PEOPLE'S RESPONSE TO POLICY CHANGE
IN AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT
ORGANIZATION

The Benin Case

R.C. Tossou

PROPOSITIONS

1

In similarly changing situations, social actors actively and creatively adopt a
plurality of coping responses. This plurality of responses is guided by their
evaluation of the costs and benefits of these responses for themselves and
for other social actors (this dissertation).

2

Social actors' response to change is not only a product of their capability
with respect to the performance of the expected behaviour. It depends also
on their readiness or willingness to acquire capabilities pertaining to the
situation (this dissertation).

3

Social actors' response to policy change is the outcome of the way they
perceive the degree of countervailing power (room for manoeuvre) available
to them in their attempts to perform the expected behaviour. This countervailing power may be related either to their autonomy or to the level of
accountability given to them (this dissertation).

4

Interactive knowledge and information processes used as policy instruments
are more likely to lead to positive responses to policy implementation than
directive ones (this dissertation).

5

Material, technical, financial and social motivations are mainly used by the
social actors in their calculations of the costs and benefits of a given policy
change (this dissertation).

6

Directive knowledge and information processes such as regulation setting,
reinforcement, control, supervision and disciplinary action are the main
policy instruments used in directive, bureaucratic and top-down situations
(this dissertation).

7

Knitting a new rope from an old one is a way to ensure sustainability and
continuity (African saying).

8

Strangers with big eyes may not see as clearly as natives with tiny eyes
(Yoruba saying).

9

Our way of behaving (physically, psychologically and spiritually) is the only
source of our fortune and misfortune in this life.

10

Snaring difficulties with other people is the spice of life.

11

The completion of an MSc course or a PhD programme by African males in
the Netherlands means an end to their job of cooking and washing dishes
after each meal. It is a matter of culture.

12

Cycling is a nice sport for African students in the Netherlands, but once
back in their countries, it becomes ridiculous and they prefer pretty cars or
motorbikes. It is a matter of culture, but also of physical location.
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CHAPTER 1

SETTING THE SCENE: AGRICULTURAL

DEVELOPMENT IN

BENIN AND THE CHANGING CONDITIONS
"The farmer is able to contribute with a whole body of knowledge and know-how
which are a result of his/her life experiences accumulated by hit-or-miss methods or
chance observation during his attempts to react to tough environmental constraints.
There is a need to understand and value this knowledge and know-how' (adapted
from Tourte, 1986 quoted by Hinvi, 1990)
'We always tell farmers what to do because of our belief that we are the only experts
on farming practices. We do not listen to farmers very often because of Beninese civil
servant mentality that is characterized by lack of humility, reflection on one's own
activities, and a high orientation towards individual interests and projects' (A
Beninese extension officer, 1992)
'L'homme à l'esprit débile craint toujours le changement, il ne se sent en sécurité
que dans le statu quo et la nouveauté lui inspire une peur presque morbide. Pour lui,
la pire des souffrances est celle d'une idée neuve (King, quoted by a Beninese
extension officer, 1992)

1.1
1.2
1.3

1.4

1.1

Introduction
General overview of agricultural development in Benin: knowledge and information
articulation in the agricultural system
National discontinuities and their repercussions on the articulation of knowledge and
information in the agricultural system
1.3.1
Change at the national level in Benin
1.3.2 Changing conditions and organization of agricultural development
Formulation of the research problem, objectives and relevance
1.4.1 Research problem
1.4.2 Research objectives
1.4.3 Relevance of the study

Introduction

This book deals with change. It looks into how individual actors and groups of actors
reconstruct the world around them in changing conditions, i.e., the way they use
experience to adapt to, or to cope with, these changes, and related strategies and
knowledge processes. The way people face the reality in the institutions in which they
work and the way they respond to change is poorly studied in the Beninese context.
This field of study is rather new and interesting for empirical research. This book is
only the begirining of such an endeavour. It utilizes the opportunities provided by the
fundamental and rapidly changing political and socio-economic discontinuities of the
Beninese system.
The book is written on the basis of empirical data gathered from institutions and
organizations dealing with agricultural development in Benin. It represents a partial
monitoring of the main changes introduced in the agricultural development sector
following the implementation of the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP).
1

As far as this book is concerned, change refers to the discontinuities in Benin, and
their repercussions for the agricultural system (e.g., agricultural education, extension,
research, farmers' organizations and other supporting institutions) in particular. As
such, it includes mainly changes in individual role performance, status of individual
actors, social relationships and interaction patterns between individual actors and
strategic groups, as well as the functions carried out by different actors and groups
of actors in the agricultural development process.
1

Four cases of change were considered.
(1)

professionalizing agricultural extension through a re-orientation of the
Training & Visit system in the 'Centres d'Action Régional pour le
Développement Rural' (CARDER), the Regional Action Centers for Rural
Development, which are integrated agricultural development, state-owned
institutions. Some of the functions formerly carried out by these institutions
were being transferred to the 'Groupement Villageois' (GV)\ a form of
farmers' association;

(2)

making farmers responsible for such functions as primary gathering of cotton,
inputs and credit management through their associations, i.e., the GV;

(3)

adapting agricultural education to the employment or
market/opportunities, i.e., the development needs in Benin; and

(4)

adapting agricultural research to farmers' needs and constraints in Benin,
making research more client-oriented.

work

The study of these four cases started in the Borgou province in 1989, where in-depth
interviews, discussions and intensive observations were undertaken. The results
obtained were cross-checked with evidence obtained in 1993 in other CARDERs,
mainly those of the Mono, the Atacora and the Oueme provinces, as well as in other
related education and research institutions.
Results of field research showed that the forms of response adopted by various
actors, be they individuals or strategic groups, in the changing situation vary a lot in
a given type of agricultural institution. These forms of responses are not always
similar when comparing the situation in the various case studies. Also, certain forms
of responses are likely to predominate in certain institutions.
The book comprises eight (8) chapters. This first chapter, after introducing the book
as a whole, gives a general overview of knowledge articulation in the agricultural

A discontinuity is a change in the already existing course of action. Social discontinuity is a reshaping
of existing social practice or knowledge, or an introduction of new elements that either replace or accord new
meanings to already established ways of doing things (Long and van der Ploeg, 1989).
1

2

system in Benin, moves gradually to general and specific discontinuities at stake and
ends with the formulation of research problem and objectives, and a justification of
the study.
The second chapter begins with the formulation of an analytical framework and
explains the research methodology (e.g., data collection techniques, and the analysis
procedures).
Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 7 present the empirical results of the study. They start with a
contextual description of various changes initiated in the four agricultural
development institutions (extension, GV, education and research); attempt to identify
the responses of various actors, their interpretations or definitions of changes,
relevant knowledge processes, and factors which shape or facilitate these responses,
interpretations and knowledge processes.
Chapter 6 is an intermezzo. It presents and discusses, in a comparative way, the main
results of the analysis of actors' responses to new policy measures in the first three
cases, i.e., professionalization of extension; greater responsibility of farmers; and
more relevant agricultural education. It endeavours to find out how far each of the
case studies contributes to the understanding of various knowledge and information
processes, on the one hand, and various coping behaviours identified on the other
hand. It also seeks to highlight similarities and differences, i.e., variation between
cases; and ends with a final reflection on change, which is an attempt to frame
knowledge and information processes, coping behaviours, and the factors affecting
them in changing situations.
The concluding chapter 8 highlights, initially, the main theoretical and practical
learning points, i.e., the main conclusions and suggestions. The theoretical learning
points derive from the triangulation of relationships in chapter 6 with the results of
the study of the fourth case, i.e., greater client orientation in agricultural research
(chapter 7).
For a thorough understanding of the way the main conclusions, knowledge claims and
practical recommendations have emerged, the reader is advised to go through the
whole book. But readers can also come to understand enough by reading only
chapters 1, 2 (mainly section 2.1), 6 and 8.

1.2

General overview on agricultural development: Knowledge and
information articulation in the agricultural system

The economy of Benin is mainly based on the primary sector (agriculture, livestock,
forests, fisheries etc.) involving over 80% of its population. The percentage has
diminished over the years but still remains relatively high. To illustrate, the
contribution of this sector to the Gross Domestic Production was about 47% in 1970,
but fell to about 38% in 1990 (Department of Rural Economics & Sociology /
Faculty of Agriculture, 1992).
3

Agriculture was intensified after independence by the Beninese state, through its
agricultural institutions, as a continuation of the colonial way of organizing
agricultural development, i.e., on the basis of single crops. Emphasis will be further
placed on it in chapters 3 and 7. The following statement illustrates very well the
way this promotion of the agricultural sector was carried out by the state.
for more than 30 years, agricultural education in Benin, had as its main goal to train
managerial staff for helping farmers in agricultural development. This contribution was made
through assistance to farmers with extension, 'animation rurale', organization of the
marketing of agricultural products, and research. But, with regard to economic limitations of
the country, the recruitment of managerial staff for agricultural development has been a
problem and was even suspended. Graduates of agricultural colleges are expected to start their
own enterprises, either individually or in groups, in agriculture' (Ministry of National
Education, 1990).

As illustrated by this statement, the Beninese state contributes to agricultural
development through its agricultural educational institutions which, in the past,
provided managerial staff for extension and research institutes. Today this
contribution is expected to be done, also, through teaming modern farmers. The
institutions worked together with farmers to achieve the development of agriculture.
Other public services involved in either input supply or cash credit provision also
contributed to the achievement of this objective. As such, these various services acted
as a system for the promotion of agricultural development in Benin. Summarized
in figure 1.1 are the human resources, services and information flow between these
institutions.
2

The contribution of agricultural development institutions to agriculture was either
directly with individual and group contacts with the farmers or indirectly through
their associations. There have been some farmers' associations for production-related
activities, or for services, or for both. The biggest farmers' associations are the GV.
Rôling and Seegers (1991) proposed to call such connected institutions an
Agricultural Knowledge and Information System (AKIS) . But such a general
description of articulation between various institutions involved in agricultural
development in Benin does not give the real picture of how this articulation is
implemented or of the results of this articulation for the promotion of agriculture in
Benin.
3

A system can be defined as a construct with arbitrarily defined boundaries for discourse about
complex phenomena to emphasize wholeness, inter-relationships and emergent properties (RSling, 1994).
2

An Agricultural Knowledge and Information System is the set of organizations and/or persons, and
the links and interactions between them, which are engaged in such knowledge processes as the anticipation,
generation, transformation, transmission, storage, retrieval, integration, diffusion, and utilization of agricultural
knowledge, information and technology, and which potentially work synergistically to improve the
goodness-of-fit between knowledge and environment, and/or the control provided through technology use, in
agriculture or a domain thereof (R81ing and Seegers, 1991:32).
3
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A report of a meeting of the extension workers held on the 'Projet de Restructuration
des Services Agricoles' (PRSA - Agricultural Services Restracturing Project), has this
to say:

'In Benin, the tremendous efforts of the government to promote agricultural development
through its various institutions have never succeeded. Extension services have not been able
to stand as near as possible to the needs of the fanners. This situation was due to
insufficiency of extension personnel and mainly to their inability to define relevant services
for farmers.
In addition to these factors, there is the Beninese civil servant mentality characterized by lack
of humility and reflection on their own activities, by lack of ability for multi-disciplinary
(group) work, and by many individuals' projects/interests' (CARDER of the Borgou
province, 1991).

An ex-Rural Development Officer also said:
'We are used only to talking with farmers, telling them the right things to do because we
believe that we are the only experts on farming. We do not listen to farmers very often. As
a result, we never take into account their real needs. Sometimes, we do not succeed in
persuading them with our solutions and technologies because we do not satisfy their
constraints. This behaviour is mainly based on our mentality of doing for doing, i.e., without
conviction ('J7 n'y a qu'a fairisme')' (CARDER of the Oueme province, 1993).

The two statements indicate that agricultural development institutions have not taken
5

