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i.c;ipatory research
bridging the gap 

between farmers 
and scientists 

{ 1RAD is now supporting institutional changes in cotton subsectors 

through its involvement in participatory activities in closer 

collaboration with farmers. Several programmes have been under way 

with the national agricultural research institute in Benin since 1996, and 

with the agricultural research directorate in Paraguay since 2000. 

Research, cooperation and training systems are being tested through 

these programmes. They are designed to bind ties between 

scientists of national agricultural research systems and farmers who benefit 

from the research. 

Agricultural analysis 
and farmer field schools in Benin 

Agricu ltural analyses are being carri ed out w ithin the framework of PARCOB (project 
to support cotton research in Ben in) on 250 farmers' p lots in 10 different 

villages to assess the complex relationsh ips between farmer's cropping oper
ations and cotton production resu lts (seed cotton yields and fibre 

qua lity). In the northern prov inces of Benin, the number of bo lls per 

surface area is the key yield component, as main ly determined by 
the sowing date and extent of crop protection . 

The combi nation of farmer fie ld schoo ls and th is type of fie ld 
performance analys is provides a very effective tra ining tool. It can 

be used to detect and classify prob lems faci ng farmers, wh ile 
instructing them on adopting a rationa l and responsib le attitude 
concerning crop protection, etc. The group training sess ions 
conducted in fa rmers' fie lds cou ld thus involve cu ltivating healthy 

plants, monitoring insect populations and distinguishing the action 
of benefic ial o rgani sms. The farmers are then asked to make 

drawings illustrating certain aspects of the li fe cycle of cotton plants, 
observed damage or pests, and insects present (someti mes of unknown 

status). These drawings can spark group discussions on the suitab i lity 
of potential pesticide treatments. 

I A group of farmers evaluating new lines 
in a varietal trial. 
© J . Lan ~on 
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Participatory breeding and assessment in Benin 
and Paraguay 
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In Benin, the decentra lized cotton breeding programme has high
lighted that fa rmers are ab le to carry out fie ld breed ing ini tiatives 
that are as re levant as those managed by sc ientists, but labora
tory breed ing is still essential for assessing quali ty criteria . In the 
I ight of these promising resu Its, cotton fa rmers' organ izations have 

taken over the programme and are en hanc ing the sustai nabi lity 
of the system and broadening its scope. 
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0kpara 3-4 line, high ly rated 
by farmers. 
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Partners 

INRAB, ln st itut national de 
recherche agronomique du Benin, 
Benin 

DIA, Direcc ion de Investigati on 
Agr ico la, Paraguay 
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Savalou 4-33 li ne, 
rejected by farmers . 
© J. Lan~on 

In Paraguay, cotton farmers have been forma lly asso
c iated d irectly w ith t he eva luat ion of cotton 

va ri eties prior to their release, and highly invo lved 
in the testing. They va li dated a so-ca l led "base
satellite11 design to analyse the results of multi- location 

assessments under control led conditions in terms 
of information supplied by a network of farmers who 
have actua lly cropped these var ieties in their fields. 

Farmers· classification of six cotto n 
var ieties relative to the seed cotton yield 

[kg/hal in Paraguay. 
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An approach that makes sense 
The results of these exper iments in Benin and Pa raguay highl ight the relevance and effect ive

ness of a participatory approach to cotton resea rch. They show that such mechanisms can bind 
links between research and users w hi le boost ing confidence at a time w hen the subsectors 
are threatened by the shutdown of cotton companies. 
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