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Introduction:  
Engaging with the challenges for mainstreaming gender in agricultural research 
and development

Barun Gurung1

The project ‘Building Capacity in Gender Analysis and Gender Mainstreaming in the NARS 
of ASARECA’ emerged in response to the general urgency for agricultural research and 
development systems in Sub-Saharan African region to more effectively address the needs of 
those constituency groups, particularly poor women small-holders, who are vulnerable to the 
effects of poverty, land degradation and climate change. More specifically, the project emerged 
in response to the need for agricultural research and development systems to adopt ‘demand-
driven’ agendas of innovation, and integrate gender-sensitive participatory approaches into the 
structures and cultures of their organizational practice to more effectively respond to the complex 
social and environmental realities of vulnerable groups.

The project approach was to influence the policies of agricultural research and development 
systems, while improving implementation and delivery of services directly benefitting vulnerable 
groups, such as poor women, through improved targeting. The project’s agenda was to advocate 
for change through developing capacity, to develop institutional mechanisms for making gender 
an explicit criterion for programming and effectiveness, and to enable organizations think 
more deeply about gender relations, away from the earlier “add women and stir approach” (e.g. 
Subrahmanian, 2007, p. 113).

In a general sense, gender-mainstreaming initiatives targeted at institutions that are 
responsible for agriculture and natural-resources management need to be cognizant of, and 
strategically anticipate, several challenges that contribute to the ‘gender blindness’ that permeates 
such institutional contexts.2 The first challenge concerns the limitations of such institutions to 
effect real changes in social relations of their constituency groups. Integrating gender concerns 

1 Barun Gurung, the former coordinator of the Systemwide PRGA Program, is an anthropologist whose research 
interests include indigenous knowledge, the politics of organizational practices, organizational change, and 
the influence of masculinities on research and development systems. He is currently an Associate with Women 
Organizing for Change in Agriculture and Natural Resources Management (WOCAN).

2 The targeting of sector bureaucracies for gender-mainstreaming initiatives is part of a larger trend in development 
which is due in part to mainstreaming programs being negotiated, designed, managed and monitored by 
international and national bureaucrats, not by or along with politicians and civil society groups. While such 
practices may evolve by reaching out through consultative processes with stakeholders in the initial stages, they 
rarely go beyond this to develop sustainable processes to ensure that program implementers are held to systems of 
accountability (Standing, 2007).
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The Association for Strengthening Agricultural Research in Eastern and Central Africa (ASARECA) is 
a non-political organization of the National Agricultural Research Systems (NARS) of ten countries: Burundi, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Madagascar, Rwanda, Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda. 
It aims at increasing the efficiency of agricultural research in the region so as to facilitate economic growth, 
food security and export competitiveness through productive and sustainable agriculture.

The Program on Participatory Research and Gender Analysis (PRGA Program) sought to mainstream 
gender analysis and equitable participatory research to promote learning and change in CG centers and NARS 
so that they could better target the demands of beneficiary groups, particularly poor rural women.

The International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) is an agricultural research institution that focuses 
on scientific solutions to hunger in the tropics. CIAT believes eco-efficient agriculture—developing sustainable 
methods of food production—is the best way to eradicate hunger and improve livelihoods
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