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Abstract

The impact of technologies or projects on farmers’ livelihoods must be considered within the contexts in which people live and operate. This implies a shift in thinking from commodities or crops, e.g. ‘maize’ as central object of research, to approaches that more comprehensively link crops to the stocks and flows of household assets and activities. A livelihoods approach tackles the main factors that affect livelihoods, providing a way of thinking through diverse influences, ensuring that the key driving factors are captured. 
CIMMYT recently conducted two innovative impact assessments, one at the sub-national level in Mexico and one in Nepal, that operationalize the use of livelihood approaches to comprehensively capture impacts.

The first case, described in more depth in the paper, assesses a past project conducted during 1996-2001 in the Central Valleys of Oaxaca, Mexico; the aim of the project was to increase productivity and preserve diversity of traditional criollo maize landraces, offer training and demonstrations, and promote post harvest technologies. In 2006 a study was launched that focused on changes in farmers’ livelihoods since the project, and on learning on how such projects can increase their impact. A livelihood approach was applied in conjunction with econometrics and gross margin analysis. Participatory focal group and key informant discussions were used to capture qualitative information and triangulate the quantitative findings. A clustering technique was employed to group households into homogeneous types, based on 13 critical livelihood assets: eleven of a quantitative type, two of a qualitative (binomial) type belonging to all five livelihood capitals. The results capture the effects of the past project on farmers’ livelihoods in terms of use of criollo maize, training and use of post-harvest technology and relate them to household characteristics of participants and non-participants, to the processes by which past intervention could succeed and be used in 2006, to the main facts behind their success or failure, and to the spillovers originating from their farmer-to-farmer diffusion. Achieving poverty reduction by developing and selecting local and improved maize germplasm was however just one of the goals of the past Projects; other objectives were maize diversity knowledge, and generating participatory research methods for working with farmers. The benefits of the latter are difficult to quantify as they take the form of a contribution to the stock of scientific knowledge. The assessment indicates that the impacts were in some respects positive (e.g. post-harvest technology), or significant (e.g. adoption of maize varieties), in other cases of variable entity (e.g. of capacity building). To these, the spillovers determined by generating knowledge on maize diversity, and developing participatory methods, should also be added. The same set of approaches used in the Oaxaca case (blending qualitative and quantitative tools, participatory tools, economics, and the rigorous application of before / after and with / without counterfactuals) was also employed in the assessment of the impacts of the Hill Maize research Projects in Nepal. The two areas show several commonalities, as they are mountaineous and (in most cases) host relatively marginalized communities. Also in the case of Nepal one of the aims was developing and testing improved maize varieties through on-farm participatory research. The past approaches were aimed at ensuring the participation of poor and excluded groups of women, and reach out the marginalized and excluded groups. The recent impact study captures impact in terms of food security, maize productivity, empowerment and social inclusion, and institutionalization of participatory approaches. 
Interestingly, while the results of the Oaxaca study, located in the same area of origin of maize, in Mexico, indicate a moderate use of improved maize, a parallel ‘ageing’ trend in farming (also due to strong migration), declines in the areas planted with maize, and a generalized loss of the role of maize as a commercial crop (kept instead for its consumption and cultural roles), they contrast with the case of Nepal where improved maize varieties are used much more and play important roles for livelihoods. The two cases provide lessons on operationalizing livelihood approaches and on how impact assessment, through a livelihoods lens, can help in capturing the broader impact of International Public Goods: in this case maize as a way to reach marginalized farmers and getting crops (maize) to farmers through participatory research.
Partners: in this work there have mainly been a number of Mexican consultants from the indigenous Oaxaca region. The assessment refers to past research conducted by CIMMYT and national institutions such as INIFAP. In the case of Nepal, various NGOs and public sector research were among the partners.

