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1. Introduction
This report discusses new patterns of partnership in agricultural research and the possible emergence
of a new model for the production, diffusion and use of agricultural technology. It provides an
overview of recent experiences from the SADC/ICRISAT Sorghum and Millet Improvement Program
(SMIP) in Southern Africa, a technology program in which an explicit attempt has been made to
pursue a broad-based partnership approach. The report is based on a study undertaken in May and June
2001, during which the author visited regional and national research organizations and thier partners
in Tanzania, Botswana and Zimbabwe.
SMIP represents a long-term (20 years to date) investment in capacity building and agricultural
technology development. The fourth and most recent phase of this program (SMIP IV) is a marked
departure from earlier phases and from international agricultural research in general. The novelty
concerns three interrelated features. Firstly, the objectives to be achieved in the life of the program
were defined and articulated as developmental goals rather than in narrow scientific terms. Secondly,
these objectives were monitored by quantifiable intermediate results (IR), with the SMIP team directly
accountable for achieving these IR targets. Thirdly, the program had a clear agenda of achieving its
objectives by pursuing a broader set of partnerships than those conventionally associated with
agricultural research. This report presents the findings of a brief study to explore the patterns of
partnership that were emerging and draws out some tentative implications for future research
arrangements.
Though the study must be seen as a preliminary one – it was relatively brief and SMIP IV still had
a further 2 years to run at the time of the study– the findings suggest that it has evolved a new approach
to linking research with technology adoption. In this approach, research, technology development and
promotion are tackled holistically, requiring interventions from, and relationship with, a diverse set of
partners. The program’s monitoring indicators seem to suggest that the impact of this new approach is
significant.
While there are a number of caveats to these findings, it would appear that SMIP’s progress to date
holds many lessons for both national and international agricultural research organizations in Southern
Africa and associated regional bodies. Foremost amongst these lessons is that there is potentially great
advantage to be gained from blurring the institutional1 and organizational distinction that usually
exists between research and general development activities. Secondly, ways of achieving this
inevitably involve working with partners from outside the formal research community, including those
from the private and voluntary sectors. Thirdly, while there is growing acknowledgment that such
patterns of partnership are of value, there is still a need to learn ways in which these relationships can
be developed in practice. SMIP has much to offer with regard to lessons in this area. A general
implication for ICRISAT is that much more time and effort need to be invested in institutional learning
from past and current projects if the Institute wants to enhance its impact performance.
The report begins in Section 2 by giving an overview of SMIP’s evolution, highlighting the way its
fourth and most recent phase, building on lessons from earlier phases, has been shaped by the need to
achieve and demonstrate impact from agricultural research. This section also deals with some of the
institutional questions that SMIP raises for international research organizations and their role and
relationship with their national research counterparts and other local agencies.
A brief overview of the regional and national agricultural research arrangements and how they
have evolved is covered in Section 3. This discussion highlights the way early phases of SMIP and
1.

The term institutional is used in the governance sense referring to rules, norms and power structures associated with R&D. It is also used as an
embedded concept referring to the behaviour of individuals and physical organizations (the manifestation of their own rules and norms with regard to
priority setting, accountability, level of stakeholder participation, etc.).
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other interventions have supported the development of a conventional research system. While this
system has changed over time, it now faces the challenge of building relationships with new partners,
particularly the private sector. It is perhaps in this regard that SMIP’s experience has greatest relevance
to ongoing debates about the future shape of agricultural research systems.
Section 4 describes the patterns of partnership that SMIP has developed. It explores how, faced
with quantified monitoring indicators, SMIP scientists realized that the only way to achieve these
targets was to work with other organizations. This led to the development of what this report describes
as “task networks”. This section also deals with the patterns of partnership involved in the Sorghum
and Millet Improvement Network (SMINET).
Section 5 discusses the policy significance of these preliminary observations. It explains how the
patterns of partnership, and the associated institutional changes that are taking place, conform to the
notion of an innovation system. This is used as a framework to explore ways in which SMIP’s
experience could be further exploited so as to contribute to current research policy debates in the
Southern Africa region.
The final two sections draw some tentative conclusions and make suggestions on ways in which
these findings could be acted upon in both SMIP and ICRISAT more generally.

2. SMIP Phase IV – Research or Development?
Historical Background
SMIP is a 20-year initiative supported by the United States Agency for International Development
(USAID) and implemented by ICRISAT on behalf of the Southern Africa Development Community
(SADC). Started in 1983 and implemented in four five-year phases, SMIP is currently in phase IV,
running from 1998 to 2003. The project is housed at Matopos in Zimbabwe, the ICRISAT center for
Southern Africa.
Heinrich (1998) describes the way the first two phases concentrated on developing research
infrastructure and human resources in the National Agricultural Research Organisations (NAROs) in
the region. It is important to note that SMIP’s capacity building efforts strongly influenced the pattern
of research capacity in NAROs and the institutional and organizational arrangements of the research
system. This involved establishing public sector breeding programs, including research infrastructure
and the training of scientists, often through the sponsorship of Ph.D. training overseas. This was done
with a view to building capacity to produce a stream of technologies, mainly improved varieties. In
other words, the institutional role of these organizations was scientific, with responsibility ending with
the production of technology. And indeed, capacity building was successful from this point of view.
During the first two phases, considerable technology development took place, with 15 varieties being
released.
The third phase (1993-1998), while continuing capacity building and technology development
activities, started to shift the focus towards technology transfer. The reasons for this change in
emphasis are complex. They relate to developments in research methodology, particularly farming
systems and participatory approaches and how these have impinged on SMIP’s thinking and agenda.
An equally important influence was the wider political economy of international agricultural research
at that time and particularly changing donor agendas.
Heinrich (1998) explains the way this new emphasis on technology transfer was addressed by the
introduction of the following activities:

2
SAT eJournal | ejournal.icrisat.org

August 2006 | Volume 2 | Issue 1

An Open Access Journal published by ICRISAT
________________________________________________________________________________________________________

• Verification of technology under farmers’ conditions
• Backstop support for national seed production and distribution
• The review and revision of extension recommendations
• The review and evaluation of constraints to technology adoption
• The evaluation of research and technology impact.
These activities were implemented at a time when considerable interest was being generated by farmer
participatory methods. SMIP began to experiment with these methods and, based on the realization
that technology development and dissemination is a two-way process, began to discuss its activities in
terms of technology exchange rather than technology transfer. During phase III, SMIP also began to
engage in partnerships with organizations other than NAROs. This was in response to the need for
more direct contact with farm communities and the perceived value of working with NonGovernmental Organizations (NGOs) as a way of achieving this.
During SMIP phase III, analysis of constraints to adoption of technology had highlighted
weaknesses in variety release and dissemination systems. It was found, however, that encouraging
greater involvement of national scientists in variety release procedures hastened adoption, particularly
when scientists started taking responsibility to ensure that seed reached farmers’ fields. More
generally, this brought to attention the need for SMIP to complement its technological advances with
corresponding processes of institutional change (eg, changes to seed systems). Part of these changes
involved breeders engaging in a range of activities that were not strictly scientific research tasks in the
conventional sense. Thus it became apparent that to achieve wider improvements in seed systems (as
well as in other spheres), SMIP and NARO scientists would have to link much more strongly with a
range of other partners – the private sector, including NGOs and Community-based Organisations
(CBOs).
This suggested that phase IV would need to continue to broaden its focus beyond strictly scientific
activities and the generation of new technology. This meant a stronger focus on developmental tasks2.
A related implication of this was the need to intensify the research shift toward undertaking activities
in a much more diverse institutional framework. (The achievements up to the end of phase III are
summarized in Box 1).
Box 1. Summary of achievement in SMIP phases I-III
By the end of phase II, improved sorghum and pearl millet varieties developed largely through
collaboration between ICRISAT and national programs, were shown to (potentially) have up to
200% yield advantage over maize in semi-arid areas, especially in the drier years. Fifteen new
sorghum varieties and 5 new pearl millet ones were released by national programs. In phase III,
although the emphasis shifted to technology exchange, an additional 10 sorghum varieties and 8
pearl millet varieties were released by countries in the region.
Collaborative impact assessment studies undertaken during phase III have shown that adoption
of improved varieties by smallholder farmers is reaching significant levels in Botswana, Namibia,
Zambia and Zimbabwe. In addition, significant volumes (more than 100 tons) of seed of the
improved varieties have been distributed in relief and rehabilitation programs in Angola and
Mozambique. In 1998, an inventory of seed stocks in SADC indicated that SADC countries hold
over 5,000 tons of seed of improved sorghum and/or pearl millet varieties developed by SMIP in
collaboration with national programs. This would be sufficient to plant more than 750,000 ha.
2.

In this context, developmental refers to tasks where the central objective is to make direct impacts on the livelihoods of poor farmers and consumers
through the adoption and application of new knowledge, technology, institutions and policies. We distinguish this from research where the
central objective its to create new knowledge, and where the process of doing so is not designed to have direct developmental impacts.
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Changes that took place during phase III in the international donor environment were helping drive this
increasing focus on developmental activities. This too contributed to the shape of phase IV. A decline in donor
funding and a loss of confidence in agricultural research and the Consultative Group on International
Agricultural Research (CGIAR) centers in particular, led to a much closer scrutiny of the impact of agricultural
research. There was also a shift towards considering impact in developmental terms rather than scientific ones.
SMIP phase III had already responded to this policy shift, undertaking a number of impact assessment studies.
This had started to usher in an impact culture among SMIP/ICRISAT scientists. It needs to be recognized that
many ICRISAT scientists witnessed direct personal consequences of this shift to an impact-focused agenda.
The significant downsizing of the Institute after the 1996 External Program and Management Review was
widely perceived to be a reflection of inadequate impacts over the 25 years of ICRISAT’s existence.
Accountability for impact was made explicit in the monitoring procedures of SMIP phase IV.

Features and Rational for SMIP Phase IV
It was in this context, and in combination with the cumulative experiences of phases I-III, that SMIP
phase IV was formulated and presented to USAID, its long-standing donor. USAID’s own approach
was even more radically impact driven than the general donor environment. USAID’s position,
articulated in its regional strategy and results framework, was that impact revolved around accelerated
adoption; developing functioning systems for technology transfer; linking the poor (producers) to
markets and exploiting greater participation of the private sector in development processes. It is also
fairly clear that USAID saw SMIP phase IV as a way of capitalizing on early investments in capacity
building, research and technology development. In other words, this was the technology transfer phase
of the entire 20-year program, and the payback was to be impact.
The cumulative effect of these defining factors are evident from the vision statement of the SMIP
phase IV project, which stresses “a regional network of public and private partners,
“………promoting income growth through increased commercialization of sorghum and pearl
millet”; and “……increased access to improved varieties from….. improved seed delivery systems”
(ICRISAT 1998). This conveys the extent to which the focus of the project had shifted from a scientific
agenda to an impact focused one articulated in strongly developmental terms. Moreover, this agenda
would be achieved through partnerships not only with NAROs, but also with a much broader range of
research, non-research, public and private players.
The developmental focus and the partnership approach were re-enforced by the USAID-style
project structure and its monitoring procedure. It entailed the identification of a number of
intermediate results (IRs). Not only were these prioritized by a group of regional stakeholders, but the
quantitative indicators for the achievement of these IRs were defined, with annual targets set to
monitor performance. The SMIP scientists leading the program component under each IR was
therefore directly accountable for achieving these targets. This pattern of accountability was a
significant new feature of SMIP phase IV. (Details of the IRs, the associated performance indicators
and quantitative targets are given in Appendix 1.)
The approach of pursuing a broader range of partnerships in phase IV was given emphasis and
organizational focus within the program by a regional network — SMINET. This was envisaged as a
way of strengthening linkages across and between technology users and technology developers. A
network was already in existence in phase III, but the establishment of SMINET in phase IV was
intended to considerably increase the number of network participants and the intensity of its use. In
particular, it was planned that SMINET would forge new partnerships with regional food and feed
industries.

4
SAT eJournal | ejournal.icrisat.org

August 2006 | Volume 2 | Issue 1

An Open Access Journal published by ICRISAT
________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Research Management Issues Raised by SMIP Phase IV
The evolution of SMIP phase IV marked a distinct break from the earlier phases in two important
respects. Firstly, although the IRs comprised of technical research elements, the overall framework in
which these elements were discussed was developmental. Secondly, cutting across all the IRs was a
commitment to address these developmental problems through a broad range of partnerships with the
public and private sectors, including NGOs and CBOs. Although partnerships had been present in the
implementation of phase III, the objective of developing and promoting such linkages became explicit
in phase IV. The really critical change in phase IV was the way monitoring of IRs made SMIP scientists
accountable, thereby galvanizing extensive alliance or coalition building with partners of a
developmental orientation.
Taken together, these shifts were potentially quite profound in the context of ICRISAT and
NAROs. At that time, ICRISAT, like many CGIAR centers, needed to reconcile its desire to improve
(and demonstrate) its impact while simultaneously maintaining its strategic agricultural science
mandate. Heightening the tension between these two objectives were strongly held conventions
among research managers and administrators who viewed ICRISAT’s activities in a scientific
framework. This view stressed the desirability of projects focusing on discreet technical problems, and
with outcomes specified in fairly narrow terms at the outset. Consistent with this convention was the
assumption that patterns of relationships required to link the outputs of these projects with client
groups would primarily be partnerships with other scientific organizations in (public) national
agricultural research institutes in host and partner countries.
Quite clearly, SMIP phase IV challenged this normative position. Its underlying proposition was
that if impacts had to be achieved, ICRISAT’s role would need to expand to include at least some
developmental activities, entailing building relationships with a wider set of partners outside the
public agricultural research community. The justification of this was not that ICRISAT should engage
in “technology transfer” per se. Instead, the strategic importance of building these relationships in
developmental arenas concerned creating ownership of technologies developed, and providing
opportunities to identify research problems arising in these contexts that could inform research
priority setting. In other words, it would set up an iterative relationship between (technical) research
and the wider development actors and processes. At that time this was expressed by the concept of
“technology exchange”.
It's unclear to what extent these issues were apparent to research managers and administrators at
the time of the project’s inception. These issues certainly raise questions for ICRISAT and public
sector research at the national level and for international agricultural research in general. The debate
revolving around these issues can be summarized in these points.
• Pursuing a broader range of partnerships is justified because it improves the poverty focus and
impact of research.
• Pursuing developmental agendas (through partnerships) is justified because it helps define
strategic scientific research priorities through better patterns of stakeholding by technology
users and their representatives. This improves ownership, relevance and uptake of
technology.
• Greater impact and better research priority setting justifies both the diversion of resources
from strategic science to developmental activities, as well as the diversion of resources from
traditional public sector research partners to a wider set of developmental players.
• New patterns of accountability are an important trigger for wider institutional change
associated with agricultural innovation.
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The objective of this brief overview of SMIP phase IV is not to provide definitive answers to these issues
but to assess the significance of SMIP; to understand whether the experiences gained from the program
can shed light on some of the institutional questions that it appears to pose; and to consider ways in which
SMIP could contribute to the promotion of a broader-based partnership approach as a core methodology
for agricultural research in Southern Africa. The objective is also to comment on the implication for
research policy at ICRISAT and in international agricultural research more generally.

3. An Overview of Institutional Developments in
Agricultural Research in Southern Africa
SMIP’s Relationship with National and Regional Research
Initiatives
In Southern Africa, the pattern of institutional development of sorghum and millet research has been
intimately related to SMIP. SMIP’s origin goes back to 1983 when USAID began support for a 20-year
initiative to develop sorghum and millet research in Southern Africa (Box 1). Such initiatives established
public breeding programs with the task of producing new varieties. These capacity-building efforts took
place in the wider institutional framework of public sector agricultural research arrangements, which at
that time conformed to standard agricultural science conventions. In practice this meant the
establishment of disciplinary and commodity-focused research organizations designed to produce a
stream of technologies (mainly improved varieties) that could be passed on to a separate public sector
extension system for transfer to farmers. The early efforts of SMIP, by building capacity within this
framework, reinforced the prevalence of this institutional model of agricultural innovation.
The manner in which these capacity-building efforts took place also relates to the regional
governance of SMIP. The SMIP program was implemented by ICRISAT on behalf of the Southern
African Development Community (SADC), a regional intergovernmental body established to promote
development co-operation in Southern Africa. Subsequently, while still under the overall direction of
SADC, SMIP came under the authority of the Southern African Centre for Cooperation in Agricultural
and Natural Resources Research and Training (SACCAR).
Conceived as a way of fostering regional integration of agricultural training and research systems,
SACCAR’s primary concern was promoting the interests of (public) NAROs in the region through
research networking. These efforts were facilitated through a secretariat, with a board of NARO directors
providing oversight to SACCAR activities. By phase III of SMIP, SACCAR (and its board members)
formed the steering committee of SMIP. This provided the overall institutional and organizational
framework in which SMIP was and, to a large extent, continues to operate. Visualized as part of a
conventional public sector research system (a system of public sector research organizations), SMIP was
mandated to work through the NAROs in the region, and to contribute to the development of research
capacity both at the national and regional level by strengthening and cross-linking public sector
agricultural science.
In the context of this study of new patterns of partnerships, it is useful to briefly review the way
institutional arrangements for agricultural research have evolved in Southern Africa. There are two
aspects of this question. The first concerns the moves towards a regional rationalization of agricultural
research efforts. The second has to do with the extent to which public sector research organizations in the
region are starting to form broader sets of relationships with farmers, the private and voluntary sectors.
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Progress Towards Regionalization of Research
Despite much dialogue on setting regional research priorities and the existence of a large number of
regional networks, discussions with key stakeholders makes it very clear that in the absence of specific
donor funding, a regional research system is not emerging and that capacity building remains
predominantly at the national level. While there is evidence of a commitment to sharing research
results in the region, there is no confirmation of a broad commitment to bringing together
competencies and resources from different NAROs to address either national or regional problems.
This partially relates to the preference of NAROs to build national (public) capacity. However,
logistics and financial resources dictate that regionalization would be very difficult to achieve without
external donor funding.
For example, the Director of the Botswana Department for Agricultural Research (who is also the
chairman of SACCAR) explained that national research priorities would always come first for NAROs
in the region. The corollary being that building national capacity should precede building regional
capacity. Responding to the idea that expertise in the region could be used to backstop emerging
agricultural constraints, it was suggested that this would not be feasible. Such expertise would have to
be purchased from other NAROs in the region. Not only do recipient countries lack the funds to do
this; national programs too are so short of manpower that they cannot spare the staff. It was suggested
that centers of excellence for regional problems do or could exist, but they would not be able to share
their expertise unless an external agency paid for them. Similar sentiments were expressed by senior
scientists in Tanzania. Perhaps its fair to say that while it is not that there is a lack of commitment to
regionalization per se, committing resources to it remains a significant challenge.

Emergence of Broader Partnerships in Research and Technology
Promotion
Public sector agricultural research organizations remain the central focus for the planning and
implementation of agricultural research priorities and policy both at the national and regional levels.
While there is much discussion of national agricultural research systems (NARS) with the
participation of a diversity of organizations from both public and private sectors (rather than national,
i.e, public, agricultural research organizations), this will take some time to become a reality. However
it would not be fair to suggest that research institutional arrangements have not evolved in the region.
For example, SMIP and other donor-funded technology programs have made considerable efforts
to encourage better interaction between scientists and farmers. This has begun showing results to the
extent that there is now a significant debate in the region on client-oriented research. Some of this is
materializing in the form of new initiatives. For example, Tanzania is experimenting with an approach
where public extension agents are being trained to play an advocacy role on behalf of farmers, in an
attempt to make research organizations more client responsive. Experimentation with farmer field
schools in Zimbabwe is another example. This certainly represents a move towards research becoming
linked to a broader set of partners, with potentially new patterns of governance in, for example,
constraint identification and technology testing. Changes in practices and policies have been quicker
in some countries than in others.
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Box 2. Towards partnership with the private sector?
The novelty of enterprise. Ten years ago the private sector did not exist in Tanzania due to its
history of a socialist government. The country has to now accomodate the idea that private
enterprise has a role in many sectors of the economy. Agricultural research and extension systems in
the country remain firmly in the domain of the public sector. However, it is being recognized that
both private industry and community groups have a potentially important role to play in the seed
sector. Seed laws are taking into account these two types of production sectors.
Adapting to local institutional contexts. In Zimbabwe, the Director of the Department of
Research and Specialist Services (the equivalent of the Zimbabwean NARO), while rejecting the
international donor community’s espousal of public-private sector partnerships, explained this in
terms of such broad policy prescription's ignorance of the institutional set-up of the country. It was
explained that large social and racial differences exist between the commercial sector and the small
farmer sector, making the idea of public-private sector partnerships difficult to imagine in terms of
overall public good. Nevertheless, it was recognized that every country needs to work out what is
best in terms of partnerships, and that in Zimbabwe there was a need for “bottom up institutional
experiments in partnerships”. So while there was great resistance to partnerships for the sake of
partnerships, there was recognition of the need to learn how to initiate the process of engagement.
As a post-script, it was also highlighted that partnerships with private seed companies had been
recognized as important and had evolved in recent years.
The logistics of achieving a broad consensus. SACCAR typifies the dilemma of many
organizations: it operates in the framework of public sector NAROs but must also encourage wider
participation from private and NGO agencies. So for example in the case of the SMIP steering
committee for phase IV SACCAR relinquished some of its seats to a revolving panel of
representatives from the food and feed industries and NGOs. Board representation of SACCAR
itself has been more difficult to resolve. Since all NARO directors must be accommodated, other
interest groups get left out. SACCAR’s current strategic plan recognizes the need to strengthen
these types of partnerships (SACCAR 2000). However there is little indication of ways of
achieving this operationally other than in the context of research networks, which may be of limited
interest to non-NAROs.
Perhaps more challenging has been the growing debate on public-private partnerships in research
and allied fields. This is now part of the mainstream policy debate in the region, with both NAROs and
regional bodies such as SACCAR acknowledging the potential importance of such approaches. The
extent to which NAROs and others welcome such concepts varies across the region. However,
whether public-private sector partnerships are welcomed or resented, there seems to be a widespread
acceptance by NAROs and others that public research organizations are going to have to intersect to an
increasing extent with private and NGO sectors. The way this is articulated in NAROs varies from
country to country (see Box 2).
Many of these national and regional bodies face the challenge of accommodating and legitimizing
more diverse patterns of partnerships within the existing policy framework. They also face the task of
promoting these approaches with little empirical evidence that impact results suggested by advocates can
be achieved. There seems to be an urgent need to stimulate an informed national and regional dialogue
on these issues. This dialogue needs to be conceptually well founded and empirically supported with
clear evidence of the way different types of partnership can help meet the development needs of the
region and fulfill the agendas of the different stakeholders in the agricultural innovation process.
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In practical terms this means that many NAROs will need to find ways to build up knowledge on
how to initiate and utilize partnerships with a broader range of stakeholders. Recent experience from
SMIP should provide some tangible insights into ways this could be achieved, and the practical
implication of adopting this approach.

4. Patterns of Partnership in SMIP
Patterns of partnership associated with SMIP can be discussed in two contexts: firstly, in the context of
the specific activities that have been implemented to achieve the IRs relating to the three main themes
of seed systems, crop management and commercialization (Boxes 3, 4 and 5), and secondly, in the
context of SMINET, the networking activity associated with the project. While discussing
partnerships, it is difficult to differentiate between groupings of partners that have emerged around the
problem-based IR themes on the one hand and on the other, the network of partners that have become
identifiable around the SMINET IR seeking to promote networking and broader-based partnerships.
To differentiate this, partner groupings that have been developed around the problem-based IRs are
referred to as task networks.

The Sorghum and Millet Improvement Network (SMINET)
The network coordinator of SMINET acknowledges that its mission to promote broad-based
partnerships suffers from the conflicting demands of conventional stakeholders (NARO scientists)
and SMINET’s goals of broadening participation. Conventional stakeholders have expectations
(based on past experiences) of a network as a source of funds, training and germplasm, in addition to
acting as a platform to share research findings. In contrast, the more developmental goals of SMIP
phase IV suggest that networking activities need to go beyond sharing research results. As a
consequence of SMINET's historical origins, the activities of the network (as a separate entity from the
rest of SMIP) have leaned towards a more traditional regional research networking function.
In fact, early project documentation gives a slightly ambiguous picture of SMINET’s precise
nature (ICRISAT 1998). On the one hand it suggested that membership of the network would build on
the already strong framework of NARO’s representatives by including additional stakeholders, such as
representatives of NGOs, farmers’ groups, agribusiness and donor programs targeting the delivery of
improved technology to farmers. However, the activities discussed under the IR concerning the
development of partnerships, has networking as one of a cluster of apparently related activities that are
clearly concerned with strengthening regionalization of the research process – activities to help share
research results and technologies, etc. While this does not deny broader participation by other
stakeholders, it tends to suggest that the perception was that linkages between public sector sorghum
and millet scientists would provide the overall framework for networking activities in the region. This
has proved to be the case, at least initially.

Task Networks
During the course of this study, a number of project activities under the seed development, crop
management and commercialization IR were visited. Each of these was being implemented through a
diverse range of partners (see Boxes 3-5 for details). The key features are summarized below.
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Box 3. Seed system development task network
The absence of effective seed supply systems has been a major constraint to the adoption of
improved varieties developed by SMIP and its national breeding program partners. In Tanzania,
recent changes in seed laws have ushered in the possibility of a two-tier seed supply system. The
first tier is a certified seed quality that will be the standard for seed supplied by private commercial
enterprises. The second will be a quality declared seed designed to regulate the informal sector, but
at a level of sophistication appropriate to a community-based seed production system. SMIP has set
up or supported a number of community-based systems through dialogue with the seed unit of
Tanzania’s Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security. In one scheme, SMIP has set up 40 seed
production and distribution systems in a school program. School teachers have been trained by
national research and extension staff, and foundation seed has been provided by the national
sorghum and millet breeding program. In another scheme, SMIP has provided technical
backstopping and access to foundation seed for an initiative of the Diocese of Central Tanzania
supported through the Council of Churches of Tanzania. Such groups perceive that working with
SMIP on these initiatives helps network them into wider sources of financial assistance, expertise
(not just of SMIP but of other partners) and most importantly, helps link the seed to markets.
However, the main seed market is drought relief programs. Further activities will need to focus on
identifying viable and sustainable seed markets and ways to facilitate them.
Incentives to partnership formation. SMIP phase IV was designed against an increasingly
explicit impact environment, implying that it had to define result targets. It was observed that SMIP
and national scientists began (with and without donor and policy encouragement) to reflect on the true
nature of the task at hand – and the realization that it was not scientific per se. This marked the
beginning of a change in thinking that caused the agendas of scientists to converge and intersect with
a wider group of development stakeholders – not the least of which are the poor themselves. Of course,
this is an unfinished convergence. It did, however, mark an important transition. A major impetus for
this change was the patterns of accountability embodied in SMIP phase IV.
Examples of these task networks (Boxes 3, 4 and 5) demonstrate how, by embedding technical
possibilities (eg, new varieties) in a developmental framework of improvements in food/livelihood
security, it becomes possible to relate to and collaborate with other players with shared interests and
complementary skills and resources. SMIP scientists actively sought out such partners. This was their
way of achieving the developmental targets on which the program’s progress were monitored and for
which they were accountable. A point stressed by the SMIP scientists was that partnerships were not an
end in themselves; rather they were a practical solution to the problem of implementing an extensive
and tightly monitored development program.
Patterns of partners: Task orientation. The task networks and the patterns of partnership these
include seem to suggest that addressing developmental objectives requires a coalition of diverse
players. This does not necessarily concern shifting allegiance from public to private sector or from
public sector to NGO. The example of crop management (Box 4) shows the way planned activities
drew in expertise from different government departments and agencies (research, extension and
government seed farm) and from NGOs with varying skills (a social mobilization NGO and a
technology and marketing services NGO). In this case, ICRISAT brought its own expertise (in on-farm
testing and agronomy trials) as well as its linkages or network of organizations with required technical
knowledge (ie, it knows where to get the knowledge: the knowledge of knowledge).
In the case of the seed task network in Zimbabwe, SMIP chose to work with the private sector seed
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industry rather than the public sector. This was a conscious choice based on the effectiveness of
private seed production and delivery systems compared to its public sector counterpart.
The principle that appears to be guiding the establishment of these task networks concerns the
need to gather available resources, expertise and interests around a given problem. Similarly there
seems to a common understanding among partners concerning the nature of the problem being
addressed and about ways of tackling it.
Box 4. Crop management task network
SMIP’s efforts to improve the productivity of cropping systems in Tanzania recognizes the need to
integrate cropping system changes with seed systems developments and stronger market linkages.
The approach being pursued is to introduce pigeonpea into the sorghum-based production system.
This improves soil fertility management and produces an attractive cash commodity. Linking
farmers into the cash economy may give them the resources and incentives needed to invest in a new
production technology, particularly seed, but this means that they need to be linked into functioning
seed delivery systems.
SMIP has approached this problem by linking its on-farm testing work – undertaken by national
agricultural research and agricultural extension partners – with the complementary efforts of an
NGO, the Norwegian Peoples Association (NPA). The NGO is implementing a broad-based food/
livelihood security initiative that includes improving crop production and establishing communitybased seed production systems. SMIP used its funds to leverage additional (albeit limited) support
from the NGO; it also enabled it to piggyback on the NGO's implementation activities, which
included introducing new crop production technology. The NGO was technologically weak and
appreciated the technical backstopping that SMIP and its national research partners could provide.
It particularly valued the access this linkage gave to seed (including breeders seed) of pigeonpea,
sorghum and millet. Although this seed will not come directly from SMIP, it comes via SMIP’s
existing relationship with the Tanzanian legume and oilseed program. The NGO had given little
thought to marketing issues. SMIP was able to share backstopping support it was contracting from
Technoserve, an NGO with marketing skills. This involved undertaking a market assessment for
pigeonpeas.
Patterns of partnership: location/national context orientation. The resources and capabilities
that can be brought to bear on a particular problem or theme relate to the institutional set up of that
particular country. For example, the development of seed systems for sorghum and millet is being
addressed differently in Zimbabwe compared to Tanzania. In Tanzania, schools, community-based
groups and NGOs (playing a facilitating role) are the main partner organizations, while in Zimbabwe,
Seed-Co, a private seed company, has become the focal point for supplying seeds. This reflects the
greater degree of private, commercial sector development in Zimbabwe, compared to Tanzania.
Roles of partners. SMIP has developed these task networks in such a way that the role of SMIP
scientists varies. These roles include: direct implementation; leveraging assistance and resources from
others; acting as a source of knowledge; learning from others, for example through participatory
research; joint implementation; and facilitating linkages between groups with shared interests. The
national context is also important since it changes not just the choice of partners but also the roles they
may play. For instance in the private sector-led initiative in Zimbabwe, it was found that in order to
produce seed economically, it is only viable to do so in a community-based seed production scheme.
Lacking the skills to undertake community mobilization, the seed company has brought in an NGO to
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facilitate a process by which seed supplies are derived from small-scale producers. SMIP’s role in this
context has been different from that played in Tanzania. In Zimbabwe, SMIP has played multiple
roles, providing foundation seed as well as facilitating training in seed production by national
scientists and extension staff.
A key point here is that SMIP’s role is context dependent. In other words, its role is relative to the
competencies and resources of its partners and is not necessarily determined by the generic role arising
from its mandate as a regional research program. The other partners in the task networks similarly have
roles defined by the nature of the task, skills and resources that they have. The process by which roles
are negotiated would appear to be quite informal. It is unclear how within SMIP procedures and
assumptions, underlying assigned roles and responsibilities would be tested and adjusted during the
tenure of the task network. Presumably some process of monitoring (formal or informal) would be
needed if partnerships are to proceed smoothly.
Box 5. Commercialization
SMIP in collaboration with the Marketing Division in the Tanzanian Ministry of Co-operatives and
Marketing, has undertaken a series of activities to link sorghum producers with new market
opportunities. Consultations with milling, brewing and feed companies indicated that sorghum had
the potential to replace maize. This led to a pilot project with a brewery. Traders were contracted to
supply high quality sorghum from small-scale farmers, who in turn were encouraged to grow certain
varieties. Traders were encouraged to purchase, assemble and transport the grain to the brewery. In
another activity, SMIP has worked with a medium-scale miller to pilot test the market for sorghum
meal. SMIP helped identify pricing problems (sorghum meal was being sold at thrice the price of
competing maize meal). Sensory testing has been undertaken by the Tanzanian Food Nutrition
Center. By working with the miller, SMIP was also able to identify meal quality constraints. A
private consultant identified the problem as being the result of poor grain cleaning. So a regionallyproduced machine was identified and supplied by SMIP for evaluation. Taking these remedial steps
enabled SMIP to resolve problems it had not envisaged. This has provided an important model for
the collaborating Tanzanian government agency which is responsible for increasing the
commercialization of these crops.
Value of partnerships in delivering developmental impacts. It was beyond the scope of this
study to independently verify the degree to which the task networks were delivering their
developmental impacts (IR). However, evidence from SMIP’s own monitoring system tends to suggest
that these activities are broadly on target and achieving their objectives and fulfilling quantified
indicators of progress (ICRISAT 2001; IR are described in Appendix 1). The seed task networks using
schools and community-based groups in Tanzania have been promoted quite widely as a success story
(Mackinon et al. 2000).
Value of partnerships in terms of identifying research priorities. The crop commercialization
task network includes an example of the way working with partners in the private sector can help
identify research priorities – in this case the need to identify and evaluate different options for grain
cleaning. Although this did not require strategic research, the important feature was the manner in
which the task network approach linked stakeholders encountering researchable constraints, with
partners that have the resources and skills to resolve these problems. This was underpinned by the
flexibility of working to a broadly defined objective such as commercialization. Other examples of the
way research priorities had been identified were not evident; nor were processes to encourage the
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identification of priorities apparent. Nevertheless, there is reason to believe that broader patterns of
relationship created in the SMIP task networks could be exploited for identifying researchable
priorities.
Perhaps equally important to research priority setting is the joint definition of the nature of
problems that research and technology interventions are addressing. The experience of the
Development Technology Center in Zimbabwe (Box 6) was that for 20 years, developing agroprocessing opportunities for the poor was seen as an engineering design problem. Only after working
with the private sector (the main distributor of agricultural machinery) was the need recognized for an
understanding of marketing issues associated with both the equipment and the commodities involved
in processing. Joint agreement about the nature of problems and about ways of resolving them would
appear to be the key to successful partnerships. It would also be reasonable to expect that consensus
and broad understanding of problems and approaches would form the framework for setting strategic
research priorities.
Box 6. Development Technology Center, University of Zimbabwe: Learning to work with
new partners
The Development Technology Center (DTC) has core expertise in agricultural engineering and
undertakes technology development and transfer activities to small-scale farmers and
entrepreneurs. Its Director explained how he felt his organization had wasted 20 year developing
technical equipment without investigating why private equipment manufacturers were not
interested in producing and selling them.Working with SMIP on efforts to encourage private
companies to produce sorghum meal has given DTC important insights into ways of engaging the
private sector. For example, DTC has seen the way market studies conducted on behalf of the
private sector have helped them jointly learn about the knowledge gaps concerning sorghum. It has
helped companies learn about what research can really offer. But perhaps more importantly, it has
helped DTC learn about the perceptions and limitations of the private sector and the types of
activities needed to engage them in joint efforts. One of DTC’s key lessons was that it was much
more difficult to work with the private sector than they had imagined. The operational efficiency of
many companies was much lower than they had expected; and that long demonstration periods were
required. DTC described this process as building up social networks with the private sector.
Demonstration and institutional learning impacts of partnerships. An observed and underreported aspect of the task networks was that of institutional learning3 and building up knowledge on
ways of working with different partners. The case of the sorghum commercialization work being
undertaken by SMIP with the Development Technology Centers in Zimbabwe is a good example of
this. Only by actually engaging in joint efforts with private companies could the Development
Technology Center demonstrate its own value, and also learn how to make the most out of interaction
with the private sector. In Tanzania, SMIP is working with the Marketing Division of the Ministry of
Cooperatives and Marketing to promote the industrial utilization of sorghum in the private food
processing industry. For historical reasons, the public sector has dominated the economy, with the
private sector emerging only recently. A senior officer from the Division of Food explained that SMIP
3.

The term institutional learning refers to the knowledge about processes that organizations build up through experience. It is institutional knowledge in the
sense that it often concerns adapting procedures and norms and accommodating new working practices. Partnerships can often be the source of learning
about new ways of working. Institutional learning is particularly important in partnerships because of the need to find ways of working with a new partner.
In practical terms this may involve reflecting on past projects and trying to identify the reasons behind the success or failure of interventions, new
technologies or partnerships. While this is often intuitive, it is rarely formalized, particularly in scientific organizations where performance indicators and
incentive structures mitigate against this type of reflection. For further discussion of this point see Hall et al. 2002, 2003 and Watts et al. 2003.
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could create an opportunity to work with the private sector in ways that would not be possible without
external assistance. The value of this was seen as the …. “practical demonstration of what can be done
and this can provide lessons on how it can be done better.”

5. The Policy Lesson from SMIP Task Networks
The findings in the previous section suggest that a number of useful lessons are emerging from SMIP
concerning alternative institutional arrangements for R&D and technology promotion. This is
particularly so with respect to task networks. There are also indications that SMIP’s approach is
achieving the impact defined by its own monitoring targets. This section discusses the potential policy
lessons suggested by these findings. A useful starting point would be to compare the key features of the
research management and technology promotion approach of SMIP’s task networks with those of
conventional agricultural research arrangements (Table 1).
It is acknowledged that the depiction of conventional research arrangements in Table 1 is rather
stylized and in reality varies across countries, and that a continuum stretches between the two
extremes. Nevertheless, the broad contours of this model hold true for many NAROs. Since this
model to a large extent still informs the planning process, it gives rise to many of the challenges of
reorganizing agricultural research arrangements discussed in this report. For instance, conventional
institutional arrangements leave little scope for new partners or for developing broader participation
in and governance of the R&D process.
The SMIP task networks would appear to demonstrate a substantially different model of
agricultural research and technology promotion. The model is more holistic in its scope; it is built on
a broad set of relationships with diverse partners; it is consultative and more process driven; and it is
highly contextual in terms of tasks, institutional arrangements and partners. It is precisely these types
of arrangements that are increasingly being discussed as an alternative model, referred to as an
innovation system4.The reasons for this shift in the policy debate stems from the now widespread
disillusionment with the conventional or linear model of agricultural research and technology
promotion.5
This model assumes that a narrow set of public research and “extension” agencies develop and
supply technology in a hierarchical, linear fashion (Figure 1). The criticism of this model include the
difficulty of responding to users perspectives in the research process; the model’s “blindness” to the
institutional factors that govern relationships and research processes; and the limited number of
stakeholders assumed to be involved in the research and technology development process. Byerlee and
Alex (1998) suggest that the conventional NARO model is now obsolete as framework for capacity
development in agricultural research and innovation.
A number of alternative systems models have emerged. The innovation system framework offers
an inclusive way of thinking about partners, relationships and the institutional context in which the
generation, diffusion and use of new knowledge takes place. This concept recognizes that innovations
emerge from a system of organizations and processes that not only includes research and extension
organizations, but also technology users, private companies and NGOs and supportive structures such
as markets, credit, intellectual property regimes, etc.

4.
5.

Echeverria 1998; Hall et al. 2001.
Biggs and Clay 1981; Chambers and Ghildyal 1985; Biggs 1990; Byerlee and Alex 2003
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Table 1. Key features of the research management and technology promotion approach of the
SMIP task networks and conventional agricultural research arrangements.
Conventional agricultural research
arrangements

SMIP task network

Guiding agenda

Scientific

Developmental

Relationships involved

Narrow, hierarchical

Diverse, consultative

Partners

Scientists in other public agencies

Scientists, entrepreneurs and
development workers from the
public and private sector

Selection of partners

Predetermined by institutional roles defined
by the arrangement of the research system

Coalitions of interest.
Determined by the nature of the
task, national institutional
context and skills and
resources available

Research priority setting

Fixed. By scientists

Consensual. By regional
stakeholders and by needs of the
task network

Workplans and activities

Fixed at the beginning of the project

Flexible, iterative

Mandate for research/
task approach adopted

Fixed by institutional norms of the
research system

Negotiated through coalitions of
interest

Knowledge produced

Technical/scientific

Technical/scientific and
institutional

Indicators of performance

In scientific terms to other scientists

In development terms to donors.
In terms of fulfilling role in task
networks to other partners

Responsibility for
achieving impact

Other agencies dedicated to extension and
technology promotion

SMIP scientists and their
partners in task networks

Capacity building

Trained scientists and research infrastructure

Collective capacity of task
networks, social capital,
partnership skills

From an analytical perspective, the innovation system model shifts research planning and
evaluation emphasis away from examining adoption trends, returns to research investment and levels
of staff training and research infrastructure development. Instead it takes a more holistic view,
examining the range of organizations involved in innovation; the relationship that links these
organizations; the degree of “connectivity” in the system as a whole; and the wider institutional and
political economy environment that governs these processes and relationships.
From a planning and intervention perspective, the innovation system framework lays emphasis on
the importance of learning as a way of incrementally developing new arrangements specific to local
contexts. This contrasts with the conventional approach of seeking “optimal”, “one size fits all”
blueprints. Instead an innovation systems perspective recognizes the importance of nurturing adaptive
systems and values the growth of diversity in approaches and practices. As a result, capacity building
becomes a much more important objective of research than may be conventionally thought. Research
interventions conceived and executed in this way include establishing and developing relationships
and processes (institutional learning) as part of the research task (in the same way as it does in the
action research tradition). It is these institutional developments that will underpin future capacity to
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Research
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!

Public
research
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actors
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Flow of resources, technology and information
Figure 1. The conventional or linear model of innovation.
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innovate and thus create impact outcomes6. Advocates of the approach suggest that its application in
the evaluation and planning of technology development and promotion activities is a useful way to
build locally adapted, collective operational capacities where institutional concerns such as a poverty
focus can be monitored and sustained7.
Given that developments in SMIP have been the result of intuitive processes of the scientists
involved, a demonstration is emerging of the practical realities of an innovation system type of
approach to research and technology promotion. There are many caveats to this, and there are certainly
many ways of improving the process and better exploiting this experience. The following would,
however, appear to be some of the broad lessons.
1. Priorities and approaches change. The SMIP program as a whole has evolved significantly over time.
Research and technology promotion activities are embedded in a changing world,and
programs need to be able to adapt and evolve.
2. Learning is important. When SMIP scientists began to plan phase IV, they had built up
enormous experience of successes and failures and had begun to experiment on working with
a broader set of partners. While in the case of SMIP much of this learning was tacit, making
learning processes explicit would seem to be a way of developing better programs and
working practices. Reflecting on the sources of success and failure of past projects and
formalizing the incentives to do this would be a practical way to begin.
3. Developmental objectives help broaden participation. By adopting a developmental
agenda, SMIP shifted its overall organizing principle. It was encouraged to seek out new
partners and assume new roles. In part, this concerned giving SMIP a shared perspective with
a wider spectrum of organizations. By working with development-oriented organizations,
SMIP was able to ensure greater participation from technology users and involve them in the
research process. This included participation in the definition of problems and ways of
approaching them, as well as adaptive testing of solutions to these problems. This highlights
the value of blurring the distinction between research and development.
4. Monitoring and accountability combined with broader partnerships improves impact.
Accountability in quantifiable developmental terms intensified partnership building. SMIP
scientists sought out partners to help them achieve monitoring targets. This broader
participation underpinned the impacts achieved.
5. Working with new partners, particularly the private sector, involves a learning
process. SMIP partners found that working with the private sector was initially difficult,
requiring them to adapt to the procedures and skills of their partners. Institutional learning
improves program evolution and design and helps an organization learn how to partner better.
Institutional innovations of this type need to be recognized as being equally important as
technological innovations.
6.
7.

For further discussion on this point see Hall (2002).
Biggs and Smith (1998); Sulaiman and Hall (2002).
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6. Partnerships need to be structured around problems and local contexts. The task
networks that SMIP established demonstrated the importance of grouping partnerships and
relationships around a problem or task. This involves drawing together a system of partners
with a shared or intersecting interest, or agenda, with competencies relevant to the solution of
the problem and with the physical and financial resources required. The partners,
relationships and roles involved are therefore determined by local tasks, organizational and
institutional contexts. This underlines the importance of allowing diversity of approach and
partners to evolve in a specific context, rather than mandating blueprints. It highlights the
critical role of institutional innovation and suggests the importance of recognizing that
evolving sets of problems require evolving partnership groupings.
7. Task networks as a mechanism for identifying researchable issues. While SMIP
showed limited instances of this, it does suggest that partnership groups are a potentially
valuable arena for identifying researchable issues and negotiating priorities. Perhaps over and
above this is the value of partnerships as a way of developing consensus on problem definition
and the types of approaches required to address such problems. This has the potential to act as
a framework for the identification of strategic research constraints.
8. The importance of flexibility and iterative workplans and procedures. Some of SMIP’s
success stems from its being slightly opportunistic, both in terms of developing relationships
with new partners as well as being able to address emerging research constraints and
opportunities. This suggests the value of flexible and iterative planning and implementation
procedures. Since the program is development/output-oriented, finding ways that this can be
achieved becomes an iterative management issue rather than a component of the initial
planning process.
9. Greater emphasis on systems capacity building. If these types of systems, processes and
relationships are encouraged, the impact of research and technology promotion programs can
be improved. Therefore, systems capacity needs to be built by strengthening linkages,
broadening participation, allowing local partner groupings to evolve and making learning and
institutional innovation an explicit output of research and technology programs. This systems
perspective on capacity building needs to complement conventional investments in scientist
training and research infrastructure.
10. Adopt the innovations systems framework. As research partnership and networking issues
are of emerging importance to national and regional planning bodies, the use of the innovation
systems framework may be a useful complementary tool in the planning and evaluation of
research and technology promotion programs. It would seem particularly valuable in cases
where there is a need to guide institutional innovation in response to an evolving set of
development imperatives.
These broad lessons are made in the light of the discussion in Section 3. There it was suggested that in
regional and national agricultural research forums there is a need for lessons and an informed policy debate
on ways to engage a broader set of partners and how to evolve research arrangements to meet the emerging
development needs of the region. The ten points mentioned could certainly contribute to this policy debate,
even though these should be viewed as preliminary in nature. Equally these recommendations hold true for
international agricultural research also.
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6. Implications for SMIP
SMIP has a stated objective of helping promote a broader partnership approach to sorghum and millet
research and technology promotion. As a technology program rather than a policy program, this means
that the main emphasis is on facilitating the development of partners through its work rather than
engaging in policy dialogue. In the discussion that follows, suggestions are made for ways in which the
policy significance of SMIP’s approach could be exploited. The purpose here is not to criticize the
program for failing to deliver outcomes that were not part of its original agenda. Rather, the purpose is
to suggest means of getting the most out of what in many ways should be viewed as an exciting (and
successful) policy experiment in research management and technology promotion.

SMINET — Ways Forward
SMINET has suffered from contradictory agendas and expectations. The inclusion of technical
research tasks in the original project document suggests that there was an underestimation of the need
to concentrate on efforts that would promote broader actor participation in R&D and legitimize this in
national and regional policy arenas. So in a sense the network’s objective should not necessarily have
been about the generic task of promoting partnerships. Coalitions always have, and will continue to
emerge around focused developmental tasks. While it is valid to intensify this process, a more
important task would involve drawing this to the attention to the policy community as a legitimate
approach to poverty-focused technology development and promotion. SMINET clearly did not do this,
but it must be remembered that it was responding to a stakeholder context – mainly public sector
research organizations which were at the early stages of rethinking the nature of R&D and technology
promotion arrangements.
These comments are made cognizant of the fact that in both NAROs and SACCAR, there is an
ongoing debate about the relevance and modus operandi of engaging the private sector. Therefore,
there is probably an opportunity to contribute to the policy debate associated with these developments.
A way forward may be a combined role for SMINET, whereby it shepherds a series of more
focused, theme-based partnerships where both the problem or theme and the partnership grouping to
address these themes evolves over time. This implies two separate (but linked) roles: as a facilitator for
the development of evolving sets of partnerships to address emerging development tasks (perhaps just
as SMIP has developed its task networks) and second, drawing together the experience of these
partnerships and developing a more detailed understanding of evolving institutional arrangements in
agricultural R&D. This knowledge could then be promoted in critical policy areas.
Thus SMINET needs to shift towards policy advocacy and away from building a formal network
with fairly static focus and membership. It should be more opportunistic about developing groupings
around emerging development priorities and about forming coalitions in policy arenas to promote
fresh insights into agricultural R&D institutional arrangements. For example, its policy advocacy role
could involve synthesizing the types of lessons presented in the previous section. Perhaps a currently
relevant policy coalition that SMINET could contribute to (or even instigate) is one that views the
future of NAROs as part of a broad-based innovation system. Another policy coalition that is emerging
concerns the need to integrate agricultural development into commercialization and market
development, and promote the partnership patterns that this would imply – particularly the need for
partnerships with the private sector. SMIP could contribute to these debates, and SMINET could be
one way to link into the policy coalitions that exist around these different interests.
Such contributions to policy dialogues could be complemented by the knowledge that SMINET

18
SAT eJournal | ejournal.icrisat.org

August 2006 | Volume 2 | Issue 1

An Open Access Journal published by ICRISAT
________________________________________________________________________________________________________

can accumulate on practical lessons of, for example, ways of working with the private sector. The
caveat to this recommendation being that SMIP presently has no orientation to this type of process and
institutional lesson learning. This could be addressed by ensuring that as SMIP phase IV approaches
its completion, resources are devoted to reflecting on the sources of success (and failure) of the
program. Facilitated reflection and learning workshops are one way of achieving this in the absence of
formal institutional analysis skills in a program team.
Another feature of SMINET is that it should be self-sustaining beyond SMIP phase IV. The
development of a business plan is a key output of this activity. The notion of a self-sustaining network
with the generic task of promoting partnerships among (a) cash-constrained public sector research
players; (b) a potentially diverse group of private players with divergent agendas from different
economic sectors; and (c) across a large geographic region, seems unduly optimistic. More focused
and theme-based partnership initiatives might be one way of building sufficient ownership amongst
the private sector so that they actually commit financial resources to emerging problems and
opportunities. Payments in kind, usually staff time from public sector research organizations, are
unlikely to sustain such a network. Commitment to cash contributions will be required. It would
probably be unrealistic to initially expect SMINET’s suggested policy advocacy role to be supported
by any other than donor or regional public funds. This mixed approach of privately-supported focused
partnership grouping and public-supported policy advocacy grouping might allow SMINET to be selfsustaining.

The Wider Agenda of SMIP – The Road Ahead
The author believes that SMIP phase IV and particularly the task-based networks, hold important
lessons. These could not only inform development practice, but more critical in the Southern Africa
region, inform a discussion of this issue at the policy level. Evidence from SMIP’s task networks could
probably make the empirical case for diversifying international research and development assistance
to the support of a much more broadly conceived innovation system. This does not infer shifting
partnerships away from a narrow set of public organizations to an alternative set of private
organizations. Rather, it suggests that problem definition and resolution need broader participation. It
suggests that there will be cases where a much more prominent role for the private sector will be
required, but that in other instances NAROs will remain central partners. It also suggests that roles and
partners are problem specific and contestable, and that these roles can change over time.
Since a key objective of SMIP is to promote broader-based partnerships, it implies a greater degree
of lesson learning from the emergence and underlying principles that have made these task networks
successful. The types of lessons that can be derived from SMIP could be substantially strengthened by
a more rigorous analysis of institutional and process developments coupled with poverty impact
assessments. This is not just a recommendation for SMIP, but a general observation that monitoring
and evaluation systems are often weak on learning and process and institutional evaluation. This
implies that current impact assessment procedures need to be broadened in scope to accommodate
learning objectives. Formalizing realistic reflection on program performance would be a starting point
for more effective institutional learning.
The importance of these processes and the institutional lessons that SMIP could potentially
generate are twofold. Firstly, there is a clear need to demonstrate the practical possibilities of entering
into diverse partnerships and demonstrating their potential benefits. There is an even greater strategic
role that SMIP can play. It can draw national and regional bodies into the applied institutional
experiments that SMIP is conducting, and also use this as an opportunity to develop a convincing and
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empirically based-dialogue on evolving institutional arrangements. In the long run, it will only be
possible to promote a more broad-based partnership approach if there is wider ownership of this idea,
particularly by the NAROs. A key recommendation here is that SMIP needs to examine ways to
intensify learning opportunities and use them to start stimulating a debate on these issues. In essence,
SMINET should become SMIP, but with a stronger role in reflection, learning and policy advocacy.
Those familiar with Southern Africa will recognize that despite the rather upbeat evaluation of the
SMIP program presented here, there is still a long way to go before widespread adoption of sorghum
and millet technologies and associated innovations takes place. Questions remain about why impact
hasn’t been achieved and the possible ways to go forward. It is beyond the scope of this study to
answer this in a definitive sense. This study, however, suggests that the implications of SMIP phase IV
are that impacts will become apparent only when innovation system capacities are developed in propoor ways. The importance of the partnerships and linkages necessary to develop such innovation
systems are beginning to be recognized as important, but there are considerable institutional
developments that need to take place before effective systems emerge. Thus there is still a long way to
go before SMIP and its successors will achieve widespread impact. If this is to be achieved, new
programs will need to focus on capacity building in a total systems sense and not just on research and
research infrastructure development. This has important implications for planners and donors who
often make bureaucratic distinctions between research support, development projects and training.
Capacity development in a systems sense cuts across all these three distinctions. Of late, donors and
others are starting to recognize the importance of the outcome of such capacity building for long-term
objectives such as poverty reduction and economic development (see Clark et al. 2002, 2003 and Hall
2002 for discussion).

7. Implications for ICRISAT
Even at this early stage of SMIP phase IV, it is apparent that many of the elements of the SMIP
approach may need to become mainstream practice within ICRISAT. This relates specifically to the
need to engage in development activities and to do so with a broader range of partners. However, it
needs to be made very clear why this is necessary. This does not concern ICRISAT engaging in more
“extension” or technology transfer activities, although this is one of the potential results. Rather, this
concerns constructing patterns of relationships by which a consensus is developed with ICRISAT’s
constituency of stakeholders about problem definition, the hypothesis underlying problem resolution
and therefore, about research priorities and resource allocation decisions.
The price of appropriately prioritizing the Institute’s research is that resources may have to be
diverted away from strategic science and traditional partnerships with NAROs. However, the broader
partnerships embodied in, for example, task networks are themselves potentially strategic and the
payback of diverting resources to them is greater impact through better targeted and relevant research.
Operationalizing this type of approach has two significant implications for research management
in ICRISAT. Firstly, as the Institute enters into iterative, reactive relationships, the approach to project
planning and implementation has to be less deterministic, more flexible, iterative and process driven.
Secondly, impact monitoring should no longer be solely related to measuring technical (or even
economic) outputs of the research process. Impact assessment needs to shift to learning the
institutional and process lessons that can lead to great poverty impacts.
Future networking activities of ICRISAT need to be viewed in a much broader sense. Networking
research findings among research scientists can improve science quality and increase access to
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research outputs (new scientific knowledge). However, since it is essential to stimulate the emergence
of an integrated innovation system with diverse participation, networks must be consistent with the
goal of identifying emerging problems and opportunities and clustering partnerships around these
tasks. This will involve scientist, development agencies, entrepreneurs as well as the policy
community. The partnership grouping (or network) is not an end it itself. The formal networking role
therefore needs to shift its focus to facilitating partnership development and learning. In other words
networks should not just be about improving knowledge flows per se, but about contributing to the
construction of systems that allow these knowledge flows to take place independently of a projectbound networking activity. This infers a markedly different task to the one that networking is
conventionally conceived to be.
A final issue (and one raised by the reviewer of this paper) is whether the lessons from SMIP about
working in new ways with partners have been institutionalized in ICRISAT. Similarly, is learning still
tacit or is it now part of the professional culture of the organization, with lessons systematically
documented as part of the project management cycle? The reality is that all too often this “soft”
knowledge about process, conventions and institutional norms falls outside the domain of either
scientific reporting or conventional monitoring and evaluation. One of the key conclusions of this
study is that it is this “soft” knowledge that needs to be “brought in from the cold” and used in R&D
planning and implementation. To make this happen, senior managers in the Institute need to legitimize
the systematic documentation and use of this soft knowledge, recognizing that it is part and parcel of
the scientific discourse within ICRISAT. Similarly, new ways of working, for instance with unfamiliar
partners or even rivals, need to be legitimized, and appropriate professional incentives found to
encourage new approaches. Learning about processes is not a distraction to the “real” work of
scientists; it is the knowledge that allows them to do their science properly. Once this is recognized at
senior levels within a research organization, and once professional cultures are adapted accordingly,
great advances can be achieved. Active participation in a recently launched institutional learning and
change initiative in the CGIAR would be one way to address this concern8.

8. Conclusion
This study presents a brief analysis of institutional developments associated with SMIP phase IV. It
reports both optimism and challenges. Optimism that SMIP, both through external encouragement and
through its own experiences, has recognized the need to address the institutional architecture of R&D
and technology promotion as a way of improving poverty-focused developmental impacts. Optimism
that the need to think about wider sets of partnerships is moving up the agenda in policy arenas in
Southern Africa, and that a window of opportunity exists for engaging and promoting a dialogue on
these issues. However, the key challenge lies in ensuring that SMIP exploits its full potential to
contribute to these debates and promote a wider process of institutional change. The first step is for the
key organizations involved to divert resources to reflecting on the achievements and lessons that this
successful program has been responsible for over the past two decades.

8.

See Watts et al. 2003.
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Appendix 1.
Intermediate Results (IR), Approach and Performance Indicators
Seed systems IR 1.1. Farmers have access to a wider range of improved varieties resulting in higher
rates of adoption.
Narrative: The inadequacy of existing systems to produce and distribute seed of improved varieties is
a key constraint to greater adoption of improved varieties in most SADC countries. This will continue
to slow down the adoption of improved varieties already released, if not tackled systematically. It is
now very important to find partners and methods to address the issue of improving seed production
and dissemination systems. Simultaneously, it is vital to improve drought-relief seed distribution so
that it encourages and supports sustainable seed systems, rather than competing with them.
Approach: SMIP must continue to act as a major repository and source of germplasm for public and
private sorghum breeders throughout Southern Africa.
The project: To work with partners and stakeholders to test and evaluate alternative seed delivery
systems.
Performance indicators: Percentage of area planted to new varieties and the number of farmers
growing new varieties.
Stakeholder input in crop improvement IR 1.2. Farmers in targeted areas are using a wider range of
crop management options leading to increased productivity.
Narrative: Yields on farmers’ fields remain much lower than on research stations across the region
due to differences in crop management. Current yield increases of up to 50% have been achieved by
farmers through the adoption of improved varieties alone. It will also be necessary to achieve
significant improvements in farm productivity through better crop management, and to encourage
increasing commercialization of sorghum and pearl millet. A key concern has been that farmers were
not initially involved in the selection of the plant and grain traits of the new varieties.
Approach: Promoting changes in crop management practices by pursuing a demand-led program.
SMIP and its partners will work with national scientists, farmers, input supply and output marketing
agents to review and re-target options for improving crop systems in drought-prone environments.
Performance indicators: Percentage of farmers in pilot areas adopting new management practices
and the number of farmers in pilot areas adopting new management practices.
Regional partnerships IR 1.3. Broader public and private partnerships promoting regional
technology development, exchange and application.
Narrative: Building on experiences in earlier phases, there is an identified need to expand
partnership or networking activities. Whereas past phases had emphasized linkages between
research institutes involved in technology development, the need is seen for strengthening linkages
between linking technology developers with end-users.
Approach: All activities in phase IV depend on strengthening partnerships among a wider range of
stakeholders in Southern Africa’s food and feed system. Backward and forward linkages between
technology suppliers and technology users are critically important. Development and utilization of
these linkages will be guided through a Project Steering Committee comprising representatives of the
key project stakeholders. This includes representatives of the regional food and feed industry as well
as the national scientists, farmers’ organizations, donors and NGOs expected to collaborate most
actively in project implementation. An important element of the approach will to strengthen the
regionalisation of research, and this is to achieved through the strengthening of the existing SMINET.
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Performance indicators: Number of institutions contributing staff and financial support to the
implementation of project activities or drawing information from the project. Value of labor and other
financial commitments of partners to total SMIP activities.

Commercialization IR 2.1 Market systems linking producers and
industrial consumers.
Narrative: Lack of commercial demand for sorghum and pearl millet keeps prices low for these
commodities. The low prices in turn reduce farmers’ incentives for investing scarce resources (labor
and capital) in increasing production. Adoption of improved varieties and management practices can
lead to significant increases in production. However, unless channels exist for smallholders to market
surplus grain, they are unlikely to invest in ways to increase productivity, though the investment of
these resources is vital.
Approach: Creation of channels to market surplus grain, and facilitating the entry of smallholder
farmers into sorghum and pearl millet markets.Since success in commercialization depends on
complementary investments by industry, they are a key partner.
Performance indicator: Quantity of sorghum and pearl millet grain used by industry that is derived
from small-scale farmers.
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