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Senator Bourne asked the following question, upon notice, on 6 June 2001:

“With regard to the ACIAR what kinds of ‘efficient decision making systems’ for small farmers in Africa are being developed?”

Answer:

Background

· ACIAR has ten active projects in southern, western and eastern Africa. 

· Seven of these are bilateral projects. 

· Three are multilateral projects. 

· ACIAR multilateral projects are restricted project grants to particular international agricultural research centres (IARCs), and are designed to complement the bilateral program and build linkages between the IARCs, Australian scientists and partner country scientists. 

· A further eight projects are in the pipeline, five bilateral and three multilateral.

Efficient decision making systems for small farmers in Africa

· Two projects in ACIAR’s portfolio specifically address efficient decision making systems for small farmers in Africa. 

· Project LWR2/1996/049 ‘System modelling at ICRISAT: Increasing the effectiveness of research on agricultural resource management in the semi-arid tropics by combining cropping systems simulation with farming systems research’ was a restricted grant to the International Crops Research Institute for the Semi Arid Tropics (ICRISAT). 

· The project involved a budget of A$1.55 million and was active from 1/1/1996 to 30/4/2001. The participating countries were Angola., Botswana, Ethiopia, India (where ICRISAT is headquartered), Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. The collaborators, in addition to ICRISAT were CSIRO Sustainable Ecosystems in Australia and the Kenya Agricultural Research Institute. 

· Project LWR2/1997/038 ‘Risk management in southern African maize systems’ was a restricted grant to the International Centre for Maize and Wheat Improvement (CIMMYT) in Mexico. 

· The project involved a budget of A$900,000 and was active from 1/1/1998 to 30/6/2001. The participating countries were Malawi and Zimbabwe. The collaborators, in addition to CIMMYT, were CSIRO Sustainable Ecosystems in Australia, the Bunda College of Agriculture in Malawi, and the University of Zimbabwe. 

· Maize is an important staple crop in southern Africa and approximately 70 per cent of it comes from smallholder farms of less then 5 ha, virtually all of which are rainfed. However, climatic risk, mainly from erratic rainfalls, is a major constraint to development and adoption of improved technologies for smallholder farmers producing maize. A further constraint is low water holding soils.

· The farmers have scarce resources of cash which means inadequate draft power, labour for weeding and fertilizer; they have access to moderate areas of land but the soil fertility is seriously depleted.

· LWR2/1996/049 and LWR2/1997/038 used a complementary approach of simulation modelling tools and participatory strategies to assess the risk associated with alternative maize system management practices under varying climate and soil conditions, and the long-term consequences of the adoption of maize management practices on systems productivity and resource quality. 

· Simulation crop modelling makes it possible, using local weather from the past 30 to 50 years and local soil data, to compare alternative strategies for deployment of these scarce resources. Important outputs are not only average expected production but also variability of production. Generally a large potential for productivity increase is revealed.

· Modelling outputs are discussed with farmers and extension workers who can then make more informed choices about what crops to grow and how to manage them. Often this takes the form of on-farm tests of new strategies to verify model predictions. 

· Follow-on projects are being developed to build on the outcomes of both projects, and will commence during 2001/02. Improved technologies will be explored and tested by farmers. 

· A third ACIAR project, LWR2/1996/163 ‘Enhanced resource-use planning for tropical woodland agroecosystems’ is an ACIAR bilateral project with Zimbabwe. 

· The project is active from 1/1/1999 to 31/12/2001 and has a budget of $819,558. The collaborators are, in Australia: the Cooperative Research Centre for Sustainable Development of Tropical Savannahs, the Balkanu Cape York Development Corporation P/L and the University of Queensland; and in Zimbabwe, the Department of Agricultural Technical and Extension Services, the CAMPFIRE Association, and the University of Zimbabwe. 

· Rural communities are constantly faced with decisions about how they develop or conserve the resources they manage. The consequences of these decisions will have an impact beyond the immediate area and may be felt far into the future. Poor decisions have contributed to many current degradation problems, and so this project has been initiated to help improve the decision-making processes used in southern Africa and northern Australia. The project will focus on the management of tropical woodlands. The aim is to develop and trial a framework of processes and tools for decision-making which will result in effective community-based planning for sustainable resource management. 

· The project involves a single district in Zimbabwe (Karamba Ward) and an aboriginal community in Cape York (Aurukun). The smallholders in Karamba Ward are being surveyed and consulted in a participatory manner, prior to being offered alternatives for use of their land, which occupies a hot and dry part of Zimbabwe. Some of the alternatives contain elements of trade-off and hence potential conflict. For example, land set aside for game ranching and ecotourism cannot be used for cropping or even for cattle grazing, and water resources are too limited for much irrigation. 

· There are no white farmers in this region. The community, rather than the individual landholders, is the target of this project. The project is attempting to demonstrate that a more participative socially-sensitive approach to land use planning is more likely to be successful in terms of acceptance by and useful outcomes for the community. 
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