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Since 1971, international aid for agricultural research has been shaped by an
unusual and ambitious partnership: an organization founded as an ad hoc
consortium of national governments, foreign aid offices, philanthropies,
United Nations agencies, and international financial institutions that is
known today as CGIAR. At its founding, the Consultative Group on
International Agricultural Research was tasked with fostering scientific
research that would help “developing nations . . . increase and improve the
quality of their agricultural output.”1 Representative of an era of broad
multilateral cooperation, and reliant on complex international funding net-
works, CGIAR assumed the profoundly localized mission of reshaping
farmers and fields across diverse cultural, economic, and environmental
contexts. The tensions arising as researchers and institutions navigated the
demands and expectations of these distinct scales form the crux of CGIAR
history.They have affected the changing disciplinary orientations of research
centers, the ecologies prioritized in breeding, the expectations for intellectual
property management, and even the words used to describe crops.

CGIARwas and remains a dynamic entity. Its organization, policies, and
mission havemorphedmultiple times in response to changing international
circumstances across its fifty-year history.2 It took shape as the United
Nations’ “development decade” of the 1960s transitioned to a period
characterized by Cold War détente, aid multilateralism, and increasingly
decentralized neoliberal restructuring of government agencies in host
countries – and its original contours reflect the assumptions and priorities
of that time. Its instigators included influential administrators at the
Rockefeller and Ford Foundations and the World Bank, and it brought
together representatives of donor nations and other organizations under
the sponsorship of the World Bank, United Nations Food and Agriculture

1 International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, “New International Research
Group Formed,” May 20, 1971, https://hdl.handle.net/10947/259.

2 John Lynam, Derek Byerlee, and Joyce Moock, “The Organizational Challenge of
International Agricultural Research: The Fifty-Year Odyssey of the CGIAR,” Food
Policy 124 (2024): 102617.
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Organization (FAO), and the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) (Figure 0.1). This group imagined replicating the bumper har-
vests of wheat and rice recently experienced in Mexico, India, and the
Philippines – the products of the so-called Green Revolution – with new
crops and new countries. And they placed international support for and
coordination of research at the center of this vision, necessary to “reinforce
national efforts” in agricultural science that they assessed as failing to
address mounting needs in food production.3

The initial model adopted by CGIAR leadership in the pursuit of this
goal prized two elements: expert oversight and institution building.
ATechnical AdvisoryCommittee (TAC) – a select group of “distinguished

Figure 0.1 Representatives of leading agencies and CGIAR bodies
preside over a July 1975 CGIAR meeting in Washington, DC. The
individuals seated at the table from left to right are a UNDP
representative, the CGIAR executive secretary, the TAC secretary, the
chairman (perhaps of the panel, affiliation unclear), an FAO
representative, and a World Bank representative. © World Bank
Group. License: CC BY-NC-SA. 4.0.

3 International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, “New International Research
Group Formed.” On the “development decade,” see The United Nations Development
Decade: Proposals for Action, Report of the Secretary General (New York: United
Nations, 1962), United Nations Dag Hammarskjöld Library, https://research.un.org/en/
docs/dev/1960-1970.

2 Timothy W. Lorek and Helen Anne Curry
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international experts” – prioritized areas to be addressed with resources
fromCGIAR donors, as well as the best ways to carry out research on these
“priority problems.”4 Influenced especially by the recent history of wheat
and rice research, which had been undertaken at international institutions
that targeted these crops, the committee identified the creation of further
international research centers with clear mandates as the go-to route for
enhancing agricultural science in the name of development. Establishing
these centers and organizing them as an interlinked system became
the second key element of CGIAR strategy. Its network of research centers
mushroomed from a founding four in 1971 to thirteen in 1983 and eight-
een a decade later.5

Much of CGIAR’s institutional growth took place in postcolonial
spaces, locations enmeshed in the legacies of formal or informal empire.
As Courtney Fullilove observes in her analysis of CGIAR’s move into the
Middle East, its administrators and scientists operated in rural landscapes
that were sometimes “the fields of empire, recast in the aftermath of
World War II as buffers against communism.” In the transition to
a post–Cold War world, CGIAR’s geography largely remained intact,
but its globalizing ambitions turned away from geopolitical jostling and
the so-called battle for hearts and minds. As development strategies
pivoted towards market-based interventions, postcolonial states and
other nations targeted for aid “became the grist for a globalized vision of
market-led development, terrain imagined rather than realized in the
winds of change” (see Fullilove, Chapter 1, this volume). The shift kept
CGIAR in step with the United Nations’ unrolling of the Millennium
(2000–15) and then Sustainable Development Goals (2015–present) as
the twentieth century transitioned to the twenty-first.

By 2023, there were fourteen CGIAR research centers, and their
activities substantiate CGIAR’s claim to being “the world’s largest global
agricultural innovation network”6 (Figure 0.2). More than 9,000 scien-
tists and staff sustain a program of research that has changed over the
intervening decades, expanding from an early emphasis on growing ever-
bigger piles of grain to incorporating such issues as agroforestry, water

4 Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), “CGIAR First
Meeting, Washington, DC, May 19, 1971: Summary of Proceedings,” June 9, 1971,
https://hdl.handle.net/10947/260.

5 Derek Byerlee and JohnLynam, “TheDevelopment of the International CenterModel for
Agricultural Research: A Prehistory of the CGIAR,” World Development 135 (2020):
105080; Selçuk Özgediz, The CGIAR at 40: Institutional Evolution of the World’s Premier
Agricultural Research Network (Washington, DC: CGIAR Fund, 2012), https://openknow
ledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/23845.

6 CGIAR, “Research Centers,” www.cgiar.org/research/research-centers/. Numerical data
were updated in June 2023.
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management, social inclusion, and climate change adaptation.7

According to CGIAR accounts, the labor and knowledge of scientists
employed at these centers have changed the lives of the world’s farmers
for the better. Its list of “best scientific breakthroughs,” prepared for its
fiftieth anniversary, features many discrete research products whose
uptake beyond the research facility can be traced and quantified:
a vaccine for East Coast cattle disease, the cassava variety KU50, and
a digital tool for banana disease identification, among others. But it also
points to outcomes far more diffuse, like “enhancing food safety at all
levels of the value chain,” fostering a whole-landscape approach to nat-
ural resource management, and addressing inequality through “gender
transformative research.”8 Not surprisingly, these claims to impact –

whether discrete or diffuse – have been, and continue to be, vigorously
contested.9 Studies of research for agricultural development routinely
question the scalability of interventions, neglected equity implications,
sidelining of local and national perspectives in international agenda set-
ting, and more.10

More than fifty years on from its founding – and despite its influential
and enduring role in shaping the agendas, infrastructure, and labor force
of agricultural research, as well as the crops tended by farmers around the
world – CGIAR remains an enigmatic historical presence. Histories of
twentieth-century agriculture and international development make fre-
quent reference to CGIAR research centers, especially the most promin-
ent of these, and occasionally to CGIAR itself. Yet if one sets institutional

7 Uma Lele and Sambuddha Goswani, “CGIAR,” in Uma Lele, Manmohan Agarwal,
Brian C. Baldwin, and Sambuddha Goswani, eds., Food for All: International
Organizations and the Transformation of Agriculture (New York: Oxford University Press,
2021), pp. 707–806.

8 CGIAR, “Innovation Explorer: CGIAR’s 50 Years of Innovations That Changed the
World,” www.cgiar.org/cgiar-at-50/innovation-explorer/.

9 James Sumberg, John Thompson, and Philip Woodhouse, “Why Agronomy in the
Developing World Has Become Contentious,” Agriculture and Human Values 30
(2013): 71–83; James Sumberg and John Thompson, eds., Contested Agronomy:
Agricultural Research in a Changing World (London: Routledge, 2012). See also James
E. Sumberg, ed., Agronomy for Development: The Politics of Knowledge in Agricultural
Research (London: Routledge, 2017).

10 E.g., Nina de Roo, Jens A. Andersson, and Timothy J. Krupnik, “On-Farm Trials for
Development Impact? The Organisation of Research and the Scaling of Agricultural
Technologies,” Experimental Agriculture 55, no. 2 (2019): 163–184; Marcus Taylor and
Suhas Bhasme, “Model Farmers, Extension Networks and the Politics of Agricultural
Knowledge Transfer,” Journal of Rural Studies 64 (2018): 1–10; Linus Karlsson, Lars
OttoNaess, AndreaNightingale, and JohnThompson , “‘TripleWins’ or ‘Triple Faults’?
Analysing the Equity Implications of Policy Discourses on Climate-Smart Agriculture
(CSA),” Journal of Peasant Studies 45, no. 1 (2018): 150–174. See also Mitch Renkow
and Derek Byerlee, “The Impacts of CGIAR Research: A Review of Recent Evidence,”
Food Policy 35, no. 5 (2010): 391–402.
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accounts aside, there are surprisingly few historical treatments that take
these institutions as their primary concern.11 It is difficult for a student or
scholar who encounters a mention of CGIAR – let alone its constituent
centers past and present, such as the International Water Management
Institute (IWMI) or the International Livestock Research Institute
(ILRI) – to locate accounts attentive to colonial and postcolonial experi-
ences, national and international political histories, or cultural histories of
science and technology.

The exceptions to this pattern are two centers that predated the forma-
tion of CGIAR and were made famous by their role in disseminating the
headline-generating wheat and rice varieties of the 1960s: the
International Maize and Wheat Improvement Center (CIMMYT) in
Mexico and the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) in the
Philippines. In examining these institutions, historians have developed
persuasive accounts of the role of Cold War geopolitics in shaping an
approach to development focused on containing unrest among rural
people in Latin America and Asia through interventions consonant with
the interests of transnational agribusiness.12 Following critiques of the
GreenRevolution that have circulated since the 1970s, they have typically
highlighted the shortcomings of a vision of agriculture limited to technical
interventions, especially novel plant varieties, capital-intensive mechan-
ization, and petrochemical inputs, and ill-suited to the circumstances of
the most socially and economically marginalized farmers.13

It is striking to note that even in the case of undeniably influential
institutions like CIMMYT and IRRI, the years around 1970 tend to

11 Examples of institutional accounts include Warren C. Baum and Michael L. Lejeune,
Partners against Hunger: The Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research
(Washington, DC: World Bank, 1986); Özgediz, The CGIAR at 40; Derek Byerlee, The
Birth of CIMMYT: Pioneering the Idea and Ideals of International Agricultural Research
(Mexico City: CIMMYT, 2016); John Lynam and Derek Byerlee, Forever Pioneers –
CIAT: 50 Years Contributing to a Sustainable Food Future . . . and Counting, CIAT
PublicationNo. 444 (Cali, Colombia: CIAT, 2017), http://hdl.handle.net/10568/89043.

12 Key accounts along these lines include John H. Perkins, Geopolitics and the Green
Revolution: Wheat, Genes, and the Cold War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997);
Nick Cullather, The Hungry World: America’s Cold War Battle against Poverty in Asia
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010); Jonathan Harwood, Europe’s Green
Revolution and Others Since: The Rise and Fall of Peasant-Friendly Plant Breeding (London:
Routledge, 2016); Marci Baranski, The Globalization of Wheat: A Critical History of the
Green Revolution (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2022).

13 E.g., Nick Cullather, “Miracles of Modernization: The Green Revolution and the
Apotheosis of Technology,” Diplomatic History 28, no. 2 (2004): 227–254; Elta Smith,
“Imaginaries of Development: The Rockefeller Foundation and Rice Research,” Science
as Culture 18, no. 4 (2009): 461–482; Raj Patel, “TheLongGreenRevolution,” Journal of
Peasant Studies 40, no. 1 (2013): 1–63; Glenn Davis Stone and Dominic Glover,
“Disembedding Grain: Golden Rice, the Green Revolution, and Heirloom Seeds in the
Philippines,” Agriculture and Human Values 34, no. 1 (2017): 87–102.

6 Timothy W. Lorek and Helen Anne Curry
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mark the endpoint inmany existing accounts. From the perspective of the
founding of CGIAR in 1971, the same period could be considered
a starting point in which these went from singular institutions to fulfilling
their promise as model operations for a globalized agricultural research
infrastructure.

A number of recent accounts offer routes into facets of CGIAR influ-
ence beyond its association with “miracle” rice and wheat, and begin to
explore its later history. Historians of Mexican science and politics have
led the way in reinscribingMexican ambitions in a history of global maize
andwheat research at CIMMYT that hasmore typically ignoredMexican
agronomists’ contributions.14 New studies have revealed the routes by
which CGIAR came to be centrally involved in the management of global
crop diversity and managed to maintain this position through decades of
controversy regarding the ownership of plant genetic materials.15

Histories situated outside the traditional geographic frame of Green
Revolution histories, such as in Colombia and South Korea, temper
stories of global influence with far more complex narratives of local
experiences.16 Histories of agricultural research adjacent to the work of
CGIAR –whether livestock breeding in revolutionary Cuba, crop science
in Mao’s China, or Taiwanese development programs in Vietnam –

decenter the dominant historiographic framework of a Western and cap-
italist Green Revolution and establish important boundaries to claims of
CGIAR’s novelty and influence.17 CGIAR’s reinvention of its goals for

14 Netzahualcóyotl Luis Gutiérrez Núñez, “Entre lo inesperado y lo imprevisto: La sequía
y los proyectos de mejoramiento de maíz y sorgo en el Bajío, 1943–1970,” Historia
Mexicana 70, no. 1 (2020): 207–258; Gabriela Soto Laveaga, “Beyond Borlaug’s
Shadow: Octavio Paz, Indian Farmers, and the Challenge of Narrating the Green
Revolution,” Agricultural History 95, no. 4 (2021): 576–608.

15 Marianna Fenzi, “‘Provincialiser’ la Révolution Verte: Savoirs, politiques et pratiques de
la conservation de la biodiversité cultivée (1943–2015),” Ph.D. dissertation, L’Ecole des
Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales (2017); Helen Anne Curry, “From Working
Collections to the World Germplasm Project: Agricultural Modernization and Genetic
Conservation at the Rockefeller Foundation,” History and Philosophy of the Life Sciences
39, no. 2 (2017); Helen Anne Curry, Endangered Maize: Industrial Agriculture and the
Crisis of Extinction (Oakland: University of California Press, 2022).

16 Timothy W. Lorek, Making the Green Revolution: Agriculture and Conflict in Colombia
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2023); Tae-HoKim, “MakingMiracle
Rice: Tongil and Mobilizing a Domestic ‘Green Revolution’ in South Korea,” in
Hiromi Mizuno, Aaron S. Moore, and John DiMoia, eds., Engineering Asia: Technology,
Colonial Development, and the Cold War Order (London: Bloomsbury, 2018),
pp. 189– 208.

17 Reinaldo Funes-Monzote and Steven Palmer, “Challenging Climate and Geopolitics:
Cuba, Canada, and Intensive Livestock Exchange in a Cold War Context, from the
1960s to the 1980s,” in Andra B. Chastain and Timothy W. Lorek, eds., Itineraries of
Expertise: Science, Technology, and the Environment in Latin America’s Long Cold War
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2020): 137–158; Sigrid Schmalzer, Red
Revolution, Green Revolution: Scientific Farming in Socialist China (Chicago: University
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agricultural transformation and the objects of agricultural research have
also come in for scrutiny, including its introduction of agendas for
improving the nutritional profile of crops and addressing gender
inequalities.18 The emergent view of CGIAR’s history nonetheless
remains fragmented and partial. Opportunities for further analyses and
richer historical understanding abound.

The contributions to this volume seize on that opportunity. Here
leading historians and sociologists of agricultural research and inter-
national development explore the influence of CGIAR and its network
of research centers on agriculture, science, and policy since the 1970s.
Seeking to extend beyond the early years of CGIAR, and beyond the two
most prominent centers, these chapters ask whether and how science- and
center-led development changed the practices of farmers, researchers,
and policymakers in the years that followed. They traverse five continents
and five decades of scientific research, agricultural aid, and political
transformation. They pose – and begin to answer – questions about
CGIAR informed by the critical historiographies of science, agriculture,
and development.

By gathering new critical historical scholarship on CGIAR in a single
work for the first time, we hope to make crucial cross-cutting themes
visible and bring new research questions to the fore. CGIAR is
a sprawling enterprise whose history encompasses five decades of signifi-
cant transformations in food, agriculture, and industry over diverse geog-
raphies and cultures. We do not – and could not – critically address all
facets of its story in a single volume. This volume includes case studies of
several CGIAR centers but leaves out multiple past and present centers,
such as the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), IWMI,
andWorldFish, as well as the research domains in which they specialized.
It gives only limited attention to some of the highest-profile centers, such
as IRRI and the International Potato Center (CIP). Our focus on CGIAR
institutes omits the record of comparable efforts at research for develop-
ment emanating from the Soviet Union or China. This institutional frame
also diverts attention from the effects of CGIAR activity on individual
farmers and communities. Rather than see these lacunae as a barrier to
presenting a history of CGIAR, we offer the necessarily incomplete view

of Chicago Press, 2015); James Lin, “Martyrs of Development: Taiwanese Agrarian
Development and the Republic of Vietnam, 1959–1975,” Cross-Currents: East Asian
History and Culture Review 33 (2022): 53–83.

18 Sally Brooks, Rice Biofortification: Lessons for Global Science and Development (London:
Routledge, 2010); Margreet van der Burg, “‘Change in the Making’: 1970s and 1980s
Building Stones to Gender Integration in CGIAR Agricultural Research,” in Carolyn
E. Sachs, ed., Gender, Agriculture and Agrarian Transformations (London: Routledge,
2019).

8 Timothy W. Lorek and Helen Anne Curry

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009434713.001
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.118.226.75, on 12 Mar 2025 at 14:48:42, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009434713.001
https://www.cambridge.org/core


as an opportunity. Above all, we hope this volume takes stock of the
existing scholarship and sets promising agendas for the future. The con-
tributions collected here cluster around three big themes – the role of
geopolitics, the pursuit of research as development strategy, and the
coordination and centralization of research within a system – but high-
light many further analytical possibilities.

Geopolitics

Existing critical assessments of CGIAR and the international research
centers typically emphasize their geopolitical functions, highlighting their
association with Cold War security imperatives and the desire to shape
a capitalist world agro-economy. This emphasis is notmisplaced. CGIAR
emerged after a World Bank–financed Commission on International
Development (the Pearson Commission) called in 1969 for greater
coordination of food and agricultural research, in line with the perspec-
tives of World Bank president Robert McNamara and commission mem-
bers representing the United States, Canada, Western Europe, and
Japan.19 But it is possible to give far more nuance to this dominant
account.

As the chapters by Prakash Kumar on India’s pursuit of the
International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics
(ICRISAT) and Gabriela Soto Laveaga’s study of CIMMYT as
a Mexican institution highlight especially well, national political aspir-
ations and demands produced ostensibly international institutions that
were also constitutive of nation-building projects. Consider Kumar’s
description of ICRISAT in the age of Indira Gandhi: “It was partly
because Gandhi could bring herself to see the international as opposed
to the American face of ICRISAT, and because she could bring her
constituents to believe in this international image as well, that
ICRISAT was accepted even as popular anti-American sentiment in
India was peaking.”Kumar emphasizes that Gandhi’s political balancing
act between international and national objectives helped define ICRISAT
in its early years. Other chapters in this section demonstrate similar
processes for other institutes and regions.

Were, and are, CGIAR centers best understood, to paraphrase Kumar,
as Indian (or Mexican, or Colombian, or Filipino, or Nigerian)? Or were
they international? How did policymakers, scientists, and national

19 The Pearson Commission, “Partners in Development,” 1969. See the Records of the
Commission on International Development (Pearson Commission), World Bank
Archives, https://archivesholdings.worldbank.org/records-of-the-commission-on-inter
national-development-pearson-commission.
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politicians understand and communicate the purpose of institutions
grounded in local soil yet always drawing funding and personnel from
across the globe? As TimothyW. Lorek’s Colombian contextualization of
the International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) shows, some-
times both national and international agendas could – and did – run
roughshod over local realities. In other cases, politicians’ lofty aspirations
for science-driven development to improve lives and livelihoods were
beset by conflict, including armed conflict, as Courtney Fullilove explains
in her account of the International Center for Agricultural Research in the
Dry Areas (ICARDA) in Syria and Lebanon.

These chapters illustrate the tensions between international objectives
or funding and local experiences at their most intense. Fullilove aptly
characterizes “a globalized vision for agricultural development that made
poverty alleviation into a single project and poverty itself into a uniform
condition. While international research organizations have made increas-
ing claims to operate at a global scale, on behalf of universal interests, the
landscapes they traverse are more complex in agro-ecological and histor-
ical terms.” The imagination of ostensibly ecology- and geography-
specific centers, including CIAT and the International Institute of
Tropical Agriculture (IITA) in Nigeria, each mandated to improve agri-
culture in the global tropics, as well as ICRISAT and ICARDA, which
respectively aimed to produce knowledge and solutions for the semi-arid
tropics and arid regions, flattened the heterogeneity of small-scale farm-
ing. It overlookedmicroclimates, cultural expectations, and local political
contexts. The long-term negotiation between internationally oriented
institutions and highly subjective – and always changing – localized
contexts is at the heart of our geopolitically oriented chapters and indi-
cates an important topic for future research.

Research as Development Strategy

A key theme in the history of CGIAR is its prioritization of scientific
research as an instrument of development. This has inevitably
demanded that CGIAR leaders and staff formulate problems that can
be considered “solvable” through research. Such problems have ranged
from the very general “second-generation development problems” –

namely, inequality and unemployment generated by agricultural
intensification – highlighted by Lucas M. Mueller in his examination
of the CGIAR founders’ formulation of early institutional missions.
They have also encompassed more specific concerns, like the perceived
“protein gap” in Latin America that drove bean research and extension
programs at CIAT even as war and poverty generated more immediate

10 Timothy W. Lorek and Helen Anne Curry
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threats to nutritional security, as Wilson Picado-Umaña documents.
Regardless of the degree of specificity involved, the imagination of
problems set boundaries around the expertise, tools, and labor con-
sidered relevant to CGIAR programs and development more broadly.
Mueller’s analysis shows that solving “second-generation development
problems” demanded the know-how of agricultural economists, indi-
viduals practiced in thinking aboutmarket-based interventions, much as
it did the labor of breeders who, for example, could produce groundnut
varieties for new export-oriented agricultural programs at ICRISAT.

In some cases the articulation of research objectives mapped poorly
onto the real needs of farmers or rural communities. This might be
a product of the mismatch between a realizable scientific aspiration and
the nature of the “problem” to be addressed. Picado-Umaña describes
how breeders’ efforts to produce a higher-yielding bean for Central
American growers faltered in light of eaters’ regular consumption of
a wide variety of different beans and the complicated agro-ecologies of
the region’s bean fields. The quest to identify an “ideal type” on which to
focus, in the interest of maximizing the impact of research, ran counter to
local expectations for dietary diversity, not tomention strongly embedded
socioeconomic inequalities and political conflict. The idealized rice “tar-
get environments” devised at the West Africa Rice Development
Association (WARDA) and discussed by Harro Maat offer a different
scenario, one in which research agendas remained mired in the political
and economic objectives of old authorities, despite stated intentions of
serving the needs of newly independent states and citizens. Locating the
founding of WARDA within longer colonial histories, Maat shows that
until the 1990s “WARDA continued to focus on the rice farming areas
defined in the colonial period, addressing European commercial interests
rather than the concerns of West African rice farmers.” Maat’s analysis
offers a compelling reminder that understanding CGIAR-era research
goals demands detailed knowledge of the projects on which they were
built – and not just the national projects discussed by Soto Laveaga and
Kumar, but in many cases colonial forerunners as well.

Perhaps the challenge for research as development has been deeper
than simply the challenge of pinpointing a relevant problem, given the
constraints imposed by disciplines, inherited assumptions, available
resources, and other obstacles. In their study of ILRI and its predecessors,
Rebekah Thompson and James Smith suggest that the challenge may lie
in an unresolvable contradiction between doing science and pursuing
development. They describe how a drive for “scientific excellence” in
livestock research within CGIAR has created challenges for researchers
caught between the often incommensurable imperatives of helping poor
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farmers and publishing peer-reviewed research. They urge scholars to
remember that it “is important to recognize how institutions and funding
bodies conceptualize excellence, as this shapes the way in which know-
ledge is produced and how research impact is ultimately perceived.”This,
too, points towards a topic ripe for further study, both within CGIAR and
its constituent institutions and across the larger landscape of development
initiatives.

Coordination and Centralization

One of themost difficult elements of CGIAR history to tackle is the extent
to which it has – or has not – functioned beyond individual research
programs and centers. Is there, or was there ever, meaningful system-
wide activity that warrants closer historical examination of CGIAR as the
network it aspired to be? Our contributors offer several possibilities, from
center-based projects that operated via institutional interdependencies,
such as the international coordination of maize research by CIMMYT,
detailed here by Derek Byerlee and Greg Edmeades, to explicitly multi-
center structures, including the oversight of the conservation of plant
genetic materials across CGIAR by Bioversity and its predecessors, as
analyzed by Marianna Fenzi, to events constitutive of CGIAR as a singu-
lar entity, such as consolidation of legal services to facilitate intellectual
property management, as noted by David Jefferson.

In these domains and others, the vision of a global network of institu-
tions drove efforts for system-wide coordination of research tools, object-
ives, and administration – to mixed effect. Byerlee and Edmeades claim
successes in CIMMYT’s international maize-breeding program, espe-
cially in its generating varieties suitable for drought-prone regions with
low soil fertility in Africa. Yet they also chart a gradual decentralization of
research, which allowed breeders in diverse contexts to produce lines
suitable for their locales, and ever-growing interdependencies with pri-
vate industry. These transformations belie the notion, in many ways
foundational to CGIAR, of strong centralized research programs produ-
cing clear public goods. Fenzi’s account similarly charts the “success” of
CGIAR in establishing oversight over the world’s major crop gene banks
and expanding the extent of plant genetic resources conserved in these
institutions. Her emphasis, however, is on the narrow worldview behind
this approach to conservation, in which farmers’ varieties were only
considered useful as the raw materials for professional breeders, and
therefore highlights the limitations on whom CGIAR gene banks ultim-
ately served.

12 Timothy W. Lorek and Helen Anne Curry
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Harmonizing activities across a system was predictably difficult. Not
everyone within an organization diverse in culture, geography, and dis-
cipline agreed on how best to deliver “global public goods,” for example,
as shown by Jefferson in his study of CGIAR’s evolving approach to
intellectual property. Jefferson charts three broad positions taken by
various CGIAR stakeholders in response to the expansion of intellectual
property protections in agriculture since the 1980s and the ever-
increasing demands on CGIAR research to align with norms in the
private sector. He also charts the often acrimonious debates in which
these positions were sketched out. That many stakeholders still do not
agree on what the appropriate position of CGIAR on intellectual property
should be, or the usefulness of such protections to local research object-
ives, is evidenced in the disparate pursuit of intellectual property claims
across the centers.

Coordinating across CGIAR institutions, whether in the interest of
reducing costs, aligning stated objectives, or creating explicitly “system-
wide” capacities, also produced new knowledge and expertise. In some
cases, this expertise could simply be recruited. As Jefferson indicates,
a demand for legal expertise to help manage intellectual property con-
cerns drove the development of new centralized advisory capacities in
CGIAR – presumably staffed by legal experts possessing comparable
experience gained elsewhere. In other cases, expert knowledge essential
to system-wide coordination had to be created. The history of crop
descriptors examined by Helen Anne Curry and Sabina Leonelli presents
one such example. Tasked with overseeing CGIAR centers’management
of plant genetic materials, Bioversity and its predecessor institutes found
themselves not only preparing lists of the agreed-upon attributes and
terms to use in describing specific crops (ostensibly to facilitate the
circulation of breeding materials), but also devising the rules that would
govern the creation of such lists and overseeing their circulation and
upkeep.

Crop descriptors are a research product in and of themselves and, like
the many other CGIAR research products touched upon in this volume,
must be viewed in light of the political and economic motivations that
produced and perpetuated them. For Curry and Leonelli, this exercise
leads back to the aspirations of CGIAR as axis. As they write, exerting
oversight over crop descriptors “provided an opportunity for CGIAR to
instantiate and consolidate its central position in a larger web of inter-
national agricultural research initiatives” and “served to advance
CGIAR’s identity as an essential resource for globalized development.”
Their observation points to yet another key research avenue opened up by
this volume: identifying and understanding specific means by which
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CGIAR, as distinct from its constituent institutes, made itself a dominant
actor in the crowded domain of international development.

Even as we categorized contributions as speaking to one of these
themes – geopolitics, research as development, or coordination and
centralization – we recognized other points of intersection and multiple
avenues opening up for further inquiry. Clearly, attention is needed to
address the role of transnational agribusiness in the history of CGIAR,
the turn to farming systems and resource management research, and the
incorporation (or lack) of attention to gender and other equity concerns.
We hope that readers will identify many more issues ripe for attention in
the chapters that follow.

In 2021, its fiftieth anniversary year, CGIAR transitioned to a new
mode of organization: One CGIAR.20 In a bid for the “integration of
CGIAR’s capabilities, knowledge, assets, people, and global presence for
a new era of interconnected partnership-driven research,”CGIAR shifted
from amodel of networked but independent institutions into an imagined
program of far more centrally planned and coordinated activities. Many
of the drivers of this shift are predictable: to cut costs, exert greater control
over research, and maintain relevance amidst changing global priorities.
The outcomes are, of course, not knowable at all. The shift to One
CGIAR reflects another inflection point in the longer history captured
in this volume, wherein CGIAR and its constituent parts fluctuated
between centralized and decentralized coordination models, inter-
national and national (or regional and local) objectives and orientation,
and public versus private power.

The completion of this volume therefore coincides with another turn-
ing point in the organization and strategy of the very institutions it aims to
parse. It is a fitting moment for the analyses presented here. We hope the
contributions to this volume will offer many scholars and students an
opportunity to consider through the lens of CGIAR what it has meant,
historically, to conduct research in the name of development – and to
consider critically what this pursuit has meant for scientists, farmers, and
citizens over the past fifty-plus years.

20 CGIAR, CGIAR 2030 Research and Innovation Strategy: Transforming Food, Land, and
Water Systems in a Climate Crisis (Montpellier, France: CGIAR, 2021).
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