
 

 
 

 
A New Approach is Needed 

 
The historical 20th Century model of policy engagement led by international organizations has 
produced very few successes. Success is more likely if African policy makers are liaising closely with 
well-respected African national research organizations. This is because (i) leaders generally prefer to 
receive advice from trusted voices with a deep understanding of their national political and social 
realities; and (ii) leaders often mistrust recommendations developed and funded by international 
organizations based in countries whose governments may have different priorities. While the vast 
majority of internationally funded policy analysis is, we believe, impartial and well-intentioned, 
there are high-profile instances where African governments perceived they were pressured by 
international organizations who were interested parties to take actions recommended by the 
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Summary

Africa remains the only region of the world whose major agricultural development 

initiatives are prepared mainly by international organizations. The historical approach 

of putting international organizations in the driver's seat marginalizes the role of 

African national organizations in program design and advocacy. This approach has 

produced little success over the years, and the African Fertilizer and Soil Health (AFSH) 

Action Plan is too important for the region to repeat past mistakes. Our premise is that 

policy analysis and guidance in Africa, including in support of the AFSH Action Plan, can 

result in improved outcomes and, in turn, improved livelihoods, but only if the process 

puts the leadership, responsibility and accountability in the hands of African 

organizations recognized by African leaders, with the valued support of international 

partners.
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research they funded (e.g., research highlighting the benefits of accepting genetically modified crops and 
developing regulatory procedures for their use in Africa). These few instances have unfortunately called 
into question such agencies’ motives on a broader set of issues. Many in Africa have questioned 
the motives of international foundations that create new development organizations with mandates 
that overlap those of established African organizations. It is not lost on African policymakers that such 
newly created organizations are accountable to the organizations that fund them and that their 
activities compete with established national policy research and implementation organizations. 
Even more detrimental for the long-term development of national African agricultural policy 
organizations, donors often pull the best minds out of these organizations by offering them better-
paying jobs. This 20th century model has had very few successes.  
 
The implementation of the Africa Fertilizer and Soil Health Action Plan, ostensibly led by the Africa 
Union, has commenced on this same 20th Century model. Some international funders of the 
Initiative appear to play a gatekeeper role, controlling how their funds are allocated, choosing 
specific partners that will lead the work, rather than asking African policy makers to identify which 
research organizations they would like to carry out research activities. Donors may temporarily fund 
and empower newly created organizations to take charge of implementation, but this creates 
resistance from established national partners who are also tasked by their own national 
governments to undertake similar mandates but with much fewer resources. The international 
implementing partners can use their donor-provided funds to pay for national organizations to at 
least nominally cooperate with their initiatives and priorities, which allows the international 
organizations to claim they are collaborating with local partners and/or building their capacities, but the 
mirage is clearly evident to those working on the ground. No wonder African leaders tend to 
distance themselves from the recommendations of such initiatives.  
 
What will move African policy makers to action is being convinced by trusted African voices who 
understand the history, mindsets, and politics of their country. Policy change is not just a technical 
issue of what might be useful, it is a deeply political process with losers as well as winners; 
sometimes reforms must be designed in ways to overcome resistance of and/or compensate the 
losers. Government leaders tend to put more trust in their own nationals to be attuned to such 
nuances. Likewise, with the AFSH Action Plan; African minds must be at the heart of implementation to 
raise the potential for successful outcomes. However, there are important capacity weaknesses of 
Africa agricultural research and policy organizations that must be acknowledged and addressed in 
the process. 
 
Africa’s Institutional Capacity Problem 

One of the most noteworthy differences in agricultural policy research in Africa between 1990 and 
today is that there are vastly more highly trained African agricultural policy analysts today. For 
decades, many international organizations have supported the graduate education, training, and 
mentorship of African researchers with the belief that this will develop the capacity of local African 
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research institutions. However,  because of weaknesses and funding constraints faced by African 
policy and research units, many of Africa’s most talented researchers have become employed by 
international organizations, including donors, foundations, universities, the Consultative Group on 
International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) system, World Bank, etc. There is nothing wrong with 
qualified Africans working in international organizations; it is an understandable response to poorly 
functioning African national and regional research institutions.  
 
A recent study revealed a widespread perception among African analysts that local research 
organizations have become “training grounds” for the international organizations; once their 
effectiveness has become evident, high-performing African analysts are often hired away by 
international organizations, a practice that widens the capacity gap between local and international 
organizations, reinforces the marginalized position of African research organizations, and reinforces a 
situation in which Africa’s major agricultural development initiatives continue to be mostly 
prepared by international organizations (Breakthrough Institute, 2024). 
 
This unfortunate state of affairs has led to a vicious cycle in which international donors continue the 
historical approach of providing most of their funding to international organizations, engaging African 
organizations as secondary partners with relatively little say over budget allocations and research 
prioritization. The prime role of international organizations in donor programs and funding enables 
them to build their own capacities and continue hiring many talented Africans, which further 
reinforces the capacity gaps between international and African research organizations and leads 
donors with little option but to continue putting international organizations in the lead during the 
next funding cycles. 
 
Distinction between Individual and Institutional Capacity Development 

There is a crucial distinction between individual and institutional capacity building. Most CGIAR and 
international universities have succeeded admirably in building the capacity of individuals through 
attachments, short- and long-term training, scholarships, and research collaboration. Most donors 
have not realized that their support of individual capacity development alone (without institutional 
capacity development) has ironically widened the capacity gap between international and African 
research organizations because most high-performing African researchers move to international 
organizations that can offer more attractive and stable remuneration and working conditions (Seck, 
2005; Stern et al., 2006). 
 
Institutional capacity functions like the shortest plank in Von Liebig’s barrel, i.e., until institutions can 
be strengthened to function reasonably effectively, well-trained individuals will soon migrate to other 
organizations, having no long-term effect on the performance or sustainability of the 
organization. 
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What are the dimensions of “organizational capacity”? 

To build sustainable and strong African national research organizations, more effort must be put on 
understanding organizational capacity and what it entails. Figure 1 shows three important and somewhat 
overlapping aspects of organizational capacity: 

Figure 1. Indicators of Organizational Capacity for Research Institutes 
 

 
Building sustainable national research organizations in Africa requires a clear understanding of three 
interconnected aspects of organizational capacity: core funding, internally facing management, and 
externally-facing management. 

Core funding is essential for making critical investments in infrastructure, financial operations, and 
governance systems, enabling institutions to offer long-term contracts to attract and retain qualified 
staff. This foundational support ensures that organizations can function effectively, maintain 
stability, and engage in long-term strategic planning. Without core funding, research institutions may 
struggle to retain talent, manage themselves effectively, or deliver consistent outcomes. 

Internally-facing management aims to create a competitive work environment through attractive 
remuneration, fostering a positive workplace culture, and ensuring financial accountability.  By 
promoting staff retention and productivity, this aspect encourages high-performing researchers to 
stay and develop their careers within the organization. Competitive compensation and supportive 
conditions help reduce turnover, preserving institutional knowledge and fostering a culture of 
excellence. 
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Externally-facing management is equally critical, as it emphasizes building strong relationships with 
stakeholders, producing high-quality research, engaging in effective policy outreach, and securing 
diversified, recurrent funding. Successful external management strengthens partnerships, 
enhances the organization’s relevance, and ensures that research findings influence agricultural 
policy and practice at both national and regional levels. 

Together,  these three aspects—core funding, internal management, and external engagement— 
provide a robust foundation for building resilient research organizations. They enable African 
institutions to adapt to emerging challenges, implement initiatives like the AFSH-AP,  and drive 
sustainable agricultural development across the continent. 

The Way Forward 

• To effectively advance agricultural development in Africa, it is crucial to strengthen National 
Agricultural Research Systems (NARES). This requires adequate funding, resources, and training to 
empower these organizations to implement the Africa Fertilizer and Soil Health Action Plan 
(AFSH-AP). The effectiveness of the international agricultural research system (e.g., CGIAR, 
international universities, FAO, etc.) depends significantly on the performance of African 
research organizations. Transferring global public goods to African countries necessitates that 
adaptation be carried out at scale on the ground. 

• It is widely recognized that international research organizations are not well-suited to scale out 
technical innovations across the highly varied agroecological conditions in Africa, nor do they 
possess the resources to do so. Hence, strong national and regional partners on the ground are 
essential. The implementation of the AFSH Action Plan requires extensive "adaptive" research, 
development, and extension (R&D&E) and a significant degree of national-level scaling that 
international organizations cannot effectively manage alone. For instance, the failure of 
improved genetic materials developed by international research to be commercially distributed and 
adopted by African farmers underscores the urgent need to strengthen NARES to achieve 
greater impact from funds allocated to international research. Moreover, the widespread 
adoption of management practices validated by international research to improve soil health 
and address plant disease and pest control has often been constrained by the lack of well- 
functioning local adaptive R&D&E units interacting closely with smallholder farmers (Cassman C 
Grassini, 2020). 

• By investing in NARES capabilities, we can foster local leadership and innovation, enabling these 
organizations to develop strong African voices in addressing their agricultural challenges and 
tailoring solutions to their communities' specific needs. For precisely these reasons, 
international partners should recognize the importance of building the capacity of African NARES 
and directly collaborate with them to transfer and adapt internationally generated technologies 
and farming practices to local farmers. African commitment to strengthening NARES is crucial for 
the successful implementation of the AFSH Initiative. In some cases, a regional approach to 
agricultural research and development can improve resource allocation and the effectiveness of 
interventions, particularly in countries with limited public resources. Many African nations have 
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historically allocated inadequate resources to their NARES, hindering the effective 
implementation of the AFSH Action Plan. At least 20 countries have so underfunded their NARES 
that they essentially lack viable national agricultural R&D&E programs, leaving them ill-equipped to 
implement the AFSH Action Plan. Stads et al. (2021) propose that organizing investments based 
on agroecological zones rather than political boundaries can create a more coordinated response 
to regional agricultural challenges, ensuring local contexts are adequately considered. 

• It is essential to engage African voices in policy dialogue, ensuring that local insights and 
experiences shape agricultural policies. Empowering African analysts and researchers to 
participate in discussions will enrich the policy formulation process, making it more responsive to 
on-the-ground realities. This approach not only builds trust among policymakers but also 
emphasizes the importance of local expertise in achieving successful outcomes. It is essential to 
shift the focus from individual capacity building to strengthening institutions. Developing the 
necessary structures, processes, and resources for NARES to thrive will create a more resilient 
agricultural policy landscape. This shift will help retain talented researchers within local 
organizations, countering the brain drain that currently undermines their effectiveness. 
Mobilizing political will and commitment is crucial for advancing agricultural development. 
Advocacy efforts should highlight the importance of local research organizations in shaping 
agricultural policies and the necessity for government support. Strong political backing is 
essential for creating an enabling environment that facilitates the implementation of initiatives 
focused on local needs and expertise. 

• By revitalizing funding models to prioritize long-term investments in local organizations, 
stakeholders can enhance sustainability and capacity building, paving the way for a more 
effective agricultural policy framework in Africa. This comprehensive approach is essential to 
ensuring the AFSH Action Plan achieves its intended outcomes and strengthens the resilience 
and productivity of African agricultural systems. 

 
Priority Actions 

To effectively support the implementation of the Africa Fertilizer and Soil Health Action Plan (AFSH-AP), 
African governments and development partners must prioritize actions at both continental and national 
levels. Strengthening African R&D&E systems is crucial for driving agricultural innovation and ensuring the 
plan's objectives are met. 

Continental-Level Actions 
 

At the continental level, key African development organizations, such as the African Union (AU), the 
African Development Bank (AfDB), and AUDA-NEPAD, should take the lead in enhancing R&D&E across the 
continent. There must be a concerted effort to invest more in established African  R&D&E  organizations 
like Forum for Agricultural Research in Africa (FARA), Africa Network of Agricultural Policy Research 
Institutes (ANAPRI), Africa Plan Nutrition Institute (APNI) and the Regional Economic Communities 
(RECS), which are well-positioned to drive research and extension across diverse agroecological zones. 
At the same time, these organizations should encourage African governments to increase their 
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investments in national research systems, acknowledging that robust NARES are vital for success. Under 
the post-Malabo agenda, countries must reaffirm their commitments made under the Maputo and 
Malabo Declarations, with renewed emphasis on strengthening NARES as key players in advancing 
agricultural development. 

National-Level Actions 
 

At the national level, governments should mobilize coalitions of stakeholders—including the public and 
private sectors, NARES, and international agricultural research systems (IARS)—to advocate for a 
modernized, 21st-century model of agricultural research. This model should position established African 
organizations at the forefront, ensuring they lead the prioritization, implementation, and evaluation of 
agricultural research in their respective countries. Governments must provide sustained and significantly 
increased funding, demonstrate their commitment, and ensure accountability within NARES. The NARES 
should incorporate economic policy analysis to enhance their role in shaping national agricultural 
strategies. 

For International Donors 
 

International donors can play a critical role by restructuring their grant-making processes to emphasize 
institutional capacity building rather than focusing solely on individual projects. Grants should prioritize 
NARES as co-awardees and co-directors, particularly in countries where national governments 
demonstrate strong commitment to research. This approach ensures that NARES have the leadership 
and resources needed to effectively implement AFSH-AP and scale agricultural innovations across 
Africa. 
 
Concluding Remarks 

Building sustainable and resilient African NARES is critical for addressing the continent's agricultural 
challenges and achieving the goals of the AFSH-AP.  Sub-Saharan Africa remains the only region 
where international organizations largely drive the design and implementation of agricultural 
development plans. It's time to shift this dynamic by strengthening African NARES, including national 
agricultural policy research institutes, to ensure that agricultural development is locally led and 
responsive to Africa’s unique agroecological contexts. Strengthening these institutions through 
long-term core funding, effective management, and partnerships will ensure that Africa can lead the 
transformation of its agricultural systems. 

Today, Africa has far greater analytical and management capacity than it did three decades ago, 
positioning it to take ownership of its agricultural development agenda. However, the focus must 
now shift from individual capacity building to institutional capacity development of NARES and 
regional  R&D&E organizations. By investing in these areas and fostering strong regional cooperation, 
African governments and their partners can empower local research institutions to play a central 
role in agricultural innovation. This will enable more effective implementation of the AFSH-AP , 
ultimately leading to more resilient agricultural systems, improved livelihoods, and sustainable 
progress toward food security and economic development across the continent. 
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