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Abstract

The international programme Prolinnova seeks to build partnerships among major stakeholders in agricultural research and development to enhance processes of farmer-led participatory innovation. It starts with identifying innovations developed by farmers in order to give recognition to their creativity and to serve as entry points to genuine partnership in local-level research and development. The stakeholders involved in Participatory Innovation Development reflect on how this differs from the way they conventionally work. They consider whether and how it leads to better results, above all, to strengthening the capacity of farmers and other actors to continue to innovate and adapt to changing conditions. They identify what institutional and policy changes are needed to enhance PID. Based on their joint analysis and on-the-ground PID experiences, they engage in policy dialogue to bring about these changes. This paper describes the origins of the Prolinnova initiative and the concepts behind it, the structure of partnerships at different levels – field, national and international – to promote local innovation, and the experiences made in establishing them. Particular attention is given to the role of NGOs in facilitating these multistakeholder partnerships. The numerous challenges faced and Prolinnova partners’ attempts to address them are a source of mutual learning.

How Prolinnova started

In the late 1990s, several non-governmental organisations (NGOs) from the North and South agreed that formal agricultural research and development (ARD) had been slow in improving the livelihoods of resource-poor farmers
. These NGOs had themselves applied approaches that recognise the initiatives of local people and that combine local and external knowledge in joint research and development. These efforts had produced small islands of success. Meanwhile, the government systems of ARD had to spread their services thinly over wider areas and had weak links with NGOs, farmers and other private-sector actors. In December 1999, members of these NGOs and a few like-minded people from international agricultural research centres initiated a global effort to scale-up participatory approaches based on local initiatives and to integrate them into mainstream institutions of ARD. They developed it as a Global Partnership Programme under the umbrella of the Global Forum for Agricultural Research (GFAR) and called it Prolinnova (Promoting Local Innovation in ecologically oriented agriculture and natural resource management). It had the overall objective ‘to develop and institutionalise partnerships and methodologies that promote processes of local innovation in ecologically oriented agriculture and natural resource management’. 

The initiators asked ETC EcoCulture, a Netherlands-based NGO, to help establish Prolinnova. It was to be based on platforms in different countries bringing together farmers, NGOs, research, extension, education and other stakeholders in ARD. Each country platform would design its own programme to promote farmer-led participatory innovation processes. This would include identifying local innovation and informal experimentation by farmers and facilitating joint research processes called Participatory Innovation Development. Field-level collaboration focused on local initiatives would provide a learning ground for reflecting on the institutional and policy changes needed to enhance these PID processes. The country-level platform would then draw up and implement a tailor-made strategy to bring about these changes. The platforms would also define the learning, networking and other mechanisms at international level to help them reach their objectives, in other words, the international collaboration.

Convincing funding organisations to consider the possible merits of this approach was time-consuming. It was not until late 2002 that the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) agreed to support a one-year inception phase in three countries: Ghana, Ethiopia and Uganda. In 2004, the Netherlands Directorate General for International Cooperation (DGIS) started to support the programme. This enabled these Country Programmes (CPs) to continue and CPs in Cambodia, Nepal, Niger, South Africa, Sudan and Tanzania to start activities. In late 2006, the PROFEIS (Promoting Farmer Innovation and Experimentation in the Sahel) programme with support from Misereor helped to establish CPs in Burkina Faso, Mali and Senegal, and a similar initiative in the Andes included Bolivia, Peru and Ecuador. In 2007, Prolinnova–Kenya joined the network, with Mozambique next in line. 

Participatory innovation development: the approach and the changes sought

Before examining the experiences in building these multistakeholder partnerships, we need to explain the PID approach and the thinking behind it. Experiences of several NGOs as well as government extension and research agencies fed into developing the concepts. These included some cases presented already in the Farmer First workshop organised by IDS (Institute of Development Studies) back in 1987. The main thrust of all these efforts was to recognise what local people are trying to do in their own development and informal experimentation efforts, and to build on and support these initiatives. Through participatory action learning, farmers and supporting agencies develop the local innovations and complementary techniques further. 

Recognising local innovation leads to changes in perception

The starting point of PID is recognising local people’s ingenuity. People trained in Western agricultural science – primarily researchers, extensionists and university/college teachers – are encouraged to identify and document local innovations that farmers and other natural resource users have developed on their own initiative, without pressure or direct support from formal ARD. Local innovations are new and better ways of doing things: new tools, techniques or ways of co-managing resources, communicating or organising, e.g. for marketing. They are the products of the dynamics of modifying and adapting indigenous knowledge and/or ideas the local people have gained from elsewhere.

When formally educated professionals discover farmers’ own innovations, their eyes are opened to the creativity of so-called ‘resource-poor’ farmers. They begin to see farmers in a different light: not just as people who should receive and adopt technologies but rather as people with something valuable to offer that complements their own scientific knowledge. This changes the way they behave towards farmers. Encouraging scientists and extension agents to reflect on the roles of different actors in the rural innovation system leads them to re-examine their own identity and role (De Leener 2001a, 2001b). 

At the same time, the farmers gain in self-esteem. They start to see themselves as people rich in knowledge, ideas and ingenuity in surviving under difficult conditions – as people to be admired. The recognition that outside professionals give to local innovation generates pride in local knowledge and creativity. The farmers are more likely to regard their admirers as potential partners in development. Thus, recognising local innovation changes the actors’ images of others and of themselves. It creates enthusiasm for generating new knowledge together. 

Changes in sources of research ideas

The local innovations also become focal points for innovative farmers and their communities to examine – together with researchers and/or development agents – the problems and opportunities that local people have already identified, and then to plan activities to explore relevant ideas further and to evaluate the results together. Thus, recognising local innovation becomes an entry point for building partnerships in ARD at field level. In contrast to a scientist-driven research agenda focused on problems and scientists’ pre-conceived ‘solutions’, PID begins on a positive note of local accomplishment and firmly establishes the status of farmers as knowledgeable partners of formally trained scientists in ARD. 

The interaction of scientists and technical experts with research-minded farmers also builds farmers’ capacities to engage in dialogue with other stakeholders about ARD. Discussion and collaboration starts on a concrete topic that farmers are exploring. Farmers have opportunities to take part as experts in local-level multistakeholder platforms, where they bring in the views of the informal or formal Farmer Research Groups or local innovator associations that have formed to engage in PID. Farmers who communicate about research with scientists at local level are then better able to express their views in higher-level ARD fora.

Multistakeholder partnerships for change

Bringing about the institutional change to create space for PID on the ground requires collaboration among key ARD stakeholders within the countries, as well as internationally, starting with platforms that can grow into partnerships. A ‘platform’ is a space for negotiation created in situations where diverse actors define and struggle for the same set of resources yet depend on each other to realise their objectives. Within the platform, the actors discuss and clarify their viewpoints and seek common ground for planning joint action (Röling and Jiggins 1998). A ‘partnership’ implies an agreement between different stakeholders to analyse, plan, implement, monitor and evaluate activities together, sharing resources, risks, costs and benefits. The term ‘stakeholders’ encompasses all people who have an interest in the issue at hand, in this case, ARD. Multistakeholder partnerships are partnerships that involve several different groups of stakeholders such as governmental agencies, NGOs, research institutes, business groups, consumer groups and, of course, farmers. ‘Institutionalisation’ refers to understanding, accepting and integrating the approach into the regular programmes and activities of institutions of agricultural research, extension and education. 

Partnerships within the countries 

The main emphasis in Prolinnova has been on building multistakeholder partnerships at country level involving farmers, research, extension, marketing and other organisations. An NGO in each country takes the lead. It invites like-minded people from NGOs and government organisations concerned with ARD to form a Core Group or Task Force. This group organises the inception activities, bringing together still more people from the major institutions of agricultural research, extension and education in the country to analyse jointly their experiences in recognising local initiatives and engaging in participatory ARD. On this basis, they work out action plans to improve and scale up such activities, and establish a platform of key stakeholders to steer and learn from the process.

Each CP has defined an approach and programme of activities reflecting the relevant political, historical and institutional context and building on local experiences with participatory approaches and stakeholder collaboration. Some CPs documented in-country examples of local innovation and participatory research and extension they could use to inform new potential partners. Others had to start from scratch. In some countries, the process of decentralisation has offered favourable conditions for bringing decision-making about local ARD down to the district level and thus fostering multistakeholder partnership building there. 

Several common elements and a range of variations can be distinguished in how the CPs have organised their partnerships. Generally, two layers emerged, partly in an attempt to deal with hierarchical issues and partly as a strategy for institutional change: 1) a Steering Committee (SC) made up of people from NGOs and high-level government officials; and 2) a Core Team of particularly motivated individuals (those who are passionate about PID) in the facilitating NGO and other organisations wanting to be allies in mainstreaming the approach. The SC defines the main lines and strategy of the CP and is the ultimate decision-making body, while the Core Team coordinates implementation of the planned activities. In most cases, the organisations collaborating at these two levels have agreed on terms of reference or have signed a memorandum of understanding. These agreements are open enough to allow flexibility and minimise bureaucracy, while reinforcing partners’ commitment to the programme and its principles. Variations between CPs are in the number and type of organisations involved, their status (some countries have member organisations paying an annual contribution), and how responsibilities and resources are shared. 

Common activities of the CPs

Although CPs differ in what they do, some common types of activities being undertaken by the partners in all countries include:

· documenting local innovations and experiments by resource-poor farmers and communities, and compiling catalogues and/or databases; 

· building capacities to engage in PID, through training workshops for scientists, development workers and farmers;

· encouraging actors to engage in farmer-led research, starting from farmer-prioritised local innovations but not limited to these;

· developing and strengthening mechanisms that give farmers more influence over formal research, extension and education;

· facilitating national and subnational multistakeholder platforms to learn from experiences in recognising local innovation and PID;

· creating awareness (through innovator fairs, radio programmes etc) and engaging in policy dialogue with key decision-makers in ARD, in order to create a favourable policy environment for the approach;

· developing and implementing strategies to integrate PID into the day-to-day work of agricultural research, development and education institutions.

International learning, support and governance

Right from the start, the CP partners defined a number of important activities required at international level. These include capacity building and methodological support, web-based information management, documentation and publishing, and international policy dialogue. Special attention is given to facilitating mutual learning through comparative analysis of CPs’ experiences. This is done through jointly developed monitoring and evaluation (M&E) procedures, looking at the operations of the CPs as well as at how the international partnership functions. The national and international partners in the programme thus learn how to strengthen their training, networking and communication activities; how to improve the structure and functioning of the multistakeholder platforms; and how to be more effective in policy dialogue and bringing about institutional change. The activities at international level are the responsibility of the International Support Team (IST), made up of NGOs and resource centres in the Philippines, South Africa, Senegal and the Netherlands, where the International Prolinnova Secretariat is based. 
Already at their first annual international workshop in Ethiopia in March 2004, Prolinnova partners decided to create a Prolinnova Oversight Group (POG) to serve as a governance mechanism to ensure, above all, accountability of the programme management to the CPs and the donors. The POG is made up of four people from the CPs, elected by the CPs on a regional basis, one person from the IST and three external people nominated and elected by the CPs and IST, and functions on a voluntary basis. The POG draws up policies and guidelines for the programme as a whole (posted under www.prolinnova.net), e.g. on intellectual property rights, procedures for joining the network and selection of partners to attend international meetings. It also advises the international secretariat in allocation of funds and serves also as mediator or independent organ for appeal.

NGOs facilitate partnering for change

In Prolinnova, the building of partnerships for change in ARD is facilitated by NGOs. Field-based development-support NGOs are in a good position to do this. Particularly the more established ones have developed skills not only in technical aspects but also in social issues such as organisational development, conflict management and gender sensitivity. They can serve as a bridge between farming communities and formal ARD actors because they can ‘speak the language’ of both groups of stakeholders. Other factors that favour NGO facilitation of these partnerships are:

· NGO staff is often well trained and experienced in participatory approaches.

· NGOs are used to networking and often know like-minded individuals in other organisations who are open to alternative ideas and could therefore open the door to institutional change.

· NGOs can make sure that outsiders’ and farmers’ interests are balanced, especially in negotiations in planning joint experimentation, when scientists often tend to dominate.

· NGOs are relatively flexible in their operations and can move funds fairly quickly and share resources easily, so that bureaucratic delays do not slow down the jointly planned activities.

· Many NGOs have linkages with international agencies and can leverage funds for collaborative work.

Some initial achievements

Vibrant partnership governance

A crucial step in building the partnership was the formation of a governing body that represents the interests of the various partners, the Prolinnova Oversight Group (POG). ETC EcoCulture, which manages most of the donor funds, is ex-officio secretary of the POG, but not a member. The POG meets face-to-face twice a year and discusses a multitude of policy issues, including M&E, policy dialogue and advocacy, procedures for conflict mediation, and sources and modalities of funding. The POG also gives guidance to Prolinnova partners in developing concepts and proposals for new activities. The challenge has been to make this governance structure effective also in terms of costs. This is achieved by ‘piggy-backing’ POG meetings as much as possible onto other international events attended by several POG members, including this Farmer First Revisited workshop. The commitment of POG members has helped them find a balance between dynamism and agility, on the one hand, and transparency and inclusiveness, on the other. 

Energies generated by recognising farmer innovation

The existence of local innovations and their relevance for improving livelihoods of smallholder families has been recognised and documented through inventories and studies of local innovations, posters, videos, brochures, leaflets and database entries. Amazing energies have been generated simply by undertaking this exercise. Farmers often say it is the first time that researchers and development workers have come to ask what they as farmers are doing and why. Farmers are proud to be able to present their innovations to formally educated ‘experts’, both in the field and at national and international events. Energies are also generated among scientists, some of whom say they are seeing innovative and experimenting farmers for the first time and are fascinated that farmers have found solutions to problems with which scientists have been grappling for years, e.g. bacterial wilt in enset (false banana) in southern Ethiopia.

Local innovations have formed the starting point for joint experimentation to explore questions posed by both farmers and scientists. In a number of countries, PID is also being used as an approach to extension, in which development agents and innovative farmers are encouraging other farmers to consider new ideas from whatever source – from farmers or from formal research – in order to test and, where appropriate, adapt the ideas to suit local conditions. 

Basis laid for mainstreaming PID

The CP platforms have organised the training of several hundred people in institutions of research, development and higher education in PID concepts and practices, in an iterative learning approach that involves application in their day-to-day work. As one example: Prolinnova–South Africa and the Agricultural Research Council (ARC) collaborated in training researchers and extensionists in PID as a tool to operationalise ARC’s concept of AR4D (Agricultural Research for Development). Initial activities are underway in several countries to incorporate the methodology and examples of PID into learning at universities and technical colleges. In addition, Prolinnova–Ethiopia has started to incorporate PID into the training for development agents and farmers around Farmer Training Centres established by the Government throughout the country. 

The partnerships that have been created thus far between different stakeholders in ARD lay a good basis for integrating the PID concepts and approach into the major institutions concerned. According to an external review (Gonsalves and Nianogo 2005), the greatest achievement of Prolinnova has been the building of partnerships engaged in planning and implementing strategies to change agricultural research, extension and education. The evaluators found that the NGOs had managed to bring very diverse stakeholders together in a programme of widely shared ownership with a well-functioning governance mechanism. They described Prolinnova as a source of experience and knowledge in facilitating effective multistakeholder partnerships. They regard this output as a public good. Upon their recommendation, the partnership-building process was analysed and documented to allow global sharing of the experiences (Critchley et al 2006). 

Piloting alternative funding mechanisms for farmer-led experimentation

One way in which Prolinnova is addressing issues of power in ARD is by piloting research funding mechanisms that allow farmers to exert real influence on research agendas. Government research and extension institutions receive public resources – also through international donors – but are not accountable to farmers, who have little or no contact with or influence on these institutions. Prolinnova partners developed the concept of Local Innovation Support Funds (LISFs), that allow innovative small-scale farmers or farmer groups to access funds directly to finance locally mandated research, to hire external resource persons who could support farmers’ efforts, to link up with other innovators and further sources of relevant information, and to share their findings more widely. This should increase the relevance of research for smallholders and speed up local innovation processes (Waters-Bayer et al 2005, van Veldhuizen et al 2006). 
With support from the French-funded DURAS (Promotion du Développement Durable dans les Systèmes de Recherche Agricole) programme and own resources of Prolinnova-Nepal, five CPs have started to pilot LISFs. Through a rich diversity in designs and forms, the countries have combined farmer-managed community-level LISFs with a higher-level institutional LISF to support them. In the first year of operation, LISFs in the five countries altogether approved 121 applications of farmers and farmer groups with a grant size ranging from EUR 40 (Cambodia) to EUR 700 (South Africa). From the outset, attention has been given to issues of fund sustainability; if the LISFs prove to be effective in enhancing local innovation processes, some public funds for ARD could be channelled through them. The CPs are therefore engaging decision-makers to make them aware of how these locally controlled funds support change processes that improve rural livelihoods (Krone et al 2006). 

Growing interest in the approach
There are now 16 CPs in the Prolinnova network and another about to join this year. The excitement generated by reports coming out of the CPs – particularly during the Innovation Africa Symposium (IAS) held in November 2006 in Uganda – stimulated the interest of many individuals and organisations in existing ‘Prolinnova countries’ as well as in other countries to seek information about and link up with Prolinnova. Also donor organisations have approached the secretariat to explore possibilities of collaboration. Some local organisations expressed interest in starting up their own national platforms to promote local innovation. For example, after the IAS, some NGOs and government staff in Kenya formed a task force and held several meetings and organised two multistakeholder workshops in 2007, using primarily their own resources. The participants attended without receiving transport or per diem allowances. The coordinator of the CP in neighbouring Uganda supported the Kenyan task force by advising from a distance and by facilitating the first national workshop in Kenya. This illustrates the energies and commitment stimulated by Prolinnova. 

Challenges and attempts to deal with them

For most of the NGOs involved, seeking partnership with government agencies has meant a fundamental shift in their own approach, as they had previously taken either separate (often parallel) or confrontational paths. Now their role has become one of creating space for farmers, NGOs and government agencies to come together and find common ground. Such diverse stakeholders will clearly have different perspectives. The process of building partnerships among them goes through numerous phases of contesting theories and ‘truths’, deconstructing beliefs (e.g. about the abilities and roles of different actors in innovation systems), mediating disputes and negotiating agreements. This has presented several challenges, and the Prolinnova partners are learning how to deal with them through trial and error and by advising and learning from each other, most notably through the annual international partner meetings.

Dealing with diversity

Dealing with diversity in interests and stakes is a fundamental challenge in multistakeholder platforms. The NGO facilitators of Prolinnova have had to reach out beyond their comfortable constituency of ‘like-minded’ partners and interact with ‘other-minded’ individuals and organisations. They have tried to reduce the potential for conflict by laying out clearly the responsibilities and benefits of each partner. An open attitude from the lead organisation to share scarce resources is helping to break down resistance. At the same time, there is a need to come back regularly to the main concerns of the partnership, PID, and how this relates to the main mandates of the partners. Yet, conflict cannot be completely avoided, especially in view of the fact that Prolinnova seeks to bring about a shift in the relations of power and influence in ARD and ultimately in how resources for ARD are used. Political awareness and competencies are needed to manage this process. NGOs often have only a small number of the very capable and committed people with good connections who are needed for this delicate task. They have therefore chosen to work with engaged individuals within the targeted organisations and to address issues of institutional change through them.

Dealing with hierarchies

In a partnership, it is important to establish a culture of equality, especially in countries where conventional hierarchy puts, say, government agencies above NGOs. The facilitating NGOs have been challenged by these unwritten hierarchies. In many countries, government organisations initially find it difficult to accept an NGO as coordinating organisation, particularly in ARD activities (cf. Ejigu & Waters-Bayer 2005). Perseverance and time is needed to gain their confidence. 

By recognising the creativity of farmers and giving their knowledge and innovations the same value as those of formally educated scientists, the Prolinnova programme deliberately tries to break down hierarchies and to establish working relationships based on mutual respect. In addition – a small but significant step – during discussions in international meetings, formal titles such as Professor or Doctor are not used: farmers and university deans are addressed alike. 

Creating shared ownership

Partnership implies shared ownership of the agenda and programme of activities, and an overall sense of joint responsibility for outcomes. This is not easy to achieve. The lead NGO does not always realise that this is not its own project but rather a joint endeavour. Peers from other CPs and the IST are quick to comment on a NGO that, for example, puts only its only logo on a CP publication. To achieve shared ownership, CPs are encouraged to continue participatory planning with partners, to share and be transparent on tasks and resources, and to ask partners at all levels not just to receive but also to commit resources. Partners in the CPs and the IST meet about one third of the programme’s total budget out of own contributions in terms of time, materials, facilities and funds. 

Dealing with slow-moving mindsets and institutions

Over decades of experiencing a top-down approach to ARD, all actors – including farmers – have been inculcated with the idea that ‘modern’ technologies are developed by scientists and other external ‘experts’ for adoption by farmers. Many formally educated people are slow to comprehend that farmers have developed new technologies and institutions without external support. Even those who do recognise local innovation still often think in terms of transferring technologies, either trying to transfer the site-specific local innovations to other places where they may not fit, or trying to convince the innovative and potentially ‘model’ farmers to demonstrate introduced technologies. To be able to engage meaningfully in farmer-led PID, some CP partner organisations need more intensive coaching than the IST can currently give. This is particularly true in the case of research institutes. In this respect, the current partners in Prolinnova expect to benefit from the increasing pressure being exerted by donors and governments on formal research to show its impact. The partnerships at various levels trying to promote local innovation offer researchers in the formal sector an opportunity to do this.

Focusing on process rather than innovations

The initial focus on studying local innovations prevents partners from comprehending that Prolinnova is trying to promote local innovation processes, not just the local innovations (with an ‘s’, i.e. the outcomes of such processes). Also some donors want to measure success according to how many farmers have adopted the local innovations identified, rather than recognising the importance of enhancing a continuing process of local innovation (without an ‘s’), scaling up the approach so that it can eventually be applied in millions of localities involving millions of farmers and the mainstream institutions of ARD. The decentralised design and functioning of Prolinnova – clearly a strong aspect of the programme – also sometimes leads to lack of clarity, as it creates space for all CPs to develop and apply their own interpretations and understanding. The IST continuously stimulates discussions among partners, both face-to-face and virtually, in order to help clarify concepts and bring in the wider perspective.

Dealing with farmer ‘representation’

Because Prolinnova aims to institutionalise participatory approaches, the main ‘target’ groups are the institutions involved in ARD. These should also include farmer institutions. At the beginning, however, the focus was on institutions of research, extension and higher education, and farmer involvement in governance structures was not strong. From the outset, only in Cambodia and Tanzania were farmer organisations included in the SCs; on some cases, they are ‘represented’ in the SCs through networks working on their behalf (e.g. the Pastoral Development Forum in Ethiopia). Otherwise, farmers were initially involved only in the workshops and fieldwork (e.g. in identifying local innovations). Especially in countries without democratic organisations of smallholder farmers, the emphasis is on bringing the perspectives of (research-minded) farmers into the multistakeholder platforms through, e.g. farmers who come from Farmer Research Groups or Farmer Field Schools with experience in collaborative research. At the same time, the CPs realise they need to give more attention to encouraging farmer organisation around ARD issues. This has become particularly obvious when piloting the farmer-managed LISFs.

Dealing with Intellectual Property Rights

The issue of property rights when studying local innovations has been high on the Prolinnova agenda. Generally, partners found that patenting local innovations is often not feasible and also not desirable. Vibrant innovation systems thrive from open and frequent sharing among people with different experiences and ideas (cf Douthwaite 2002). By documenting information about local innovations and innovators and making this more widely available, the partners – including the innovators themselves – agree to bring the innovations into the public domain. The documentation includes a ‘copyleft’ statement: ‘Anyone may use the innovation described here and modify or develop it further, provided that the modified or further developed innovation or any follow-up innovation, of which the innovation described here is an element, is likewise freely available and includes this proviso.’ But CPs are aware that, in specific cases where commercial interests are potentially high, formal legal protection may need to be sought and they are exploring country-specific regulations to do so.

Dealing with demand to expand

The excitement generated by Prolinnova experiences also presents a challenge. New and emerging countries require consistent support in setting up their national platforms. In existing CPs, the process of institutionalising PID approaches is complex and requires much attention and reflection. At the same time, these CPs are generating new ideas of how they would like to expand their activities and to learn from each other, e.g. in applying a PID approach in work with HIV/AIDS-affected households, in communities faced by climate change, in the way that learning takes place in universities etc. Some IST members find themselves working practically full-time (although only part of this time is covered by donor funds) trying to facilitate inter-country sharing and learning through M&E, reflection, process documentation etc. They are facing the ‘limits of growth’ in terms of capacity to meet demands from both current and potential CPs. Expectations of advisory support from the IST members are high, but they have little paid time to provide it. 

However, anyone can join the Prolinnova electronic exchange, and organisations in other countries can, of course, embark on building up a Prolinnova-type programme and can learn from and with the existing CPs via the listserver and international meetings, as long as they can cover their own costs. A small provision in the current DGIS budget allows for contributions of ‘seed money’ to national consultation meetings and to invite representatives of emerging national platforms to international Prolinnova events. New CPs are including budget reservations in their country proposals to enable partners to participate in such events.

Looking ahead

The progress in institutionalising participatory ARD is slow, as the process of building multistakeholder partnerships to bring this about has been slow. Most lessons are being learnt by doing, and sometimes through errors. Keeping track of small achievements – and of the difficulties faced – is essential to social learning and institutional change. A key activity is therefore participatory M&E in each CP and in the Prolinnova programme as a whole, trying to analyse and understand the process of building and managing partnerships and bringing about institutional change. 

The commitment of current partners and the interest of other individuals and organisations to promote participatory innovation processes are leading to the development of a genuine community of practice. They are communicating with each other because they believe in what they are doing and value the mutual learning and peer support. Partners at country level are increasingly taking their own initiative in generating resources to be able to pursue their jointly formulated objectives. They are beginning to find ways to link the objectives of the platform to their own institutional mandates and are devoting themselves to the task irrespective of individual projects. This vision beyond projects suggests that the partnerships at various levels – from the ground to the global – have some chance for sustainability.
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� The term ‘farmer’ is used here in a wide sense to include also other natural resource users such as pastoralists, forest users and fisherfolk.
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