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RESEARCH 

Are the internatioiínal agricultura! research centres 
tackling the crucial issues of poverty and sustainability? 
Robert Chairabers and {ules Pretty express some doubts 

Will the opportMnStf he seized? 

The I n t e r n a t i o n a l Agr icul tura l 
Research Centres (IARCs) of the 
C o n s u l t a t i v e G r o u p for 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l Agricul tural Research 
(CGIAR) have a professional influence out 
of all proportion to their size and budgets. 
The IARCs expenditure is less than 4 percent 
of the global expenditure on agricultural 
r e s e a r c h . N e v e r t h e l e s s , agr i cu l tura l 
scientists worldwide see the IARCs as centres 
which embody and set standards of 
professional excellence. 

Through their training of nat ional 
scientists, their international networking 
of research programmes, theirpublications, 
and their prestige, the IARCs spread and 
sustain the dominant concepts, valúes, 
methods and behaviour of agricultural 
science. Still basking in the afterglow of the 
green revolution, they still predominantly 
accept and propagate the transfer of 
technology paradigm. 

The rhetoric of past IARC mission 
statements have been criticized for hiding 
weaknesses and distortions. Those about 
poverty and sustainability stand out. 

First, it can be argued that the poverty 
focus has had less substance than claimed. 
Early critics of the green revolution pointed 
out that the new technologies were not 
scale-neutral, that the larger and better 
endowed farmer areas and farmers gained 
most, that others often lost, and that 
income disparities were often accentuated. 

W h i l e subsequent studies showed 
increasing spread ofhigh-yielding van eties 
(H YVs) and benefits among smaller farmers 
in green revolution areas where they had 
access to irrigation, disparities remained, 
and perhaps more significantly, the third, 
complex, diverse and risk-prone agriculture 
remained poorly served by the transfer of 
t e c h n o l o g y approach. T h e Technica l 
Advisory Committee (TAC) of the CGIAR 
said in 1985 "all the commodities research 
by the CGIAR Centres are relevant for the 
low-income group, since they comprise 
their basic foods." 

But choice of commodity does not in 
itself ensure benefits to the poorer. Whether 

research leads to adoption, who adopts 
and where, and who gains and who loses— 
women, men, the better off, the poorer, 
producers, consumere.... thesearepertinent 
questions not answered simply by the 
choice of crop. The centralized technology 
transfer approach practised and propagated 
by t h e CG centres , r h e t o r i c 
n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g , has t e n d e d to be 
insensitive to local contexts and to the 
needs and interests of their poorer clients. 

Sustainable? 

A second weakness can be seen in the 
claim of a focus on sustainability. The TAC 
view has been that traditional production 
systems provide limited opportunities for 
intensification since they use only small 
amounts of external resources. In this view, 
it would appear that external inputs have 
to play a major part in relieving the pressure 
on n a t u r a l resources and e n s u r i n g 
sustainable agricultural development. 

The 1988 review of the CG centres, 
describing the CG Centres contribution to 
research, related to sustainability, states 
that "none of the concepts described are 
new, ñor cali for work that is qualitatively 
different from a great deal of work that has 
been done in the past", and cites all the 
centres for their efforts in regard to low-
input farming. However, the equivalent of 
5 per cent of the system's total budget was 
expended on research on inorganic 
fertilisers, with much less on research on 
o r g a n i c fer t i l i sers . T h i s i m b a l a n c e 
undervalues low external input farming, 
and overlooks the striking potential for 
intensification through labour and through 
interrelating biological resources and 
enterprises to diverse and complicated 
farming systems. 

The CGIAR system has responded to the 
increas ing prior i ty a t t a c h e d to t h e 
environment, the management of natural 
resources, and sustainability in agriculture. 
Following the Brundtland Report it set up 
a committee on sustainability. 

The shortcomings of commodity-based 
research have been increasingly recognized 
and much discussion has focused on the 
ecoregional approach to research in the 
CGIAR to complement or replace it. In a 
1993 Report, a second green revolution is 
seen to be needed to double food supplies 
in the next 25 -40 years. For this the 
challenge is: "to develop food production 
systems on existing farm land that will 
double present output levels without 
degrading the natural resource base on 
which sustained production depends, 
without negative effects on environmental 
quality, and with positive effects on the 
welfare of rural and urban communities". 

The new approach proposed seeks to 
achieve this by focusing on ecoregions, by 
better and more equal collaboration with 
national agricultural research systems 
(NARS), and by cooperat ion between 
IARCs. In sum, no single organizational 
model is foreseen, but there are a valuable 
set of organizational principies. 

The new approach will operate on a 
regional basis; focus on an important 
a g r o e c o l o g i c a l z o n e w i t h a ser ious 
degradation problem; combine natural 
resources management and production 
objectives; employ a multidisciplinary 
approach; include both natural and social 
s c iences ; i n v o l v e n a t i o n a l research 
inst i tut ions and other partners in a 
synergistic way; adopt flexible systems of 
governance and priority setting; and ensure 
global coherence and flexible funding 
mechanisms. 

These would "provide a pragmatic, non-
overlapping set of coordinated programs, 
and a new dimensión to the CGIAR". 

At face valué the ecoregional approach 
appears good. The rhetoric, however, masks 
some likely problems. The ecoregional 
approach appears to shi f t a t t e n t i o n 
upwards and away from people, farmers 
and the farm-level. It is recognized that it 
will require an unprecedented level of 
c o l l a b o r a t i o n , n e g o t i a t i o n a n d 
coordination, particularly between IARCs 
themselves and between IARCs and NARSs. 
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This will involve t r a n s a c t i o n costs . 
Especially, it will draw and hold scientists 
away from farm-level realities; coordination 
traps scientists in offices and meetings and 
keeps them from farmers. 

Combined with GIS (geographic in-
formation systems), dynamic modelling 
and o t h e r aspects of t h e c o m p u t e r 
revolutions, the ecoregional approach is 
liable to raise even higher the ratio of time 
scientists spend in t h e c o m p a n y of 
computers to that spent in the company of 
farmers. It is perhaps in honest recognition 
of this that farmer participation is not 
listed among the organizational principies 
for the ecoregional approach. 

"Powerful case" 

There is a powerful case, though, that a 
second green revolution can only be 
achieved through decentralization, farmer 
participation, and diversification, and 
through scientists coming closer to farmers. 

The CGIAR exists to fill global gaps. Yet 
it does little, as a whole, about two major 
gaps the filling of which, we would argüe, 
are basic for a second green revolution. 

The first gap is the development and 
dissemination of methods for analysis 

conducted by farmers themselves. The 
assumption has been that farming systems 
research has to be done by professionals. 
Yet recent experiences with participatory 
rural appraisal (PRA), inc luding in-
novat ions by ICLARM, indícate that 
farmers have a far greater ability than 
agricultural or other professionals have 
supposed to conduct their own appraisal, 
analysis, experimentation, monitoringand 
evaluation. 

The second gap is approaches and 
methods for changing the behaviour, 
attitudes and beliefs of scientists. A striking 
finding of recent experience with part-
icipatory methods is how powerfully 
inhibit ing is the normally dominant 
behaviour of professionals with farmers— 
l e c t u r i n g , c r i t i c iz ing , advis ing , in-
terrupting, "holding the stick", and 
"wagging the finger". The astonishing time 
it has taken to realize the analytical 
capabilities of farmers can be attributed to 
this almost universal tendency of outsiders. 
The gap, then, is experiential training 
approaches and m e t h o d s to enable 
scientists to change. The CIAT video of the 
IPRA method stands out as a contribution, 
but is far from being in the mainstream of 
CGIAR work. 

Since these two gaps remain largely 

unrecognized and neglectedby the CGIAR, 
t h e y are l iable to persist as m a j o r 
impediments to a second green revolution. 
The danger is that those who are already 
pioneering the new paradigm within the 
system will remain marginal, and others 
will be discouraged from joining them or 
starting up on their own. If this occurs, the 
prestige and influence of the CG system 
will have an adverse conservative effect, 
inhibi t ing change , and discouraging 
innovation. On the other hand, if the 
IARCs were to take a lead in developing 
and disseminating the new participatory 
approaches, their impact could be vast, 
and could both support and gain from 
those in national systems and in those 
NGOs which are working in the same 
direction. 

To support t h e d e v e l o p m e n t and 
dissemination of participatory approaches 
and methods within and outside the CG 
system, there is a need to form new alliances 
and to strengthen those that already exist. 

Alliances 

Groups of professionals within some IARCs 
have already been conducting successful 
participatory research in partnership with 

The system explained 

Th e C o n s u l t a t i v e G r o u p o n 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l A g r i c u l t u r a l 
Research (CGIAR) is "a world-

wide n e t w o r k of r e s e a r c h c e n t r e s 
supported by an international donor 
group". Based in Washington, it was set 
up in 19 71. Donors number 43; they are 
m o s t l y W e s t e r n g o v e r n m e n t s a n d 
international agencies. From the start 
of 1995, they will support the work of 
15 international agricultural research 
centres (a slim down from 17 centres). 
Most of the centres focus on rainfed or 
n o n - i r r i g a t e d a g r i c u l t u r e . A C G 
publication says "with the impact of 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l d e g r a d a t i o n m o r e 
evident each day, the CGIAR has made 
development of sustainable farming 
systems a major ob ject ive" . 

The centres are: 
C e n t r e for I n t e r n a t i o n a l Fores t ry 
Research (CIFOR), PO Box 6 5 9 6 , JKPWB 
Jakarta 10065 , Indonesia 

International Centre for Agricultural 
Research in Dry Areas ( ICARDA), 
Aleppo, PO Box 5 4 6 6 , Aleppo, Syria 

International Centre for Living Aquatic 

Resource Management (ICLARM), MC 
PO Box 2 6 3 1 , 0 7 1 8 Makati, Metro Manila, 
Philippines 

International Centre for Research in 
Agroforestry (ICRAF), PO Box 30677 , 
Nairobi, Kenya 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l C e n t r e for T r o p i c a l 
Agricul ture (CIAT), AA 6 7 1 3 , Cal i , 
Colombia 

International Crops Research Institute 
for the Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT), 
Patancheru P.O. A.P. 502324 , India 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l Food Pol icy Research 
Institute (IFPRI), 1200 Seventeenth Street, 
N.W. 2 0 0 3 6 ,Washington D.C. USA 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l I n s t i t u t e of T r o p i c a l 
Agriculture (IITA), PMB 5320 , Ibadan, 
Nigeria 

Internat ional Irrigation M a n a g e m e n t 
Institute (IIMI), PO Box 2075 , Colombo, 
Sri Lanka 

I n t e r n t a t i o n a l L i v e s t o c k R e s e a r c h 
Institute, (ILRI), PO Box 30709 , Nairobi, 

Kenya. (From l s t January 1995, this 
centre will integrate the work of the 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Livestock Centre for 
Africa, and International Laboratory 
for Research on Animal Diseases) 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l M a i z e a n d W h e a t 
Improvement Centre (CIMMYT), Lisboa 
27, PO Box 6 -641 , México, 0 6 6 0 0 D.F. 

International Plant Genet ic Resources 
Institute (IPGRI), Via delle Sette Chiese 
142, 0 0 1 4 5 Rome, Italy 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l Potato C e n t r e (CIP), 
Apartado 5969 , Lima, Perú 

International Rice Research Institute 
(IRRI), PO Box 9 3 3 , 1 0 9 9 Mani la , 
Philippines 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l Service for N a t i o n a l 
Agricultural Research (ISNAR), PO Box 
9 3 3 7 5 , 2 5 0 9 AJ T h e Hague, T h e 
Netherlands 

W e s t A f r i c a n R i c e D e v e l o p m e n t 
Association (WARDA), BP2551 , Bouaké 
01, Cote d'Ivoire. 
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other organizations and groups. These 
include or have included: 
• Pos t -harves t p o t a t o t e c h n o l o g y 

research with Peruvian farmers, from 
CIP 

• Bean r e s e a r c h w i t h B o l i v i a n , 
Colombian and Rwandan farmers and 
NGOs, from CIAT 

• Aquaculture systems research and 
development with Malawian and 
Filipino farmers, from ICLARM 

• Women in rice systems programme, 
from IRRI 

• Upland conservation research and 
development in the Philippines and 
elsewhere, from IRRI 

• Pigeon pea research with women 
farmers in Andhra Pradesh and pearl 
millet research in Rajasthan 

be interpreted in terms of earlier CG 
strategy. The IARCs have engaged primarily 
in basic and strategic research (to generate 
n e w unders tanding and to ident i fy 
solutions for specific research problems) 
and applied research (to create new 
technology); while the related role of NARS 
has been to undertake adaptive research 
(designed to adjust technology to the 
specific needs of particular environments). 

TheTAC Reviewof 1985 argued in favour 
of mainta ining this as a status quo, 
o p p o s i n g t h e prevai l ing v iew t h a t 
decentralization was important. But since 
then much has happened. Enhancing the 
role of farmers in local analysis, in setting 
priorities, in experimentation, and in other 
research and extensión activities, is now 
widely recognized as a prime professional 

interactions are so critical, care will be 
needed in the selection and training of 
IARC staff who work on participatory 
approaches, to ensure that they have a 
positive, not negative, influence. 

Second, howwillingwill IARCstaffbeto 
learn from others? Often to date (though 
with exceptions such as those listed above) 
it has been the NARs, and even more so 
NGOs, t h a t h a v e b e e n in t h e lead 
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l l y with par t ic ipatory 
approaches, and with training. These have 
been pioneered in India by MYRADA, 
AKRSP, Action Aid, OUTREACH, SPEECH, 
Seva Bharati and other NGOs, and by 
agricultural universities, such as the 
Narendra Deva University of Agriculture 
and Technology, and the Tamil Nadu 
Agricultural University; in Kenya by CARE, 

-.i'-, 

How much are they involved ¡n research? 

• Soil and water conservation research 
with Indian NGOs and farmers, from 
ICRISAT 

• Countrywide network for potato 
research in Philippines, UPWARD 

• Continent-wide network for farmer 
participatory research for alley farming 
and agroforestry, AFNETA, supported 
by UTA, ILCA and ICRAF (AFNETA 
1993). 

These programmes are, however, not 
the norm. Those individuáis who have 
succeeded in deve loping and using 
participatory approaches have tended to 
be isolated and marginalized within their 
institutions. Given the few female scientists 
in the system, it is especially striking how 
many of the pioneers are women. At least 
until recently, they have been more 
recognized and respected in the outside 
world than by their colleagues. 

T h e n e g l e c t a n d t h e n e e d a n d 
opportunity to adopt, develop and spread 
participatory approaches and methods can 

challenge and methodological frontier. 

Cioser 

Solutions could be sought through 
w o r k i n g m o r e c lose ly wi th field 
organizations which are closer to farmers. 
This coincides with donor pressure for the 
IARCs to work more with NARSs and NGOs. 
This raises two quest ions about the 
institutional culture and setting, and the 
willingness to be open to learning. 

First, is there a danger that IARCs with 
their greater prestige, will pass on an 
inappropriate culture of behaviour and 
attitudes, or even stifle national or local 
participatory initiatives? There is perhaps 
not much risk of a repetition at the 
institutional level of the cost of creating 
the antecedent organization to CIMMYT, 
which effectively suffocated a national 
institution that had been conducting 
participatory research in the 1930s. But 
where behaviour, attitudes and personal 

World Neighbors, Action Aid and other 
NGOs, and by the Ministry of Agriculture; 
and in the Philippines by the University of 
the Phil ippines, Los Baños and t h e 
University of Visayas. 

Initially, most IARC staff will have more 
to learn than to pass on. Sharing and 
partnership are called for. The question is 
whether the CGIAR system as a whole, and 
the IARCs individually, will embrace 
participatory approaches and methods, 
their development, dissemination and use, 
as core professional activities, or whether 
these will remain on the fringe. The 
opportunity is large, but in our view 
unlikely to be seized (a prediction we invite 
the IARCs to pro ve to be self-invalidating). 

From an Institute of Development Studies 
(IDS) discussion paper, 334, "Towards a 
Learning Paradigm: New Professionalism and 
Institutions for Agriculture", December 1993. 
IDS, University ofSussex, BrightonBNl 9RE. 
UK. 
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