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Abstract

Values-based agricultural research management is a concept widely recognized
but at the same time it suffers from lack of on the ground achievement. Question
remains as to how much of the so-called achievement is real and how much of it
is rhetoric. This paper provides experiences of the Poverty Elimination through
Rice Research Assistance (PETRRA) project as an example of how values-
based research can be managed and meaningfully implemented for a
sustainable pro-poor outcome. Through an experiential learning process
agricultural R&D institutes, NGOs, private agencies and community-based
organizations rediscovered and improved the understanding of their strengths in
meeting development commitment. PETRRA provided examples and insights but
could not guarantee that the experience would automatically be mainstreamed.
We identify some limitations of the national and international agricultural research
and development system and reflect on what is practically achievable and what is
not and the reasons.
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Introduction

The Poverty Elimination through Rice Research Assistance (PETRRA) was a research project
implemented in Bangladesh from April 1999 to August 2004. It operated with a budget of £9.5
million, funded by the Department for International Development (DFID), UK, and managed by
the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) in close partnership with the Bangladesh Rice
Research Institute (BRRI).

Project Objective

The project aimed to enhance the livelihood security of poor farmers by increasing production and
productivity of rice-based farming systems through poverty-focused research. Its objective was
clearly reflected in the title of the project, which contained ‘poverty’ and ‘elimination’ as key words.
Rice was the entry point, and research was to support a strategy for poverty elimination.

The project avoided targeting production; instead it targeted poor farmers and not the large
producers. PETRRA started with (resource-poor farm households) not technology (Orr and Magor
2002).

Project evolution
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The logical framework statements evolved over time to reflect the praxis of being poverty-
focused. The need to adjust the project objectives reflected the crystallization of keeping a
poverty focus. Under the umbrella of PETRRA 45 sub-projects were implemented by more than
50 partners representing international and national research institutions, government rural
development institutions, non-government organizations at national and local level, private sector
and community organizations. The sub-projects covered technology development, uptake
methods research and policy research and dialogue, engaging more than 700 research and
development persons. Many of the sub-projects comprised partnerships whereby either research
or extension provider took the lead. For PETRRA to manage these projects and partnerships, the
ultimate challenge was to nurture a poverty focus and the processes around such a focus. The
concept of a ‘values-based research’ process grew out of the action-reflection practice that was
employed throughout the project (Quin et al., 2003). The research prioritization process of
PETRRA began with a stakeholder analysis that was inclusive of poor farmers, men and women,
local and regional government and extension persons and civil society actors. This was a first
step in the project of engaging farmers in research issue identification and opened up a more
active role of the end-users in the entire development process. Overall, this illustrates a shift
towards a more participatory R&D philosophy and towards a multiple sources of innovation
model.

In the fourth year, communication was added in the logical framework as a key project output for
two reasons: (1) downward accountability: communicating innovation to the primary stakeholders,
the farmers; and (2) upward accountability: communicating PETRRA management practices and
project innovations to agricultural R&D organizations and policy-makers. Communication
emerged as a major strategy for consolidating the project outcomes and for ensuring greater
impact.

Neither the project management unit (PMU) and donors nor reviewers were ever completely
happy with the formulations of the statements of the objectives (super goal, goal, purpose, and
outputs) and their vertical and horizontal links and logics. This situation reflected the complexity
and dynamic nature of the project and was seen as positive. Project stakeholders, including the
donor, started to understand that they were far better positioned to adjust the statements from
time to time to reflect the continuous learning; this was done in partnership with external review
consultants rather than as simply external reviewers critically appraising the project. PETRRA
project documents mentioned certain values as cross-cutting issues, but only after several
iterations of practices and reviews did their links to the project objectives in the logframe structure
become clear.

PETRRA’s emerging values-based management approach

PETRRA identified, developed and defined various cross-cutting issues, including: poverty focus,
demand-led, participation, partnership, gender, linkage and network, and a competitive process
for research partner selection. These formed the value-base of the project and played a crucial
role in conceptualizing and materializing PETRRA’s agenda. Values were defined as central
beliefs and purpose of the society (Jary and Jary, 1991) in this case the organization or the
project. PETRRA strived for best practice in the following:

e Working with resource-poor farmers to address poverty;

e Conducting research as per demand and priority of the resource-poor farmers;

e Conducting, sharing and evaluating research with both men and women of resource-
poor households;
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e Conducting research that ensured participation of resource-poor men and women in all
stages of the project cycle: planning, designing, implementation, monitoring and
evaluation;

e Conducting research by establishing appropriate and effective partnership of agencies
that ensured resource-poor farmers’ interest: pro-poor technology, dissemination
methods and policy;

e Ensuring that research outputs were sustained through linkage and network
development with appropriate agencies that was inclusive of the interest of the poor;

¢ Communicating effectively with farmers and policy makers to disseminate, scale up and
scale out, and to consolidate learning; and

e Using a competitive process as a way of identifying competent suppliers of agricultural
R&D that facilitate influencing desired pro-poor outcomes.

These practices evolved through the process of working with poor households. At the same time
PETRRA worked out the definition, scope, concept and practical means to translate these into
actions. All these elements together formed PETRRA’s values-based research approach.
Salahuddin et al (2007) provides a detailed analysis that captures its systematic unfolding. The
paper also indicated the link between the values and PETRRA outputs.

The set of values adopted by PETRRA are not new and much literature is devoted to their
usefulness for developing a pro-poor agricultural research system. What PETRRA did that stands
out was identifying the important values for a poverty focus through action and reflection with
partners and then incorporating these into a management system that was coupled with capacity-
building to facilitate the process. The actors in each sub-project incorporated the values through
action and then as a collective of sub-projects shared that experience.

The rhetoric
1. NGOs engagement in agriculture

For most of the NGOs agriculture is one of the many activities they have with their clients. It does
not get proper treatment even when the client base of the NGOs is predominantly rural. Even
when agriculture is the main source of livelihoods more often than not micro-credit receives far
more prominence than agriculture. Micro-credit is not used as a strong supportive/complementary
programme of agriculture although a large percentage of the NGOs' clients depend on
agriculture. These two may run in parallel within the development programme of NGOs. This lack
of recognition to the potential of agriculture in poverty elimination seriously constrains the
understanding of development issues and potential interventions.

Under PETRRA, many NGOs discovered the strength of agriculture programmes as a tool to
attract community trust and one short path to sustainable poverty elimination (Orr et al., 1994).
Before participating in PETRRA in 2000, RDRS, a very renowned regional NGO in the northwest
of Bangladesh, had no rice programme. By the time PETRRA ended RDRS had established
community-based rice seed production, processing and marketing enterprises in many of its
Community-based Organisations (CBOs). RDRS recognized agriculture as a vital program for
poverty elimination where rice played a role of pathfinder. RDRS innovated a pro-poor CBO
based technology dissemination approach for rice seed production and marketing which has
been scaled up to as many as 18 farmer federations. Another NGO, Shushilan, had no agriculture
programme before their partnership with PETRRA in 2000. With PETRRA they started a rice
technology dissemination programme with their clients, predominantly women. Now they have a
large agriculture programme, own an agriculture farm and innovated a folk-music based cultural
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approach for agricultural technology dissemination, which is used for production and marketing of
services they provide to their clients (Bentley et al., 2005).

2. NGOs work with the poor

NGOs do not always work with the poor when it comes to agriculture. The lesson from PETRRA
was that many NGOs surprisingly did not know how to target and achieve participation of the poor
in agriculture. During PETRRA they gradually learned this process, sharpened their commitments
and achieved varied degrees of success. Table 1 shows the gradual achievement of poverty
focus by six PETRRA partners. Like with micro-credit, NGOs mostly focus on the recovery of their
inputs given to the clients. This attitude guides them to take the safe approach of targeting
comparatively better-off section of the rural people. PETRRA’s experiences indicate that
alternative pathways of organizing the poor for collective initiatives for making agricultural
interventions viable for the poor is possible (Van Mele et al 2005). But in general few take
initiatives to experiment with such pathways. This happens principally because of the inability of
the implementers to put agriculture into the right context of the overall livelihoods of the poor and
their inability to understand the potential to which market forces can be exploited for such pro-
poor models of development.

Table 1. Evolution of coverage of poor farmers over time by six PETRRA partners

Partners phase 1 phase 2 phase 3
(1999-2001) (2001-2003) (2003-2004)
ARD 64 100
GKF 43 75 100
AAS 15 34 93
Proshika 85 90 100
RDRS 39 91 100
Shushilan 98 91 93

Source: PETRRA, 2004:53
3. Agricultural development benefits the poor automatically

This strong rhetoric exists amongst many public sector professionals in agricultural research and
development, be it national or international, and even resonates among many NGOs who are
mandated to work for the poor. Targeting the poor for agriculture remains a controversial issue for
them. PETRRA faced difficulties in convincing partners about the need of targeting from a
development point of view. This was pushed from the realization that only pro-poor technologies
and dissemination models can ensure maximum benefit to the poor. Without targeting no
guarantee exists that benefits will flow through to poor households.

4. Women do not need to know everything in agriculture

This was the mainstream position among the practitioners of agricultural R&D and policy makers.
But with increasing feminization of poverty and temporary migration of the poor the role of women
in poor households become crucial. Under PETRRA women raised their voice to learn everything
in agriculture and challenged the notion of giving them training only on post-harvest technologies.
In a rapidly changing rural setting the role of poor women in agriculture has expanded from
passive to direct and more on decision-making. PETRRA responded by ensuring that all sub-
projects involve women in each stage of R&D and that women receive equal access to
knowledge.

5. Complex technologies are not suitable for poor farmers
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This is a notion that exists for technologies that involve multiple links, contract with multiple
players, collective strengths of the poor households and many other support systems in order to
ensure benefit for a particular group of clients. Past examples include the Proshika Water Sellers
Groups (Wood & Palmer-Jones, 1991) and BRAC Poultry Program (Magor, 1996) and more
recently Integrated Rice Duck, Mobile Pump and Aromatic Rice under PETRRA (Magor, 2005).
PETRRA experiences confirmed that a pro-poor R&D is possible if a pro-poor support system is
built with proper assessment and development of the entire enterprise web. The willingness and
commitment of the engaged organizations are the basis for such initiatives and their potential
success.

6. Research then development — two different stages of agricultural R&D

Research and development used to be two different stages of traditional agricultural R&D
programmes. But farmer participatory research starts its development component on day one
when it starts building the concept on the basis of the demands/needs of the farmers, plan,
design, implement, monitor and evaluate the research with farmers. The success of the
developmental part of the R&D depends on how deep rooted is the process of demand
identification of the research and the commitment level of the implementers concerned to address
a particular research agenda as part of a long-term development agenda. PETRRA shows that
R&D becomes synonymous when it matches and complements the mainstream programme of
the implementers concerned. Early engagement by concerned implementers with a potential
technology or uptake model under R&D also determines its sustainability.

7. GO-NGO partnership in agriculture is ineffective

There is a notion that GO-NGO partnership in agricultural R&D does not work as one would
expect. PETRRA experience suggests that this can be changed meaningfully if the partnership is
developed based on mutually benefiting terms. A government institute like BRRI cannot organize
poor-farmer participatory research without partnership with NGOs who have access to such
groups of people in rural areas. It took time in the beginning for BRRI scientists to understand the
need for such partnership but they understood the advantage and worked out the division of
labour for the R&D with the NGOs. This new opportunity for scientists of the public research
institutes seemed to have a long-term positive impact. For some NGOs this opened up a totally
new front. They quickly recognized the relationship as a vital one to make their development
activities more meaningful for their rural clients. Linking agriculture with the livelihoods of the rural
clients, for some NGOs, dramatically changed their profile: from a minor programme of agriculture
to core business. They established permanent relationships with the research institutes through
contracts and MoUs. Many others could not position the success stories into continuity for longer
term impacts.
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Box 1: The story of RDRS

In 1999 agriculture was one of the many minor programmes. With PETRRA they first started
their work with rice. From the beginning PETRRA introduced them to BRRI as source of
knowledge and technology. RDRS found an opportunity to introduce rice seed production,
processing and marketing as an enterprise to its federations of poor clients. This opened up
an opportunity for the federation to a sustainable business and to poor farmers for
accessing quality seed at village level. RDRS inspired the researchers of BRRI to conduct
action research on issues of farmers’ concern, established formal understanding with the
Bangladesh Agricultural University (BAU) for conducting student research on farmer
identified issues and on farmer fields with farmers. A federation model for seed production
(Samsuzzaman & Van Mele, 2005), processing and marketing evolved and was scaled up
across many federations. RDRS now has a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with
BRRI, BARI (Bangladesh Agricultural Research Institute), and BAU. RDRS established
women-led farmer field schools (FFS) programme. RDRS is presently leading a forum on
agriculture in the northwest region of Bangladesh in close cooperation with other GO-NGO
research and development agencies and dealing with livelihoods issues of great concerns
for poor farmers (Van Mele et al., 2005). In all these RDRS humbly recognizes the
contribution of PETRRA for its facilitation and support.

There is a need to tackle promising programmes falling back

A most challenging issue here is to sustain the achievements of projects. Projects like PETRRA
have a lot of potential but with a project closing there is a tendancy for activities to stop. There
are few exceptions though. Here are some examples of activities falling back:

1

2)

3)

The adaptive research division (ARD) of BRRI developed a promising R&D model (Husain,
2005) that includes NGOs as partners to reach poor (male & female) farmers. But with no
obligation to targeting and where there is a presence of the government extension agent,
Department for Agricultural Extension (DAE), their work with NGOs and so as with the poor
only is limited. Government institutes are mandated to work with all the farmers and cannot
exclude the non-poor. The new agricultural extension policy (NAEP) of the MoA (1996) that
endorses partnership between GO-NGO for a pro-poor approach to R&D but translating the
essence of such policy into action is slow. Raising commitments of the GOs and NGOs for
such partnerships aiming towards poverty elimination is a challenge.

Integrated rice-duck farming technology and the enterprise web worked quite well in
PETRRA (Khan et al., 2005) as a research project. The partnership between FIVDB, a
regional NGO in the north east of Bangladesh and BRRI was unique as they were
specialized in their respective areas of research: FIVDB on duck and BRRI on rice. FIVDB
has wide network of poor farmers in the region. As the project (PETRRA) closed in 2004,
FIVDB failed to scale it up despite great promise. Perhaps the failure of FIVDB to link this
promising learning into their mainstream development programme caused such a problem.

The Seed Health Improvement Project (SHIP) of PETRRA was very promising for different
reasons: simple low-cost technology, easy to implement with the poor farmers,
environmentally friendly, easy replicable and less expert intensive. In fact the project was a
learning ground for many other sub-projects for values-based research. BRRI along with the
country’s three largest NGOs (BRAC, Proshika, Grameen) and one development institute
RDA (Rural Development Academy, Bogra) participated in the research and all concerned,
the partners, agriculture ministry, department of agricultural extension, were highly positive
about the research outputs and showed their positive attitude for scaling up. But very little
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had been done on the part of the three large NGO partners upon which the expectation was
high. On the contrary a lot had yielded as long-term un-planned spin-offs, with CABI (UK)
and RDA leadership key outputs of SHIP became available in video format that allowed for
easy upscaling. TMSS, a partner NGO of RDA, started a seed business, including rice; RDA
continued to produce on-farm seed management videos, had political buy in; WARDA took it
further, having translated the videos in over 15 African languages. Partners of European
Commission funded Food Security for Sustainable Household Livelihoods (FoSHoL:
www.foshol.org) project partners (ActionAid Bangladesh, Practical Action Bangladesh and
CARE Bangladesh) have been continuing some elements of it, and the rest remain on the
shelf. But the three major partner NGOs, mentioned earlier, either failed to link it within their
mainstream program or were not serious enough about what they said during
implementation. A most important issue here is — no one is raising the point from a national
loss point of view or asking any question as to why nothing is happening.

Some sub-projects never worked

There are projects in PETRRA that never worked despite all-round facilitation.

1)

2)

3)

4)

Agro-Business Corporation (ABC) was supposed to develop a private business model for
technology dissemination but failed to produce any. It failed to recognize its own strength
and pretended to be an NGO. The challenge for ABC was to innovate a model that would be
profit-making but at the same time making sure that poor farmers received the benefit of the
business by way of easy access to technology at village level and sharing the profit by
producing quality produce (e.g. seed) and selling it back to ABC or to other private
companies who run a similar enterprise. ABC failed to be innovative and missed an
opportunity.

From BRAC the expectation was very high in PETRRA as they have a very large agriculture
programme. Apart from taking part in SHIP, BRAC was involved in one other sub-project for
developing a technology dissemination model. As they work with poor farmers in thousands
of villages in Bangladesh, an appropriate model that best served their purpose could make a
revolution. But they measurably failed even to propose one. This was remarkable for an
NGO of such high reputation. BRAC had comparatively better performance in SHIP but there
was failure to integrate and mainstream the success. Perhaps the small budgets available
under PETRRA did not entice them to fully engage. However, of more concern is that within
a large organisation a potentially promising idea can be imprisoned within the unit
experimenting.

Mukti Nari-O-Shishu (women & children), a local NGO in the central west of Bangladesh,
Kushtia, wanted to learn and replicate a group farming model developed by a group of
farmers in another district in the same region, Jhenaidaha. The experience was nationally
recognized and once articulated could have been a great example of farmer power that
could inspire many others in different parts of Bangladesh. For this, Mukti collaborated with a
national NGO that had agricultural expertise, namely the Bangladesh Academy of
Agriculture (BAAG). However, they jointly failed to develop an approach of learning and
replicating the experience, because of lack of skilled leadership on the part of the principal
proponent. One cannot rely completely on others for concepts. Too much reliance on BAAG
by Mukti for ideas had crippled their innovation power.

Development and use of hybrid rice was a big budget target in PETRRA under one sub-
project. Scientists, policy-makers and donors all were interested in this project to make a
breakthrough in rice productivity. But the sub-project could not satisfy them. Poor farmers
also did not receive any benefit from it. The lack of contextualization of the technology, for
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poor farmers (i.e. how poor farmers can be benefited from such a high input and moderately
knowledge intensive technology) and a failure to develop a long term plan that sustained the
development process of the technology as a public good caused such a problem.

Champions come from anywhere

Despite limitations, the champions make the difference. Fate of a project/programme depends to
a great extend on its success of producing champions at different levels of management,
research team, partner, review team, monitor, donor management team etc. The alliance and
partnership of the champions at different levels determines the image of a successful project/
programme. Champions need to be carefully nurtured so that they can grow, develop ability to
influence project/programme and help consolidate the success of the project. PETRRA project
was fortunate enough to have champions at different levels:

1) a senior adviser within DFID—-B (Donal Brown) helped establish the project within the political
structure of the agricultural R&D in Bangladesh;

2) IRRI and its host partner BRRI recruited a project manager (Noel Magor) who had an
appropriate multi-disciplinary background of managing such a project;

3) the project was blessed to get a chair (Ayub Quadri) of its project steering committee (PSC)
who was extraordinary in his approach, patronized and supported the project from a very
high position within the government (as secretary of agriculture, GoB);

4) the project produced a number of champions among researchers (M Hossain of IRRI, M
Husain, M A Saleque, MK Bashar, Taher Mia of BRRI, S Samsuzzaman of RDRS, Harun Ar-
Rashid of AAS, AKM Zakaria of RDA, P Van Mele of CABI) who, through their brilliant work,
helped build a successful project;

5) the project also produced a number of partners (RDRS, AAS, BRRI, RDA, Shushilan) who
created long-term promise for sustainability of the project outcomes;

6) contribution of one review team leader (Margaret Quin) helped theorise the success of the
project;

7) adocumentation consultant (Paul Van Mele) helped to produce an excellent publication
almost at the same time of the project completion, which provided a very good publicity
across the development community. Many more champions exist among farmers (male,
female) and field workers. They together determined and sketched the face of the project
(Van Mele et al., 2005).

Institutionalizing values-based research

The scope of the initial proposal was rather limited, but did not restrict the PETRRA project to
become innovative. In a way it allowed the project to blossom naturally. The donor and host
agencies also allowed the project to evolve: they were not rigid, but rather appreciative of new
ideas and innovations.

The project management unit was open-minded and strove to be responsive to the needs of
resource-poor farmers. It initiated ideas, included new outputs, adjusted project purpose, invited
and entertained new ideas from project stakeholders and outsiders, reviewed suggestions and
reacted according to the situation. It also exercised the freedom to be neutral, even towards its
own organization, IRRI.

Although the project recognized and brought into practice various values, a lot could still be done
to establish these within agricultural research institutes like IRRI and BRRI and to identify
appropriate ways to institutionalize these in the overall R&D system. Some researchers emerged
as champions embracing values, but a question that can be raised is the extent to which this
learning carries over into day to day work beyond specific projects. To establish a culture that
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embraces values within a project is not enough; these need to be embedded in the agencies so
that the praxis continues. International organizations like IRRI have the scope to influence NARS
in rice-producing developing countries. Through PETRRA IRRI showed that it can facilitate and
establish an effective values-based research culture.

Various examples show PETRRA’s continued impact. The World Bank and the International Fund
for Agricultural Development (IFAD) decided to jointly support the National Agricultural
Technology Project, with an estimated grant of US$ 84.5 million (BARC, 2007). PETRRA'’s values
such as demand-led research and extension, poverty focus, partnerships, as well as the
competitive grant system are included. DFID aimed to establish a Projukti (technology)
Foundation that reflects PETRRA values but later, has shifted their attention from agriculture and
therefore dropped the idea.

IRRI with its partners acquired two grants from the CGIAR Challenge Program for Water and
Food that allowed further follow up on their successful PETRRA sub-projects. The two projects,
implemented in Bangladesh and in some other countries provide IRRI with further experiences to
consolidate and internalize values-based research.

PETRRA'’s experiences with extension method research were documented in a book Innovations
in Rural Extension — case studies from Bangladesh (Van Mele et al., 2005). In his book review
Robert Chambers commented: "if any donor agency is looking for a cost-effective investment, it
would be hard to do better than to provide the means to make this book cheap and accessible,
and to send a great many copies with a covering letter to those concerned with agricultural
research and extension policy and practice around the world" (Chambers, 2007:36). The book is
used by various universities in Europe, Canada and Africa and contributes to the development of
new professionals.

The 'Focal Area’ concept developed during PETRRA is now commonly used by government and
non-government organizations to jointly address poverty in northern Bangladesh. Partners
formerly involved in extension method research continue to expand their activities in country (e.qg.
farmer-oriented seed models) and across South Asia (e.g. women-led video production). BRRI
continues to develop the Bangladeshi version of the rice knowledge bank (www.knowledgebank-
brri.org) which targets semi-literate farmers and extension workers. These are but a few
examples.

Future prospects

At the international level the introduction of Institutional Learning and Change (ILAC) concept in
CGIAR very much complements the notion of sustainability within International Agricultural
Research (IAR). Millennium Development Goal (MDG) helped set the agenda for national
governments committed to poverty elimination and prepared their poverty reduction strategy
paper (PRSP) along the line. At global and national level these papers and initiatives laid the
foundation. Additional policies such as National Agricultural Extension Policy (NAEP) of
Bangladesh provide good example of government commitments towards pluralism in extension
that advises strong GO-NGO partnership and focus on poor farmers and women. International
institutes such as IRRI, having few but rich experiences in values-based research and
development, established some hope. The foundation has been laid by PETRRA; now it is time to
scale it up through all possible means. Partnership and linkages at national and international level
across IAR-CSO (civil society organizations) can translate the dream into reality.

PETRRA offered an opportunity to experiment with socio-technical and institutional innovations

towards the development of a pro-poor agricultural innovation system. It created a lot of
enthusiasm among its partners and wider stakeholders. Although its implementation efficiency

Salahuddin 27 October 2007 9



was criticised, this was the price to pay to operate in a mode of experiential learning. PETRRA
successfully showed pathways as to how such an endeavour can be shaped.
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