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1 Introduction and an Overview

1.1  Background and motivations for this study

Being employed as a research-assistant in the joint research project between the Université
Nationale du Bénin (UNB) and the Wageningen Agricultural University (WAU) in the
Netherlands (see Daane et al, 1997), the opportunity was offered for gaining some practical
experience in anthropological research with the Adja ethnic group in the South-West of Benin.
The network of the researchers' 1 belonged to, and the ideas and findings shared during this
period had contributed to my motivation for pursuing research activities. Two important
learning points were gained, according to me, during my participation in the research about
‘indigenous knowledge systems’ of the Adja people. First, the 'sophisticated’ and dynamic
knowledge networks among the Adja farmers were identified but we realized that they were
poorly inter-linked (cf. Dangbégnon, 1990; Breusers, 1990; Dangbégnon & Brouwers, 1990;
Hiddink, 1991; Dangbégnon & Brouwers, 1991bc; Brouwers, 1991,1993; Maas, 1991;
Gnanglé, 1992; Brouwers et al, 1997). Second, there were no political and institutional
frameworks for legitimizing, mobilizing and supporting these ‘indigenous knowledge systems’.
The efforts of the researchers were limited to the discussion with individual Adja farmers for
the identification of their knowledge. These anthropological studies on the ‘indigenous
knowledge systems’ of the Adja ethnic group were inspired by the existing literatures on this
subject (e.g., Brokensha et al, 1980; Chambers, 1983; Richards, 1985; Darré, 1985; Beal et
al, 1986; Roling, 1988, Roling & Engel, 1988; Chambers ez al 1985; Warren ez al, 1990, new
edition 1995), which had served as the basis for the conceptual and theoretical orientations.

The fact that the Adja farmers’ knowledge was not exchanged struck us, and the idea
of doing a study to explore the role of information network (in the research area) emerged as
a solution (cf. Dangbégnon & Brouwers, 1991a). Later, this initiative was encapsulated in a
networking activity with a few farmers' organization, Non-Governmental Organizations
(NGOs) and professionals in the research and development organizations in Benin for the
promotion of ‘sustainable agriculture’. This process led to the creation of the Réseau de
Développement d'Agriculture Durable® (REDAD) at the beginning of 1992. The support of
ILETA (Information Centre for Low-External-Input and Sustainable Agriculture), which was
already engaged in a networking for Low-External-Input and Sustainable Agriculture (LEISA),
had strengthened the process. As a main activist in the REDAD movement at that moment, I
faced some crucial problems. The first was the lack of a clear perspective for the facilitation
of this movement. Everybody was talking about Agriculture durable (‘sustainable agriculture’)
but nobody had a clear answer about the problem, defined as how to go about by mobilizing
‘indigenous knowledge systems’ (cf. Dangbégnon, 1994). In the ambience of the
democratization process in Benin®, there were new social dynamics and a rapid increase of the
REDAD movement. The second problem was the difficult coordination of the activities in the
REDAD, which involved different interest groups®. This period coincided with a fascinating



2 Platforms for resource management

context in West Francophone Africa, the political shift to ‘democratization’ and the idea of
‘decentralization’ of certain powers to the local communities. All these problems were also
stimulating and motivating for undertaking a research at regional/national levels to incorporate
the emergence of new ‘policies’ and ‘institutions’ for socioeconomic change and rural
development. Before my enrolment in research which eventually led to the present book, I was
motivated and convinced that, doing a research and focusing on local groups or coalitions
around specific interests would be very useful. The issue was not to focus only on individual
farmers' knowledge and their farming strategies, but to create networks, and exchange
information with various actors to improve the local people’s natural resource base for
agriculture: the importance of natural resource management.

These previous studies and activities are a source of experience before my enrolment
to the research project® which led to the present book. My training at the WAU® has influenced
greatly this study about the richness and the diversity of the concepts and perspectives studied:
‘soft- system thinking’, ‘Agricultural Knowledge and Information Systems’, ‘actor-oriented
perspective’, agricultural education, gender studies, etc. Discussions within the Netherland-
Israel Development Research Programme (NIRP) project and my access to literature on
comparative studies from the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (HUJ) in Israel (Blum, 1991ab,
1994; Blum & Isaak, 1990) stimulated reflection and ideas in the process of the research design
for the present study. A comparative analysis of case studies was adopted (see chapter 3).

This
Study
Mg youth in
a Beninese
rural area
Experiences Training at Support from Empirical
from REDAD the WAU the HUJ material from
Previous study the NIRP
at the UNB Project
«< BACKGROUND >

Figure 1.1: The different background for this study






