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Summary Observations 

The RTB proposal has been impressively crafted. The intellectual architecture is systematic, coherent and 
comprehensive, with major Themes and Product Lines well described and their respective impact 
pathways elaborated in ways that provide a solid foundation for development of more detailed 
implementation plans and a rigorous monitoring and evaluation system. The major value addition is in 
creating novel and ambitious research linkages across crops, centers and major disciplinary themes. 
Combined, they promise improved research efficiency and greater impacts. The engagement of key 
partners in new collaborative arrangements is also given high priority. In short, the current proposal 
represents a solid base for the development of an effective and impactful research program in the mode 
of the new CGIAR. To fully realize its promise, however, a number of critical modifications are needed 
before program approval. And to make a better case for the proposed program, additional information is 
needed in the next draft of the proposal. These are summarized below, followed by more detailed 
discussion of key assessment points as provided in the reviewer’s term of reference. 
 
Recommended program modifications: 

• Fully engage key partners in an up-coming priority setting exercise, provide clear priorities for 
crops and regions, and complete the priority setting by 2012 rather than 2013 as planned. 

• Involve key strategic partners as members of the Steering Committee and, as appropriate, as 
Theme Leaders. 

• Conduct an objective and rigorous assessment of institutional comparative advantages and 
relative cost effectiveness of all major potential partners, and use this information in a transparent 
manner to assign research responsibilities and allocate resources. 

• Modify approach to Impact Assessment to place greater emphasis on learning and less on 
demonstrating success. 

• Remove M&E/IA functions from Theme 7, give the M&E/IA unit greater independence, elevate its 
position within the program structure, specify how they will address gender issues and provide 
additional resources to ensure it is fully effective. 

• Focus on the institutional transformations needed in culture and procedures to achieve the 
ambitious cross-crop, cross-center and cross-regional synergies. 

• Recruit a senior gender specialist who will be responsible for advising and overseeing gendered 
research approaches across Themes, as well as providing/coordinating gender capacity 
strengthening among all participating institutions. 

• Conduct a sensitivity analysis that shows the impact of alternative high and low budget scenarios 
on outcomes and impacts. 

 
Recommended additional information required. 

• Provide much greater region-specificity in activities, outcomes and impacts. 
• Describe in much more detail the proposed capacity strengthening work by product line, region 

and crop. 
• Extend the identification of key milestones through 2020.  
• Clarify how regional hotspots will be defined and utilized. 
• Systematically provide an assessment of the current status of work by Product Line, crop and 

region, highlighting progress, pipeline outputs, problems and major new opportunities. 



• Synthesize priority research and development areas where cross-crop synergies are greatest in 
order to justify the multi-crop approach on this program, and underline the most important 
obstacles to achieving those synergies and how they will be managed. 

• Describe major M&E approaches by Theme and how they will be used to capture cross-Theme 
and cross crop synergies. 

• Show how the results of research priority setting exercises have been used to allocate budget 
across Themes, Product Lines, crops and regions. 

 
1. Clarity and Relevance of Expected Outcomes 

In a series of detailed tables showing generic impact pathways, the proposal provides a remarkably clear 
and comprehensive enumeration of the main activities, outputs, outcomes and impacts for each Theme, 
by Product Line and crop. The current presentation, however, suffers from three weaknesses. The first is 
lack of geo-referencing. Although for most (not all) Product Lines general reference is made to target 
regions, the treatment is uneven across Themes, and there is inadequate differentiation in region-specific 
outcomes and impacts. It is recommended that subsequent drafts include gr eater granularity for 
regional work and outcomes by crop.  The second weakness is lack of timed outcomes (milestones) 
beyond 2014 for most product lines. It is recommended that milestones be provided throu gh 2020 for 
a more complete picture of the medium and long-term  research trajectory.  Third, although the 
proposal correctly emphasizes the importance of capacity strengthening within each of the major 
Themes, too little information is provided on the current strengths of key partners, on the CS approaches 
to be used, as well as expected outcomes of capacity strengthening activities, to assess its potential 
value. It is recommended that each product line include a clear statement of capacity 
strengthening activities, outcomes and milestones, specifying (at least generically) the additional 
skills and competencies to be acquired for differen t levels of staff, by crop and region, and, where 
possible, by category of key partner.        
 

2. Scientific Quality of Conceptual Framework 
Given the complexity of a global multi-crop program with seven overarching themes and dozens of 
product lines, the overall conceptual architecture is excellent. Research activities and product lines are 
clearly defined, next users and end users are adequately identified, and major impacts qualitatively 
described.  The framework provides a solid basis for development of more detailed implementation plans, 
and an architecture within which robust monitoring and evaluation, and impact assessment, systems can 
be designed.  
 
While the logic of the architecture is sound, a major weakness is that it lacks a clear statement of priorities 
- by crop, stress, agro-ecology/cropping system, Theme or Product Line. The proposal indicates that a 
priority setting exercise will be completed by 2013, and a sound priority setting approach is put forward, 
combining rigorous economic modeling with Participatory Impact Pathway Analysis (PIPA). However, it is 
implied that the CGIAR centers will conduct the priority setting with little input from partners. Moreover, 
the results will come too late to shape the formative early directions of work. It is recommended that the 
priority setting exercise be accelerated to produce  preliminary results by 2011 to guide work 
planning and the initial allocation of resources, a nd a final draft by end 2012 at the latest. It is a lso 
recommended that key strategic partners are fully e ngaged in the priority setting work.  Finally, it 
is recommended that the proposal should also make i t clear that the priority setting will be a work 
in progress, updated periodically, following close consultation with partners, on the basis of 
results from monitoring and evaluation and impact a ssessment.  
 



The proposal states that research will be concentrated in high priority sub-regions in order to maximize 
effectiveness and impact. However, the document is inconsistent in indicating on how those priority sub-
regions will be defined and identified. In some sections, benchmark sites are referenced based on 
biodiversity concentration or ecological vulnerabilities, while in other sections hotspots are referred to 
using indicators of poverty and the importance of RTB crops. It is recommended that the next draft of 
the proposal clarify how sub-regional and agro-ecol ogical priorities will be defined and how 
activities will be concentrated in those locations.    
 

3. Soundness of Proposed Approach and Methods 
Perhaps the most significant characteristic defining the RTB program approach is the focus on identifying 
and exploiting cross-crop synergies to improve research efficiency and produce major breakthroughs. 
While attractive in principle, the added value of this approach is not entirely convincing, and raises a 
number of questions and risks that are discussed further in section 5 below. 
 
The proposal provides background on research challenges and opportunities for all seven themes, but 
the content is highly uneven across themes. Lacking for most are in-depth analyses of on-going activities 
which systematically describe: work underway; what is working well but needs to be intensified or scaled 
up;  what is not working well and needs to be terminated, modified or replaced by new  approaches, and 
why; and what are the emerging opportunities created by the new sciences. While this level of detail is 
provided to some degreel for Themes 1 and 2, even there the rigor and completeness need to be 
improved. It is recommended that a more thorough assessment o f current research activities and 
methods be presented to justify the scientific choi ces embedded in the proposal. Once this 
additional analysis is available, it is recommended  that independent disciplinary experts review 
and comment on the scientific soundness on the resu lts before major funding commitments are 
made.       
 

4. Whether Approach is Likely to Lead to Greater Coherence and Coordination Among 
Partners, and More Robust Results 

The proposal sets out highly ambitious goals for the formation of new partnerships with a wide range of 
global, regional and national R&D organizations, and indeed develops a major Theme (7) to promote 
effective partnerships. And several Themes set out exciting collaborative directions. For example, the 
proposal aims to accelerate the evaluation and uptake of new RTB germplasm through better targeting, 
and improving varietal release and seed multiplication systems as selection proceeds by working closely 
with Sub-Regional Organizations (SROs). It also proposes working with SROs to advocate for policy 
changes that will encourage member countries to recognize each other’s national performance trial data 
for similar agroecologies. And at the level of high science, the proposal also cites a number of 
collaborative activities with advanced research institutes and universities where they are uniquely 
qualified.   
 
Having said this, in my judgment the general approach to partnership is perhaps the weakest and most 
disappointing component of the overall proposal. The program is far too CGIAR-centric, including many 
echoes of problems in the old system-wide program structure. The proposal makes it clear that the 
program design was done exclusively by the four lead CGIAR centers, with little if any input solicited from 
non-CGIAR partners outside until mid-August, 2010, when partners were rapidly engaged and asked to 
comment on a strategic plan that was already 99% complete. This is not how deep commitment and 
broad ownership is established with key strategic partners. Key strategic partners need to be on the same 
level playing field as the CGIAR centers from the outset in determining goals, setting priorities, structuring 
efficient partnership arrangements, and playing leadership roles for which they are qualified, both in 



research activities and research management. More is said on the exclusion of partners from the program 
governance and management structure in section 10 below. 
 
The CGIAR-centric nature of the program is also reflected in the allocation of resources, with 84% of 
resources going to the four CGIAR centers, and only 16% to partners. While it is possible – though highly 
unlikely - that this is an optimal allocation, there is no evidence to justify such a high concentration of 
resources in the four CGIAR centers, and to effectively marginalize key partners. The necessary evidence 
would come from a systematic, objective and transparent assessment of institutional comparative 
advantages, including an assessment of comparative cost effectiveness for core program activities. 
Though critically important to the design of a global program in the new CGIAR, such assessments have 
apparently not been done. Finally, there is little indication of how partnership arrangements will be 
structured – for example, would they be contracted by lead CGIAR centers to perform specific short-term 
tasks or brought in as full partners, sharing in the program funds to conduct major medium and long-term 
program components? 
 
Although it is too late to resurrect the lost opportunities of not involving key strategic partners in the early 
program design process, it is recommended that such partners are fully enga ged, including playing 
leadership roles, in the on-going priority setting exercise that is currently planned to be 
completed by 2013. It is also recommended that Them e 7 include as its first Product Line the 
conduct of periodic assessments of the comparative advantages, and cost-effectiveness, of all 
key partners, and that the results be used to struc ture program responsibilities and allocate 
resources going forward. And finally, it is recomme nded that key strategic partners be included 
and play meaningful roles in the program governance  and management structure.   
       

5. Innovative Elements and Unique Features 
Several elements in the proposal appear to be innovative and offer the promise of major research 
breakthroughs. Perhaps the most significant is the effort to create cross-crop research synergies by 
structuring a coordinated program on vegetatively propagated crops that share important similarities. It is 
an ambitious goal. In principle, this approach could achieve economies through cross learning and 
sharing of common platforms. Examples cited include: the pooling of resources into a common GIS 
facility; development of a new common data management systems for breeding populations; seed 
systems training for vegetatively propagated crops; and the use of common benchmark sites for long-
term research, focusing on biodiversity hotspots and vulnerable habitats.  
 
There are at least three sets of risks to this approach. First, are the synergies real? The proposal contains 
numerous references to potential synergies, but these are distributed throughout the proposal and not 
brought together to form a fully convincing justification for the multi-crop program structure. It is 
recommended that the full range of potential synerg ies be brought together in one section, 
perhaps using a tabular format, to facilitate an as sessment of the range, magnitude and realism of 
the potential gains in research efficiency.  Second, there is a risk of losing research efficiency by 
overemphasizing the ambitious cross-crop approach. It is recommended that a careful balance be 
maintained in the search for cross-crop synergies s o as not to lose the advantages of focusing on 
the unique characteristics of, and challenges facin g, each of the component crops.  And third, given 
the historical mandates of the four CGIAR centers, research management – especially the Program 
Director - will have to provide exceptionally strong and effective direction to ensure that the cultures and 
interests of the respective centers – and crop silos within those centers - don’t frustrate efficient cross-
crop cooperation. 
 



The proposal also refers to a number of innovative research approaches, particularly in Themes 1 and 2. 
These include: improving breeding efficiency by exploiting newly available genomic data for potato, 
cassava and banana; genomic selection; sharing resistance genes and cassettes across root, tuber and 
banana crops; association mapping; application of crop growth models and GIS to quantify yield gap and 
prioritize constraints. There are two potential problems here. First, the novelty of these approaches is 
difficult to assess since the proposal does not provide a sufficiently detailed description of the status of 
current research approaches Theme by Theme and crop by crop. It is recommended that more 
complete and systematic information be provided on what research tools and methods are 
already being used, by crop and region, for what pu rposes and with what success, and what will 
be done differently and why.  Second, some of the proposed research methods appear to be unproven, 
perhaps calling for blue sky research to develop the new techniques and demonstrate their efficiencies for 
the target crops. For these areas in particular, the likelihood of expected payoffs within the stated 
milestone periods is unconvincing. It is recommended that the proposal clarify when th e novel 
research methods are already proven, and underline when they are not, requiring further 
development and testing.   
 

6. Whether Impact Pathway is Coherent and Convincing, and Integrates the Most Appropriate 
Partners 

Subject to qualifications set out in section 1 and 2 above, the impact pathways are impressively 
developed and presented, both in their framing and logic. Having said that, it is not possible to determine 
whether or not the most appropriate partners are adequately integrated.  This is because although the 
proposal sets out lists of potential partners within the various Themes, with very few exceptions, the 
capacities and proposed roles of those partners are not discussed in any detail. It is strongly 
recommended that the capacities and roles of key st rategic partners be fully defined in the next 
draft of the proposal. 
 

7. Whether Division of Responsibilities Among Partners is Clear 
The annexes to the proposal systematically present the main Product Lines, Outcomes, Milestones, 
Target Regions and Key Partners for cross-crop and crop specific work. The partners are presented as 
short lists. But a clear statement of tasks and responsibilities assigned to the different partners is not 
provided. In the text of the proposal, some additional information on partner roles is provided for some of 
the Themes, but even combining all the information provided, major gaps exist. For example, it is not 
even clear which of the four CGIAR centers will play the role of overall Lead Center. Similarly, although 
the proposal indicates that each of the seven major Themes will be headed by a CGIAR center, it is not 
indicated for several of the Themes which Center has been given that responsibility. The same is true for 
non-CGIAR partners for most of the Themes. Although partners are listed by name or as generic 
categories, little if any information is provided on what they will actually do, or indeed whether they have 
already agreed to participate. Finally, the proposal promises collaboration with private sector partners, but 
the modalities of working with for-profit companies are not set out.  
 
It is strongly recommended that the next draft of t he proposal include a clear statement of 
principles and procedures that will be used to allo cate responsibilities across both CGIAR and 
non-CGIAR partners. It is also strongly recommended  that the main guiding principle be cost 
effectiveness in conducting high quality, impact or iented research.  This means that a systematic, 
transparent and objective assessment of institution al comparative advantages must be conducted 
referencing the main activities by crop, region and  product line; and that this information be 
complemented by a comparative assessment of institu tional cost structures . It is recommended 
that in addition to listing potential partners, tha t their specific responsibilities be clearly indica ted 
for each. It is also recommended that the modalitie s for engaging with private sector partners be 



clearly articulated. Finally, it is recommended tha t more information be provided on the status of 
agreements with potential partners, indicating whic h partners have committed to collaborate, and 
which are still under negotiation. 
 

8. Whether Proposed Timeline is Realistic 
Annexes to the main proposal document set out in excellent detail most major milestones associated with 
each Product Line. On first review, however, the milestones appear to be highly ambitious, and 
determining whether they are likely to be achieved is problematic given the information provided. The 
proposal makes it clear that for essentially all of the Themes a significant amount work is already 
underway, either within one of the four CGIAR centers, or within potential partner organizations. The on-
going work, however, is not adequately described in order to assess the status of pipeline outputs and 
outcomes. Thus it is recommended that the presentation of each Pro duct Line should include a 
section that explicitly sets out the current status  of research against each major deliverable (how 
close to delivery, the major research challenges re maining, and an estimate of the effort and time 
required to resolve those challenges).  With this information, external disciplinary experts for each 
Theme can make a more informed judgment of timeline reasonableness. 
 
A further issue with the outcome timeline as presented is that with few exceptions the milestones only 
extend out to 2013 or 2014, with a small number of research milestones included for 2016. Although it 
can be argued that the centers are being appropriately cautious by committing only to near term 
milestones, it is impossible to assess the medium and longer-term research trajectory. It is therefore 
recommended that major milestones be presented forw ard through 2020 – even if stated only as 
targets.     
 

9. Clarity and Robustness of Monitoring and Evaluation Process 
The proposal explicitly recognizes the importance of sound monitoring and evaluation system to help 
guide research planning and implementation, and sets out an solid set of principles to guide the work. 
The M&E approach as presented, however, is too generic. At the Theme level, different types of activities, 
outputs and outcomes will need to be tracked on a real time basis in order to ensure timely learning and 
to guide program management. And in many instances this will require different M&E methods adapted to 
the substance of different Themes. Similarly, while the proposal emphasizes cross-crop and cross-Theme 
learning, it is not clear what methods will be used to do so.  It is therefore recommended that M&E 
methods adapted to the Theme level be described, an d that approaches to capture cross-Theme 
lessons be specified more clearly.  
 
Although the proposal emphasizes the critical learning role of M&E to feed into adaptive management 
processes, it appears to view Impact Analysis as primarily an instrument oriented to communications and 
marketing purposes. For example, the Expected Impact Statement for Theme 7, Product Line 5 (outcome 
and impact assessment) reads: “Scientific rigorous evidence that demonstrates the achievement of 
reducing poverty and improving food security for the most needed (sic).” Similarly, the outcome 
statements in that section refer to “demonstrate returns” and demonstrate impact”. If these are indeed the 
expected outcomes of the impact assessment work, there is a high risk of cherry picking research thrusts 
and data, thereby biasing results in ways that overstate successes and downplay failures. Most 
importantly, it may mean that potentially critical lessons are lost unless at least equal priority is given to 
identifying and understanding the causes of less successful research initiatives and technologies, and 
outright failures. Moreover, adoption studies should not only generate rates and extent of adoption, but 
also the drivers of adoption and non-adoption for specific technologies to get a solid handle on preferred 
technology traits. In short, it is strongly recommended that the purposes and ap proaches to Impact 
Assessment be revisited to place greater emphasis o n learning, and that it be viewed as fully 



complementary to the M&E activities.  While this approach is hinted at in 7.5.3, that focus needs to 
permeate the entire IA thrust.  
 
In the program structure, M&E and IA work are placed within Theme 7, under the supervision of a Theme 
leader, essentially at the same level as the other more research oriented Themes. This will almost 
certainly weaken the influence of the M&E/IA unit. Experience in other organizations shows that to 
maximize the value and effectiveness of M&E/IA, those functions should be located at a higher level in 
the organization, provided with adequate independence, and report directly to top management and/or 
the board. It is therefore recommended that the M&E/IA unit be  removed from Theme 7, be 
overseen by the Program Director and report to the Management Committee or Steering 
Committee.  It is also recommended that the RTB por tal be used creatively to solicit input from 
partners into the M&E/IA data pool, and to display and validate M&E/IA results. 
 
It is likely that the M&E/IA activities are grossly underfunded to be effective, as the entire Theme 7 – 
which is responsible for most partnership, capacity strengthening and communications tasks -  receives 
slightly more than 10% of the overall program budget. It is recommended that a notional target of at least 
10% of the total budget should be considered for the M&E/IA functions alone. 
 
Finally, in contrast to the excellent treatment given to gender in most of the proposal, gender 
considerations are given little emphasis in the M&E/IA work. It is recommended that greater emphasis 
be given to identifying and understanding gender ou tcomes and impacts in the M&E/IA program 
of work.  
 

10. Whether the Management Structure is Likely to Be Effective and Non-Bureaucratic 
The proposed management and governance structure is lean, relies heavily upon existing staff and 
structures of the four lead CGIAR-centers, and creates the bare minimum of additional committees and 
bureaucratic layers. Clearly this is an efficient structure. Whether it is effective in achieving the cross-crop, 
cross-Theme, and cross-region synergies and lessons, depends on how the management structure is 
implemented. If these potential synergies are to be achieved – and this is the major value addition of the 
entire RTB program – organizational silos and cultures will have to be broken and replaced by new, 
unifying institutional cultures that incentivize program-wide collaboration and sharing. The proposed 
structure does not necessarily support that transformation. Through what appears to be a political 
process, each of the four CGIAR centers will be given leadership for at least one Theme, without 
specifying the criteria for Thematic leadership. Similarly, program management and governance will be 
hosted by a single lead center, with the Program Director hired by and reporting to the management and 
board of that center. The same is true for Theme leaders. Unless deep changes in organizational loyalties 
and culture emerge rapidly, the potential synergies are unlikely to be realized, frustrated by both personal 
and institutional conflicts of interest. It is recommended that these risks be more openly 
acknowledged, closely monitored, and directly addre ssed by taking immediate corrective actions 
when problems arise.  
 
The proposal sets out four principles that guide the governance and management structure: efficiency, 
effectiveness, transparency and effective investment. I would argue that a fourth should be added: 
securing commitment and ownership of partners. Partners have been entirely excluded from meaningful 
participation in planning, oversight and program management. Partners, for example, are explicitly 
excluded from serving on both the Management Committee and Steering Committee. Similarly, staff of 
partner organizations cannot serve as Theme leaders, regardless of their, or their institution’s, level of 
expertise. In a telling statement, implementing partners are excluded from participation on the Steering 
Committee in order to “avoid conflict of interest”. Yet potential conflicts of interest are already deeply 



ingrained in the multiple management and oversight roles distributed across the four CGIAR centers. The 
assumption that only CGIAR staff can rise above succumbing to conflicts of interest, while partners 
cannot, can only be described as ill informed, narrow and counterproductive. It is recommended that 
key strategic partners, selected on the basis of institutional comparative advantage, be eligible 
lead appropriate Themes and participate fully on the program Steering Committee.  The latter would 
be in addition to two or more independent members to be selected later as currently provided for in the 
proposal.  
 

11. Whether the Approach to Gender Research is Appropriate and Sufficiently Well Thought 
Through to Be Effective 

Critical gender perspectives are exceptionally well developed in this proposal – indeed, in my opinion, the 
way gender is approached here could serve as a model for other MPs going forward. The overarching 
gender strategy is clear and reasonably comprehensive, the framing and methods draw on current best 
practice, and it focuses on an effective mainstreaming of gender issues, rather than treating it as 
separable concern which could be easily isolated and marginalized. Most importantly, gender issues are 
carefully considered in appropriate detail and specificity within each Research Theme, such that it is clear 
how the gender strategy will be adapted to the different substantive research problems being addressed. 
Further adaptation to the different regional and crop contexts is correctly acknowledged, and will be 
addressed through the conduct of gender audits. In short, very well done. 
 
The only concern is whether the centers will have the necessary expertise to deliver on what has been 
promised, and can maintain an effective gender focus during implementation. It is recommended that a 
senior level gender expert be recruited and adequately resources, reporting directly to the PD, 
with responsibility for overseeing how gender issues are mainstreamed across themes, building 
capacity on gender issues in the respective themes as necessary, and outsourcing high quality 
gender experts as and when necessary to supplement center capacities in this important area.     
 

12. Whether Budget is Credible and Defensible Given the Problem and Partnerships Involved 
With the information provided in the current draft, it is not possible to assess the reasonableness of 
proposed budget. The 2011 budget appears to be a simple extrapolation of the four lead CGIAR center 
budgets for 2009 plus 10%, thereafter rising at 5% per year. Yet the proposal does not compare the 
proposed work plan with the actual 2009 scope and intensity of work in those centers. Moreover, the 
proposal does not explain the basis for allocating budget across crops, Themes, regions and centers. Nor 
is there any indication of how budgets will be allocated across Product Lines. It is therefore 
recommended that the next draft proposal provide greater information on how the budget aligns 
with the proposed set of activities, and how the budget allocations align with priorities defined for 
crops, regions and themes and product lines.  
 
Finally, the proposal provides two budget levels, low (2009 plus 10% with 5% annual increments) and 
high (an increase of 20% per year compared to the 2009 base level in 2012 and 2013). The value of this 
exercise is limited, however, in that there is no effort to examine the impacts of the two budget scenarios 
on outputs, outcomes or impacts. It is recommended, therefore, that the next draft of the proposal 
provide a sensitivity analysis to show how the two resource scenarios affect research results. 


