irrigation [21].

Emerging technologies, such as smart greenhouses, agrivoltaic systems [22], and
technological innovation in irrigation, may further increase efficiencies and productivities
within the food–energy–water nexus. Greenhouse vegetable production has been shown to
increase yields and reduce water demands and has been implemented at scale in Southern
Europe and the Netherlands [23,24]. New irrigation technologies designed to increase
application efficiency have been patented [25] and demonstrated. Two examples are a new
dynamic elevation spray application (DESA) for overhead irrigation systems that responds
to the growth of the crop canopy [26], and a variable rate drip irrigation (VRDI) emitter that
can be used to customize water irrigation amounts and timings to individual plants [27].

Given that the current agricultural system is not sustainable in water [13], it is natural
to ask the question: what is the role of irrigation technology in a future, sustainable
food system? How is the potential for water sustainability in agriculture impacted by
this technological mix? In addition, what innovations are required to usher in this more
sustainable future? The first objective of this manuscript is to quantify the potential of
irrigation technology to influence global food sustainability. This is achieved by deriving
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and applying a simplified model that compares past, present, and future agricultural inputs
(e.g., irrigation), and outputs (e.g., calories). The second objective is to reconstruct past
trends in irrigation technology from ~10,000 BCE to the present to give context to the
future scenarios that are explored within the third objective. This is achieved through
literature synthesis and interpolation. The third objective is to deploy the completed model
on a single case study to demonstrate the capabilities of the model. This is achieved by
envisioning a current course scenario, where all rates of change remain constant. The
fourth scenario is to deploy the model in a series of alternative future scenarios to evaluate
what technological advancement pathways may lead to food sustainability. These scenarios
explore water limitations, potential agricultural land expansion, agricultural productivity
(depending on practice), and resulting supportable population. The fourth objective
is achieved by developing and using a new concept: a “sustainability horizon” which
we express as the year in which sustainability would be reached at the pace of current
technological adaptation assuming all other exogenous factors remain constant (population,
climate, per capita consumption, etc.). Sustainability can then be defined as when the
sustainability horizon is co-located with the present time.

2. Methodology
2.1. Objective 1: Model Construction

A new, reduced-order model is constructed to explore the connection between tech-
nological advancement and adoption and sustainability. This model must incorporate
the limitations of sustainably available water for irrigation, the expected irrigated land
expansion, technological efficiencies (both productivity and use), and food demands. The
model is constructed in three stages outlined below. First, the overall sustainable water
limitation for the global irrigated agriculture is incorporated and enforced. Next, the
expected changes in agricultural production attributable to technological intensification are
incorporated. Finally, the expected rise in food demand with population is incorporated.
The result is a reduced-order model that can quickly explore past, current, and future
irrigation technology scenarios and predict how these scenarios could impact macro-level
food sustainability.

The reduced-order model is constructed as follows:
Water limitations: the total irrigation water withdrawal is the sum of water required

to service each technological class (micro, sprinkler, and surface irrigation). The 0th order
model (Equation (1)) is the ratio of withdrawals such that relative water savings can
be calculated against a known historical reference. This approach does not address the
diversity and disposition of resources and demands but does enable an aggregated 0th
order analysis of irrigation technology.

Wtotal,1

Wtotal,2
=

AI,1D
AI,2D

 fM,1
EM

+
fSp,1
ESp

+
fSu,1
ESu

fM,2
EM

+
fSp,2
ESp

+
fSu,2
ESu

 (1)

where the subscripts 1 and 2 are the reference and interrogated times, respectively. Wtotal is
the total irrigation water withdrawn [km3]; AI is the total irrigated area [Mha]; D is the
water depth applied to the rooting zone [cm]; EM, ESp, and ESu and fM, fSp, and fSu are the
efficiencies and the area fractions of surface, sprinkler, and micro-irrigation, respectively.
Scenarios are defined relative to a 2019 baseline which is found through synthesis and
projection of historical data shown in Supplementary Materials (Table S1). Input parameter
values from the literature are given in Table 1.
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Table 1. Irrigation efficiencies and relative productivity by irrigation class.

Parameter Value Range References

EM 0.80–0.90 [28]
ESp 0.50–0.60 [28]
ESu 0.30–0.35 [28]
CM 1.2–1.9 [29]
CSp 1.12–1.40 [30]
CSu 2.37–2.57 [15,16]

Production: productivity per hectare increases with irrigation efficiency. Rainfed
land has similar productivity to surface irrigated lands, and micro-irrigated lands are
20–90% more productive than surface irrigated lands [29]. A literature summary of irriga-
tion technology-specific productivities is presented in Table 1. The total productivity of
agriculture must balance the consumption minus the waste.

nP1 =
(

MM + MSp + MSu + MR −W
)
ρ f (2)

where P1 is the population now, n is the average annual per-capita calorie needs, W is the
mass of wasted food, ρ f is the average calorie density of food in calories per kilogram,
and MM, MSp, MSu, and MR are the masses of food produced per year in micro-irrigated,
sprinkler irrigated, surface irrigated, and rainfed agriculture, respectively.

The productivity of each agricultural practice can be further refined from Equation (2):

nP1

ρ f
= qR

{(
CMCSu fM,1 + CSpCSu fSp,1 + CSu fSu,1

)
AI,1 + AR,1

}
−W (3)

where qR is the rainfed agricultural productivity expressed in terms of a mass flux
[kg/(Mha-y)]; CM, and CSp are the relative productivity of micro and sprinkler to sur-
face irrigated lands, and CSu is the relative productivity of surface irrigated lands to rainfed
lands, respectively; AR,1 is the area of rainfed agriculture globally [Mha].

The food waste is expressed as a fraction of the total production, W f [31]. Upon
substation, Equation (3) becomes:

nP1(
1−W f

)
ρ f qR

=
(
CMCSu fM,1 + CSpCSu fSp,1 + CSu fSu,1

)
AI,1 + AR,1 (4)

In addition, we define the constant:

n(
1−W f

)
ρ f qR

= α, (5)

for later simplicity in notation. The relative supported population to a known reference
is expressed by normalizing a potential future’s scenario population, P2, by a historical
reference P1:

P2

P1
=

α1

α2

[(
CM fM,2 + CSp fSp,2 + fSu,2

)
CSu AI,2 + AR,1(

CM fM,1 + CSp fSp,1 + fSu,1
)
CSu AI,1 + AR,1

]
, (6)

assuming that the non-irrigated agricultural expansion is limited, resulting in AR,1 = AR,2
(the rainfed agricultural areas in the future scenario and the reference are equal).
Equation (6) is combined with Equation (1) to complete a model that projects potential
future supportable populations as a function of agricultural water use practices. This
model contains two unknowns: the projected future supportable population P2, and CSu,
the relative productivity of surface irrigated lands to rainfed lands. To close the model, an
additional equation or relationship is required for CSu.
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The relative productivity of rainfed vs. surface irrigated lands is constructed from
available relationships and literature data. The starting point is the assertion that 20%
of agricultural land is irrigated but that irrigated land produces 40% of the total food,
globally [32,33]. We can express this statement mathematically as

0.2 Pirrigated Atotal = 0.4 Paverage Atotal , (7)

Thus, by inference, 80% of the agricultural land is not irrigated and that the non-
irrigated (rainfed) land produces 60% of the food, globally. We can express this statement
mathematically as

0.8 Prain f ed Atotal = 0.6 Paverage Atotal (8)

Taking the ratio of Equations (7) and (8), we find

0.4 Paverage Atotal

0.6 Paverage Atotal
=

0.2 Pirrigated Atotal

0.8 Prain f ed Atotal
(9)

This simplifies the productivity ratio between irrigated and rainfed agricultural lands
(global average)

8
3
=

Pirrigated

Prain f ed
(10)

The productivity of irrigated agriculture is a composite of its constituent productivities.
These are: the productivities of micro, sprinkler, and surface irrigation. We define these
relative productivities individually as

pMicro = CM pSur f ace, (11)

pSprinkler = CSp pSur f ace, (12)

And
pSur f ace = CSu prain f ed, (13)

The total productivity of the irrigated land can then be expressed as an area-weighted
sum of Equations (11)–(13)

CMCSu
Prain f ed AM

AI
+ CSpCSu

Prain f ed ASp

AI
+ CSu

Prain f ed ASu

AI
= Pirrigated, (14)

which, when combined with Equation (7) becomes

CMCSu
Prain f ed AM

Atotal
+ CSp CSu

Prain f ed ASp
Atotal

+ CSu
Prain f ed ASu

Atotal

Prain f ed
=

8
3

. (15)

Equation (15) is rearranged to express CSu as a function of known quantities

CSu =
8
3

 1

CM
AM

Atotal
+ CSp

ASp
Atotal

+ ASu
Atotal

 (16)

This we use to find that CSu ∈ (2.37, 2.57) if we use a full range of literature values
associated with CM and CSp (Table 1). This is the value range for CSu that we report in
Table 1.

The model is now closed, and a Monte Carlo simulation is performed [34]. The
model outputs: the water demand and supportable populations are plotted for all possible
permutations of area fractions for surface, sprinkler, and micro-irrigation. Some of these
scenarios (e.g., 100% micro-irrigation) are unrealistic because an agriculturalist’s choice of
irrigation method is often based on a range of economic issues, crop, economic, imposed
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restrictions, and cultivation methods, [35,36] access to capital, incentives, and risk [37,38],
but are nonetheless included for completeness.

2.2. Objective 2: Historical Data

Historical scenarios of technological adoption and advancement were synthesized
from available historical and literature sources (shown in the Supplemental Materials).
Gaps in the dataset were filled with cubic spline interpolation in MatlabTM. Future rates of
technological expansion were linearly extrapolated from the available data. The raw and
interpolated data are available for inspection and use in Supplemental Materials.

Definition of Sustainability Horizon and Gap

The potential for sustainability increases as technology advances and efficiencies im-
prove. Likewise, the demand for food is expected to increase with the growing population.
Our future sustainability targets become harder to obtain as demand increases, whilst tech-
nological advancement can experience diminishing returns. Thus, we are technologically
pursuing a sustainability target, but that target recedes into the future. If we consider
the hypothetical situation whereby all exogenous factors remain constant (from a given
starting point in time present, future, or past), then the sustainability target remains fixed.
This sustainability target could potentially be met by many combinations of technologies.
We define this ensemble of technological combinations as the sustainability horizon.

Permutations of the technological mix (percent of micro, sprinkler, and surface irri-
gation) can therefore be explored with the model constructed above. The technological
combinations that satisfy the sustainability horizon definition can then be identified for any
starting point. Technological starting points are gleaned from the historical data described
above. The current pace of technological change can also be found from the historical data.

Finally, we can find the “technological distance” between any given start point and
the closest point on the sustainability horizon. These technological distances are found as
the shortest line between the start point and the sustainability horizon in the tertiary plots
below. If we divide this technological distance by the rate of technological advancement,
the result is the “sustainability gap”. The sustainability gap is the length of time required
for the current rate of technological advancement to achieve sustainability if all exogenous
factors remain constant.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Objective 3: Single Scenario Model Demonstration

The total potential water savings (Equation (1)), relative to 2019 levels, are plotted
for all potential irrigation technology mixes (fraction of micro, sprinkler, and surface).
The model results are plotted in a tertiary fashion because the total of the three respective
technological fractions must add to 1. Of course, the greatest irrigation water savings (>50%)
occurs when 100% of the farms adopt the most efficient technology (micro-irrigation).
Conversely, negative water savings (additional demands) would result if 100% of the
irrigated lands used surface irrigation (<−10%). The remaining potential water savings for
the technological mix permutations are contained between these two extrema.

Prior studies have shown the benefits of irrigation expansion as a means to meet the
nutritional needs of the global population or as a mitigation strategy for climate change,
but only under the condition that the water is sourced sustainably [3,11]. Recall that 30%
of the irrigation water in 2019 was drawn from unsustainable sources [13], a percentage
that is within the bounds of the plot. Thus, we can conclude that there are technological
mixes that would correspond to a sustainable irrigation volume in 2019, that is, there
are irrigation mixes that would correspond to a 30% less irrigation water demand. This
technological mix is represented by the black line in Figure 1. The historical trajectory
of irrigation technology adoption is also plotted and projected to 2050 at current rates of
technological adoption (Table S2). We see that the trend of technological adoption is toward
increased water savings, but the current rate of technological adoption is not sufficient to
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reduce the irrigation demand to sustainable levels by 2050. The isoline at 30% reduction
shows the minimum requirement to achieve water sustainability for 2019 levels. We expect
this restriction to be more strict in the future as water is redirected as a result of climate
change [10,13].
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Figure 1. Water savings in the future for irrigation technology scenarios.

As we move from water consumption by agriculture to food production by agriculture
we will assume that any additional irrigation savings beyond the water sustainability
horizon (>30%) are assumed to expand the irrigated land area, a likely outcome [11]. As
water savings increases, so can irrigated areas increase sustainably. We plot the total
sustainable irrigated land as a function of the irrigation technology mix in Figure 2. Here,
the second dataset of future projected irrigated areas [39] is plotted within the same
framework. Note that all contemporary irrigated areas reside within the section of the plot
above the location of the water sustainability threshold. This is because we have enforced
within our model that expansion of irrigated areas must occur with sustainable irrigation
water. Again, the historic and future trajectory of irrigation technology adoption is plotted
for reference. From Figures 1 and 2 we can see that the expansion of irrigated land is
expected to outpace the adoption of more irrigation water efficient technologies.
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Figure 2. Irrigated land expansion with imposed water constraint for irrigation technology scenarios.

As the total irrigated area expands, the global productivity per acre increases. This is
because irrigated lands are more productive than non-irrigated, rainfed lands. Furthermore,
micro-irrigated fields are more than sprinkler irrigated fields, and sprinkler irrigated fields
are more productive than surface irrigated fields, generally. The total irrigated area,
coupled with the productivity data, represents the full model formulation presented in
the Methods Section. In Figure 3, we plot the total supportable population increases as
the total agricultural productivity increases. To make this plot, some assumptions about
the future trajectory of food consumption were made. We assumed continuing course
outlook: 10% of the population does not receive sufficient nutrition [3], 25% of agricultural
production is wasted [6], no alternative sources of calories are created, and limited action is
taken on climate change. Figure 3 shows the supportable population as a function of the
irrigation methods overlaid with isolines of the projected future population projections.
These population isolines define the sustainability horizon.
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Figure 3. Supportable population as a function of irrigation methods with isolines of the projected populations into
the future.

Here, the total future supportable isolines are not as restricted (from an irrigation
sustainability perspective) as the irrigated area lines in Figure 2. This is because of the
increased productivity per hectare as we move to more efficient irrigation approaches. From
this plot, we see that irrigation technology can play a significant role in the increase of the
potential supported population, but there is a limit to contemporary irrigation technology’s
potential. We also see that the distance between the projected technological mix (points) is
advancing more slowly than the associated population projection. For example, the 2030
expected irrigation technology mix (black triangle) is closer to its sustainability horizon
than the respective 2050 technological mix (star). That is, there is an ever-increasing gap
between the current expected state of the system and the sustainable state of the system. For
this paper, we call this the “sustainability gap”. Furthermore, the maximum supportable
population estimate from this approach is ~10.5 billion which may be exceeded in the
future. We cannot rely solely on existing technologies and current rates of technological
adoption to satisfy the growing food needs of the world’s population.

The constructed model outputs suggest three key takeaways and one central inference
(within the defined scenario and considering the model’s limitations) from Figures 1–3.
(1) Current rates of technological adoption in irrigation will not close the water sustain-
ability gap in the next three decades even if the food demand remained stagnant (from
Figure 1); (2) expansion of irrigated land is sustainably achievable in a macro sense (local
water constraints and the disposition of resources are not tracked within this analysis), but
this expansion can only be achieved through a rapid acceleration of irrigation efficiency
(from Figure 2), and (3) global food sustainability will not be achievable after 2050 even if
the most efficient micro-irrigation was adopted universally. We note that the sustainabil-
ity gap for available water, land and food resources is widening through time across all
three figures. We interpret this as an insufficient technological advancement and adoption
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velocity. That is, the sustainability horizon proceeds forward in time faster than we can
ever catch.

Several assumptions were made to arrive at these findings, and all the model’s input
parameters have errors and ranges of values as reported in the literature. For Figure 3,
we used the median values in all cases. However, this does not give a complete picture.
Changes in assumptions and model parameters (e.g., productivity of irrigated lands) would
result in alternative structures within the results. We, therefore, perform a Monte Carlo
simulations that randomly change the input parameters within their ranges (as defined
by literature values, see Table 1). Two and a half million model run permutations were
performed and analyzed for the scenario presented above in Figure 3. Within these plots,
the sustainability gap, as a function of the year, fluctuated. For each permutation, the
sustainability gap was recorded as a function of the year. The resulting potential ranges in
the sustainability gap are presented in Figure 4a.
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Figure 4a can be interpreted as the evolution of the agricultural system away from or
toward sustainability. There are constraints on this future trajectory. Firstly, the system is
bound by the limits of the plotting axis in Figure 3 (there cannot be more than 100% of any
technological allocation). This “technological” limit is denoted by the red area. Secondly,
the sustainability gap is measured from a point in time. As we progress through the model,
and advance in time, the relative position of this starting point changes. This is the lower
bound represented by the green area in the plot. The sustainability gap, as plotted, is the
minima of the set of sustainability gaps within the ensemble of model results (grey zone).
The full range of the potential model trajectories is plotted as the blue field. The model
trajectories must overlap with the green zone (and subsequently force the sustainability
gap to zero) if the system is to reach a projected sustainable state. Within Figure 4a, the
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sustainability gap grows in width from 2020 to about 2040, and then asymptotes to a
constant width. This means that of the 2.5 million scenarios interrogated, exactly 0 become
sustainable by 2050, and the sustainability gap is not closing. That is, we are not expected
to make progress toward sustainability in the food production system under the “current
course” scenario.

3.2. Objective 4: Exploring Alternative Technological Scenarios

Additional scenarios were then constructed. The scenarios are defined as follows:
(a) current course, (b) optimistic climate, (c) optimistic food, (d) transformative agriculture
innovation, (e) agrivoltaics, (f) optimistic food and agrivoltaics. The current course is
the scenario as defined above. An optimistic climate assumes that additional irrigation
is not required to mitigate the impacts of climate change. Optimistic food assumes that
100% of the people are fed, 10% of our calories come from alternative food sources, such
as lab-created meat [40], insect protein [41], high protein seaweed [42], and food waste
is halved. Transformative agriculture innovation assumes that water productivity of
agriculture is increased through new management strategies: deficit irrigation, or vertical
farming, or largescale greenhouse implementation. The agrivoltaic [43] scenario combines
the transformative agriculture innovation scenario with the optimistic climate scenario. In
addition, the optimistic food and agrivoltaics scenario combines the agrivoltaic scenario and
the optimistic food scenario. Monte Carlo simulations for each scenario were performed
with 2.6 million runs and randomized selection of model parameters within the bounds of
the literature values. The sustainability gaps for each scenario, respectively, are presented
in Figure 4a–f.

The optimistic climate scenario results, presented in Figure 4b, can be interpreted as
follows. The reduced pressure on irrigation creates a set of scenarios slightly more opti-
mistic than the current course scenario. Although the sustainability gap is not eliminated,
the side of the gap begins to diminish between 2030 and 2040. We do conclude that climate
action alone is insufficient to achieve sustainability by 2050 for any of the model runs. The
optimistic food scenario is presented in Figure 4c. Within this plot, the sustainability gap is
shorter than those of the previous two scenarios; however, no model trajectory closed the
sustainability gap before 2050. The transformative agricultural change scenario’s results
are presented in Figure 4d. Again, this action alone has no model trajectories that close the
sustainability gap. We do observe that the sustainability gap is reduced the most by this
scenario thus far.

Combinations of the above scenarios are presented in the remaining panels of Figure 4.
The agrivoltaic scenario (a combination of the optimistic climate and transformative in-
novation scenarios) is the first in which a single model trajectory closed the sustainability
gap. Although this is encouraging, the most desirable outcome would be if all model
trajectories closed the sustainability gap. This can be seen in the agrivoltaic and optimistic
food scenario (the most optimistic scenario overall). The model results indicate that any
individual sustainability success (with climate change, with reduced food waste, or with
new technological adoption) was not sufficient in isolation to close the sustainability gap.
Rather, success in all areas was required.

4. Conclusions

The concept of the sustainability horizon and sustainability gap were useful tools to
explore future trajectories of technological progress. These concepts could be expanded to
other systems with dynamic demands and technological advances. In combination with
a simplified production model (constructed from literature data), the analysis presented
suggests that the current course of agriculture is not closing the sustainability gap and
that action is needed in technological innovation, reduced food waste, alternative calorie
sources, and climate change mitigation, collectively. Progress in isolation within each of
these areas did not lead to a change of sufficient significance to close the sustainability gap
by 2050. There is a potential pathway to sustainable agriculture and that pathway requires
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transformative innovations that increase the water productivity of our agricultural systems,
widespread adoption of alternative calorie sources, and actions to reduce the impacts of
climate change.

It is important to note that the results presented rely on a simplified model based
on available literature data. Though this model is useful to study the trends of global
agricultural sustainability, it does not contain or acknowledge the heterogenous nature of
localized food production and food distribution networks. The model formulation also
focused on the water limitations to global sustainable food production and there are other
potential limitations to agricultural sustainability (e.g., arable lands).

Further research is also needed. The synthetic model created for this study relied on
key variables as defined in the literature: production efficiency, water application efficiency,
water productivity, irrigated areas, food wastage rates, and more. Further, these data
were deployed dynamically, where possible. That is, they were allowed to change in
time to reflect historical rates of change. These highly valuable data must be appended
and expanded. Furthermore, one of the main conclusions of this study is that current
agricultural and food system technologies are insufficient to address future needs. Applied
research in technologies, agricultural practices that increase the efficiency of the food
production system need to be created, vetted, and deployed. With the efficiency of these
technologies known, the reduced-order model, derived for this study, could easily explore
the macro-sustainability impact of new innovations.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/10
.3390/su13084328/s1, Table S1: Table 1. Global population, Agriculture land, Actual irrigated area,
Rain-fed area, Surface irrigation, Localized irrigation, and Sprinkler irrigation, and Table S2. Fraction
of irrigated area by technological category.
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