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A new management culture for
agricultural research in Africa

The national institutes of agricultural
research in Africa are faced with a
number of problems:

The brain drain: Agricultural research
institutes can be viewed as training cen-
tres for researchers. For these scientists, a
post at an international organization or a
research institute in the North would rep-
resent the pinnacle of professional attain-
ment. Hence, our countries invest in their
training for the benefit of richer countries,
to where our best experts migrate as soon
as the opportunity arises. This forces the
countries of the South into a cycle of
investment and reinvestment in the edu-
cation and training of junior researchers,
just to have a basis for scientific work in
their institutions. Like their predecessors,
however, the new junior researchers also
look to find posts in institutions where
the salaries and working conditions are
far more attractive than our national
institutions can offer.

Lack of public funding: The national
research institutes have no political lever-
age to influence their funding allocations
from public budgets. They are not orga-
nized into trade unions, nor do they have
any lobby among the general population.
Agricultural research is a victim of the
misconception that scientific achieve-
ments alone will justify an appropriate
allocation of resources.

Alternative professional reori-
entation of researchers: More
and more outstanding resear-
chers are switching to other
fields of work which offer them
higher salaries, better working
conditions and higher social
status.

Agricultural research in
sub-Saharan Africa
often finds itself in the
dock and rarely
succeeds in making a
convincing case for its
productive value to the
broader public. As a
result, the budget
funding made
available for
agricultural research is
very inadequate.
Urgent consideration
should be given to how
agricultural research’s
positive impacts on
rural development can
be made more clearly
evident.

The lack of junior scientists: Scientific
training is a very long process and cannot
be tailored solely towards the replace-
ment of departing staff. However, most
institutions lack the financial resources
for the systematic training of the next
generation of researchers.

The financing of agricultural research:
becomes more uncertain by the day, since
many multilateral and bilateral donors
want to see the fruits of their support rel-
atively rapidly. But research takes time,
and the results often fail to receive any
credit. This is down to the result of poor
communication. Moreover, institutes of
agricultural research frequently receive no
public funding automatically at all now-
adays. Many institutes have to enter into
competition with other research pro-
grammes and seek funding on the open
market.

Lack of partnerships: Agricultural research
has not succeeded in establishing a part-
nership with the direct and indirect users
of its findings. As a result, it must stand
alone and assert itself in a world where
strong lobbies wield influence over all
important decisions. This is highly regret-
table: the agricultural sector only has
managed to withstand several years of
drought only thanks to the numerous
achievements of research in this field.

Research takes
time – a fact which

donors often find
unsatisfying.
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Likewise, the fact that certain endemic
diseases have been eradicated in some
countries and are consistently controlled
elsewhere is attributable to the vaccines
developed by research.

What can be done?

Re-examine the philosophy and core prin-
ciples of how research programmes are
designed. It can no longer be acceptable
to plan programmes for applied agricul-
tural research without the participation
of direct and indirect users. In Senegal we
have devised a business plan for the Insti-
tut Sénégalais de Recherches Agricoles
(ISRI), as well as a strategic plan, based on
a participatory and iterative approach.
This approach led to the founding of a
national committee for future and strate-
gic planning and regional committees in
the main agro-ecological zones.
The business plan defines the basic
strands of agricultural research until the
year 2015.
Together with our partners we have car-
ried out the following steps:

� A historical analysis of research, tracing
the main trends, unchangeable ele-
ments, mechanisms and strategies of
actors;

� A diagnostic analysis, to establish the
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities
and risks of our research;

� A prospective analysis, based on the key
elements of the historical and diagnos-
tic analyses, in order to map out the
desired future of research and to deter-
mine the strategic options for moving
forward.

For the strategic plan, we worked with our
partners in each agro-ecological zone to:

� diagnose the key barriers to achieving
development goals;

� produce a research status report;
� analyse technological deficits by asses-

sing the available technologies and
establishing where there is demand for
new technologies;

� define research themes; and
� set priorities.

Develop research proposals in competi-
tion for donor resources. Agricultural
research institutes in sub-Saharan Africa
must learn how to formulate their
research proposals more effectively, and
to be competitive and persuasive, in order
to gain finance for research projects from
a range of donors. It is a sad fact that, on
top of the costs of maintaining research
structures and salaries, few African states
can afford to find the required funding for

would achieve in each of the agro-ecolog-
ical zones.
Keep abreast of important scientific
trends. On the national level, we must do
everything in our power to utilize syner-
gies in deploying material resources and
intellectual capacities within the frame-
work of a national system of agricultural
and food research. This will entail step-
ping up cooperation with universities. Fur-
thermore, scientific complementarities on
the regional and national levels must be
exploited in order to organize research
work more efficiently.

Develop political and social momentum.
To motivate highly qualified researchers
to stay in our institutes, a good policy of
social benefits will be required. Mecha-
nisms must be found which will enable
researchers to have such opportunities as
property ownership, a private car, loans at
preferential rates, and so on. This will raise
the social status of scientists and at least
somewhat slow down their migration to
other occupational fields or to foreign
institutions.

Raise standards of training.The productiv-
ity and quality of work in our institutes
must be improved, in order to create the
basis for a new corporate culture. As a pre-
requisite, our entire staff will need sys-
tematic in-service training, particularly in
the area of information technology.

Conclusion

Agricultural research institutes in sub-
Saharan Africa must accomplish far-
reaching reforms. They carry a heavy
responsibility for making a positive differ-
ence to rural life by introducing funda-
mental and significant changes. To this
end they must communicate better with
other parties in the agricultural sector,
critically question their own goals and
strategies, and develop the capability to
showcase the contribution they make.

------------------------------
This is an edited version of an article orig-
inally submitted in French.

research programmes. The credibility of a
research institute, and hence the justifica-
tion of its existence, also depends on its
ability to offer its partners in agriculture
solutions and technologies which will
solve their problems in practice.

Develop a good strategic response capa-
bility. We live in a world of constant
change. So we, in our institutes, must
develop a real ability to anticipate and
forecast, and to make sure that our plan-
ning takes account of possible sources of
turbulence in the socio-economic and
political environment.

Develop a policy for the advancement of
junior scientists. The Institut Sénégalais
de Recherches Agricoles awards disserta-
tion bursaries every year to selected Sene-
galese students.They are supervised joint-
ly by the university and the institute, and
their scientific work is closely linked with
the institute’s research themes. In this
way we are training young researchers to
be the successors of the present genera-
tion of scientists.

Step up interaction with decision makers
and lobbies. Research results must be pre-
sented in a form that is accessible for deci-
sion-makers, and for interest groups. To
this end, we need an organ which will edit
and present the research findings, and a
coherent scientific and technical informa-
tion policy which makes use of modern
techniques for circulating information.

Publish studies on the development
impacts of research. Research institutes
increasingly use studies on the develop-
ment impacts of research. Whereas these
tend to be ex-post evaluations, ex-ante
evaluations would also make a worth-
while addition because they can be used
to «sell» a research programme. To this
end, in our institute we have analysed
each research programme in terms of
how it lowers production costs, leads to
an expansion of agricultural land, reduces
post-harvest losses, improves quality and
raises yields. Furthermore we have tried to
calculate the additional benefit which the
use of different levels of technology

Agricultural research institutes in sub-Saharan Africa
must accomplish far-reaching reforms. They carry a
heavy responsibility for making a positive difference to
rural life by introducing fundamental and significant
changes.


