ICARDA’s Response to the Recommendations of the

Center Commissioned External Review of ICARDA’s Capacity Development Function
3 to 21 April 2011

Capacity development is a core priority for ICARDA, given the important role it plays in economic growth and sustainable development, and in addressing the rapid changes in the biophysical, social, technological and policy environments of agricultural innovation systems in the developing world. ICARDA uses advances in science and technology to offer new directions to promote food security. A main element of these directions is new approaches in human and institutional capacity development that enable national agricultural research systems (NARS) to build a cadre of well trained male and female researchers and extension agents.

ICARDA’s Strategic Plan 2007-2016 presents the evolution of ICARDA’s mandate, mission and research capacity development portfolios.  Important changes have also occurred in the Center’s external environment. As a result, the Center decided to re-visit its capacity development activities and align them with the Center’s Strategic Plan 2007-2016. In addition, the revolution of E-learning and increased utilization of web-based technologies will continue to offer excellent opportunities for advancing capacity development.
The CCER Panel comprised Prof. Dr. David Greenwood (Panel Chair), Prof. Dr. Michael von Gagern and Prof. Dr. Abderrazak Daaloul, The review was conducted during 3–21 April 2011, when the Panel visited the Center’s headquarters and also made on-site visits to the national research programs of Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, Egypt, Turkey and Uzbekistan with whom ICARDA works, and to research institutes and farmers in Syria.  

The Panel submitted their draft report on 23 April 2011, which was reviewed by ICARDA for factual corrections. The Panel submitted their final report on 30 April 2011, with a total of 28 key recommendations for enhancing ICARDA’s contribution to developing NARS capacity.  The Center’s response to these recommendations is provided below. Other suggestions and ideas were made by the Panel, but not as formal recommendations. The Center will consider these, but they are not formally addressed in this response. 

Preamble

ICARDA’s Board and management would like to express their appreciation to the Review Panel for a highly professional and thorough review of the Center’s capacity development function. The Center has considered the Panel’s recommendations very seriously in drafting this response. 

ICARDA particularly appreciates the Panel’s recognition of the global importance of capacity development activities, and of ICARDA’s significant outputs in enhancing the capacity of NARS partners, and their forward looking recommendations with associated time scales for developing a more efficient and more effective capacity development function at ICARDA.
The Center emphasizes that the review is of the capacity development function of the entire Center, and not only of the Capacity Development Unit (CDU).  Training is conducted and provided by the research and regional programs and units of ICARDA; CDU plays an important coordination and facilitation role and is the main driver in a well integrated capacity development process that extends to NARS and other partner institutions.  

ICARDA generally accepts most of the recommendations of the Panel, and where we have some reservations the rationale for these reservations is indicated.  As the Panel has indicated, implementation of some recommendations will require additional resources.  It must be recognized, therefore, that these recommendations are accepted on the principle that their implementation will depend on resource availability. In this regard, the Center will set priorities based on its needs and available resources.

Response to Recommendations

1. 
Strategic – ‘Doing the right things’

1.1 
Envisioning Capacity Development (CD) at ICARDA
Recommendation 1: Identify, prioritize from, and nurture ICARDA’s comparative advantages. The CCER panel has identified these in the Strengths quadrant of the SWOT Analysis in Figure 1, below. These should be maintained and should play a part in the prioritization of target activities in ICARDA’s CD strategy. (See Part 5.1 of Main Report)

Timescale: Immediate and continuing

Response: Accepted.  ICARDA has always responded to NARS demands for capacity development activities in line with its comparative advantages and priorities identified with NARS. ICARDA has conducted a needs assessment survey to identify critical gaps in NARS capacity development. The results of the survey will be a basis for reprioritizing CD activities. Further, the SWOT analysis of the CCER report will be used in the prioritization of training activities and in the development of the Center’s Capacity Development Strategy.
Recommendation 2: Engage fully and strategically with CGIAR’s Capacity Development Platform. Thus benefitting from best practice in the international R&D community and enabling the more efficient use of assets through partnership working with other capacity development provision throughout CGIAR. (See Part 4.4 of Main Report)

Timescale: Medium Term and continuing

Response: Accepted.  The Center will engage with whatever entity is developed at the Consortium level to ensure that relevant CD activities are fully mainstreamed within the frameworks of CRPs (particularly CRP1.1 led by ICARDA) as CD activities are crucial components in these programs. It should be noted that some of ICARDA’s CD activities may be conducted outside the CRP portfolio, as long as they are relevant to ICARDA’s mandate and to the CGIAR Strategy and Research Framework (SRF). 
Timescale: Short-Term and continuing

Recommendation 3: Produce a new Capacity Development Strategy for ICARDA using this CCER report as a source. This should be led by the Head of CDU working with ADG for ICC, DDG for Research and the Capacity Development Committee. (See Part 7.1 of Main Report)

Timescale: Short Term

Response:  Accepted. This is already planned for. The findings of this CCER will, in addition to the on-going survey on training needs of national programs and an assessment of ICARDA’s comparative advantages, directly contribute to the development of the new CD strategy.
1.2 
Changing the perception of the role of the CDU

Recommendation 4: Restructure CDU to include a proposed new role as a Virtual Academy. The Virtual Academy would exploit ICT possibilities to reflect and underpin the role of the CGIAR Capacity Development Platform (See Part 7.2 of Main Report).
Timescale: Medium Term
Response: Accepted in principle. This proposed restructuring will be explored as the Center develops its CD Strategy. The Center agrees that it needs to better exploit ICT possibilities and recognizes that virtual/e-learning activities need to be developed to include partnerships, outreach, knowledge bank and distance learning, among others, which are targeted components of the CD function at ICARDA. The e-learning needs to be adopted as one of the important modalities for CD activities. This will be integrated in the new CD Strategy, currently under development.

Recommendation 5: Re-emphasise CDU’s developmental and integrative (rather than just logistics) role through the better utilization of staff time and the restructuring of CDU as shown in Fig. 4, p.31). Identify and integrate all CD functions within ICARDA, define processes and the cross functional responsibilities. Use the CD Collaboration Matrix (Annex 16) as a basis to articulate, and where necessary, redefine responsibilities across the whole of ICARDA’s CD function. (See Parts 5.8, 6.1, and 7.1 of Main Report).
Timescale: Immediate

Response: Accepted. The CD collaboration matrix proposed by the CCER Panel will help ICARDA in reorganizing the different functions of its CD. In recent years, and as a result of short term leadership in CDU, the Unit focused more on its logistics role and less on coordination and facilitation as its main responsibilities. The Review Panel may, therefore, have received the mistaken impression that CDU primary role was logistics.  It is for this reason that the Center has recruited a full-time, experienced Head of CDU, to provide a leading role in the coordination, facilitation, and strategy development and management of CD at the Center. The CDU Head is Chair of a strategic committee on CD composed of Program Directors, Unit Heads, DDG-Research and ADG-ICC. As indicated in Recommendation 6, below, the Center will rationalize the management of logistic issues by devolving these to other support units where appropriate. 
Recommendation 6: Rationalize CDU’s existing logistics role by removing inappropriate aspects (such as dealing with accommodation) and maintain and improve the remaining, appropriate, aspects of the logistics role (such as ensuring timely communication between NARS, trainees, and trainers. (See the CD Collaboration Matrix (Annex 16) and Parts 5.8, 6.1, and 7.1 of Main Report, as above).
Timescale: Short Term

Response: Accepted. ICARDA has already recognized the need to improve the efficiency of the logistics role of CDU and has requested the CDU Head to identify activities that can be done more efficiently by the Visitors Unit and/or other service units at ICARDA. This should allow CDU to focus more on enhancing and coordinating the CD function.

1.3 Supporting the future role of the CDU

Recommendation 7: Recognize the crucial role of CDU in driving the new capacity development strategy of ICARDA and the support this role with resources. See the CD Collaboration Matrix (Annex 16) and Parts 5.8, 6.1, and 7.1 of Main Report, as above).

Timescale: Immediate
Response: Accepted. ICARDA has already recognized this role by commissioning this CCER on the Center’s capacity development function, conducting the stakeholder survey to identify NARS needs and recruiting new technical staff (in process). In addition, ICARDA has appointed the CDU Head as Chair of a strategic committee on CD composed of RPDs, DDG (Research) and ADG (ICC). ICARDA is seeking additional resources to support CD.
Recommendation 8: Support CDU with time and resources to engage with other CD functions in the CGIAR within the Capacity Development Platform and discuss these with ICARDA training providers (Programmes and Units) through the medium of the Capacity Development Committee (See Part 6.4 of Main Report).
Timescale: Short term

Response: Accepted. CDU will be the focal point for engaging with CD functions developed at the Consortium level (see also Recommendation 2). Needed resources will be sought from CRPs. This is part of CDU activities and will be fully addressed within the framework of CRPs as the practical platform for mainstreaming CD functions within the CGIAR.  Existing time and resources, if properly focused, should suffice in carrying out our role within the greater CGIAR, without unwarranted additional investment needed.  Further, the CDU will continue to deal with training activities carried out by the Research Programs/Units both within the CRPs and outside the CRPs, as indicated earlier. The CD Strategy is the product of the Center’s Capacity Development Committee and Center management and is subject to approval by the Center’s Board of Trustees.
Recommendation 9: Extend the range and depth of cooperation with ARIs within and outside the Region by CDU-led engagement working through the NARS. Recent examples include Needs Surveys and specific visits to Country Centers (See Part 6.5 of Main Report).
Timescale: Immediate and continuing

Response: Accepted.  Further expanding and deepening the cooperation with ARIs in capacity development as well as the on-going collaboration with research programs would add value to the quality of ICARDA’s CD activities and diversity knowledge sources. ICARDA has been successfully organizing joint training courses with ARIs. Examples of training implemented recently include an advanced breeding course organized with CLIMA (Australia), crop-water modelling with Leuven University (Belgium) and FAO, water management with CIHEAM, training in seed production and in biotechnology with FAO, and training in conservation agriculture with Australian institutions. ICARDA will continue and deepen its collaboration with existing ARIs and expand this to new partners.

2. Operational: ‘Doing Things Right’

2.1 Structure and Policy Issues

Recommendation 10: Develop a Quality Management Manual for the capacity development Function throughout ICARDA. The likely main components of such a system are shown in Annex 17 for the use and development in further ICARDA strategy (See also Part 5.8 and 6.1 of the Main Report).   

Timescale: Short Term

Response: Accepted. Standardized quality assurance and enhancement guidelines will be developed that will contribute to the efficiency, quality and competitiveness of CD activities at ICARDA.

Recommendation 11: Involve CDU in developing bids for new projects and in Project Inception Workshops (See Part 6.2 of Main Report).

Timescale: Immediate
Response: Accepted.  It is noted that ICARDA does not regularly “bid” for new projects.  CDU is currently involved in, and will continue to be involved in, developing proposals for new projects and in the inception workshops for projects that have a substantive CD component. ICARDA considers the CD function as a collective effort, where the scientists involved in the projects develop together NARS needs-based capacity development plans. CDU then coordinates the implementation of that plan using standardized policies and procedures. It is recognized that CDU could be more usefully involved in the development and planning of such CD activities.   ICARDA attaches high priority to the role of CDU in developing more strategic CD issues such as sourcing, standardization, evaluation, linkages with ARIs, and follow-up. 

Timescale: Short term.
Recommendation 12: Create full-time Program Training Coordinator roles within each ICARDA Research Program/Unit as communication between ICARDA’s various CD functions is a crucial factor in its success. In particular, holders of this role should be specifically tasked with liaison between research-led training and the CDU (See Part 5.1 of Main Report).

Timescale: Short Term

Response: Accepted in principle. All Research Programs have designated a focal point for training, who serve as members of an operational “Training Coordination Committee” chaired by CDU Head. Whether there is a need to appoint full-time roles in each Program/Unit will be considered when redeveloping the whole CD function and the collaboration within ICARDA as part of the CD strategy (see Recommendation 5).  Within the framework of CRPs and the large CD component in CRP1.1, which is led by ICARDA, the Center will study with the CRP partners the need for a training coordinator for CRP1.1.
Recommendation 13: Extend the range and depth of cooperation with Donor Organisations. Efforts expended in meeting and understanding the aspirations of donors as well as providing them with good evidence of impact, are likely to be very valuable (See Part 6.6 of the Main Report).
Timescale: Medium Term and continuing

Response: Accepted.  ICARDA is already cooperating closely with donors that support CD, such as AFESD, JICA, and AusAID, through proposal development, consultation on project implementation and submission of progress, financial and final reports. ICARDA’s Resource Mobilization Strategy has clearly identified ways for better linking with donors; CD activities are included as an integral component in research project proposals and/or stand-alone CD projects. As a result, several training projects were successfully funded recently.
2.2 Operational and Support Issues

Recommendation 14: Adopt and support a software system for training data management (a ‘database’). This will involve three stages: the investigation of options; design (possibly by a consultant) and recruitment to a technical post (with database skills) within CDU (See Part 5.1 of Main Report).

Timescale: Short Term

Response:  Accepted. ICARDA’s CDU will work very closely with ITU in investigating options for developing or procuring such software and putting it into use.
Recommendation 15: Appoint to a new senior post to support the management of ‘ICARDA HQ Operations’. The current Head of CDU should continue to hold responsibility for and provide leadership to CDU in its role in coordinating and facilitating CD activities within ICARDA. However the panel feels that support is needed to free time for the envisioned increased CDU role (See Part 7.2 of Main Report).

Timescale: Short Term

Response:  Not accepted. ICARDA does not agree with appointing a new senior post to support the management of CD operations; the Head of CDU is the senior position in CDU to provide the overall leadership in coordination and facilitation of training activities carried out by Research Programs and Units with assistance from the support staff in CDU. The job descriptions of the existing CDU staff will be reviewed in response to the new CD strategy. In addition, an IRS technical position is under recruitment to provide the needed technical support to CDU in the coordination of specific CD programs. 

Recommendation 16: Adopt Training Needs Assessment and Training Impact Assessment processes, as well as the regular review of the production of the Annual Training Plan (See Parts 4.3.1 and 4.5 of the Main Report).

Timescale: Short Term

Response:
Accepted. ICARDA has already conducted NARS training needs assessment to identify critical gaps in capacity development through formal survey. ICARDA is also conducting formal needs assessment for targeted countries, e.g. Eritrea. In addition, the CDU will work very closely with the Social, Economic and Policy Research Program (SEPRP) to explore the possibility of conducting a formal impact assessment study to document the impact of ICARDA’s training program.  Furthermore, CDU will link with other Consortium level efforts in this regard, including the emerging capacity development platform in the CGIAR.
Timescale: Short-Term and Medium-Term
Recommendation 17: Maintain contact with ICARDA trainees (‘alumni’) and trace and track their continued development. This initiative requires the cooperation of ICARDA researchers (personal contacts), Regional Coordinators and NARS, but should be led-out by CDU and maintained using the proposed database (See Part 5.4.1 of the Main Report).
Timescale: Short Term

Response: Accepted. ICARDA will maintain the trainee database and will use that to conduct periodic tracking of trainees so that their professional development and the impacts of ICARDA training can be assessed. ICARDA will also initiate an Alumni network and maintain regular contact with alumni through its Outreach Offices and NARS partners, as we fully recognize that they act as ambassadors of the Center in terms of influencing issues that are important for the dry areas.

Timescale: Medium-Term and continuing
Recommendation 18: Review the way that the CD function and CDU activities and resources are funding from the funding streams available to ICARDA. Core funding appears to be insufficient for ambitious investments and possibilities of ‘top-slicing’ of restricted projects to support capacity development should be examined. (See Part 7.1 of the Main Report).

Timescale: Medium Term

Response: Accepted. ICARDA agrees with the need to examine the different funding sources for CD to ensure continuity and maintain timely response to NARS needs. Currently, ICARDA’s CD activities are funded from three sources:

1. Core for Center-level activities from AFESD contribution

2. Training-specific restricted projects.

3. Training components of research restricted projects.
The Center will look at other options to support non project-specific training courses. In addition, ICARDA is also seeking funding to support degree training fellowships directed at gaps in specific specializations needed in national programs, e.g. agronomy, plant breeding, plant pathology, entomology, water management, livestock production and animal nutrition.
Recommendation 19: Create, populate and maintain an accessible web-based ‘Knowledge Bank’ within ICARDA and establish a Knowledge Management culture in ICARDA. This would require CDU, CODIS and IT to cooperate to take the initiative (See Part 5.7 of the Main Report).
Timescale: Medium Term

Response: Accepted. ICARDA’s CODIS is currently redesigning and upgrading its website. CDU will work very closely with CODIS and ITU to develop and operationalize the recommended web-based knowledge platform. This is already recommended in the CCER on Information Technology and Systems, Information Services and Knowledge Management, which ICARDA is already responding to.
2.3 Training Delivery Improvement

Recommendation 20: Improve understanding of the needs for training through Needs Assessment Surveys and Visits, and through NARS Regional and National meetings (See Part 4.3.1 of the Main Report).

Timescale: Short Term

Response: Accepted. This is related to ICARDA’s response to Recommendation 16. ICARDA has already conducted needs assessment surveys that need to be fully analyzed and used to better understand and prioritize NARS needs. Annual Regional and National Coordination Meetings will continue to be active platforms for identifying NARS needs and priorities.
Recommendation 21: Adopt appropriate and transparent trainee selection criteria and communicate and implement these. This would involve CDU, through the Capacity Development Committee in relating criteria to intended learning outcomes, and then specifying and monitoring both technical and linguistic trainee requirements (See Part 5.2.1 of the Main Report).

Timescale: Immediate

Response: Accepted. Trainee selection criteria are already in place for each course. ICARDA will continue to strive to enforce these criteria.  ICARDA has already developed and applied a competitive system for degree training through its Graduate Research Training Program and planned to adopt it for most of the training program. However, full implementation of such a plan would be extended to the medium term.
Timescale: Medium-Term
Recommendation 22: Develop; through the Capacity Development Committee (with support from HR and Finance) a coherent and consistent policy of trainee support (stipends, per diems, housing and other benefits) and revised trainee contract (See Part 5.2.2 of the Main Report).

Timescale: Short Term

Response:  Accepted. A process has been started to develop harmonized and unified systems for different training modalities. Such systems were fully discussed at CD Strategic Committee and the CDU was tasked with its further development, finalization and implementation.
Recommendation 23: Investigate and invest in E-learning and other modes, for greater efficiency of delivery (See Part 5.4.1 of the Main Report).
Timescale: Short Term

Response:  Accepted. E-learning would provide ample opportunities to enhance the efficiency of training delivery. This is an area where collaboration with ARIs is needed.
Timescale: Medium-Term
Recommendation 24: Review potential for outsourcing training to NARS, ARIs and other CD functions within CGIAR (See Part 5.1 and 5.4.1 of the Main Report).

Timescale: Medium Term

Response:  Accepted. ICARDA has already been outsourcing some training or elements of training courses, to advanced national and international partner institutes and specialized experts, particularly when the training is part of a collaborative project with other partners. However, we agree that this should be considered in the Center’s CD Strategy to reduce the pressure on ICARDA’s scientists. ICARDA will review the potential for expanding this approach and to identify suitable alternative suppliers. This is subject to the requirements of the Research Programs/Units and available resources.
Recommendation 25: Standardize training materials and evaluate regularly for content and quality. These to include comprehensive and consistent course documentation e.g. curricula, descriptions, intended learning outcomes, and content (See Part 5.3 of Main Report).

Timescale: Short Term and continuing

Response:  Accepted. ICARDA agrees on the need for developing high quality training materials and making them available to trainees as references for their use after the training period.  We also agree that such training materials need to be evaluated and updated periodically.
Recommendation 26: Implement trainee performance evaluation on all ICARDA training courses. This appears to be inconsistent and possibly could be more rigorous. Current thinking is to differentiate between a trainee having attended, completed and successfully completed a training course (See Part 5.2.4 of the Main Report).

Timescale: Immediate

Response:  Accepted. The Research Programs and CDU have already agreed that unless trainees have acquired a certain degree of knowledge and skills at the end of the course, they will not be awarded a certificate of completion of the course. They will only receive a certificate of attendance. To this effect, CDU and Research Programs/Units will develop and implement a new system for evaluating trainees’ performance.
Recommendation 27: Implement a system of evaluation, appraisal and development of trainers, using standard trainer evaluation forms and occasional peer assessment of trainers. The results of both should be referred to during appraisal, and needs for enhancement (e.g. presentation skills training) could be assessed (See Part 5.4.3 of the Main Report).

Timescale: Short Term
Response: Accepted. This is partially done through evaluation forms that are completed by trainees. But, we agree, there is still a need for improvement and this is an existing gap in ICARDA’s CD program that needs to be addressed.  A system for evaluating trainers, and assessing needs for further enhancing training delivery, will be jointly developed by the Research Programs/Units and CDU.
Recommendation 28: Review modality of courses and ensure proper planning of logistics and capacity. Some evidence on changing requirements on modalities was gathered from the CCER Country Visits (see Annexes 8-12) and more systematic data gathering has been instigated by CDU (see questions 4 to 7 of Annex 13: NARS Training Needs Assessment Survey). The NARS responses to these questions will form a sound basis for review.

Timescale: Short term

Response: Accepted. Reviewing the different modalities of training courses in terms of their effectiveness in training delivery needs to be done periodically as a joint effort between research programs/units and CDU. Although ICARDA has developed and implemented planning procedures for all training courses, it is agreed there is a need to review such systems and improve on their efficiency and the effectiveness of training delivery.
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