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 Programme
 

Tuesday 23 February

1015 Registration opens (coffee /tea available) 
 Upper Common Room

1230 Buffet lunch 

1330 Welcome (Melissa Leach, Director, Institute of Development Studies) 
 Introduction (Jim Sumberg)

 “Agronomy is…”: two short presentations (5 minutes)
 • Dave Harris
 • George Serpantié

 World Café: Exploring different perspectives on the worlds of agronomy
  (Ken Giller and John Thompson) 
 Convening Space and Room 221

1530 Tea & coffee 
 Convening Space

1600 Plenary presentations (Jens Andersson in the chair)
 • A golden age for agronomy? Ken Giller
 • Perennial grains: Transformative option or pipe dream? Sieg Snapp
 • Why conventional agronomy will never reach the poor. Bart de Steenhuijsen-Piters

1800 Close

1930 Conference dinner 
 Alfresco Restaurant
 26 King’s Rd, Brighton BN1 2LN
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Wednesday 24 February
 Parallel session summary 

Time

0830 – 1015 Session 1
Sustainable 
intensification & 
yield gaps

Chair: 
Rachel Bezner Kerr

Room: 
Convening Space

Session 2
China & Brazil in 
African agriculture

Chair: 
Ian Scoones

Room: 
221

Session 3
Seeds & systems

Chair: 
Chuck Staver

Room: 
119

1045– 1230 Session 4
Conservation 
agriculture

Chair: 
Mary Ollenburger

Room: 
Convening Space

Session 5
Creating & 
contesting 
agronomic 
knowledge 

Chair: 
Hanson Nyantakyi-
Frimpong

Room: 
221

Session 6
Biodiversity, 
carbon & CSA

Chair: 
Ruth Haug

Room: 
119

1330 – 1530 Session 7
System of rice 
intensification 
(SRI)

Chair: 
Flora Hadju

Room: 
221

Session 8
Extension, 
persuasion & 
justice

Chair: 
Joshua Ramisch

Room: 
119

Session 9
GM debates 

Chair: 
Elena Lazos

Room: 
Hub 1

Session 10
Politics of data & 
methods

Chair: 
Sieg Snapp

Room: 
Convening Space

1600 – 1800 Session 11
Water & resource 
management

Chair: Dan Taylor

Room: 
Hub 1

Session 12
Evaluating the 
impact of “new” 
agronomy and 
“old” extension 
systems 

Chair: 
David J Spielman

Room: 
Convening Space

Session 13
Policy, priorities & 
agendas 

Chair: 
Wendy Wolford

Room: 
221

Session 14
Scaling for impact 

Chair: 
Regina Birner

Room: 
119

1800 Drinks reception, posters and launch event

Room: 
120/121
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Wednesday 24 February

0830 Parallel sessions 1–3

 Session 1  Sustainable intensification & yield gaps
 Chair: Rachel Bezner Kerr
 Convening Space

1. Sustainable Intensification: who’s keen and who isn’t? Dave Harris 

2. Sustainable intensification in agriculture: the darker shade of green, Paul Struik

3. Intensification and extensification in mixed farming systems of Southern Mali, Mary Ollenburger

4. Where’s the gap? The social construction of “yield gaps” between researchers’ and farmers’ practice,
 Joshua Ramisch

5. Opportunities and constraints for closing rice yield gaps in Central Luzon, Philippines, Joao Silva

 Session 2  China and Brazil in African Agriculture:
 technocentric modernisation the southern way
 Chair: Ian Scoones
 Room 221

1. Brazil’s contested agronomy for Africa: insights from EMBRAPA’s knowledge encounters in
Mozambique, Lidia Cabral

2. Chinese agricultural expertise support in Ethiopia: approaches, motives and perspectives,
Dawit Alemu, Seth Cook and Gubo Qi

3. Making order from disjuncture: daily operation of Agricultural Technology Demonstration Centres
in Tanzania and Ethiopia, Xiuli Xu and Gubo Qi

4. South-South cooperation, third world solidarity and technocentric development: China and Brazil
in Africa, Kojo Amanor

 Session 3  Seeds & systems
 Chair: Chuck Staver
 Room 119

1. Farmers’ demand for seed: social differentiation and perceived technology needs,
Conny Almekinders, Steve Walsh, Jorge Andrade, Kim Jacobs and Jeff Bentley

2. Crops in context: negotiating traditional and formal institutions in local seed systems of maize
and sorghum, Ola Westengen

3. The political agronomy of contested seeds in Tanzania, Ruth Haug

4. Clamping down on ‘fake seed’ in East Africa: watching a sideshow, scorning the main event,
Shawn McGuire

1015 Tea & coffee
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1045 Parallel sessions 4–6

 Session 4  Conservation agriculture
 Chair: Mary Ollenburger
 Convening Space

1. Solutions to contested agronomy: should they be contested or resolved? Peter Hobbs

2. Analysis of Conservation Agriculture promotion and uptake in Mufulira, Zambia: a political agronom
approach, Bridget Bwalya

3. On the Role of Religion in the Political Agronomy of Conservation Agriculture,
Corné Rademaker and Henk Jochemsen

4. The politics of agricultural technology interventions: the case of Conservation Agriculture in Bajio, Mexico,
Tania Martinez 

 Session 5  Creating & contesting agronomic knowledge
 Chair: Hanson Nyantakyi-Frimpong
 Room 221

1. From knowledge to invention: exploring user innovation in Irish agriculture, Trish O’Flynn 

2. Knowledge production among tobacco agriculturalists in Southern India: moving towards a
class-based analysis, N. Natarajan 

3. “If we plant trees, the rains will come back.” Gendered knowledge flows, competing discourses about
climate change and implications for adaptation in Malawi, Rachel Bezner Kerr, Hanson Nyantakyi-Frimpong, 
Joseph Kanmenaang, Laifolo Dakishoni, Esther Lupafya, Lizzie Shumba, Isaac Luginaah and Sieglinde Snapp

4. Yields of dreams: marching west and the politics of scientific knowledge in the Brazilian
Agricultural Research Corporation (Embrapa), Ryan Nehring

 Session 6  Biodiversity, carbon & CSA
 Chair: Ruth Haug
 Room 119

1. Agro-biodiversity for the poorest? A critical review of a popular idea, Andrea Ruediger

2. “Here, we argue that”: contested views of managing soil carbon for mitigation, Julie Ingram

3. Contested framings of agricultural research for development, Ruth Segal

4. Triple Wins or Double Faults? A Critical Assessment of the Power and Influence of Discourses on
Climate Smart Agriculture, Andrea Nightingale, Linus Karlsson, Lars Otto Naess and John Thompson

1230 Buffet lunch
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1330 Parallel sessions 7–10

 Session 7  System of rice intensification
 Chair: Flora Hadju
 Room 221

1. After the Rio Summit: “newly authorised knowledge” and the institutionalisation of a rice
cultivation alternative (SRI) devised by a civil society organisation, Georges Serpantié

2. “Uprooting” rice science?: an Indian perspective on controversies and production of knowledge on SRI,
Shambu Chebrolu

3. Productivity by design versus innovation by performance. Or, how systemic is the System of
Rice Intensification? Dominic Glover

4. What does SRI bring? Improved yields or increased agronomic-bandwidth? What do farmers do
when sustainable intensification methods open up several newer options in rice cultivation 
practices? Debashish Sen

 Session 8  Extension, persuasion & justice
 Chair: Joshua Ramisch
 Room 119

1. Contours of domination: tracing agronomy’s power of persuasion, Dan Taylor

2. How the solution became a problem: strategies in the reform of agricultural extension in Uganda,
Patience Rwamigisa

3. Laws of the field: the rights and justice of development oriented agronomy, James Fraser

 Session 9  GM debates
 Chair: Elena Lazos
 Hub 1

1. Contested knowledges, divergent practices and ascending adoption of Bt cotton in India: Is there a
need for public engagement? Poonam Pandey

2. Social impacts of GM crops in agriculture: why are there so few empirical accounts from the
industrialised world and what can we learn by drawing lessons across industrialised and
developing country contexts, Klara Fischer

3. Regulating agricultural biotechnology: an analysis of policy narratives from the Kenyan GM debate, 
Stephen Whitfield

4. The Sweet Smell of ‘Success’: Contesting biofortification strategies to address malnutrition in
Tanzania, Sheila Rao and Chris Huggins
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 Session 10  Politics of data and methods
 Chair: Sieg Snapp
 Convening Space

1. Systems research in the CGIAR as a multi-dimensional arena of struggle, Cees Leeuwis

2. Does size matter? A critical analysis of the use of meta-analysis in contested agronomy,
Timothy J. Krupnik, Jens Andersson, Leonard Rusinamhodzi, Marc Corbeels, and Bruno Gérard

3. Under-reporting research relevant to local needs in the global south. Database biases in the
representation of knowledge on rice, Ismael Rafols

4. The sociology of on-farm trials: observations on the design of field experiments in AR4D in Africa,
Jens Andersson and Ken Giller

1530 Tea & coffee

1600 Parallel sessions 11–14

 Session 11  Water and resource management
 Chair: Dan Taylor
 Hub 1

1. Contesting the uncontestable: a heretic’s view on drip irrigation in developing countries,
Jean-Philippe Venot

2. Changing irrigation practices and emerging sustainability challenges in Southern Bihar: a dialogue
between policy and practice, Aviram Sharma

3. Evaluating Holistic Management in Hwange Communal Lands, Zimbabwe: an actor-oriented
livelihood approach, incorporating everyday politics and resistance, Tapiwa Chatikobo

 Session 12  Complexity, tradeoffs, and bias: Evaluating the impact of
 “new” agronomy and “old” extension systems
 Chair: David J Spielman
 Convening Space

1. From Madagascar to Ethiopia and back: why economic impact evaluations matter for agronomy,
Bart Minten 

2. From lab to land: perceptions and impacts of scaling up the adoption of row planting to teff farmers
in Ethiopia, Joachim Vandercasteelen

3. Facilitating behavioural change by complementing agronomy with risk management, Patrick S. Ward

4. Targeting bias or early impact of agricultural innovation? A case study from Malawi, Carlo Azzarri
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 Session 13  Policy, priorities & agendas
 Chair: Wendy Wolford
 Room 221

1. (Un)contested agronomy intertwined with national policies and multinational corporations.
Power and inequality in Mexico, Elena Lazos

2. Agents without principals: agenda setting for public agricultural research in Africa – case studies in
Ghana and Kenya, George Okongo

3. Two worlds in agricultural policy making in Africa? Case studies from Ghana, Senegal, and Uganda,
Jonathan Mockshell

4. Beyond subsidies: What are the prospects for integrated soil fertility management approaches
(ISFM) in Malawi? Kate Wellard, Sieg Snapp, Wezi Mhango, Daimon Kambewa, George Kanyama Phiri,
Mirriam Matita and Maaike Hartog

5. The Green Revolution: a contested strategy right from the start, Jonathan Harwood

 Session 14  Scaling for impact
 Chair: Regine Birner
 Room 119

1. Tentative toeholds to scaling bureaucratic obstacles: a socio-technical analysis of the contestations
constraining the institutionalisation of participatory crop improvement initiatives in India, Harley Pope

2. Trials for development impact? The organization of on-farm trials for scaling agricultural
technologies in AR4D, Jens Andersson, Nina de Roo and Tim Krupnik

3. One step forward, two steps back in farmer knowledge exchange: “Scaling-Up” as Fordist
replication in drag, William Moseley

4. Gender politics and agricultural technology transfer in northern Ghana, Hanson Nyantakyi

1800 Close

1800 Drinks reception, posters and launch event  
 Room 120/121

Thursday 25 February

0830 World Café: What are big contestations? Who/what are the drivers? 
 What theoretical framings are proving particularly useful?
 (Ken Giller and John Thompson)  
 Convening Space and Room 221

1015 Tea & coffee

1045 “Where does all this go next?” Summing up and short discussion  
 Convening Space

1225  Conference close (Jim Sumberg)

1230 Buffet lunch  
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Abstracts
 Posters
The University of Minnesota and the Minneapolis 
Food Movement: The Effects of Targeted Research 
and Outreach Initiatives by Land Grant Institutions 
on U.S. Urban Food Movements 
Alex Liebman and Dan Raskin
The food movement (FM) consists of diverse actors working to 
improve the sustainability and equity of the food system. In the 
U.S., significant FM work occurs in urban contexts, addressing 
intersections of food, poverty and racial inequities. Perspectives 
on movement tactics fall across a wide gradient. One end posits 
that political and economic change requires active opposition to 
dominant food system interests. The other end maintains that 
organizations must work through existing institutional frameworks 
to achieve their goals. Perspectives are not mutually exclusive 
and frequently co-exist within single organizations, informing the 
trajectory and structure of FM work. The University of Minnesota 
(UMN), originally founded as a land-grant institution (LGI), is one 
of the largest public research universities in the U.S.. Historically, 
LGIs have engaged with food and agriculture through research 
and cooperative extension, mainly addressing rural issues. Given 
this historical context, we explore how LGIs such as the UMN 
have increased their involvement with urban food issues and 
now regularly engage with FM organizations. In Minneapolis, this 
work includes UMN initiatives such as the Minnesota Institute for 
Sustainable Agriculture, Urban Research and Outreach Center, and 
creation of a “Food Systems” undergraduate major. By analyzing 
Minneapolis’ FM, we examine how UMN investments coincide 
with FM actors’ broader goals and how university involvement 
may actively shape FM discourse and action. We seek to locate 
UMN activities and support of FM actors within the contextual 
gradient of FM tactics. Through this research we examine the 
ideological basis for LGI involvement in urban FMs throughout the 
U.S.Questions include: How does the UMN allocate its support for 
FM actors? Do UMN investments strengthen or legitimize certain 
organizations at the expense of others? What is the UMN’s role as 
a political actor in FMs in Minneapolis and does it reflect university 
relationships with urban agriculture in other cities?

Food-secure vs. food sovereign – Politically 
contested visions of agricultural development in Bolivia
Georgina Catacora-Vargas 
Although Bolivian legislation supports agro-ecological and peasant 
production systems for achieving food sovereignty, contemporary 
political positions on agricultural development are profoundly 
divided. The prevailing contending visions focus on a productivist 
narrative for food security through high-input agro-industrial 
intensification on one side, and a food sovereignty vision centred 
on an integrative narrative through agro-ecological and peasant 
farming on the other. The food security-centred approach is 
promoted by capital-intensive producers from the Eastern or 
Low Lands, composed mainly of national and foreign immigrants, 
representing a minority of the national and agricultural population. 
The food sovereignty-centred approach is fostered by farmers 

and peasants organized from large social and indigenous 
movements, mostly from the Western Highlands of the country, 
representing a majority of Bolivian agricultural workers. The food 
security model registers the highest contribution to GDP, mostly 
due to the importation of inputs (mainly agrochemicals) and 
high level of food exports, since 80% of production is destined 
to foreign markets. The literature and empirical data (including 
official information) indicate that agro-industrial intensification, 
particularly with GM crops, has not yielded more than conventional 
counterparts. In contrast, agro-ecological and peasant agriculture 
forming the food sovereignty vision fulfils approximately 75% 
of urban food demand with greater efficiency in land use. Yet its 
contribution to GDP is often concealed, and its socioeconomic 
and ecological relevance is not adequately valued. Trends in the 
current debates – and government focus in supporting industrial 
agriculture – show that national legal frameworks, popular 
demand and technical facts have arguably limited influence 
on recent agricultural policies. These are mostly influenced 
by asymmetries in power, both political and economic. The 
challenge is how to address such asymmetries in an inclusive and 
participatory fashion.

Constructing ’win-win’ narratives: Conceptualizing 
’winning’ from different perspectives in the case of 
large-scale agricultural investments in Tanzania
Flora Hajdu
The ‘win-win’ narrative is common in development, not least 
in connection to ‘business for development’, where private 
investors and business actors connect to development agendas, 
supposedly creating ‘wins’ for business and development alike. In 
the case of large-scale agricultural investments (LSAI), the win-
win narrative has been heavily countered with a ‘land grabbing’ 
narrative that states that these investments represents a win-lose, 
where local populations are exploited and lose land and livelihood 
opportunities to the companies. Our analysis looks at how these 
‘wins’ are conceptualized in a Tanzanian case where the Swedish 
company EcoEnergy has received land where they plan to invest 
in a sugarcane plantation with an associated outgrower scheme in 
Bagamoyo District. The viewpoints of the different actors, including 
the investing company, the Tanzanian state at different levels, 
the Swedish development aid agency involved in promoting the 
investment and the affected local population, are analysed. Through 
applying discourse analysis, we focus specifically on how ‘winning’ 
is conceptualized, both in reference to oneself and in reference 
to the other actors, and what underlying processes facilitate the 
construction of this narrative. The analysis concludes that the 
reality of complex situations on the ground means that it is very 
difficult to predict outcomes, with both unexpected ‘wins’ as well 
as unexpected ‘losses’ occurring for all involved actors. However, 
the win-win narrative is shown to obstruct serious considerations of 
potentially very adverse impacts on all actors, especially on the local 
population. A more precautionary approach is proposed instead of 
the current ‘risk-taking’ business mindset, especially with regards to 
vulnerable groups such as smallholder farmers.
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Critical reflection on knowledge and narratives of 
conservation agriculture in Zambia
Stephen Whitfield
A variety of narratives about the benefits of conservation 
agriculture (CA) over conventional agricultural systems underpin 
endeavours towards ‘scaling up’ CA and increasing rates of 
adoption amongst smallholder farmers in Zambia. However, 
there is a knowledge politics underlying the translation of a weak 
evidence base around CA into persuasive narratives and financial 
and political support. This poster traces the evolution of five 
narratives around CA in Zambia in relation to changing political 
agendas and the involvement of new public and private sector 
actors, and reviews the development of evidence bases and 
knowledge that support and challenge each of these narratives. 
It discusses the potential to open up space within this knowledge 
politics to alternative narratives and the contestation of the 
pervasive CA scaling up agenda.

Mapping the evolution of research. The case of rice 
since the ’80s
Tommaso Ciarli
We take an empirical approach to studying the evolution of 
research on rice across time and space. We focus on rice, because 
it is a crop which feeds a huge number of people around the world, 
particularly in low and middle income countries, and, as a symbol 
of the green revolution, is also a controversial technology. Our aim 
is to map how research efforts change through time and space, 
and how this is related to specific events, cultures and needs. We 
address questions such as: what are the main research lines in rice? 
How have they evolved over time? How has this been different by 
country? We then look at the political economy of rice research, 
investigating some of the main events that have influenced the 
direction of rice research. The analysis is based on a large corpus 
of publications on rice from the CABI repository of publications. 
Using the publications keywords we analyse the similarity among 
the documents. Based on similarity, we cluster publications into 
different topics, and compute the network structure among 
terms. As a result, we obtain a global map of the research on rice 
in the last thirty years, which shows how the different topics are 
related. Next, we analyse the publications data for sub-samples of 
different years and countries. Using the overlay method, we then 
project the maps based on the sub-samples on the global map of 
rice research. As a result, we show how the focus of research has 
changed through time and across the main countries publishing 
on rice technologies. Finally, we study the origin of emerging 
research topics mapping the phylomemetic patterns of topics. 
The analysis provides a good picture of the political economy 
of rice research, which we contrast with narratives and declared 
objectives of agricultural development organisations.

Local Agro-ecological Knowledge in a Changing Climate
Sandra Bhatasara
Agrarian research in both developed and developing countries 
has for long been underlined by the notion that ‘technical 
progress’ is the way to overcome natural obstacles in order 
to enable the capitalisation process in the agricultural sector. 
Unfortunately, this conservative modernisation, seems to have 
extended to climate change research. This poster questions the 
foregoing and rejects the positivist episteme of science as the 
dominant guide to adapt agriculture to climate change. Therein 
it explores the utility of local knowledge in agricultural adaptation 
to climate change. The paper begins by considering the various 
definitional debates surrounding local knowledge. It then 

examines the consequences for local knowledge of very strong 
institutionalisation of agricultural modernisation, which has been 
seen as the only and self-evident development trajectory. The 
paper shows how the unquestioned superiority of agricultural 
modernisation has delegitimised local knowledge because 
it was supposedly seen as being at odds with the self-evident. 
The paper will then explain how local knowledge is articulated 
within the climate change discourse, reckoning that in many 
ways the dominant framing of climate change disregards local 
knowledge. Of particular interest is also how local knowledge 
is positioned within the contours of climate-smart agriculture 
currently being propagated. The discussion will show why and 
how local knowledge has been marginalized and also engage 
with the argument (or rather cynicism) over whether local 
knowledge will survive in highly dynamic contemporary contexts 
characterized by climate change, rapid urbanization, globalization 
and neoliberalism. The ultimate aim is to reveal the adaptability 
and relevance of local knowledge hence empirical cases will be 
drawn from Africa to illustrate how rural farmers are using local 
knowledge to adapt to climate change.

Understanding farmers’ potato production practices 
and use of improved varieties in Chencha, Ethiopia: 
implication for adoption improvement
Yenenesh Tadesse Gebresilase, Conny. J. M. 
Almekinders, Rogier Schulte and Paul C. Struik
Most adoption studies dealing with improved agricultural 
technologies (e.g., seed, crop and soil management) have been 
carried out by economists, using Tobit models and other tools. 
Many of these studies indicate that farm size, farmers’ education 
and economic status influence adoption, but seldom do they 
explain adoption or non-adoption. These studies, in particular 
those showing that reduced adoption is related with less contact 
with development agents, often suggest that non-adopters 
actually represent a fraction of the farmer-population of so-called 
laggards: presumably, also these farmers will adopt eventually. 
This study on the adoption of improved potato production 
technologies in Chencha, Ethiopia, indicates however that the 
farmers who have not adopted improved seeds and associated 
practices such as fertilization, hilling and rotation may not do 
so at all, even not after having been exposed to it, because 
the technology does not fit their socio-economic conditions: 
they are too poor. The lack of land, labour and cash explain why 
particular technologies will not be attractive for them. The data 
underlying these insights are from in-depth interviews on potato 
crop management with 7 wealthy, 9 medium wealthy and 4 poor 
farmers. The data were systematically analysed through point 
score analysis. The discussion of this study raises the issue of 
socially differentiated technology needs and the appropriateness 
of current technology development and intervention practices. 
Heterogeneity in potato production practices among farmers 
of different wealth classes reflected biased development 
interventions and technologies towards relatively resourceful 
farmers. Based on the results, we argue that there is a need to 
modify research and intervention efforts in order to provide 
farmers with a range of options from which they can choose and 
adopt what fits with their contexts.

The ‘Robustification’ of Success: How Quantification 
Transforms Tenuous Impact Claims
Oscar Haugejorden
This paper concerns the use of quantification in success-stories 
about international agricultural research. As argued for 
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narratives more generally, success stories cut through difficult, 
partial or contested evidence to provide a simple, positive 
route forward. I develop the argument that quantification 
plays a crucial role in this process. Specifically, it presents and 
perpetuates a simplistic notion of success. At the same time, it 
has the potential to affect the critical faculties of an audience. 
I argue that quantification, as a tool of success stories, often 
ends up obscuring the disjuncture between sector-wide claims 
of impact, and the results from the small-scale agronomic trials 
on which they are based. Through three case studies taken from 
the CGIAR, I demonstrate that quantification serves to enhance 
confidence in an approach by ignoring, instead of constructively 
engaging with, uncertainties and contestations. Narrow 
conceptions of evidence and simplistic notions of success are 
arguably becoming systemic features of development. It serves 
to close down discussion about the appropriateness of methods 
used and of viable alternatives. This paper is an effort towards 
opening up such discussion, by deconstructing success stories 
and bringing forth the elements they tend to make obscure 
through quantification.

Contesting national policy through local level adaptation
Jen Bond
The role of power relations, institutional dynamics and social 
constructs in forming contested frames and dominant narratives in 
relation to agronomy and agricultural development is increasingly 
being recognised. This paper explores the policy-level contestation 
of local-level climate adaptation. Through a case study of lowland 
rice production in Vietnam, we explore the competing discourses 
of profitability and productivity in a context of climate adaptation 
and resilience. ‘Regeneration rice’ has been adopted in lowland rice 
production systems in Quang Binh province as a response to early 
flooding, yet while increasing profitability, the system is less productive 
than conventional summer-autumn rice production and therefore 
contradicts provincial-level rice targets and the national discourse 
of food security. Through framings of environmental benefits and 
improved gendered division of labour, the widespread adoption of 
regenerated rice is forcing open the debate about food and livelihood 
security in Vietnam and the role of local-level adaptation within an 
institutional context dominated by government directives. 

 Parallel sessions
Session 1  Sustainable intensification 
& yield gaps
Chair: Rachel Bezner Kerr

Sustainable Intensification: who’s keen and who isn’t?
Dave Harris 
Sustainable Intensification of agriculture is the predominant objective 
for agricultural research and extension worldwide. In a world where 
population is still increasing and where climate change is predicted 
to have large negative effects on wellbeing, researchers and 
policymakers consider SI to be an imperative to avoid global hunger, 
improve human nutrition and reduce rural poverty while avoiding 
all manner of environmental disasters. Understandably, they are 
keen that SI should occur on a grand scale but what about the vast 
numbers of rural households – “small farmers” – in less developed 
countries who must make SI work in order to achieve such global 
public goods? Are they also keen to make it work? Is Sustainable 
Intensification high on their list of priorities? We contribute to 
answering some of these questions by considering the context in 
which rural households invest in farm activities and the likely gains to 
be made by adopting improved technologies that might lead to SI.

Sustainable intensification in agriculture: 
the darker shade of green
Paul Struik
In agriculture, resource use efficiency is a complex concept. It 
has many dimensions: agronomic, environmental, economic, 
social, trans-generational, and global ones. There are no intrinsic 
reasons why one dimension should be privileged: all are equally 
important. Current agronomy tends to reduce the concept to one 
privileged dimension, thus recommending one specific pathway 
of (sustainable) intensification. Current agronomy is therefore 
contested. All inputs should be used as efficiently as possible at 
the same time and place. Moreover, integrating all aspects of all 
inputs into a framework of sustainable intensification, considered 

necessary to feed the world, requires an all-inclusive cost-benefit 
analysis, explicit weighing of trade-offs, and a well-defined set 
of principles and practices. Sustainable intensification requires a 
completely different take. It should be considered as an intellectual 
framework or a process of enquiry and analysis for navigating and 
sorting out the issues and concerns in agronomy. Sustainable 
intensification is about societal negotiation, institutional innovation, 
and adaptive management, rather than an exclusive property 
of agronomic discourse. Sustainable intensification requires 
radical transformations in the social and economic organization 
of agriculture. Creating such change will be challenging 
since dominant socio-technical configurations are highly 
institutionalized and maintained by strong lobbies. Science must 
contribute more than knowledge: norms and values are also at 
stake and need to play a major role in decisions on the way forward. 
Sustainable intensification requires that transparency about what 
can and should be intensified, about the fact that win-win situations 
are rare in agriculture and that trade-offs are common. Trade-offs 
deserve more attention in agronomy. Moving towards agricultural 
sustainability makes it mandatory that we improve our analysis 
of trade-offs first. Society needs dynamic coalitions and flexible 
decisions, an agriculture demonstrating coping flexibility under 
future change, and a sustainability that is perceived as a moving 
target based on agreed values and shared knowledge and wisdom.

Intensification and extensification in mixed farming 
systems of Southern Mali
Mary Ollenburger
Discourse on agricultural research and development in Africa is 
largely focused on sustainable intensification and meeting global 
food needs. Agricultural development practitioners often claim that 
if smallholder farmers could close the yield gaps that separate them 
from the levels of productivity attained with intensive agriculture, 
they could both improve their own livelihoods and help ensure 
global food security. This discourse is disconnected from the reality 
of smallholder farmers in Southern Mali, whose yields remain well 
below their potential despite years of research on intensification 
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and the provision of credit and subsidized fertilizer through the 
cotton parastatal. While researchers and policy makers may want 
farmers to close yield gaps, incentives for farmers themselves are 
quite weak. Analysis of survey data taken in the district of Bougouni 
in Southern Mali demonstrates that only a few farmers can move 
beyond even extreme poverty levels by closing yield gaps in staple 
crops, while labour bottlenecks limit their ability to expand the 
amount of land they cultivate. Can we design smallholder farming 
systems that can help smallholders move out of poverty, while 
meeting the food security needs of a growing population? Should 
we even try? 

Where’s the gap? The social construction of “yield 
gaps” between researchers’ and farmers’ practice
Joshua Ramisch
A base assumption of agronomy is that new technologies’ 
performance can be objectively measured against existing baseline 
practices. Another base assumption is that an optimal production 
potential can be calculated for a given location based on its agro-
ecological properties. This paper uses Kenyan on-farm trials to 
illustrate the elusive and socially constructed nature of both these 
claims. It interrogates the “yield gaps” that are regularly presented 
as the difference between optimal yields that (should) be obtained 
under research-managed conditions and those obtained under 
farmer-managed conditions. On the one hand, the supposedly 
ideal, researcher-managed conditions used to calibrate production 
potential models are based on the selective erasure of social and 
logistical factors that determine crop performance. Some of these 
factors could actually reduce yields (especially when inputs and 
labour supply are not available at optimal moments), but most 
lead to unrealistic inflation of potential yields (especially when 
extrapolating from very small and potentially unrepresentative 
sample plots). On the other hand, the baseline of comparison is also 
a social construct that only partially represents any real farmer’s 
practice. Average yield values (especially those taken from national 
level data) aggregate systematic deficiencies in data accuracy, 
including the fact that maize is only partially commercialized, and is 
harvested and consumed over a range of times and for a variety of 
purposes. Researcher-managed efforts at duplicating local “farmers’ 
practice” on station or on-farm also fall prey to the same logistical 
and methodological constraints noted above. Finally, Kenyan farmers 
noted that the timing of maize planting is tied to both a climatic 
and a more important social calendar of obligations (to allocate 
labour to planting, weeding, and thinning, but also to minimize theft 
or demands for food gifts). Thus even if an optimally-planted crop 
yielded according to the researcher-managed prediction, the moral 
obligation of aiding less successful neighbours might easily erase 
the benefit of that increase for a household’s own food security. 
These findings have implications for understanding not only existing 
national and regional yield estimates but also the food security 
impacts of efforts to achieve the potential maximum yields. 

Opportunities and constraints for closing rice yield 
gaps in Central Luzon, Philippines
João Silva
Large yield gaps have been reported for rice-based farming 
systems in Southeast Asia. Sustainable intensification has been 
proposed has a suitable technical strategy to ensure closure of 
yield gaps while minimizing externalities of agriculture. However, 
it is important to understand if it is a viable development 
pathway for smallholder farmers or if interventions at higher 
levels may be required to achieve self-sufficiency and economic 
viability at farm and regional level. Rice yield gaps in Central 

Luzon (Philippines) have been historically as high as 50% of 
climatic potential yields. This is a consequence of sub-optimal 
crop management in terms of quantity and timing of inputs 
applied. Preliminary results show that most households have 
enough land to achieve rice self-sufficiency with observed yield 
levels and that rice farming is not profitable for a great number 
of households who struggle for capital. Furthermore, the 
contribution of remittances and off-farm activities to household 
income has increased from about 50% in the late 1980s to 
nearly 80% in the late 2000s. What are the farm level implications 
of narrowing yield gaps? Are yield increases per se sufficient 
to make farming economically attractive and a pathway out of 
poverty for farmers who want to close yield gaps? 

Session 2  China and Brazil in African 
Agriculture: technocentric modernisation 
the southern way
Chair: Ian Scoones
Brazil’s contested agronomy for Africa: insights from 
Embrapa’s knowledge encounters in Mozambique
Lidia Cabral
Drawing on the narrative accounts of professionals from Embrapa, 
Brazil’s agricultural research corporation, this paper analysis the 
origins of knowledge and the processes through which it travels 
to Mozambique via cooperation projects. Their stories about 
cooperation experiences are analysed to understand the nature 
of knowledge mobilised and the mode of transmission. Although 
Brazil’s cerrado transformation remains an important symbol 
of the agricultural science taken by Embrapa to Mozambique, 
Brazilian agronomy is a contested field and this gets reflected in 
cooperation practices. Embrapa professionals may in principle be 
well position for the cooperation inter-change, given that they 
are first-hand carriers of expertise and interact with homologous 
actors. Yet, like many other aid workers before them, they 
experience the challenge of encountering different knowledge 
systems and working ethics. Their capacity to fruitfully engage 
with the local context seems to depend more on personal 
attributes and epistemological inclinations than on Brazil’s 
presumed agricultural successes or South-South credentials.

Chinese agricultural expertise support in Ethiopia: 
approaches, motives and perspectives
Dawit Alemu, Seth Cook and Gubo Qi
Development cooperation between Ethiopia and China in 
agriculture has expanded from the initial Chinese training 
funded by the Ethiopian government, to Chinese-funded expert 
engagement in the provision of extension services and the 
establishment of an agricultural technology demonstration 
center. The tripartite agreement between China, Ethiopia and FAO 
to support Ethiopia’s Agricultural Growth Programme is also an 
indication of China’s expanded engagement. This paper examines 
the nature of Chinese evolving cooperation as an instrument of 
transferring agricultural technology and knowledge. It assesses 
(i) how these interventions are aligned with on-going Ethiopian 
government programmes; (ii) how they are perceived by both the 
Ethiopian and the Chinese; (iii) what challenges and opportunities 
have emerged, especially in support of Ethiopia’s agricultural 
extension system; and (iv) what are the implications for other 
development partners engaged in agricultural development in 
Ethiopia. Key features of Chinese agricultural cooperation are 
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highlighted and differences vis-à-vis other development partners 
in Ethiopian agriculture are discussed, placing these against 
narratives on South-South cooperation. 

Making order from disjuncture: daily operation of 
Agricultural Technology Demonstration Centres in 
Tanzania and Ethiopia
Xiuli Xu and Gubo Qi
As a both representational and performative space, Agricultural 
Technology Demonstration Centers (ATDCs) have been perceived 
by policy makers as an innovative model of Chinese agricultural 
aid to African countries to pursue sustainability of foreign aid in 
the new era. By situating the emergence of ATDCs in the historical 
evolution of sustainability-focused Chinese agricultural aid to Africa, 
the paper, based on case studies in Tanzania and Ethiopia, examines 
three aspects of the order-making process from disjuncture in 
their daily operation to highlight how the Chinese imagination of 
Africa – particularly on the local governance structure, knowledge 
system, as well as agrarian regime – has been delivered, frustrated, 
negotiated and adjusted. The mixed motivations of the state, 
companies and individuals, as well as the mechanisms of ‘order-
making process’, are critically analysed. The paper argues that the 
ATDC, though still in multiple shaping and adjusting processes 
by various motivations, capacities and performance patterns at 
different levels, has primarily constructed a bridging space for 
social learning and understanding in its daily performance, besides 
its physical representational image. How to perceive and manage 
the bridging space in an infant stage influences the sustainability 
of the ATDC, and thus ultimately defines whether the scheme can 
generate innovative development pathways in Africa.

South-South cooperation, third world solidarity and 
technocentric development: China and Brazil in Africa
Kojo Amanor
Brazilian and Chinese narratives of development are constructed 
around elements of third world solidarity and technocentric 
development, articulated in a framework of South-South 
Cooperation. This paper examines how these elements are 
constructed around agricultural development issues in Ghana and 
in the contexts of Ghana’s own development plans and orientations 
towards agribusiness. It traces the origins of the narratives on third 
world solidarity and their use in the context of economic restructuring 
to address issues of agricultural development. It examines the 
tensions between concepts of South-South Cooperation and 
technocentric development in the process of implementing and 
formulating development. It examines the role of community and 
smallholder farmer interests in this process. It investigates the 
extent to which notions of South-south Cooperation impact on the 
qualities of technical research and the definition and evaluation of 
development by technical criteria. It interrogates the extent to which 
this results in an alternative framework of agricultural development.

Session 3  Seeds & systems
Chair: Chuck Staver

Farmers’ demand for seed: social differentiation 
and perceived technology needs
Conny Almekinders, Steve Walsh, Jorge Andrade, 
Kim Jacobs and Jeff Bentley
For over four decades seed system development in developing 
countries has followed a western (industrialized country) model 

which is based on market-economic thinking and in which 
maximization of crop productivity is the dominating goal. On the 
basis of this model, using estimated crop area and ideal seed 
replacement rates, farmer demand for seed is calculated. The 
perceived existing or projected farmers’ demand for quality seed 
thereby becomes the conditional factor in the development 
of a sustainable seed sector. Throughout time, the underlying 
rationale for these seed system development interventions 
has been unchanged: if only farmers would become ‘good 
seed users’, and regularly purchase seed, the seed sector will 
develop towards a more ‘evolved’ state. While accounting for 
the constraints that smallholder farmers experience, demand-
building interventions still focus on convincing farmers of the 
benefit of and providing them with the possibilities to invest 
in ‘good quality seed’. We draw from a range of case studies 
on interventions in root, tuber and banana seed systems in 
Africa and others to point out the lack of understanding on 
what farmers’ demand for seed entails, and how this leads to 
unrealistic seed system interventions. Using case study evidence, 
we show how this focus leads to the promotion of services and 
technologies (e.g. micro credit, insurance, improved seeds and 
varieties) that do not fit the reality of the poorest farmers. We 
consider how promoting seed demand in this way may also 
promote particular interests, while also excluding certain groups 
of farmers. Implications for the concept of demand for seed and 
for seed system intervention will also be addressed. 

Crops in context: negotiating traditional and 
formal institutions in local seed systems of maize 
and sorghum
Ola Westengen
Despite efforts over the past decades to develop and introduce 
modern varieties in Sub Saharan Africa, the majority of the 
seeds planted are sourced informally. Current efforts to 
create a ‘Green Revolution for Africa’ and to make agriculture 
‘Climate Smart’ also focus on promoting modern varieties, 
but with an increased emphasis on reforming seed laws to 
enable the development of more commercially-oriented seed 
supply systems. The political-economy represented by this 
formalization and modernization approach to agricultural 
development is contested. A common oppositional framing 
is promoted by social movements and NGOs that advocate 
against formal system rules (in particular against IP-rules) and 
in favour of local and traditional seed production and supply 
arrangements – a position also found in the academic literature, 
perhaps most markedly in the critical agronomy tradition. In 
this paper I draw on institutional analysis to understand the 
dynamics of informal and formal seed systems of maize and 
sorghum in two case study areas in South Sudan and Tanzania. 
Combining molecular analysis and livelihood data on seed 
sourcing and management, I show that differences in socio-
political context and differences in the crops’ historical and 
cultural roles have consequences for seed system dynamics and 
the patterns of genetic diversity in the two crops. These seed 
systems defy simple framings as being either poorly-equipped 
or optimally-adapted. Rather, the concept of development 
through bricolage is better suited for understanding institutional 
configurations in these local seed systems; traditional 
institutions are molded and new technologies and institutions 
are combined with traditional practices and local norms. I argue 
that institutional analysis of seed systems can be used to move 
beyond simple polarized framings, to arrive at context- and 
crop- specific evidence on problems and potential solutions for 
strengthening local seed systems. 
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The political agronomy of contested seeds in 
Tanzania
Ruth Haug
Most farmers in Tanzania still use local seed in spite of many 
years’ efforts by the Government and donors to promote 
certified seed from the formal seed system. The rationale for 
the Tanzanian governments and donors to promote improved, 
certified seed is that such seed is expected to contribute 
towards productivity and income increases, food security as 
well as better resilience towards climate change. There are 
many reasons why most Tanzanian farmers choose not to 
invest in certified seed. These reasons are related to factors 
such as seed affordability in relation to risks and profitability of 
farming, uncertain farm gate prices and market opportunities 
as well as in some cases lack of seed availability, access and 
information. The purpose of this paper is to assess different 
narratives that frame the thinking around the way forward 
in relation to improved seed in Tanzania. First, the ‘time-
modernists’ narrative that finds that transforming Tanzanian 
agriculture in a modern direction including certified seed is 
bound to happen at some point regardless of whatever efforts. 
Second, the ‘technology-optimists’ narrative that advocates that 
increased use of certified seed is a matter of investing in areas 
such as seed availability, seed delivery by the private sector, 
rural credit, extension and rural infrastructure. Third, the ‘local-
idealists’ narrative that promotes continued use of local seed 
and local seed systems in seed delivery and that regard farmers 
as admirable experimenters and innovators in development 
of improved seed. Fourth, the ‘political-agronomist’ narrative 
that believes that technology such as certified/improved 
seed could have quite something to offer, given that farmers’ 
political and economic rights are improved and accordingly, 
that the necessary structural changes take place. The paper 
is based on qualitative interviews with informants such as 
farmers, extensionists, agro-dealers, civil society, private sector, 
researchers and other public officers at district and national 
levels in Tanzania.

Clamping down on ‘fake seed’ in East Africa: 
watching a sideshow, scorning the main event
Shawn McGuire
Donors, researchers, and seed trade associations express growing 
alarm around the problem of fake seeds, particularly in East Africa. 
In both Kenya and Uganda, an estimated 30-40% of commercial 
seeds are ‘counterfeit’, which in this context means Certified 
seed, sold though formal sector channels, whose genetic identity 
(e.g. variety) or phyto-sanitary quality (e.g. germination rate) 
has been misrepresented. The widespread view that fake seed 
undermines farmers’ adoption of new technologies has spurred 
vigorous recent national and international responses, in new 
campaigns, policies and research. This paper analyses these 
responses in Kenya and Uganda. It shows how organisations’ 
reactions to fake seed reflect powerful stakeholder interests 
in seed systems, and frame issues around crop development, 
seed quality, and risk to exclude other perspectives. I argue that 
fake Certified seed is a sideshow when all seed channels are 
considered: smallholder farmers access far more seed through 
informal channels, particularly local markets. In these markets, 
farmers have their own mechanisms and practices to assure trust 
and minimise risk when buying seed. The mainstream response 
to fake seed in East Africa serves to denigrate the channels 
and strategies used by many smallholders, and promote a 
narrow, maize-focused narrative of seed systems. This fake seed 

discussion thus closes down possible alternative developments 
in seed systems that might include more diverse crops, channels, 
and regulatory norms. Historical studies (e.g. Maat for the 
Netherlands, Kloppenburg for the USA, Harwood for Germany) 
show that counterfeit seed was a common concern in seed 
systems’ development in many countries – yet the responses 
were not uniform, but varied in each setting, partly in reflection 
of local agrarian politics. This paper explores how national as well 
as international relationships of power are manifested in current 
responses to fake seed in East Africa. 

1045 Parallel sessions 4–6

Session 4  Conservation agriculture
Chair: Mary Ollenburger
Solutions to contested agronomy: should they be 
contested or resolved?
Peter Hobbs
Agronomic recommendations for improving crop productivity 
in a responsible way are location specific and need to be 
adapted to local situations that include, biophysical and social 
factors. Also, to enhance adoption they must also include the 
participation of the farmer and other stakeholders in the design 
and experimentation of the new practice/technology. This 
paper will call upon experiences with conservation agriculture 
and the system of rice intensification (SRI) in South Asia. The 
definition and principles of these two contested agronomies 
will be defined and data will be presented from the rice-wheat 
systems of the IndoGangetic Plains of South Asia on how these 
technologies have fared in terms of adoption rates, productivity, 
farmer experiences and what was needed to make them popular 
with farmers. The paper will also present the status of these 
agronomic practices today, what has been learnt and what 
more needs to be done to accelerate adoption in rice-wheat 
and other farming systems of the region. The paper concludes 
that rather than reject contested technologies like CA and SRI, 
attempts should be made to find solutions to contested points 
so that the environmental and economic benefits of these new 
technologies are expressed as farmers accelerate adoption of 
these technologies. 

Analysis of Conservation Agriculture promotion and 
uptake in Mufulira, Zambia: a political agronomy 
approach
Bridget Bwalya
This study utilized 120 semi-structured household interviews and 
two focus group discussions; as well as several key informant 
interviews, with smallholder farming households and experts to 
explore the promotion and uptake of conservation agriculture 
(CA) in Mufulira, Zambia. Results reveal that ridges and flat culture 
continued to be the preferred tillage systems (97% and 55% 
respectively) despite the farmers having been trained in the use 
of the minimum tillage technique of making basins. Only 14% 
were using basins, 27% had tried and dis-adopted, while 60% 
had never adopted despite being trained in several CA practices 
and technologies. None of the interviewed farmers perceived CA 
as a solution to any of their agricultural related problems, which 
included late and inadequate access to mineral fertilizer and hybrid 
seed; lack of animal draft or mechanized power for performing 
tillage and weeding operations. The NGO promoting CA in the 
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district had framed it as suited for and claimed to target labour 
constrained HIV/AIDS affected households. Conversely, farmers 
complained that CA was challenging for them due to its high 
labour demands (23%); poor harvests (18%) and was unsuited to 
the rainfall patterns of the area (10%). Local agricultural experts 
contested the promotion of basins in the district, arguing that 
basins, which are essentially a water harvesting technology, were 
unsuitable due to the high annual seasonal rainfall received. Thus, 
the framing of CA as a solution to labour constraints and low 
farmer incomes seemed did not seem to hold in the study area. 
The NGO implemented CA, including the introduction of exotic 
goats, without the inclusion of local public sector agronomy 
and veterinary experts as provided for in the relevant national 
legislation. This effectively limited the contestation spaces 
available to the public officials with dissenting views on the 
suitability of basin CA in the district. 

On the Role of Religion in the Political Agronomy of 
Conservation Agriculture
Corné Rademaker and Henk Jochemsen
In Contested Agronomy, Andersson and Giller show how 
Conservation Agriculture (CA) became a policy success because 
sanctioned by religion and despite earlier research indicating 
other options and contestation over the suitability of particular 
CA technologies. While we agree that the sanctioning of a 
particular agricultural practice in the name of God is problematic, 
we problematize the role Andersson and Giller impute to 
faith and religion. The main problem is that ‘God’s blanket 
recommendations for CA’ are pitted against ‘more-adaptive, 
on-farm and farmer-led agronomic research / technology 
development’ which at the least suggests that the latter is free 
from influences from any kind of faith. However, we argue, using 
insights from Salemink, that trying to clear agronomic R&D from 
influences from faith and religion is itself a process of purification 
and sacralisation – understood as that which demands our awe 
and respect – characteristic of faith and religion. For Andersson 
and Giller, sacralisation is problematic because it excludes 
alternative agricultural policy options and expertise. While we 
recognize the importance of openness to alternatives, we dispute 
the rejection of all sacralisation because this process gives 
expression to the very goods by which we live (Taylor). Moreover, 
the purification of a “world of religion” from a “world of agronomic 
R&D” easily leads to instrumentalisation of the one practice by 
the other or vice versa. We argue therefore that a distinction 
should be made between faith and religion as an institutionalized 
(normative) practice of believers, in which certain values are 
pursued, and faith and religion functioning as an orientation to an 
ultimate horizon of interpretation. The latter relates to that which 
demands our awe and respect and transcends different practices. 
In this function, faith regulates professional practices, but should 
not instrumentalize them since this leads to the exploitation of 
one practice by another, as with proselytisation. 

The politics of agricultural technology interventions: 
the case of Conservation Agriculture in Bajio, Mexico
Tania Martinez 
Our study addresses technology driven interventions and how they 
can be understood as continuations/discontinuations of earlier 
interventions, explaining the social inclusion and/or exclusion 
of different groups of actors (i.e. farmers). The study takes the 
MasAgro program in the region of Bajío, Mexico, as the entry point 
to trace back the experiences with Conservation Agriculture 
practices. MasAgro Program, a state lead intervention aims to 

increase maize and wheat production and incomes for farmers 
in a sustainable manner and was launched in the Mexican Bajío 
in 2012. In this region, at least five state interventions around 
CA-like practices (zero tillage, minimum tillage, and etcetera) 
have taken place over the last 40 years. In this period, political 
changes at the governmental top authorities, leaders and team 
actors have shaped the history of CA in the region. That is, every 
change of government (usually after elections) was associated 
with changes at top-level positions in governmental structures 
and programs, including those dealing with “development”. As a 
consequence, the interventions aiming at developing agricultural 
productivity initiated by the previous government were often 
discontinued and replaced by new ones. In some instances, the 
new interventions also undertook CA–albeit through interventions 
carrying other labels and vocabularies, while in others the new 
programs represented only temporary “break periods”, as some 
actors describe. In Michoacán, a state within the Bajío region, three 
different interventions were initiated and discontinued over the 
last eight years. Some farmers, scientists, agricultural extension 
workers, and other actors were able to articulate with each of 
these interventions and continued their CA-like practices under 
the new labels, i.e. MasAgro Program. Other actors, however, have 
not been “included” or could not “include themselves” into those 
different interventions. In this paper we analyse these inclusions/
exclusions as continuations and discontinuation of on-going 
processes, how and why they take place.     

Session 5  Creating & contesting 
agronomic knowledge
Chair: Hanson Nyantakyi-Frimpong

From knowledge to invention: exploring user 
innovation in Irish agriculture
Trish O’Flynn 
Economic recession, climate change, and food insecurity present 
significant challenges to agricultural policy-makers, researchers, 
advisers, and farmers globally. However, farmers may be an 
underappreciated source of knowledge and invention for helping 
frame policy and improve sustainability. Farmers’ roles in and the 
motivators for the invention of useful products and processes for 
themselves, without outside involvement, are not well understood 
in more developed countries. Farmers’ inventions, usually shared 
with other farmers through communities of practice rather than 
necessarily introduced to the market, are described as emerging 
from a process of “user innovation” (von Hippel, 2007). This 
project aims firstly to explore and establish through content 
analysis of media the characteristics of farmers’ own inventions 
in Ireland and the UK. Irish farmers’ motivators and approaches 
to the invention process will then be explored through in-depth 
interviews, with a particular focus on the role of economic, social, 
and cultural capital. The status of farmers’ knowledge will be 
considered in the context of knowledge cultures and hierarchies 
in the Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation System (AKIS). 
This study will support Teagasc’s aim to better understand farm-
level innovation processes. User innovation research is usually 
approached from the economic and business disciplines, often 
based on survey methods. There is little exploration of the social 
and cultural dimensions of European farmers’ inventions, in terms 
of motivators, the invention process, the knowledge, skills, and 
experience in play, or the relationship with the formal research and 
development system. This PhD project takes a multiple-perspective 
approach that seeks to explore these dimensions in order to enable 
deeper understandings of farmers’ invention processes.    
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Knowledge production among tobacco 
agriculturalists in Southern India: moving towards 
a class-based analysis
N. Natarajan 
There is an emerging literature within political economy which 
shows how knowledge networks among different agrarian 
classes leads to exclusionary practices, unrepresentative policy 
and uneven accumulation across value chains. During the 
1990s, a general movement among development practitioners 
actively valourised the role of “local knowledge” in policy-
making, leading development institutions to systematise the 
use of local knowledge through “participatory development” 
programmes; yet this policy agenda was largely seen as a failure. 
Mainstream development discourse was unable to fully address 
the differential power relations and class dynamics between 
“western” development knowledge and indigenous equivalents, 
thus indigenous knowledge was often discarded as inferior. 
Further, development practitioners’ continued romanticisation 
of indigenous knowledge ultimately detracted from a class-
based analysis of the process of knowledge production within 
indigenous communities, offering it little chance to compete with 
the standardised forms of knowledge production from Western 
institutions. Over a decade later, mainstream development 
discourse has largely moved beyond the use of indigenous 
knowledge and thus there is little analysis of how knowledge 
is produced, the ways it is used by different classes, and what 
impact this has upon agrarian development more broadly. This 
paper adds to growing body of political economy literature 
which attempts to address this paucity by looking at knowledge 
networks among differing agrarian classes. Using primary 
qualitative data from Tamil Nadu, Southern India, this paper 
examines how tobacco farmers and traders produce knowledge 
on tobacco control policies, and the detrimental health impacts 
of tobacco consumption. It subsequently looks at why knowledge 
production across these somewhat convergent agrarian classes 
is differentiated, and examines the impact of this differentiation 
upon class dynamics and agrarian development more broadly. 
Ultimately, this paper looks to move beyond romantic 
valourisations of indigenous knowledge and proposes a class-
based approach to analysing how knowledge is produced and 
used within agrarian development.

“If we plant trees, the rains will come back.” 
Gendered knowledge flows, competing discourses 
about climate change and implications for 
adaptation in Malawi
Rachel Bezner Kerr
Climate change is projected to have severe implications for 
smallholder agriculture in southern Africa, with a likelihood 
of increased temperatures, increased drought and flooding 
occurrence, and increased rainfall variability. Given these 
projections, there is a need to share current knowledge about 
climate change, as well as identify effective strategies to help rural 
communities adapt to climatic risks. Yet relatively little research has 
examined farmer information needs, agricultural knowledge flows 
and how this relates to farmer perceptions about climate change. 
This paper will examine how different people in Malawi learn, 
perceive, share and apply knowledge about a changing climate. 
We draw on a long-term action research project on climate change 
adaptation that involved focus groups, interviews, observations, 
surveys and participatory experiments with 400 farmers. We 
investigate how farmers acquire, share and use agricultural 
information and knowledge, including knowledge flows between 

husbands and wives, between farmers and extension agents, and 
among farmers involved in long-term experiments on climate 
change adaptation. We find that the dominant narrative for the 
causes of climate change is that of deforestation, but focused on 
small scale farming rather than large-scale timber extraction, which 
has increased in recent years. In dominant discourses throughout 
Malawi, there is little discussion of the broader causes of climate 
change, and the political, social and economic inequalities linked 
to these environmental changes. At the community level, while 
farmers have observed substantial changes in rainfall patterns, they 
are often at a loss about what action to take. We find agricultural 
knowledge sources are shaped significantly by gender, household 
type, farmer location, HIV/AIDS status and access to extension 
services. We then reflect on the implications of these findings for 
indigenous knowledge, local adaptations, and the potential for 
political solutions at a national level. 

Yields of dreams: marching west and the politics of 
scientific knowledge in the Brazilian Agricultural 
Research Corporation (Embrapa)
Ryan Nehring
National agricultural research institutions perform an integral role in 
the development of agricultural sectors around the world. Scientific 
knowledge produced within agricultural research institutions is 
central to rationalize ecologies and underpin capitalist development 
of agricultural frontiers. This paper looks at the Brazilian Agricultural 
Research Corporation (Embrapa), a prominent public agricultural 
research institution founded in 1973. Embrapa’s work in Brazil 
over the last four decades has produced an industrial agricultural 
transformation by colonizing the country’s interior, a region known 
as the Cerrado. It is here where Embrapa claims it developed and 
deployed “Brazilian” scientific expertise of a “tropical” variety. 
However, the development of Embrapa and the Cerrado must be 
understood in relation to a history of technology transfers and 
international training between Embrapa and U.S. scientists starting 
in the 1940s. This paper uses archival data and semi-structured 
interviews with both Brazilian and U.S. agricultural scientists to 
trace the relations of knowledge production within and between 
Brazilian and U.S. scientific actors and institutions. I argue that these 
relations demonstrate how epistemic communities of agricultural 
science are produced and reproduced through public agricultural 
research institutions operating across international borders. The 
recent emergence of Brazil as an agricultural giant has been largely 
attributed to their dominance of agricultural technology with 
the ability to render landscapes amendable to export-oriented, 
industrial production. This experience has propelled Embrapa 
into the global spotlight, as they are now exporting “Brazilian” 
agricultural technology throughout the tropics (particularly in 
Africa). These potentially new forms of technology transfer and 
scientific training within the global South demand an understanding 
into the origins of agricultural science in Brazil, and what makes this 
scientific knowledge distinctly (or not) “Brazilian” and/or “tropical”. 

Session 6  Biodiversity, carbon & CSA
Chair: Ruth Haug

Agro-biodiversity for the poorest? A critical review 
of a popular idea
Andrea Ruediger
The highlands of the East Shewa zone in Ethiopia are 
characterized by a severe loss in genetic diversity, particularly 
in cereal crops such as durum wheat and barley. This is a direct 
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effect of the high-input regimes promoted by the MOA for 
a several decades. Induced by the Convention on Biological 
Diversity, internationally funded efforts to re-introduce and 
conserve agro-biodiversity began in the 1990s and have shown 
a remarkable degree of success. In Ethiopia, and beyond, 
agro-biodiversity is often framed by researchers and policy 
makers as a strategy for the poorest households to cope with 
environmental risks and climate change. However, the study 
based on an original survey of 430 households conducted 
in 2013 calls this premise into question. It shows that the 
least vulnerable households grow a larger portfolio of crops 
and wheat varieties. This is consistent with a literature in 
development economics that identifies agro-biodiversity as 
only one among several strategies for risk management. In this 
context of moisture reliability and relatively high productivity, 
transaction costs are a much more powerful incentive to 
maintain a diverse portfolio of crops than risk management. 
Crop diversification is a production strategy of comparatively 
well-off households with larger land and livestock holdings, less 
sloped land and without immediate access to food markets. 
The results of this study are contrasted with a relatively small 
body of empirical research on the issue, mainly in the field 
of ecology. While the “diversity for risk management by the 
poorest” hypothesis is considered robust in the epistemic and 
policy community, we call for more differentiation given the 
methodical limitations and ambiguous findings of the empirical 
work. Finally, we critically discuss the interest policy makers 
have to establish agro-biodiversity promotion as a ‘pro-poor 
approach’ as well as the dangers involved.

“Here, we argue that”: contested views of managing 
soil carbon for mitigation
Julie Ingram
Political imperatives in agriculture have brought a shift in the 
way politicians and scientists frame their approaches towards 
soil management. Previously framed by a single function of 
food and fibre provision, soil is now considered in terms of the 
multiple functions or ecosystem services it provides. Significant 
among these soil functions is the role of soil in mitigating 
climate change through carbon sequestration, specifically 
the role of agronomic and soil management practices (e.g. 
minimum tillage, cover crops). From a political agronomy 
analysis perspective, the implications of this in terms of the 
reorientation of policy setting, research priorities, narratives 
and delivering policy objectives at the farm level is of interest. In 
particular the scientific uncertainty with regard to soil organic 
carbon (SOC) deserves attention. Debates continue within the 
scientific community about the role of soil carbon sequestration 
in climate change mitigation, while the complexity of SOC 
science means that scientists are still reconciling key scientific 
questions. Difficulties in measuring and verifying changes in 
carbon stocks have also been highlighted. Significantly there is 
uncertainty about the efficacy of different management practices 
to enhance soil carbon across different soil types, scales and 
climatic conditions. The science, therefore, is complex, in some 
cases lacks consensus and tends to be inaccessible to non-
scientists. This opens up spaces for contestation. In particular 
there are implications for credibility of information with respect 
to providing evidence to support advice and decision making at 
the farm level. Furthermore new framings of soil management 
as a means of mitigation are questioned by farmers. Insights 
from interviews and workshops with representatives from the 
farming community in six European case studies conducted 
within the interdisciplinary SmartSOIL project are presented to 
explore this contestation further.

Contested framings of agricultural research for 
development
Ruth Segal
The 2007-8 global food price crisis renewed international 
policy interest in the functioning of the global agri-food 
system, and within that, the role, direction and effectiveness 
of public international agricultural research (IAR). However, 
conflicting models of ‘development’ and different 
conceptualisations of ‘food security’ and ‘sustainability’ 
suggest different desired outputs from agricultural research. 
The policy and technology approaches needed to ensure 
food security at different scales are contested between 
different groups, and there are different interpretations of the 
‘Agricultural Research for Development’ concept. This research 
examines the changing role of publicly-funded IAR in the light 
of competing framings of the future functioning of the global 
agri-food system. It seeks to explore how different framings 
of contributions to debates about global agri-food systems 
have affected decisions on the direction of public IAR at the 
global level, and the implications for public IAR institutions’ 
contribution to reducing hunger and poverty. It examines the 
dynamics of policy-making in public IAR through a case study 
of the CGIAR (Consultative Group on International Agricultural 
Research), and its most recent reform process, initiated in 
2008. It explores how CGIAR’s role has been and is understood 
and negotiated amongst diverse actors in IAR including 
public, private, civil society, philanthropic and international 
institutions. It explores the political and institutional drivers 
of change within CGIAR, and how changing relationships 
amongst actors and stakeholders are shaping choices about 
the priorities of public IAR. It examines how those priorities fit 
within wider dynamics of change within the global agri-food 
system. The presentation will explore some of the debates 
– both historical and current – about different framings 
of ‘development’ and ‘food security’ and their reflections 
in different framings of ‘pro-poor’ agricultural science and 
technology.

Triple Wins or Double Faults? A Critical Assessment 
of the Power and Influence of Discourses on 
Climate Smart Agriculture
Andrea Nightingale, Linus Karlsson, Lars Otto Naess 
and John Thompson
Based on the idea of ‘triple wins’ between adaptation, mitigation 
and food security, Climate Smart Agriculture (CSA) has been 
enthusiastically embraced by a variety of global institutions and 
programs. However, CSA has received considerable criticism for 
its overemphasis on mitigation, for sanctioning agroindustrial 
expansion, and for being inattentive to structural causes of the 
problems it seeks to address – all of which risk undermining 
livelihood opportunities for the poorest farmers. Yet, little is known 
about how CSA has shaped field level activities on agriculture 
and climate change, and what impact CSA activities have had 
on targeted populations. While CSA is not in itself prescriptive 
beyond the focus on triple wins, what agricultural practices are 
rendered ‘climate smart’ is shaped by the actors involved. This 
paper identifies actors and agricultural approaches that have 
assumed the concept of CSA to gain leverage in practice and 
policy, encompassing Sustainable Intensification, Climate Smart 
Landscapes, Agroforestry and Conservation Agriculture. The paper 
probes how CSA as a contested concept has evolved into different 
field level activities, to examine the extent to which these activities 
are both socially and climatically sensitive, and what their relative 
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emphasis on mitigation, adaptation and food security are. The 
paper provides context-specific evidence of CSA activities to 
date, and identify cautions, concerns and challenges for future 
implementation of CSA.

1330 Parallel sessions 7–10

Session 7  System of rice intensification
Flora Hadju
After the Rio Summit: “newly authorised 
knowledge” and the institutionalisation of a rice 
cultivation alternative (SRI) devised by a civil 
society organisation
Georges Serpantié
The SRI (rice intensification system) has been the main rice 
standard prescribed in Madagascar since 1995 and publicised 
globally since 2000. However, the current popularity of SRI among 
NGOs and donors contrasts with the small degree of adoption by 
farmers. But this discrepancy—ascribed by socio-economists to 
farmers’ inertia —questions the basis for the institutionalisation 
of this introduced system and its relevance. Our approach 
consisted of an analysis of historical texts, complemented by 
open interviews of a dozen witnesses of the genesis of SRI. A 
summary of this history is followed by examination of the role of 
the stakeholders and the relations between this ‘civil knowledge’, 
‘local knowledge’ and ‘authorized knowledge’. SRI was invented 
by in the 1980s by Henri de Laulanié, a priest and agronomist, in 
a context of economic crises and liberalisation after decades of 
state control. ATS, Henri de Laulanié’s NGO, extended SRI before 
publishing theoretical justification in a local Roman Catholic 
magazine in 1991. The transformation to ‘state norm’ took place 
very rapidly in an extremely tense political context. We analysed 
the media processes in a period of strong expectations of change 
in agricultural policy by international donors. Their teams of 
socio-economists saw SRI as promising despite the scarcity of 
hard data. Agricultural forums were bypassed in the validation 
processes and new ‘post-Rio’ scientific and political bodies were 
mobilised. Finally, marginalised by liberalisation processes, the 
Ministry of Agriculture proposed a compromise in 1995 and 
agricultural research officials backed down after this. The current 
reintegration of some critical agriculturalists in the debate 
carries little weight in the face of technical concepts agreed at 
international levels (agro-ecology, climate-smart agriculture, 
etc.) that constantly re-legitimise SRI in development spheres. 
Local knowledge and practices resist in a different way, by careful 
adaptation to local contexts 

“Uprooting” rice science?: an Indian perspective 
on controversies and production of knowledge 
on SRI
Shambu Chebrolu
The discipline of science studies enables reading scientific 
controversies to reveal the uncertain side of science and power 
relations in the production of knowledge. This paper re-examines 
the scientific controversy on the System of Rice Intensification 
(SRI). While the original contestations were on high yields the 
debates have since shifted to contesting conventional rice 
science with an alternate vision or paradigm of rethinking roots 
and ‘rebiologizing’ agriculture that extends to other crops as well. 

We suggest that the battles in a few scientific journals (between 
2003-2006) need to be seen not in isolation but part of ongoing, 
and contested, strategies in the routines and research protocols 
of knowledge production. Through a detailed empirical study 
on where researchers from and on India have published on 
SRI (from 1999-2013), we show how newer sites of knowledge 
production outside the mainstream research sites tend to get 
ignored in scientific contestations even as newer knowledge 
and insights emerge from agricultural networks of researchers 
practicing ‘creative dissent’ with civil society organisations, 
social scientists and farmers. The persistence of power of a few 
dominant research establishments whose view on SRI matters 
in international and national research strategies irrespective of 
their own diminishing research in emerging areas of agroecology 
and soil biology, we suggest needs critical analysis. Thus, while 
the controversy in journals is ‘dead’, the politics of knowledge 
is played out in multiple sites – in Rice Congresses, the Board 
rooms of CGIAR centres, celebrations of 50 years of rice research 
in India, etc. The paper examines some of these to throw light 
on scientific biases, rigidities and hierarchies. We argue, from 
an ongoing study on SRI in India, that there could be a newer 
direction for agronomy and production intensification beyond 
these contestations. Research and field evidence indicates 
possibilities for rice research and development as suggested in 
the recent Open Letter from many SRI supporters at the Rice 
Congress (2014) requesting the organisers (IRRI) for greater 
collaboration in the production of climate-smart and resilient 
agricultural knowledge.

Productivity by design versus innovation by 
performance. Or, how systemic is the System of 
Rice Intensification?
Dominic Glover
The high-yielding rice varieties introduced during the early 
Green Revolution emerged from a ‘cosmopolitan’ breeding 
strategy based on dubious assumptions about the possibility 
and desirability of developing ‘universal’ rice types that would 
serve equally well across diverse agro-ecologies, farming 
systems and consumer uses (Harwood 2015). The System of 
Rice Intensification (SRI) is typically presented as a low-external 
input antithesis to the Green Revolution, but its promoters have 
often followed a similar cosmopolitan strategy, promulgating 
a standardized farming prescription based on supposedly 
universal characteristics of rice plants, rather than the diverse 
socio-cultural and biophysical situations where rice is grown 
(Glover 2014). These plant-focused strategies overlook a more 
agro-ecological and farmer-oriented strategy, which would focus 
on farmers’ performances (Richards 1989) and invoke their 
local knowledge and skills as drivers of innovation. We report 
findings from a study on SRI in India, arguing that SRI-promoting 
organisations have often been unready to detect or respond to 
the performance-based innovations that farmers have made in 
their implementation of SRI methods. This perspective puts the 
common view of an opposition between upstream (top-down 
or research-push) approaches and downstream (bottom-up or 
farmer-pull) approaches into a novel perspective. We argue that 
both approaches suffer from a lack of openness, methodologies 
and funding to engage with performance-based farmer innovation 
in the field. A key problem is that combining scientific expertise 
with farmers’ local knowledge and skills requires commitments 
of time and expertise that are costly to sustain. It also challenges 
scientific experts to be willing and able to work respectfully 
alongside farm communities rather than offering dogmatic 
instruction in standardized methods.
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What does SRI bring? Improved yields or 
increased agronomic-bandwidth? What do 
farmers do when sustainable intensification 
methods open up several newer options in rice 
cultivation practices?
Debashish Sen
System of Rice Intensification (SRI), when introduced in an 
area, enables farmers to re-align their land, labour, seeds and 
water allocations, blending their own skills and situational 
knowledge with the new methods and local conventions 
– helping to meet the significant challenges the transition 
imposes. Mainstream agricultural science establishments 
contested SRI fiercely over its claims on yields, labour intensity, 
scalability and disadoption. Rice farmers on the other hand, 
ignored these contestations, while exploring with the new 
agronomy. This paper gathers insights from empirical research 
studying farmers’ strategies of integrating SRI with their local 
conventions in three contrasting rice farming systems in India: 
mountain systems in the North, rainfed systems in the East 
and the groundwater based systems in the South. The analysis 
traces the kinds of experiments farmers do on their plots, 
both technically and in terms of organising task groups, and 
the processes of extending these insights to different crops. It 
provides an understanding of the resulting new forms of social 
organisation within and across villages, gender relations and 
age groups. How do incentive structures drawn from earlier 
extension models framed for the Green Revolution impinge on 
adoption and adaptation dynamics? What are the implications 
of this analysis for the ongoing debates on contested 
agronomy? This paper provides an argument based on a 
detailed account of the ‘bottom-up’ processes set in motion by 
the increased bandwidth of agronomic options opened up by 
the introduction of SRI. We suggest that processes of deskilling 
(Stone, 2002) and knowledge dissonance (Vasavi, 2012) can 
be reversed if the focus on newer systems moves away from 
discussions on super-yields to farmers’ experimentation 
leading to the local adaptations and resilience required in the 
context of climate change and the increased vulnerability of 
smallholder agriculture.

Session 8  Extension, persuasion 
& justice
Joshua Ramisch

Contours of domination: tracing agronomy’s 
power of persuasion
Dan Taylor
Framed as a technical exercise, the adoption, appropriation and 
use of a farming technology is precisely its obverse – an arena 
fraught with confusion as contesting understandings are brought 
to the fore. Agronomy when practised as a monoculture of straight 
lines supported by higher yielding varieties and external inputs, 
provides a normative template for an ordered field. The analytical 
grid applied in this process of optimisation mirrors associated 
practices that are historically embedded. This is in contrast to 
the biodiverse practices in which the cultivation of a number 
of different crops in a single field takes place – as sequential, 
combinatorial or opportunistic planting – depending on a complex 
array of factors. This temporal and spatial logic locates the technical 
assumptions of agronomic practice within contemporary regimes 
of representation that ascribe both success and failure. Hence the 

inherent asymmetry of power in the act of technology generation 
and transfer is discernible in the hierarchy from ‘donor’, researcher, 
extension officer to farmer reaffirming the essential relationship 
between power and knowledge. Whether or not the received wisdom 
is challenged or accepted by farmers is dependent on the power 
of the state to enforce it and/or the potential outcomes that are 
perceived as positive, benign or counterproductive. Agriculture 
is thus both process and performance and embodies a tactical 
eclecticism for which no a priori position applies. Supported by 
ethnographic evidence from Malawi, Zimbabwe and South Africa, I 
will trace the contours of domination in which bureaucratic power 
is manifest in support services to farmers engendering their silence 
rather than their critical engagement.

How the solution became a problem: strategies in 
the reform of agricultural extension in Uganda
Patience Rwamigisa
This study was undertaken to understand how a comprehensive 
agricultural extension reform program, which sought to radically 
change the national agricultural extension system in Uganda, 
was designed and implemented in spite of domestic resistance. 
The Advocacy Coalition Framework was applied as the theoretical 
basis. Data were collected through key informant and stakeholder 
interviews, participant observation and a review of policy and 
other official documents. The findings show that the actors 
involved in the design and implementation of the agricultural 
extension reform in Uganda used a variety of political strategies: 
leveraging extensive social networks, linking financial resources 
to reform goals, mobilizing human resources, accumulating 
scientific evidence and promoting institutional changes. 
These strategies tilted the power relations in favour of ‘reform-
compliant’ actors. Those actors who were opposed to the radical 
approach to reform responded to this tilt in power relations 
by adopting a ‘silent boycott’ strategy. The findings reveal that 
processes and values are critical in advancing such a complex 
reform program. Relying on resources alone to get things done is 
not sustainable in the long run.

Laws of the field: the rights and justice of 
development oriented agronomy
James Fraser
This paper advances the idea that justice considerations should 
be central to the research program of political agronomy. It is 
well recognised that when new agricultural technologies are 
rolled out, social and economic relations are reconfigured. 
Whilst the green revolution doubled yields it also exacerbated 
inequality, for example. I argue that an explicit examination 
of the likely justice effects of new agronomic technologies at 
the planning stage, and evaluations of impacts on justice after 
the implementation of new technologies, would contribute 
to a more just agronomy. I propose a four dimensional 
conceptualisation of justice, building on and extending that 
developed by environmental justice scholars: (i) distribution 
– how does a particular technology effect existing resource 
ownership/access amongst different rural groups?; (ii) 
recognition – to what extent do changes brought about by 
technologies effect the position of different groups within 
societies’ recognition order?; (iii) procedural justice – to what 
extent does a particular new technology effect fair and equitable 
state institutional processes? I add a fourth dimension, (iv) emic 
perspectives – what do new technologies look like from the 
standpoint of indigenous, peasant or folk conceptualizations of 
justice? I discuss these four dimensions of justice in relation to 
case study examples. 
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Session 9  GM debates
Chair: Elena Lazos
Contested knowledges, divergent practices and 
ascending adoption of Bt cotton in India: Is there a 
need for public engagement?
Poonam Pandey
In India, official figures state that 90% of the cotton cultivation 
has been taken over by Bt cotton replacing traditional and non 
Bt-hybrids. Biotech scientists and seed industries present it as 
the winning case of the debate between science and facts versus 
the relentless fears, mistrust and misinformation of the ‘public’ 
and the farmers. This paper sequentially engages with different 
understandings and (often contested) knowledges of scientific 
experts and lay experts (in this case the farmers) about Bt cotton, 
its cultivation practices, and various reasons of its widespread 
adoption. The study follows a semi-structured questionnaire based 
approach to interview agribiotech scientists (in Delhi and Rajasthan, 
India) and farmers (in some selected cotton cultivating villages 
of Rajasthan), along with data gathering from different primary 
and secondary sources (newspaper reports, government and 
regional agricultural department annual reports, journal articles). 
The basic questions which the study aims to address are: Whose 
agronomic knowledge counts for science policy decision-making? 
Who impacts from these decisions? and: Is the ‘deficit model’ or 
‘information gap’ thinking, capable of addressing the challenges 
posed by the disconnect between science and agriculture in India?

Social impacts of GM crops in agriculture: why are 
there so few empirical accounts from the industrialised 
world and what can we learn by drawing lessons across 
industrialised and developing country contexts?
Klara Fischer
The vast majority of currently commercialised GM crops are 
developed for industrialised large scale capital intensive farming 
systems. Despite this, most research and debate concerns the use of 
GM crops by people farming with limited resources in the developing 
world. This trend equally applies to the growing number of studies 
on the social impacts of GM crops in agriculture. This review paper 
asks how the attention to the developing world came about, and 
emphasises the relevance of research posing similar questions to 
farming systems in the industrialised world as is done in current 
social science research on GM crops in developing countries. The 
reasons for the attention to the developing world are not clear. Some 
research suggests that the agrochemical industry has influenced the 
debate towards a focus on food security. Due to the long term over-
production of agricultural products in many industrialised countries, 
the focus on food security, and production levels in general in the 
GM crop debate, might have been of importance for the discursive 
exclusion of farming in industrialised countries. This explanation 
alone is insufficient however, as there is a large body of research 
with focus on the developing world that goes beyond focusing on 
production levels. Links between average yield gains and sustainable 
livelihood improvements, the outcomes for farmers of the corporate 
dominance of biotech R&D etc. are the focus of many publications. 
This paper acknowledges that numerous studies, not looking at 
GM crops per se, confirm that such issues are of relevance also to 
farmers in the industrialised world. Thus the paper seeks to find 
answers to the lack of attention to the social impacts of GM crops in 
the industrialised world, and suggests how our understanding of the 
issue could improve by combining research from contexts across 
industrialised and developing contexts.

Regulating agricultural biotechnology: an analysis 
of policy narratives from the Kenyan GM debate
Stephen Whitfield
Kenya’s ongoing debate over national biosafety policy has 
implications for the future of the technology across the continent. 
This paper presents a narrative policy analysis that unpacks the 
arguments that have shaped biotechnology regulation in Kenya 
over the past decade. It describes the development of the 2009 
Biosafety Act, the 2012 Labelling Regulations and the controversy 
over the 2012 ban on importation and consumption of GMO 
foods. It argues that from the origins of an exclusive policy process 
that protected the autonomy and interests of biotech science 
and industry, there has been a more recent questioning of the 
privileged position that scientific evidence holds within biosafety 
regulation and an opening up of the debate to alternative values. 
However, overcoming polarised perspectives and cognitive 
barriers represents a persistent challenge that is likely to similarly 
impede debates across Africa unless effective ways of brokering 
knowledge within inclusive policy processes can be found.

The Sweet Smell of ‘Success’: Contesting biofortification 
strategies to address malnutrition in Tanzania
Sheila Rao and Chris Huggins
Donor and UN agencies prioritize the adoption of nutritious crops 
for the health benefits of farming families and consumers. This 
is evident in the recent expansion of biofortified orange-fleshed 
sweet potato (OFSP) promotion across the Sub-Saharan Africa 
region. OFSP campaigns funded by private foundations and 
international agricultural research centres are targeting millions 
of farmers in fifteen Sub-Saharan African countries in an effort to 
address malnutrition. Although biofortification has been relatively 
uncontested as a form of nutritional intervention (Brooks and 
Johnson-Beebout, 2012); and there is evidence that it can positively 
impact nutrition status (Hotz et al, 2012; Ruel and Alderman, 2013) it 
has become increasingly clear in Tanzania that OFSP production and 
sale by smallholders has not yet reached the scale originally envisaged 
by those promoting it. Our contribution, which explicitly references 
the contested agronomy framework, critically examines the ways in 
which a crop promoted as a logical addition to smallholder production 
and household consumption, well suited to local conditions, actually 
relies on complex and highly interventionist approaches.

Session 10  Politics of data and methods
Chair: Sieg Snapp
Systems research in the CGIAR as a multi-
dimensional arena of struggle
Cees Leeuwis
The recent reform of the CGIAR is presented as a strategy to 
strengthen collaboration with partners, and make the consortium 
more demand driven, development relevant and accountable. Some 
of the new Consortium Research Programmes (CRPs) have explicitly 
adopted a systems approach as a strategy to operationalise the 
reform objectives, and support innovation in smallholder agricultural 
systems. Based on three years of participant observation, this 
contribution (a) analyses how the enactment of a systems 
programme is shaped by various kinds of tensions, (b) reflects on the 
underlying mechanisms, and (c) points to some broader questions 
that seem insufficiently explicated. Several areas of contestation can 
be discerned in the everyday operation of the programme. A first 
obvious tension exists around the control over financial and human 
resources; here the interests of CRP leaders and Centres collide. 
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Secondly, there is no agreement on the nature of the systems 
under consideration, and on how they may change. Third, there is a 
battle between the programme and the wider CGIAR environment 
(e.g. donors, Consortium) on how ‘development’ should be defined, 
and how progress towards this should be measured, accounted 
for and learned about. The indications are that these tensions 
impact negatively on the capacity of the programme to operate 
as a coherent whole. The mechanisms underlying the conflicts 
are analysed in terms of a failure to overcome self-referential 
mechanisms within communities and distrust. Moreover, it is argued 
that participants in the programme implicitly start from conflicting 
assumptions and views about how research may contribute to 
development, what kinds of public goods research may deliver, in 
which contexts CGIAR research should take place, and how (and by 
whom) research agendas should be set. Arguably, the enactment 
of the programme is shaped by identity conflicts at the level of 
individuals, the Centres and the Consortium.

Does size matter? A critical analysis of the use of 
meta-analysis in contested agronomy
Timothy J. Krupnik, Jens Andersson, Leonard 
Rusinamhodzi, Marc Corbeels, and Bruno Gérard
A lack of consensus on the performance and impact of different 
crop management practices has caused an upsurge in the use 
of meta-analyses in the agricultural sciences. Meta-analysis 
was initially developed by the medical research community to 
synthesize and examine data from multiple clinical trials. This 
paper addresses the ways in which meta-analysis has been applied 
to three topics widely debated in agronomic research, including 
the productivity of organic crop management, the System of 
Rice Intensification, and conservation agriculture. We describe 
the origins of debate for each topic, assess the methodological 
quality of prominent meta-analyses, and discuss the implications of 
each study in the context of the political economy of investments 
in agricultural research and development. We focus on criteria 
for data selection, with emphasis on the definitions of the crop 
management systems compared, as well as the ways in which 
research questions are framed and justified, in addition to the 
implications of extrapolating the results of meta-analyses based 
on plot-based studies to higher hierarchical scales. Several studies 
blur the lines between systematic review and meta-analysis, by 
assembling data and subjecting them to modeling scenarios, but 
without determining treatment effect size. The wide variation in 
methodological rigor between studies, as well as the ways in which 
data are interpreted and extrapolated to larger spatial and temporal 
scales, often without recognition of important interactions 
between crop fields and broader farming systems, indicates that 
debate on these and similar topics will continue unless commonly 
agreed upon methods for meta-analysis appropriate for agricultural 
systems are developed. We conclude that those using the results 
meta-analyses to appraise and prioritize agricultural development 
investments should temper their decisions by bearing in mind 
methodological problems and contested nature of meta-analysis, 
alongside the findings of any specific meta-analytical study.

Under-reporting research relevant to local needs 
in the global south. Database biases in the 
representation of knowledge on rice
Ismael Rafols
Bibliometrics can provide very helpful tools for developing 
knowledge representations of scientific areas. However, these 
representations are highly dependent on the data and methods 
used and agronomy is an area with problematic coverage. The aim 

of this paper is to investigate the biases introduced by the most 
available databases in the representation of research topics. In this 
study on rice research, we show that the mainstream bibliographic 
database (Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus) systematically under-
report research compared to bibliographic database CAB Abstracts 
(CABI) – which is focussed on agriculture and global health. For 
example, India has twice the number of publications in CABI on rice 
compared to Scopus and about 4 times those in WoS. Moreover, we 
present evidence that shows that this unequal coverage distorts 
significantly the knowledge representation of rice research, 
globally and for a sample of countries that concentrate the largest 
part of rice production and publications. We find that the journal 
coverage of the bibliometric databases WoS and Scopus under-
represent some of the topics related to the direct application 
of technologies, such as: i) production, productivity and plant 
nutrition; ii) plant characteristics; and iii) diseases, pests and plant 
protection. We show that under-representation of research in 
WoS and Scopu on production, pest, and seed characteristics is 
particularly acute in those countries that publish little research on 
molecular biology (related to GM), and which have a strong focus 
on research to address food security and local farming needs.

The sociology of on-farm trials: observations on the 
design of field experiments in AR4D in Africa
Jens Andersson and Ken Giller
This paper focuses on the design of on-farm experiments in 
contemporary agricultural research-for-development projects 
(AR4D) in Africa. Adopting a sociological perspective, on-farm trials 
are studied as ‘cultural artefacts’, that is, as expressions of the 
culture of AR4D. Building on observations from southern Africa, 
we explore the ‘control treatment’ and its different meanings, 
the design of on-farm trials in relation to the context of the farm, 
farming household, and farming environment, as well as the wider 
(donor) policy and institutional environment of AR4D. The paper 
shows that the control treatment in on-farm trials – frequently 
called ‘conventional practice’ or ‘farmer practice’ – is often not 
well-grounded empirically. We conclude that the control treatment 
is often a convenient, standardized abstraction of researchers that 
enables the easy extrapolation of trial findings that is required for the 
scaling of research results. The strong focus on technology-validation 
in on-farm trials, “proving that the technology works” rather than 
testing hypotheses, often prevents researchers from accounting 
for the conditions under which farmers produce their crops. As a 
consequence of this disregard of farmer practice, researchers end up 
testing technologies that may work in a technical sense, but that have 
limited direct relevance for smallholders’ farming practice. We argue 
that this disregard of farmer practice, which is a product of the culture 
of AR4D, simultaneously jeopardizes the validity of on-farm research.

1600 Parallel sessions 11–14

Session 11  Water and resource 
management
Chair: Dan Taylor

Contesting the uncontestable: a heretic’s view on 
drip irrigation in developing countries
Jean-Philippe Venot
Drip irrigation is in material terms the frequent application of small 
quantities of water directly at the root zone of crops through a 
system of perforated plastic pipes. In the collective imagination, a 
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technology holding the promises of alleviating the water, food and 
poverty crisis through improved water use efficiency and higher 
agricultural productivity. The vision that dominates the field is 
a-political and underpinned by a conceptualization of scientific 
knowledge as being objective and of technology as being a 
neutral materialization of this knowledge. This paper articulates 
an alternative view of drip irrigation in developing countries and 
document two instances where the notions of a single objective 
irrigation science and of a neutral technology are contested and 
contestable. We discuss the dynamics of drip irrigation in two very 
contrasting socio-political and biophysical environments: Morocco 
in North Africa and Burkina Faso in West Africa. The two cases are 
analysed from the same theoretical vantage point, the practice-
based theory of innovation, which we complement with insights 
from innovation system studies in Morocco and anthropology of 
development in Burkina Faso. In Morocco, smallholders contest 
the drip-irrigation systems promoted by the government and 
irrigation engineers through their very practices. They re-invent 
the technological package, which invites outsiders to review their 
own understanding of efficiency and productivity by the yardstick 
of farmers’ logics. In Burkina Faso, drip irrigation comes in the 
form of “micro drip kits” de-facto black-boxing the technology, 
which makes it nearly impossible for smallholders to “reinvent” 
it. There, the contestation is over the identity of drip irrigation: 
farmers see and use it not as an agricultural technology but as a 
gateway to other resources in a country heavily marked by public 
development aid.The paper ends by reflecting on the challenges 
and opportunities faced by researchers to engage in a ‘political 
irrigation’ that aims at critically reflecting on the knowledge, 
techniques and practices of irrigation, a sector long envisioned to 
be of technical nature – and the remit of engineers.
     

Changing irrigation practices and emerging 
sustainability challenges in Southern Bihar: a 
dialogue between policy and practice
Aviram Sharma
‘Sustainability’ discourse over natural resources use has drawn 
attention of academicians, policy makers, civil society and other 
social groups over the last two decades. However, the theories 
of ‘sustainability’ debated and formulated at international and 
national levels rarely engage with the ‘context’ or ‘place’ where 
the idea is practiced or otherwise. This paper engages with 
sustainability challenges emerging due to changing agricultural 
pattern, specifically irrigation practices (shift from surface based 
indigenous system to canal based irrigation and more recent 
dependence on ground water) in South Bihar, India. It tries to 
problematise the ‘science based’ ‘expert’ led understanding 
of ‘sustainability’ that is pushed through policy discourses at 
national and international fora and attempts to situate the ideas 
of ‘sustainability’ in the ground realities of socio-economic 
transformation happening at local and regional level. It specifically 
attempts to understand, that how ‘sustainability’ related 
challenges and issues are ‘framed’ and understood by different 
actors (primarily, farmers and labourers at the grassroots level and 
policy makers and academicians at the international and national 
level). The paper employs an interdisciplinary approach and draws 
conceptual framework from Science and Technology Studies, 
Environmental Studies and Public Understanding of Science. It is 
based on extensive review of secondary literature, government 
reports and individual interviews in selected (ten) villages in two 
different blocks of Gaya district of Bihar, India. The paper argues 
for incorporation of public understanding of environmental 
phenomenons in regional and national policies and advocate for 
continuous dialogue between the local and global actors on issues 

of ‘sustainable’ use of natural resources. Situating the debate on 
‘sustainability’ in specific geographical, ecological, socio-political 
and socio-technological realities is crucial for understanding ‘new’ 
agronomic knowledge produced at the margins, which can feed 
into the larger policy debates. 

Evaluating Holistic Management in Hwange 
Communal Lands, Zimbabwe: an actor-oriented 
livelihood approach, incorporating everyday politics 
and resistance
Tapiwa Chatikobo
In response to the growing concerns over the sustainability of 
rangelands, Alan Savory developed a concept known as ‘holistic 
management’ (HM) as a panacea to halt degradation and climate-
related change in the rangelands of Africa and beyond. Since 
2010, a donor-funded community-based land restoration project 
called Holistic Land and Livestock Management (HLLM) (based on 
the concept of HM) has been implemented in Hwange Communal 
Lands (HCLs) of Zimbabwe with the aim of restoring degraded 
watersheds and croplands through utilising ‘properly’ managed 
livestock. However, the effects of HLLM on the livelihoods of its 
beneficiaries currently are poorly understood. Using a conceptual 
framework that combined an actor-oriented livelihoods 
perspective with concepts of everyday politics and resistance, this 
paper focusses on determining both the intended and unintended 
effects of HLLM in HCLs of Zimbabwe on the livelihoods of its 
beneficiaries. Three case studies of the HLLM project in HCLs, 
employing a qualitative and exploratory research design are used 
to explore the impact of the project on the six types of farmers’ 
assets, adoption patterns, farmers’ reaction to the introduction of 
HLLM, and challenges preventing farmers from adopting HLLM. 
The study employed qualitative Participatory Rural Appraisal 
tools, focus group discussions, participant observation, document 
analysis, and key informant and semi-structured interviews. The 
study showed that adoption levels were disappointingly low across 
all the study sites. Several challenges, including livestock diseases, 
predation, cultural stigma, labour constraints and witchcraft fears, 
were among the barriers explaining the low rate of adoption in the 
HCLs. The findings reveal that the farmers were concerned more 
with immediate problems, especially lack of water, than with land 
degradation, which is the primary focus of HLLM. Thus the farmers 
responded by complying, accommodating and covertly resisting 
the ACHM’s efforts to implement HLLM in order to suit their needs, 
using creative everyday politics and resistance.

Session 12  Complexity, tradeoffs, and 
bias: Evaluating the impact of ‘new’ 
agronomy and ‘old’ extension systems
Chair: David J Spielman

From Madagascar to Ethiopia and back: why 
economic impact evaluations matter for agronomy
Bart Minten 
This paper presents a review of past and current evidence from 
impact evaluations of selected agronomic practices with a focus 
on ‘systems of crop intensification’ in sub-Saharan Africa and 
South Asia. The paper highlights issues around impact evaluation 
methods, productivity and welfare outcomes, and influence on 
public policy. Particular emphasis is placed on understanding 
new agronomic practices by (1) assessing social and economic 
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consequences, both intended and unintended, affecting 
household labor dynamics and local markets; (2) exploring the 
role of impact evaluations in addressing sample selection bias, 
endogeneity, and heterogeneous effects; and (3) identifying key 
issues raised by past and ongoing evaluations of systems of rice 
and other crop intensification in Madagascar, India, and Ethiopia.

From lab to land: perceptions and impacts of 
scaling up the adoption of row planting to teff 
farmers in Ethiopia
Joachim Vandercasteelen
This paper provides more detailed insight into the social and 
economic dimensions of the teff variant of the systems of rice 
intensification (SRI) that is widely promoted in Ethiopia. Based 
primarily on experiment station trials, the large-scale public 
extension campaign to promote the uptake of the row planting 
technology in teff production has already become a major public 
policy thrust of the Government of Ethiopia. The paper is an 
impact assessment of the ‘pre-scale-up’ phase of this government 
program and provides rigorous evaluation-based insights on teff 
farmers’ productivity benefits, perceptions, and returns with row 
planting under real-world conditions at the farm level. The results 
highlight the problems in implementation of the program and of 
its recommendations, methodological issues, and likely over-
optimism on the potential of row planting in real farm settings. 
This calls for the need of a more careful assessment of on-farm 
constraints towards adoption before the design and widespread 
implementation of the promotion campaigns for improved 
agricultural technologies. This work has resulted in a series of IFPRI 
working papers (here and here) that are in the publication pipeline. 
This presentation speaks to both the nature of political agronomy 
and the importance of evidence in support of new agronomy.

Facilitating behavioural change by complementing 
agronomy with risk management
Patrick S. Ward
While there are many ways of addressing production risks 
associated with climate variability, one approach that has received a 
lot of attention – and investment – in recent years is related to the 
development of improved staple crops resistant to these weather-
related stresses (e.g., drought-tolerant rice in Bangladesh and 
India in this presentation). Many of the drought-tolerant cultivars 
rely on short durations to maturity to escape early- or late-season 
drought, and are being introduced to simultaneously increase 
the time and space available for subsequent-season strategies 
including more timely cultivation of dry-season crop (e.g., wheat); 
intensifying existing dry-season cultivation; or cultivating a non-
staple marketable vegetable crop prior to planting the dry-season 
staple crop. While all of these strategies may increase household 
crop production, income, and welfare, they also require farmers 
to alter their status quo agronomic practices, with implications 
for both costs and risks. One way of mitigating these risks is to 
package these improved cultivars with innovative financial tools. 
This presentation will discuss some of the benefits and challenges 
associated with cultivating drought-tolerant rice varieties, and will 
demonstrate how the benefits of the new cultivation opportunities 
are incomplete for many smallholders without a complementary 
mechanism to alleviate the risks associated with adoption. 
Additionally, this presentation will introduce a complex, bundled 
risk management package comprised of drought-tolerant rice 
and a rainfall-based index insurance product specially calibrated to 
complement the performance profile of the variety, and provides 
evidence on farmers’ willingness-to-pay for this product, particularly 
highlighting the complementarities between the two products. 

Targeting bias or early impact of agricultural 
innovation? A case study from Malawi
Carlo Azzarri
This paper highlights the need to rethink selection criteria for 
donor-driven scale-up initiatives that promote interventions 
for sustainable intensification based on “new agronomy” 
principles and practices. Specific emphasis is placed on the 
evaluation of a donor-funded systems-based project in Malawi 
aimed at improving whole-farm productivity and nutrition 
through integrated technological innovations promoted 
via a large-scale “mother-baby trials” (MBTs) approach to 
extension. Findings indicate that adopters are systematically 
different from non-adopters, suggesting that the project 
has relied on systematic targeting of project locations and 
households to achieve its results with little recognition of 
the limits this approach places on representativeness of the 
study households and, hence, on scale-up potential. The 
paper highlights results showing consistently higher maize 
yields and value of harvest on average and across quantiles for 
project beneficiaries compared to control and non-beneficiary 
households in project target villages, with additional results 
suggesting considerable heterogeneity in impacts for certain 
types of households. 

Session 13  Policy, priorities & agendas
Chair: Wendy Wolford
(Un)contested agronomy intertwined with national 
policies and multinational corporations. Power and 
inequality in Mexico
Elena Lazos
The agronomic research – agricultural state policies nexus have 
been strongly undermined since the late 1980s, when Structural 
Adjustment Programmes forced governments to reduce 
their budget in education and in agricultural investments. 
But ongoing agro-commercial research has survived as a 
legitimation of the state preoccupation with solving hunger. 
Four processes provoked the consolidation of agro-commercial 
research. First, the new and radical state policies favoured the 
private agricultural sector and abandoned the smallholders 
(ejidatarios and comuneros) as they were considered inefficient. 
The agricultural state policies accelerated a big exodus of 
the rural population. Second, the growing role of the private 
sector in agriculture set the scene for the structuring and 
consolidation of agro-commercial research exclusively in 
their interests. Third, the budget reduction provoked a lack 
of attention among students in agronomy, but moreover 
students that could be concerned about alternative agronomic 
research. The science council decisions affected even more 
the departments and researchers dedicated to alternative 
agricultural pathways for smallholders. And finally, the cultural 
transformation towards rural studies, among scientists as 
well as among Mexican society, marginalized agronomists, 
rural anthropologists or sociologists. I will discuss here the 
consolidation of the uncontested agro-commercial research as 
the result of its intertwining with state policies and multinational 
corporations through four examples: a) the lack of a complete 
map of the maize landraces; b) the disappearance of the 
national programme for the conservation of maize landraces; c) 
the silence of the experiments’ results of the transgenic maize; 
d) the perception of technical students about agronomists and 
rural anthropologists.
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Agents without principals: agenda setting for public 
agricultural research in Africa – case studies in 
Ghana and Kenya
George Okongo
This paper begins from the premise that the twin goals of public 
agricultural research are to meet clients’ objectives and align 
to priorities of government. Using principal-agent relationship 
theory, we analyse the multiple relations between various users of 
agricultural research (government agencies and ‘clients’ outside 
government) and the public agricultural research institutes in 
research agenda-setting processes. To a large extent, the process 
of research agenda setting privileges organized interest groups 
and the research institutions themselves. Yet interactions between 
organized groups and the majority of potential research users 
are weak. The majority potential research users comprise the 
small-scale farmers in the three sub-sectors from the two African 
countries analyzed (tea and sugarcane in Kenya and cocoa in 
Ghana). However, interest groups do not maintain a firm grip on the 
research agenda due to poor interest aggregation and institutional 
instability on their part. In general, the ‘model’ of public research 
agenda setting takes on more aggregation processes than steering 
by any of the actors. But the lack of intermediary institutions 
between public research institutions and different categories of 
users makes the aggregation processes ineffective. As such, the 
research institutions, as agents, have only a fuzzy connection with 
their supposed principals. This situation undermines achievement 
of the goals of public agricultural research.

Two worlds in agricultural policy making in Africa? 
Case studies from Ghana, Senegal, and Uganda
Jonathan Mockshell
While there is renewed interest to improve agricultural 
productivity in Africa, there is a lively contested policy debate 
on the appropriate policy instruments to achieve this goal. 
Using case studies from Ghana, Uganda, and Senegal, this 
study aims to analyze the nature of these contested debates, 
with a particular focus on the role of policy beliefs and policy 
discourses among the different actors involved in agricultural 
policy processes. The study combines the Advocacy Coalition 
Framework with discourse analysis to identify the predominant 
policy beliefs of different coalitions of actors. Transcripts of 
in-depth interviews conducted with policy stakeholders in each 
country are the primary data source. Using statistical methods, 
two major coalitions could be identified in each country. Based 
on their composition, they were labelled ‘donor discourse 
coalition’ and ‘domestic discourse coalition’. The study finds 
strikingly similar patterns of policy beliefs and discourses across 
the three case study countries. In all three countries, donors 
and domestic policy makers hold fundamentally different 
policy beliefs regarding the question: What does it actually 
take to develop smallholder agriculture? Domestic policy-
makers see a high priority in overcoming the ‘hoe and cutlass’ 
nature of farming through mechanization to make agriculture 
attractive to the youth, and to improve access to modern inputs, 
especially fertilizer and improved seeds. They are convinced 
that government subsidies are required to achieve these goals. 
In contrast, members of the donor coalition, which typically also 
includes Ministries of Finance, believe that these interventions 
are market distorting and only motivated by political patronage. 
The study shows that these divergent policy beliefs result in ‘two 
worlds’ in agricultural policy making. Based on the proposition 
that a more consensus-oriented approach will ultimately lead 
to more effective agricultural policies, the study suggests 
strategies to reconcile the donor world and domestic world.

Beyond subsidies: What are the prospects for 
integrated soil fertility management approaches 
(ISFM) in Malawi?
Kate Wellard, Sieg Snapp, Wezi Mhango, Daimon 
Kambewa, George Kanyama Phiri, Mirriam Matita and 
Maaike Hartog
After years of continuous cropping of maize, Malawi’s soils are 
depleted and crop yields low. The agricultural/farm input subsidy 
programme (FISP) starting in 2005/6, financed by the government 
and donors, and reaching over 3 million smallholder farmers at 
its peak, together with a series of favourable rains, saw average 
maize yields double to 2 tonnes per hectare (according to 
official figures). Hailed as the beginnings of a Green Revolution in 
Africa, the country recorded maize surpluses of over one million 
tonnes, moving from a ‘food consuming, importing country’ 
to a ‘producing, exporting one’. But there has been increased 
questioning, by NGOs, donors and parts of government, over the 
economic, social and environmental sustainability of the subsidy. 
Organic and ISFM options, such as conservation agriculture and 
legume-maize rotations, are being promoted by the Ministry of 
Agriculture, researchers and NGOs, but have so far had limited 
political and financial support. The financial crisis in Malawi with 
suspension of budgetary support by donors has reduced the 
size of the FISP. Compounded by flooding and drought, food 
shortages are widely forecast for 2015. Against this background, 
prospects for increased support for promotion of ISFM approaches 
by government and donors look better – in theory. This paper 
examines the political economy of current soil fertility initiatives 
in Malawi. It identifies key actors and narratives at global, national 
and local levels; possible windows of opportunity, such as the 
inclusion of legumes in the FISP, development of promising new 
technologies (double legume intercropping) and the creation 
of platforms such as the Soil Health Consortium and Legume 
Development Trust; and potential constraints, including who could 
lose from a shift away from the subsidy approach towards ISFM.  

The Green Revolution: a contested strategy right 
from the start
Jonathan Harwood
That the Green Revolution came in for criticism from the late 1960s 
is well-known. As the early results of the South Asian rice and wheat 
programmes became clear, critics focused upon the GR’s negative 
impact upon employment and the environment as well as its 
aggravation of differences between rich and poor, both of which 
were often attributed to its promotion of a technology suitable 
only for favourable growing conditions. In response the strategy’s 
defenders often suggested that such problems had not been 
anticipated, that the GR was a learning process, and that accordingly 
its programmes would henceforth need to be revised. In this paper 
I argue that such a portrayal – of the GR’s problematic features 
becoming evident only ‘after the fact’ – is seriously misleading. 
Already in the early 1960s agronomists in several south Asian 
countries were expressing reservations about the plan to introduce 
high yielding varieties. In East Bengal and Sri Lanka breeders of 
agroecological orientation were doubtful of the claims that the new 
rice varieties would flourish in many locations. In India irrigation 
experts and agricultural economists were concerned about the 
impact of targeting scarce supplies of water and fertilizer on 
‘promising’ areas. This suggests that at least some of the limitations 
of the technology were recognized in advance but ignored by the 
GR’s proponents, presumably in the belief that such drawbacks were 
relatively unimportant. By the 1970s, however, the sheer volume of 
criticism was forcing proponents to reconsider their position.
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Session 14  Scaling for impact
Chair: Regine Birner

Tentative toeholds to scaling bureaucratic 
obstacles: a socio-technical analysis of the 
contestations constraining the 
institutionalisation of participatory crop 
improvement initiatives in India
Harley Pope
For over 20 years the UK Department for International 
Development (DFID) funded participatory crop improvement 
(PCI) initiatives in India as a component of wider rural 
livelihood development projects. During this time PCI methods 
were developed, improved and rolled out, generating novel 
crop varieties and evidence supporting their positive impact 
with tribal and smallholder farmers – demographics that 
comprise 78% of farmers in India (FAO). Yet despite the best 
efforts of global advocates, PCI methods remain contested and 
marginalised within the Indian National Agricultural Research 
System. It has been suggested that in order to overcome 
its limited mainstreaming PCI requires further supporting 
evidence and time to permeate national and international 
breeding programmes (Witcombe and Yadavendra, 2014). 
However, this position does not address the critical 
organisational and political structures and processes that 
have acted as resilient barriers to change. There is therefore 
a pressing need to open the institutional black box in order to 
uncover the structures, mechanisms and politics that inhibit 
novel R&D within agricultural research organisations. Drawing 
on in-depth research undertaken in India and the UK, this 
paper will present an institutional analysis of the complex 
interactions between the Indian NARS and the DFID-funded 
PCI projects. The findings reveal that collaborative research 
agreements between research institutes and external parties, 
combined with the time-limited and impact-oriented nature 
of development projects, do not make favourable conditions 
for institutionalising participatory research innovations. 
Moreover, these types of collaboration tend to be separate 
from the day-to-day activities of the research institute and the 
formulation of policy narratives that govern the development 
of the broader research agenda that often occur at a higher 
bureaucratic level. This paper will present some of the 
shortcomings of PCI, while arguing that effective research 
collaboration, which aims at organisational learning and 
institutional change, requires novel methods of engagement 
and targeted interactions with key stakeholders in order to 
increase its opportunity for traction.

Trials for development impact? The organization of 
on-farm trials for scaling agricultural technologies 
in AR4D
Jens Andersson, Nina de Roo, Tim Krupnik and 
Stephanie Cheesman
This paper studies the organization and use of on-farm 
experiments in Agricultural Research for Development (AR4D) 
projects. Often employed as a combined research and extension 
strategy to evaluate and demonstrate new agricultural 
technologies under farmer management, on-farm trials in 
contemporary development-impact oriented agronomic research 
have become increasingly utilized as a method to spur farmer 
adoption. This paper analyzes the diverging interpretations 

and organizational practices of those involved in on-farm 
experiments variously known or sequenced as adaptive-, 
validation-, demonstration-, pre-scaling- and/or scaling-trials. 
Building on three case studies, we show how the political and 
institutional AR4D environment produces project beneficiaries 
and research outcomes, but not necessarily immediate impacts 
at scale. A first case study in Zimbabwe shows how these formats 
create dedicated and less committed trial-implementing 
farmers, respectively, and consequently, diverging trial results. 
Ostensibly geared towards the scaling of new technologies, the 
design of these ‘demonstration-trials’ restricts their outreach 
and development impact in the farming communities in which 
they are implemented. A second case study analyzes farmer 
participation in on-farm trials and the consequences for scaling 
of research results. Often working with the same farmer-
beneficiaries, research and development organizations in 
Bangladesh have divergent approaches to development practice, 
resulting in different trial and demonstration implementation 
modalities. Consequently, different understandings of the 
purpose of on-farm research arise among scientists, farmers, and 
development practitioners, ultimately undermining scaling. A third 
case study analyzes the organizational set-up of on-farm trials in 
an AR4D project in Ethiopia. Using a sequence of different on-farm 
trials as a scaling trajectory, the collaborators in this multi-partner 
project have different interpretations of the purpose of the trials, 
which farmers should implement them, and what data should be 
collected to support scaling.

One step forward, two steps back in farmer 
knowledge exchange: “Scaling-Up” as Fordist 
replication in drag
William Moseley
The policy literature on the New Green Revolution for Africa and 
value chains, which increasingly targets female farmers, is replete 
with the various action verbs involving the use of the term scale, 
including ‘scaling-up’ and ‘bringing to scale’ among others. While 
geographers use scale in a particular way, practitioners in these 
programs see scaling-up as mass, or Fordist, replication of a 
particular set of technologies and methods once the approach 
has been perfected in a pilot phase. While this is somewhat 
reminiscent of the ‘Training and Visit’ extension method 
common in rural sociology and agricultural schools in the 1980s, 
the drive here is for efficiency, meaning that the particularities 
of place, participation, local knowledge or two-way dialogue 
are all but absent. This approach to knowledge dissemination is 
explored using case studies in Mali and Botswana

Gender politics and agricultural technology transfer 
in northern Ghana
Hanson Nyantakyi
In an ambitious plan to address the agrarian crisis in Ghana’s 
rural north, the government is vigorously promoting the transfer 
of ‘Green Revolution’ technologies for adoption by smallholder 
farmers. These technologies include the use of irrigation, 
fertilizer, hybrid seeds, pesticides, and other synthetic farming 
inputs. This strategy is part of the government’s Savannah 
Accelerated Development Project (SADP), a ten-year program 
intended to quickly raise farm production and reduce food 
insecurity in the rural north. Throughout northern Ghana’s 
history, similar approaches have been implemented with uneven 
success. There is an ongoing controversy whether this new 
SADP could indeed address food insecurity, or whether attention 
should be focused on smallholder agroecological farming. Within 
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this debate, scant regard has been paid to technology transfer 
and its effects on household-level gender politics, as well as 
contestations over labour and land. Indeed, at the household 
level, the labour question – who is available to work, when, and 
for what returns – is highly crucial and can significantly shape 
technology adoption. Using the analytical lens of feminist political 
ecology and eight months of ethnographic fieldwork, this paper 
discusses how peasant households are adopting high-input 
technologies and the emerging contestations between husbands 
and wives, among co-wives, and between juniors and seniors 
within the same household. Overall, the paper argues that the 
household is a deeply contested terrain and gender relations 
need to be considered in how agricultural knowledge is produced 
and transferred for adoption by peasants.
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