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ABSTRACT

Many agricultural research projects seek to achieve pro-poor impact through policy-level changes, but the pathways to achieving such changes are often poorly understood, and lessons not applied in project design. The result is often a disappointing failure to observe policy impact, from what may be highly policy-relevant findings.

A recent collaborative project between the International Livestock research Institute (ILRI) and the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) sought to understand and draw lessons from examples of evidence-based policy change. A new methodology for understanding policy change processes and the role of the different influences produced a rich understanding of the complex processes and influences leading to the policy changes. 

Two particular case studies – on new urban agriculture policy in Kampala and on changes in dairy marketing policy in Kenya – illustrated the important roles played by different partners in achieving policy change, both being successful collaborations between researchers, civil society organisations (CSOs) and government. 

In Kampala, Uganda, new City Ordinances on Urban Agriculture have recently been passed. Previous policies had been largely interpreted as prohibiting the practice, although it was known to be a highly important livelihood strategy for the poor, with some 30% of all households in Kampala practising agriculture. The new Ordinances acknowledge and support the legal right of residents to grow food and raise livestock within the city limits, whilst still addressing public health and nuisance issues. Key actors in this policy change included a coalition of CSO, city council and both local and international researchers. This coalition developed over a number of years, and each actor was found to have played a particular role in the development of the new evidence-based policies. 

In Kenya, there has been a significant policy change towards official support for small-scale milk traders. This contrasts with the previous active harassment and attempts to stamp out this traditional market, which links the vast majority of small-scale farmers with poor consumers. This change was largely driven by evidence from a highly collaborative research and development project, implemented by national and international research institutes and government, with close collaboration with service-delivery and advocacy-focused CSOs. All partners were found to have played important roles in influencing the policy change. 

In both cases a critical factor was the linking of ‘user-voice’ (poor farmers, traders and consumers) into policy dialogues so that research evidence was linked to the real issues and concerns of those affected. This was achieved through innovative linkages between civil society organisations, government (local and national) and researchers. And whilst the mechanism for these linkages was very different in each case, lessons can be drawn in the form of guiding principles. CSOs played a particular role in supporting (through representation or capacity-building) the voices of poor beneficiaries in policy dialogues. And close linkages between researchers and CSOs brought an ‘advocacy’ element to supplement more ‘formal’ communication routes that researchers were constrained to follow. CSOs were also able to play a key role in piloting new approaches, based on the researchers’ evidence, and in partnership with government. The same evidence therefore ended up working through a number of different channels. Linkages with government throughout the process built understanding and ownership of the process, helping to reduce potential conflict in what were highly controversial policy areas. The coalitions of different actors also meant there was a sensitive understanding of the overall policy-making context, so that appropriate strategies could be developed and modified throughout the lengthy process of policy change. 

Whilst local context and sector issues influenced the particular approaches that proved successful in each of these cases, lessons can still be drawn to produce guiding principles on effective collaboration to achieve pro-poor, evidence-based policy changes.
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