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About IDRC

About IDRC
A key part of Canada’s aid program – Research for Development

IDRC works with 
developing countries 
to find solutions to problems they 
identify by:
• supporting research
• boosting research skills
• sharing knowledge

IDRC’s mission: 
Empowerment through knowledge
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Research focusCurrently IDRC concentrates 
its support in four broad 
areas:

• Agriculture, Health and 
Environment

• Global Health Policy

• Science and Innovation

• Social and Economic Policy

In Asia, Latin America, Africa 
and the Middle East
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Source: Adapted from: IAASTD, 2009. Agriculture at a crossroads – Synthesis report

Research in Agriculture and Food Security: 
Significance of complexity and interconnectedness 
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• High levels of food insecurity
• Marginalized communities
• High levels of malnutrition
• Rapidly changing dynamics in 

land use

• Critical to identify viable 
solutions and policy options

• Need for cost-effective 
innovations  considering rapid 
transformations and multi-
dimensional systems

• Address specific challenges in 
upland programs

Relevance of Research for Food Security in Uplands of Asia

Farmers carrying thresher up the hill



Examples of IDRC supported research in upland ag and food security
Topics for research evolved with the changing situation and needs in the uplands
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1970s 
and 80s

Cropping/farming systems for uplands (including rice farming 
systems, Crop/live stock systems)
Upland Resource Development Studies
Technologies to reduce drudgery (Soybean Seeder, groundnut 
sheller)
Upland rice varietal screening and development of new varieties
Other crops for uplands: Food legumes, Highland Sweet Potatoes
Women in Farming Systems
Agroforestry related topics

1990s Community-Based Natural Resource Management in uplands 
(several projects under CBNRM program cycle)
Comparative Analysis on Shifting Cultivation
Assess Indigenous Technical Knowledge on Sloping Agriculture
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2000 -
2010

CBNRM continued including Governance and Management of 
Common Pool Resources
Crop Development and Biodiversity Enhancement
Rural Livelihood Security and Policy Changes
Land Use Transition and Human Health 
Innovations for Climate-related Disaster Management and Climate 
Change Adaptationa

Since 
2010

Shifting Cultivation and Climate Change
Food security CIFSRF: Nepal Terrace Farmers and Sustainable 
Agriculture Kits (other projects including millets in India, Sri Lanka, Nepal)
Capacity development: Southeast Asian Uplands Agriculture 
Fellowships
Nutrition Sensitive Agriculture: Nutrition and Food Security in 
Uplands of Vietnam and Thailand

Examples of countries supported for research include Thailand, Vietnam, Philippines, 
Laos, Cambodia, Sri Lanka, Nepal, India, China, Myanmar, regional 
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Agricultural research 
generates long term benefits

Noticeable improvements 
can be seen from 2 yrs up to 
30 years

Lag time is longer for basic 
research than applied 
research

Strong evidence of spill over 
effects – other locations and 
other countries

Impacts of investments in research in agriculture



Examples of current projects

• Research to scale up solutions
• Capacity development
• Research on nutrition sensitive 

agriculture
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Terrace Farmers and Sustainable 
Agriculture Kits 
Unique private-public partnerships

Test strategies to sustainably intensify 
terrace agriculture
Test products that reduce female 
drudgery on terraces 
Test products for sustainability using 
private sector models
Test resilient farming systems 

(low cost biodiversity seed kits and
smartphone extension technologies) 

Test empowerment strategies that 
encourage farmer experimentation
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Led by Local Initiatives for 
Biodiversity, Research and 
Development in Nepal (with 
Canadian universities)



Scholarships to pursue master’s 
degrees related to upland agriculture 

Critical mass of research professionals 

Catalysts for developing sustainable 
programs in the uplands

Initiatives in smallholder management 
in upland communities 

Improved food security   14

Capacity development SE Asian Uplands Agriculture Scholarships 
(2012-2015 extended to 2017)

Project managed by The Southeast Asian Regional Center for Graduate Study 
and Research in Agriculture (SEARCA) 



Highlights of the capacity development initiative

Exchange of expertise and experiences in upland agriculture 
and food security
Need based language support/academic bridging
Additional exposure to research and knowledge exchange     
through targeted workshops/conferences
Support in selecting research topics - if needed
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Scholars from Host Univesities

Cambodia
Laos
Myanmar
Vietnam

University of the Philippines 
Los Baños
Chiang Mai University
Kasetsart University and 
Khon Kaen University 

A total of 43 scholars 

Some graduated

A wide range of 
research topics 
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Emerging Significance 
of 

Nutrition sensitive agriculture



Connection between food security and nutrition

• Utilization pillar of food 
security

• High levels of under-nutrition 
• Wrong assumption that    food 

production =    nutrition
• Need to understand the 

linkages, influencing factors 
and gender dynamics 

• Opportunity to maximise the 
contribution of agriculture to 
improved nutrition and health

Source: FA- The Four Dimensions of Food and Nutrition Security: 
Definitions and Concepts
O



Knowledge Gaps Identified During Expert 
Consultation for Uplands (Singapore 2011)
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• How to improve food utilization 
through the life cycle

• Understanding of pathways for 
nutritional outcomes through 
nutrition sensitive agriculture

• How to leverage agriculture for 
better nutrition

• How to leverage income growth 
for better nutrition

• How to leverage social 
mobilization for better nutrition

• What are opportunities and risks 



Emerging evidence on the validity of nutrition sensitive 
approaches being tested globally 

• A diet which is diverse (a minimum of five out of 10 food 
groups) is shown to have improved nutritional quality and 
predict micronutrient adequacy (Arimold at al, 2010)

• Among agriculture projects that have improved nutrition, 
women’s active involvement has been a consistent element 
(World Bank 2007, Leroy and Frongillo 2007, Hawkes and 
Ruel 2006)

• Women’s discretionary income has greater impact on child 
nutrition and food security (UNICEF 2011, Smith et al 2003)
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Potential pathways for impact of nutrition sensitive agriculture

Source: Herforth and Harris, 2014



Nutrition sensitive 
agriculture (Farm to fork)       

Improvements in 
nutritious food 

availability/consumption          

Improvements in nutrition 
status among upland 

population
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Objectives:  
To characterize the nutritional situation

To characterize the local farming 
practices

To analyze the relationships between 
food production, availability, and 
consumption

To test affordable nutrition-sensitive 
agriculture practices

To facilitate broad adoption of solutions 
and policy impacts 

Upland agriculture and nutrition (Vietnam and Thailand)
Research collaboration: HealthBridge Canada, Chiang Mai University, Hanoi 

University of Agriculture, Hue University of Agriculture and Forestry



Ways in which projects implemented nutrition sensitive 
agriculture

• Increase production of diverse nutrient dense foods – fruits 
and vegetables, pulses, millets, fish, chicken, milk

• Incorporate nutrition behaviour change communications 
(nutrition education) 

• Empower women and consider gender at different levels
• Increase market access and opportunities for nutritious 

foods
• Increase income controlled by women combined with 

nutritional knowledge
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Fish on Farm project in Cambodia Potential to adapt this model to upland regions



Research priorities: Summarized from ADB review
• Research that is interdisciplinary and addresses the diverse 

needs and context of smallholder farming systems 

• Research for Development which is demand-driven 
considering farmer concerns

• Research that develops cost-effective business models and 
financing options (example – value chains)

• Research that includes considerations of nutrition pathways 
and gender dimension

• Research that generates strong evidence for policy and 
programming (example: impacts of Ag intervention on 
nutrition)

• Research optimizing the contributions of the public and 
private sectors



Thank you
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