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Abstract

The dismantling and privatization of public service agencies in many countries, particularly Latin America, means that the responsibility of managing natural resources and sustainable agriculture is being handed over to industry and civil society.  This means new responsibilities for local governments, communities as well as non-governmental development organizations.  Unfortunately, due to many social factors and the historical roots of development models, many communities are still treated as they were thirty and forty years ago when a top-down technology transfer dominated that did not allow for much local learning or adaptation.  This has led to an unbalanced relationship between development practitioners and researchers with local stakeholders.  

This challenge calls for an analysis and re-organization of exogenous development agendas in order to effectively facilitate endogenous development, through the promotion of participatory farmer research and experimentation.  This means generating, adapting and using ideas and technologies to meet local needs, appropriately supported by other internal and external actors.  The role, which researchers and development practitioners play, must enable socially and ecologically embedded development for endogenous development to occur.  

This study therefore explored the way in which different research and development organizations manage and promote rural innovation through the implementation of different farmer experimentation and participatory research methodologies, specifically:  Farmer Field Schools, Local Agriculture Research Committees (most commonly known by their Spanish acronym, “CIAL”), Experimental Plots (or Pruebas Experimentales in Spanish) and Farmer-to-Farmer Movement (or Campasino a Campasino in Spanish).  The characterization of each of these methodologies was based on pre-established factors that contribute to rural innovation: self-financing and self-management, local leadership, adoption and adaptation, monitoring, and changes in attitudes.  

Two concepts / methodologies were used in the characterization: learning cycles, in order to determine and analyze the above-mentioned factors, and learning alliances, to bring lessons learned to a common space to be discussed and to bring forth proposals for improving farmer experimentation and participatory research methodologies in a collaborative and constructive manner. 

This exploration was not an exhaustive study; rather its aim was to conclude common strategic factors (positive and negative) as a base for developing a learning alliance for improving farmer experimentation and participatory research methodologies.  These factors were discussed in a final workshop among possible participants of a learning alliance.   

Learning alliances can help promote an increase in endogenous development in natural resource management and sustainable agriculture by bringing together a group of actors with an interest in a common issue.  In the case of this study, the common issue participatory farmer research and experimentation to foment rural innovation.  The goal of the learning alliance is to stimulate the group of actors to communicate, negotiate and act in a joint manner that takes them to new forms of social organization, learning and activity.  

The current learning alliance has a long way to go before achieving this goal.  Conflict and consensus need to be managed, definitions of rural development, innovation and methodologies need to be clarified and agreed upon, and learning spaces need to be created in order to continue promoting collaborative relationships.  This demands a clear understanding of deeper issues such as the much-needed changes within development professionals, development agendas, and new means of designing, administering and implementing rural development interventions.  It also begs for a comprehensible perception of the true meaning of learning alliances and their potential within the development context.  

Project Justification

Many development and research organizations in Ecuador are looking to improve rural development and innovation through different participatory methodologies involving farmer experimentation and research.  Each methodology has its factors of success and barriers, which may depend on how the organization manages the methodology.  However, these organizations are often carrying out their work in an isolated manner.  When collaboration does exist, it is often not recognized and taken advantage of in order to promote broader and stronger collaboration.   

In order to improve the methodologies and the way they are used (in other words, the way in which the organizations “do” development), the organizations involved in the characterization proposed an internal analysis (learning cycles) as well as a joint analysis in order to foster institutional innovation (learning alliance) in organizations working with farmer participatory research and experimentation methodologies. 

Project Description

The study pilot tested an approach to fostering institutional innovation with NGOs and the NARS (World Neighbors, International Institute of Rural Reconstruction and INIAP) working with farmer participatory research and experimentation approaches in Ecuador.

After discussions with the three organizations involved, the need to answer certain questions was established which were: 

· Where are we with farmer participatory research and experimentation approaches in Ecuador?  

· Where are we going with rural innovation and the methodologies that promote rural innovation?  

· How can we continue to learn from each other in the advancement towards rural innovation and development based on endogenous processes?  

The first step began with the development of facilitated learning cycles within each organization.  Successful case studies were identified and analyzed based on factors established by the three organizations.  The objective of this characterization was to explore the impact and adoption of the selected methodologies, barriers and successes in their application, as well as opportunities and changes need for improvement and further use of the methodologies.  The characterization was aided by innovation histories
 of each methodology within the organizations involved in order to better understand where and why different methodologies function with better results, limitations, strategies for improving the relevance to local research and for greater effectiveness in fostering rural development and innovation.  

The next step was to share, discuss and analyze the characterizations with the respective organizations in a workshop and by this process further foster a learning alliance based on farmer participatory research and experimentation approaches.  The objective of this learning alliance is to improve understanding and communication around rural innovation and participatory methodologies, as well as continue planning actions that will improve the development of these methodologies in a collaborative way.  

The principal outputs were:

· A characterization of the farmer participatory research and experimentation approaches used by three research and development organizations in Ecuador, using learning cycles and innovation histories to carry out the characterization. 

· A workshop to establish direction of a future learning alliance.  

Activities Completed

i) Methodology developed for characterization with IIRR, INIAP and World Neighbors.  Purpose of learning alliance negotiated.

ii) Guided self-evaluations of the implementation of good examples of Local Farmer Research Committees (known by their Spanish acronym CIALs), Farmer Field Schools (FFS), Experimental Trials and the Farmer-to-Farmer approach by three organizations (World Neighbors; IIRR and INIAP).  This work included a workshop that IIRR carried out as part of an evaluation of CIALs and Experimental Trials.

iii) Workshop held to present results of the self-evaluations amongst partner organizations, followed by discussion and identification the general principles of good practice FPR.  In the final part of the workshop, participants proposed next steps for learning alliance.

iv) Presentation of characterization and learning alliance to delegation of Chinese academics analysing different participatory methodologies (unplanned activity).

v) D-Group established as a forum for the incipient learning alliance (unplanned activity).  
Achievements and Constraints

Achievements

Characterization and comparison of methodologies.  Although each of the methodologies are becoming wide-spread in Ecuador, and some documentation exists, the study provided an opportunity for a first-time characterization of the methodologies based on common factors, as well as a comparison of the methodologies.  The comparison resulted in new knowledge for different actor groups (mainly technical support personnel and project or program leaders).  In presenting the results, these actors recognized the importance of gaining more knowledge on each methodology in order to identify complementarities for their innovation. 

Institutional Learning and Change.  In carrying out the characterizations, each organization recognized the need for learning cycles in order to effectively promote institutional learning and change within their organizations.  In this study, IIRR was a pioneer in implementing learning cycles as a mechanism for institutional learning and change.  The other organizations involved admitted that they had not previously engaged in learning cycles in a systematic way but saw them as a necessary procedure for self-analysis and to change their development approaches and philosophies. 

Dialogue among learning alliance participants.  At the level of each organization, learning cycles can bring about institutional learning and change.  In addition the lessons extracted from these learning cycles produced dialogue among different actors.  Dialogue is a necessary component for alliances.  In this sense, an important component of the learning alliance was established.   

D-Group.  The suggestion to establish a D-Group for the learning alliance was an unexpected side effect of the study.  This is an on-going activity that is being developed in accordance to actor needs.  

Existing alliances.  Within the learning alliance it was suggested that already existing alliances or platforms be recognized and incorporated, instead of repeating already established processes.  It was agreed that regional platforms be identified and strengthened (the one example identified was the Network for Community-Based Natural Resource Management, MACRENA, in the northern Andes or Ecuador).  Each regional network / alliance / platform would then have to analyze how they could incorporate themselves into a broader network.    

Contact with other learning alliances.  Although the concept of alliances is not new, the development of learning alliances in a CIAT framework is an important initiative taking place in many parts of Latin America.  The Learning Alliance for Rural Innovation (established in this study) has attended several meetings of the Learning Alliance for Productive Chains, a learning alliance exploring ways to improve commercialization as it is related to small farmers.  Lessons learned have been extracted, yet keeping in mind the immense differences in character of the two alliances.  The later is made up of large national and international agencies with a specific focus on commercialization and who have a wide reach at the national and regional level.  Our alliance involves more locally based partners who are concerned with development processes and paradigms as a necessary analysis to looking at rural innovation.  However, certain spaces were identified where the two alliances could come together in future activities to support each other for two-way learning.     

Constraints

Development of a learning alliance.  The Learning Alliance for Rural Innovation has yet to clearly determine its priorities and purpose, as well as logistical concerns (how to function as an alliance).  The discussion that took place in the workshop to formally establish the alliance was conflictive and consensus was hard to reach.  This was partly due to little understanding of what a learning alliance is, jealousy over methodologies, internal conflict within organizations, and a great dependence on external funding (“nothing works without money, so why bother discussing something unless funding is secured”).  

Another constraint, related to the issue of funding, is how to continue to develop a learning alliance with no paid person to do it.  Few lessons were extracted from the Humanistic Movement on this topic.

Many differences were identified, but not resolved, which was a constraint for the construction of the alliance:  

· The alliance should not be forced; natural already existing processes should be allowed to develop (let meetings develop as necessary) VS intentionality in the organization of the alliance (arrange for key meetings in order to rapidly develop objectives, legalization, etc.). 
· Alliance among development organizations and practitioners VS an alliance among farmers and promoters.
· Individual will to create alliance VS institutionalize alliance within each organization.
· Need to understand theoretical bases of new development paradigms related to methodologies VS need to have a better understanding of technical aspects of the methodology and create concrete products.
Internal conflict.  In some cases during the study, consensus and learning within organizations was hard to reach because of strong internal conflicts not yet resolved.  This provides an important lesson for the need for honest and systematic institutional learning and change.  

Conclusions 

Clearing understanding what it means to be in an alliance.  In order for an alliance to function, its participants or partners must have a clear understanding of what it means to be in an alliance.  Concepts such as social learning, coherence and correspondence can help an alliance understand what it is that brought them together and the path that they are trying to create in order to arrive at a common destination.  Put into action, these concepts can help create a functional learning alliance. 

Learning alliances are not arrangements that can be automatically put together based solely on common interests.  Many factors must be taken into consideration in order to recognize common needs as well as possible conflicts.  Many organizations in the development context still jealously guard their ideas, resources, plans and proposals.  Competition is a reality among development organizations.  Healthy competition must be combined with a spirit of collaboration.  This is also true for the different visions of development that different organizations hold.  Development philosophies must be articulated and debated to reach a common understanding of development that truly promotes rural innovation.    

Dependency on funding.  Learning alliances take time and dedication.  Unfortunately, the question asked is “who will fund this time and dedication”.  There is a resistance to move forward without external funding.  Development professionals are weary of endless workshops and meetings, especially when there is little funding for these.  Meetings outside of set agendas, which have no funding, cannot hope for broad assistance or participation.  Unless learning alliances become institutionalized, there is the danger of learning alliances losing their true meaning as platforms for social learning and collaborative actions and analysis.  Institutionalization can also help address the problem of fast turnovers of development professionals so that the learning alliance becomes part of the organization and not just of one particular individual.  

Take advantage of what already exists.  The Network for Community-Based Natural Resource Management (MACRENA in Spanish) is a platform for social learning.  It brings together diverse organizations with different experiences and visions of development and rural innovation in relation to natural resource management, and works with these visions in order to establish commonalities and collaboration for natural resource management in Carchi and Imbabura provinces.  

Next steps.  The alliance is an opportunity to empower participatory rural development by transforming developing professionals / agents of change, create access to different experiences, transform politics, foster endogenous development, institutionalization and communalization. Some basic next steps to help move the learning alliance forward (although it still needs to be established who will do this) are:

· Establish and develop D-Group in order to get to know each other better, establish a ways of interacting and communicating, share information (field days, meetings, presentations), clarify and deepen methodologies.  Maintain diversity of methodologies but work towards profound knowledge and identify complementarities.
· Develop another meeting to build the objective of the alliance, action plan, establish roles and expectations and clarify and deepen methodologies.  Identify leaders of learning alliance; facilitation is necessary.  Use elements of Outcome Mapping and social learning analysis in order to achieve this.  

· Develop specific action proposals and seek funding. 

· Complete inventory of other institutions working with common themes and assess their participation in the methodology.  The alliance should share experiences among a broad community of practice; it should be open enough that individuals or organizations can promote different actions according to their need, capacity and interest.  The alliance cannot be forced.    
· Continue to promote learning cycles and ILAC in order to change and reinforce values, conducts and actions at the personal level and institutional level.  

Publications, Papers and Reports

· Final report of characterization (Spanish).

· Memories of workshop (Spanish).  

· D-Group established.

· Paper forthcoming. 

�  In negotiations with partners we changed the title of this project to “A learning coalition to develop the potential for rural innovation in Ecuador: A characterization of the methodologies of farmer experimentation and participatory research”.


�  Project Coordinator and Senior Scientist, IPRA-CIAT.


�  Professional specialist, IPRA-CIAT.


�  Consultant, employed by IPRA-CIAT


�  INIAP (Instituto Nacional de Investagaciones Agropecuarias)


�  Regional Director for Latin America, International Institute for Rural Reconstruction (IIRR)


�  Regional Director for Latin America, World Neighbors


�  World Neighbors


�  MAG (Minesterio de Agricultura y Ganadería del Ecuador)


� MACRENA (Manejo Comunitario de Recursos Naturales)


� Humanist Movement


� CEMOPLAF (Centro Medico de Orientación y Planificación Familiar)


� DIPEIB-C (Dirección Provincial de Educación Intercultural Bilingue)


� For a description of the innovation history methodology please see Douthwaite, B. and J. Ashby, 2004. Writing Up Innovation Histories: A Useful Learning Tool.  ILAC Brief No. 5





PAGE  
1

