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Foreword

In the 1960s, the outlook for world food supplies was bleak. The gloomy statistics
of rapid population growth and sluggish food production caused great concern. Most
of the world’s arable land was under the plow. Expanding onto less suitable, marginal
lands involved greater risks, expensive improvements, and more demanding manage-
ment than was within the reach of farmers in the developing countries where food was
most urgently needed.

Intensifying production on existing lands appeared to be the only solution, and
the application of improved agricultural techniques the means to achieving it. Thus in
1971, the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), an
informal consortium of governments, international and regional organizations, and
private foundations, was established to nurture agricultural research to improve the
quantity and quality of food production in the developing countries.

From the beginning, the International Development Research Centre (IDRC)
and the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) were involved as mem-
bers of the founding Group, which was sponsored by three UN bodies: the World
Bank, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), and the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).

Although CGIAR has grown from a core of 15 donors contributing US$ 12
million to four centres in 1972, the full first year of operations, to the present 35 donors
contributing US$ 149 million toward the support of 13 research centres, it has retained
its unique “noninstitution” role. It does not operate with a legal charter, or codified
rules, but with the common consent of its members that their purpose is to consult and
agree on ways and means of supporting international agricultural rescarch.

The original idea behind CGIAR and the international centres that it supports —
to concentrate on agricultural research and allocate resources more effectively —
remains intact, because this network of autonomous, independent research centres has
successfully kept itself free from the pressures of governmental policics.

As it enters its sccond decade, CGIAR can look back to the conservation and
exploitation of genctic resources as prime among the contributions the system has
made to agricultural research. More than half of the centres’ work has been in the area of
breeding and improving varieties of food and pasture crops.

Beyond the crops themselves, CGIAR’s work on farming systems and the compo-
nents of increased productivity has been substantial. Recognizing the need to reduce
dependence on purchased inputs such as fertilizer, member centres have developed
farming systems to aid farmers working with limited financial, climatic, or soil re-
sources. There is a growing emphasis, too, on research to improve African livestock
production and marketing systems and to develop effective controls for major diseases
that affect livestock in the tropics.

For the future, members of the system foresee a tighter focus on research on food
crops and cropping patterns of importance to poor farmers who still labour largely
outside the established production and marketing networks. Millet, lentils, and other
pulse crops and root crops such as yams and cassava are grown in complex cropping
patterns. And when animal or trec crops are added, and the whole divided into the
millions of smallholdings in the developing world where production gains arc urgently
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needed, it is apparent that the next decade’s work presents no less a challenge than the
first.

Inflation, tight money, and the ongoing questioning of strategies and modes of
operation also lie in the future for CGIAR, as they do for all international organiza-
tions. And its greater task — to help bring about the annual increases in agricultural
production that are necessary to keep the world fed — takes on increasing urgency.
Fortunately, in a way that few other organizations can claim to be, the CGIAR and the
international agricultural centres appear equal to the challenges.

It is to highlight the work of the first decade of the CGIAR and the challenges of
the next that IDRC and CIDA, with the assistance of UNDDP, take great pleasure in
presenting this account of the achievements and plans of the Group and its associated
centres.

Joseph H. Hulse, Vice President, Programs,
International Development Research Centre
and
Douglas D. Lindores, Vice-President, Multilateral Branch,
Canadian International Development Agency
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cgiar and the iarcs

The Fragile Web

The visitor to 1818 H Street, the big, bleak Washington edifice that is the front
door to the World Bank, is directed around the corner to another, more impressive
entrance on 40th Avenue. Here, a polite security guard looks frankly puzzled when
asked for the location of the Secretariat of the Consultative Group on International
Agricultural Research (CGIAR). The name of onc of the staff, however, eventually
elicits a room number, and a visitor’s pass. From there, it is only an elevator ride and a
few minutes’ trek along carpeted corridors to a small suite of offices in the far corner of
the 10th floor of one of the interconnected buildings that make up the World Bank
complex. This is the headquarters of the CGIAR.

Most burcaucracies, given a few years and a steady inflow of cash, have a tendency
to take on a life of their own and proliferate like weeds in a newly plowed field. “The
CG,” as it is almost invariably known, is an exception, although its secretariat is about
to undergo a 40% expansion. The change will only increase the number of professional
staff from five to seven. After 10 years, in which the budget has seen a six-fold increase,
the CG is hardly a burgeoning bureaucracy.

The CG is as unusual as its name is unwicldy. By any standard, it is a major
international organization, with responsibility for the disbursement of more than US$
150 million in 1982 in support of agricultural research. It has some 40 members
representing both the developed and the developing countries, several UN agencies,
and various nongovernmental international development organizations. It is responsi-
ble for the broad support of 13 international research centres.

Yet, this organization has no constitution, no legal personality, no rules of
procedure, and no system of voting — all its decisions are reached by consensus. It is
not really an organization at all. It is a fragile web of contacts held together by the
common belicf among its members that it is not only necessary but viable. Perhaps the
most remarkable thing about the CG is not that it exists but that it works and has
worked well for more than a decade.

The CG was founded in 1971, but its origins can be traced to almost 30 years
carlier. In 1942, the Rockefeller Foundation began a pioneering new program in
collaboration with the Mexican government to improve agricultural production
through applicd research. The research program was aimed at solving the basic
problems of the farmers in the production of the staple maize and wheat crops, and
training Mexican researchers was a primary activity.

The approach paid off handsomely. The program helped Mexico become self-
sufficient in grain production, encouraged the government to establish a national
agricultural research institution (staffed by many of those who had been trained
through the program), and won a Nobel Prize for the development of high-yiclding
wheat varieties. Inevitably, the activities broadened to include other countries of Latin
America, then Asia, Africa, and the Middle East.

In the mid-1960s, by agreement with the Mexican government, the program
became the International Maize and Wheat Improvement Centre, better known by its
Spanish acronym, CIMMYT (Centro Internacional de Mejoramiento de Maiz v Trigo).
Some old hands at CIMMYT say that the second “M” was a printer’s crror and that the
word “Mejoramiento,” meaning improvement, was added at the last minute to avoid









In capsule form, the 13 institutions that make up the CG network today are:

® CIAT: Centro Internacional de Agricultura Tropical (International Cen-
tre for Tropical Agriculture), Cali, Colombia, is concerned with the production of
the food staples of the tropics of the western hemisphere, particularly beans, cassava,
rice, and beef.

® CIMMYT: Centro Internacional de Mejoramiento de Maiz y Trigo (Inter-
national Maize and Wheat Improvement Centre), El Batan, Mexico, supports
research around the world on maize and wheat as well as other major cereals such as
barley and triticale.

® CIP: Centro Internacional de la Papa (International Potato Center), Lima,
Peru, aims to improve the solanum potato and to develop varieties suitable for growing.
in many parts of the developing world, where it has great potential.

® IBPGR: International Board for Plant Genetic Resources, Rome, Italy,
supports and promotes a network of international and national genetic resource centres
to collect and preserve plant germ plasm.

® ICARDA: International Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry
Areas, Beirut, Lebanon, and Aleppo, Syria, concentrates on rainfed agriculture in
semi-arid regions of North Africa and West Asia, with emphasis on durum wheat,
barley, faba beans, and lentils.

® ICRISAT: International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid
Tropics, Hyderabad, India, is concerned with improving the quantity and reliability of
food production in semi-arid regions of Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle
East, with emphasis on sorghum, pearl millet, groundnuts, chick-peas, and pigeon

eas.
d e IFPRI: International Food Policy Research Institute, Washington, DC,
USA, focuses on the sensitive economic and political issues surrounding food produc-
tion, food distribution, and the international food trade.

® IITA: International Institute of Tropical Agriculture, Ibadan, Nigeria,
concentrates on lowland tropical agriculture worldwide, with emphasis on roots and
tubers, cereals, and grain legumes, as well as the improvement of traditional farming
systems.

® IL.CA: International Livestock Centre for Africa, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia,
carries out research and development on improved livestock production and marketing
systems for tropical Africa.

® ILRAD: International Laboratory for Research on Animal Diseases,
Nairobi, Kenya, seeks controls for two major livestock diseases, trypanosomiasis and
theileriosis, that limit livestock production in huge areas of Africa, Asia, Latin America,
and the Middle East.

o IRRI: International Rice Research Institute, Los Bafios, Philippines, the
first of the international centres, continues to work on the improvement of tropical rice
and rice-based cropping systems and related technologies.

® ISNAR: International Service for National Agricultural Research, The
Hague, Netherlands, the youngest of the centres, responds to requests from developing
countries for assistance in strengthening their national agricultural research programs.

® WARDA: West Africa Rice Development Association, Monrovia, Liberia,
aims to promote self-sufficiency in rice for a 15-country region where rice is a staple
food ang where there is great potential for increased production.

Many formal and informal links exist between the centres. There are frequent
exchanges of scientists so that work can proceed on projects more suited to one area
than another. For instance, ICRISAT, which has the main responsibility for sorghum
improvement, has a scientist based at CIMMYT working on the development of
highland sorghum varieties for Central and South America. The centres often collabo-
rate to present seminars, workshops, or training programs on a particular topic. And
both the centre directors and the board chairpersons hold informal meetings at regular



intervals. Although they lack any official status, these meetings provide valuable
opportunities for exchange of ideas and discussion of mutual problems and concerns.

In addition to scientific matters, the issues under discussion at such meetings
might include possible modifications to the existing review process, which some see as
excessive and unduly time-consuming; the need for improved communications at both
scientific and administrative levels; the need for more, or fewer, centres; and, inevitably,
money — finding the fairest way of dividing the financial pie and seeking a stronger
voice for the centres in this process.

These meetings, and a host of other activities, draw the centres closer together.
Independent though they are, they are also interdependent. As their research programs
grow and broaden in scope, there is a natural tendency toward cooperation and
coordination among the centres resulting from overlapping activities and interests.
Additional strands are continually being added to the fragile web that is formed by the
CG, the JARCs, and the national research programs, making it stronger and more
flexible. It is still far from being a monolithic structure and remains as vulnerable to
economic and political problems as does any other development institution.

The future of the IARCs is examined in the final chapter of this booklet. To put it
in perspective, one needs a look at the past: a review of some of the accomplishments of
the JARCs — notjust the “breakthroughs,” for they are rare in even the best of research
programs, but also the essential, practical developments that have resulted in steady
progress, helping to put more food and better food in the hands of the ordinary people
of the Third World.
















































conclusion

Uncertain Futures

Tropical agricultural development has made huge strides in the past three decades.
Alarge partof the credit for this progress must go to the international centres and to the
far-sighted people who established them. The results obtained from the centres’
problem-oriented, applied approach to the agricultural research needs of the develop-
ing countries have been nothing short of phenomenal. Yet, for the first time in its
history, the international agricultural research system is faced with the real possibility of
having to make serious cuts in its programs.

Like many other international institutions, the IARCs are suffering from the
combined effects of worldwide inflation and recession. Budgets everywhere are tight,
and there are some donors who believe that the activities funded by the Group should
not be allowed to grow much larger, at least in the immediate future. There are some
who say, in private at least, that the centres’ activities should be cut — that whole
programs, perhaps even entire centres, should be shut down.

Ironically, the system is a victim, not just of economic hard times but of its own
success. In the early years of IRRI and CIMMYT, the major breakthroughs and
spectacular results were achieved with such apparent ease that anyone unaware of what
was really happening could be forgiven for assuming that the world’s food problems
would all be solved 1n a relatively short time. The news media coined the term “The
Green Revolution,” conjuring up visions of fertile fields, brimming food baskets,
starvation averted in the tropical world almost as if at the flick of a switch. Unfor-
tunately, the problem was not quite that simple.

The spectacular early results achieved by IRRI and CIMMYT came in the im-
provement of major established crops — rice and wheat. There already existed a vast
amount of scientific knowledge concerning these two staples. The problem was to
adapt that knowledge, by no means a simple task but one that yielded rapidly to the
team-research approach. However, in these crops, the quantum jumps in yield have
now been made. Further increases in yields are likely to come in much smaller
increments.

In tackling the other major crops of the developing world, the IARCs were facing
a different task. In many countries, the major staples such as sorghum, millet, cassava,
yams, and the food legumes had for the most part been assigned low priority by the
former colonial regimes for two main reasons: the colonials were focusing on crops
such as cotton, coffee, cocoa, and tea to be exported to industrialized countries to
realize healthy profits; and the populations in many regions were not so large and,
hence, food crops were not generally in such short supply as they became later. (Where
food crops were limited, research was often done — e.g., on maize, sorghum, and
cassava in East Africa.) Also, as some countries made economic progress, during and
after the colonial period, a demand for imported food grew, again reducing the
emphasis on local food crops. When CIAT started its cassava program in 1970, 1t was
able to identify no more than two dozen scientists around the world who had done
work on the crop. Many of these were retired, or were close to retirement, and had not
done any cassava research for more than 30 years.

The situation was similar for most of the other staple food crops of the tropics;
therefore, it was unrealistic to expect dramatic results in a short time. Although the
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of 1981, would rapidly result in serious impairment of the work of the centres. The
established centres need adequate funding to exploit new opportunities, to respond
quickly to new ideas, and to develop new activitics — all in addition to the continuation
of their present research and training programs. The nature of the programs means that
some must expand simply to maintain the progress alrcady made. “Tightly constrained
budgetting,” says the review, “leads to inertia, a lack of flexibility, declining staff morale
and failure to respond positively to the needs of the countries that the svstem is
intended to serve.”

The review adds, however, that the system “must remain dynamic and have the
courage to discontinuc activitics as well as to support new oncs.” On one side in this
debate are those who believe that it is better to cut off support for one or more centres
altogether rather than to continue to remove limbs from an institution that has alrcady
undergone major surgery. On the other side are those who would limit the resources,
and therefore the work, of the strong centres to provide more funds to the weaker ones.

That such a debate should exist at all is remarkable because the budget for all 13
centres 1s about $160 million — less than the rescarch budget of the average large
American university and just a fraction of the total world expenditure on agriculture
rescarch, which is about $4.5 billion. (Global expenditures on military research amount
to almost $36 billion.)

The need to continue to strengthen the research capability of the developing
countries is paramount, say many of the people most deeply involved. Dr Les Swindale,
Dircctor-General of ICRISAT, believes that to restrain the IARCs at this stage would
be a terrible mistake. “I have never sensed so much optimism in India as there is this
vear,” he says. “Productivity rates have traditionally been only about 1% or 2%. We are
talking about bumping them up to around 4%. This is revolutionary — it has never
been done on a consistent basis. The pearl millet increases are really spectacular. If we
succeed with the new cultivars, this will be the next big success story to follow IRRI’s
rice.” Nevertheless, he cautions against expecting instant results. “It still takes 20, 30,
ceven 40 years to disperse a new technology throughout a country.”

IRRI’s Director-General, Dr M.S. Swaminathan, agrees with the long-term view.
Beyond the 1980s, he sees biotechnology as being one of the major arcas for rescarch to
bring about further improvement in food productivity. It is rescarch that must begin
now, he says, if it is to help increase and stabilize food production in the 1990s. “Food
production in the 1980s will have to depend largely on the material already in the plant
breeders’ assembly line,” he says, addmg that the task for the immediate future is “the
bridging of the gap between potumal and actual yields in small farmers’ ficlds by
helping to climinate the constraints.”

The international agricultural rescarch svstem is a fragile web. It is a web sup-
ported by contacts and commitments, ideas and ideals, inspiration and perspiration.
Above all, it is a network of pcople — not just the scientists and administrators who
staff the international centres, but the scientists, technicians, and the extension workers
who make up the national programs. And beyond them, the farmers themselves, most
of them managing as best they know how on a few hectares of land. Providing them
with the know-how to do better, to grow more food, is the purpose of the entire
structure. When they take the all-important step of tryving new sceds or new planting
systems, they are not aware that they are also joining a worldwide network.

Few small farmers in the Third World have ever heard of the CGIAR and its
IARC:s. Like farmers everywhere, they are concerned with results. If they can be shown
that the new technology works, they will use it. Using new techniques like genetic
engineering, scientists at the IARCs may eventually bring them plants the like of which
they have never seen before. This is what Dr Mujeeb means as he surveys the odd-
looking hybrids in his Mexican greenhouse and says: “What we are doing here 1s not
just rescarch for its own sake. The aim is to increase food production.”
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