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Mr Peter Core, ACIAR Director

The Director’s review

In some senses, 2005–06 has been a watershed year in the development 
dialogue. Two important characteristics are the much stronger focus 
on the importance of broad-based economic growth and on investing 
in people. Because it is only with longer term economic growth rates, 
significantly above population growth, that per capita incomes will 
increase and poverty levels will decline.

Putting sustained economic growth firmly on the aid agenda has meant 
that there is now a broad international consensus that agricultural growth 
is usually a precondition for rural development and a precondition for 
income growth and poverty reduction. There is agreement as well that 
appropriate technologies and therefore strong agricultural research 
programs are required if the objectives of agricultural development, and 
hence of economic and social development, are to be met in developing 
countries.

The Challenge Ahead
By its nature research is a long term enterprise and many of our most 
important research breakthroughs have been unforseen in their inception. 
It is the nature of the research endeavour. But there are some things that 
we can be more certain about as time unfolds:
• our current global population of around 6 billion people will reach 9 

billion during this century
• the majority of the world’s population will live in urban areas, many in 

mega cities
• the demand for food will double and diversify as incomes rise and 

consumers spend more on better, higher value foods
• this higher demand will put pressure on natural resources and 

accentuate water scarcity, soil degradation and biodiversity loss

Many of these issues confront us today and it will only be by concerted 
action that we will avoid being overwhelmed by them. Irrigated 
agriculture has been a big driver of higher output and key water basins 
in the region are now under significant pressure by users. When taken 
with the likelihood of increased climate variability, it is undoubtedly true 
that these demand pressures will put increasing pressure on our natural 
resource systems. It is not just the vital agenda of ‘more crop per drop’ 
but the rapidly growing demands for water from cities, industry and the 
environment.

Many of these issues are beyond the direct competencies of the 
agricultural research agenda. But agricultural research has a track record 
for reaping significant rewards from improved productivity, fostering 
cheaper, higher quality foods and fibres and producing a much better 
understanding of the best intervention points for public policy makers.
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Two Specific Challenges
While the ‘slow magic’ of agricultural R&D is known, the global community 
continues to face very significant challenges. Two recent examples 
highlight this. The first is avian influenza.  Much is being done by the 
Australian Government and regional partners to manage the disease and 
reduce the risks of transmission. As one of several ACIAR-funded projects 
on avian influenza, we are working with partners on the role of ducks 
as reservoirs of the virus and transmitters to chickens. The second is the 
emergence of a new virulent stem rust, UG99 that threatens wheat crops 
in South Asia. Our support for International Agricultural Research Centres 
such as CIMMYT and ICARDA is enabling them to intensify research to 
create UG99-resistant strains.

There are, of course, many other serious issues that require action. This 
is not the place to discuss them but all have a significant impact on the 
capacity of agriculture to contribute to broad-based economic growth.  

Generating Impacts – Greater Focus
ACIAR’s programs are about improving livelihoods in partner countries 
and generating research outputs with strong adoption pathways. Our 
efforts in this journey continued to be advanced in 2005–06 around a 
central theme of greater focus. Our program managers now focus on a 
selected subset of countries in the Asia-Pacific region. The balance of new 
projects commissioned by ACIAR is being shifted more towards those 
with impacts in the shorter term and our country programs are being 
designed to work more closely with the rural development strategies of 
our partner countries, often supported by international donors, including 
AusAID. 

In addition, 2005–06 saw a significant expansion in our ex poste project 
impact assessments. Actual expenditure on these assessments was 
$710,000 in 2005–06 compared with $410,000 in 2004–05. The results of 
these assessments are set out elsewhere in the Annual Report but the 
central message is that ACIAR programs continue to have a very high pay 
off. It is not always so, but provided our programs stay focused on high 
priority areas and integrate with the efforts of our partner countries and 
other donors, agricultural research will continue to be a significant, high 
pay off investment for rural development and economic growth.

Our evaluation program is managed by ACIAR but the actual evaluations 
are done by independent, expert third parties. All their reports are 
released publicly. These efforts are complemented by a rolling program 
of adoption studies of those projects that have been completed for 
three years. In 2005–06, these adoption studies reviewed 2001–02 
completed projects and demonstrated the importance of project design 
in harvesting post project impacts and that these projects are making a 
significant post project contribution.

All of our evaluation efforts in 2005–06 will be provided to the newly 
established Office of Development Effectiveness in AusAID that the 
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Minister Downer meets with 
ACIAR John Dillon Memorial 
Fellowship awardee Dr Delia 
Catacutan, Philippines

Minister announced when he released the Australian Government’s White 
Paper on the Overseas Aid Program in April 2006. 

Nurturing Science – Nurturing People
ACIAR’s partnership modality is primarily about nurturing the science, 
the people and the institutions that do this vital work. Our work with 
Australian research partners, the International Agricultural Research 
Centres and partner countries is all about the quality of these 
partnerships. For it to be effective and lasting it must be built on mutual 
respect, mutual commitment, mutual understanding and mutual goals. 
As ACIAR’s Director, in 2005–06 I have stressed the importance of all four 
facets to staff. It is not easy. Pushing a more focused, impact oriented 
agenda requires that commitment by all partners and this takes time, 
dialogue and trust. 

It would be fair to say that this change in emphasis is a work in progress. 
Our developing country partners hold ACIAR in high stead, and generally 
would like us to work in more areas than is consistent with a policy of 
focusing on fewer high potential impact areas. The ongoing and critical 
dialogue is to identify these high potential areas and to tackle them in 
partnership. This change also has implications at home where we are 
extending our stakeholder consultations, aiming to identify partnerships 
where there is a strong alignment of the Australian and international 
objectives.

Our commitment to partnership is long term. With our program managers 
now focusing on selected countries in the region, there is now more scope 
for us to build an intimacy in our partnerships where the importance of 
local knowledge and conditions are truly recognised. This is not because 
scientific principles change from place to place, but because these 
principles require local knowledge for their effective application.

In 2005-06, ACIAR took important steps to help strengthen the agricultural 
research systems in our partner countries. Consistent with the White Paper 
and with the strong support of AusAID, we are now in the process of 
significantly expanding our training program for overseas partners. Over 
the next two years the number of postgraduate scholarships associated 
with our program will be doubled. My objective is that a majority of 
current projects will involve a postgraduate student from the partner 
country working here with the Australian partner and gaining tertiary 
qualifications.

Working for Australian Agriculture
As part of Australia’s overseas aid program and being accountable to 
the Minister for Foreign Affairs, ACIAR’s primary focus is towards partner 
countries in the region. But there have been, for many years, significant 
benefits to Australian agriculture from our efforts. Some are obvious like 
our work on pests and diseases and access to genetic material. Others 
come from productivity improvement from projects designed with a 
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specific Australian component. This is the case for many of our projects.

These flow-back benefits to Australian agriculture have been known 
to ACIAR for many years but not widely appreciated. To address this 
ACIAR commissioned the Centre for International Economics to examine 
and, where possible, quantify the benefits to Australia of ACIAR-funded 
research. This publication has now been released and demonstrated that 
the Australian benefits alone more than cover the full project costs of the 
35 projects reviewed by the study.

These benefits flow directly from improved productivity, reduced risk and 
stronger protection from disease and pest incursion and increased trade 
benefits, underlining the ongoing synergistic benefits flowing to Australia 
from ACIAR programs.

Working Together
By its nature, ACIAR’s working framework is a diverse network of 
relationships – with Australian and International Agricultural Research 
Centres, partner countries, multilateral and national development 
agencies all the way to those who nurture and execute Australian’s foreign 
policy interests. The demands on ACIAR staff associated with ‘bringing 
government together’ have never been higher than in 2005–06. Working 
across organisational barriers is a given for us.

In 2005–06, ACIAR redoubled its efforts on this ‘Working Together’ agenda. 
Our on-going relationships with AusAID continued to grow with new joint 
funded programs in Indonesia and East Timor. Our linkages to Australia’s 
Embassies and High Commissions in the region remained very strong as 
they are with our Portfolio Department. We are now working much closer 
with other major development agencies like FAO and the World Bank.

We didn’t fix the ‘Working Together’ agenda item in 2005–06 but we 
worked on it and will continue to do so. The reality is that this agenda 
is not about structures and organisational form. It is much more about 
culture and behaviour. And that is as much about leadership that 
supports, models, understands and aspires to whole-of-government 
solutions. It is for others to judge but I hope that I have helped foster 
cooperation and collegiality in the way that ACIAR operated with others in 
2005–06 and will in the future.

ACIAR Staff – Meeting the Challenge
The tasks facing ACIAR staff are formidable and require us to be constantly 
recreating ourselves to address the challenges. As set out in this Annual 
Report, we have much to be proud of in 2005–06. In response to the 
Uhrig Review, ACIAR’s governance structures are being modernised. Our 
programs now have stronger focus. We are building stronger partnerships 
not just across the research continuum but with our development 
partners and in a ‘whole-of-government’ context in Australia. ACIAR’s 
funding base is expanding, while still retaining a sharp focus on our own 



9

cost-effectiveness. Our efforts to strengthen our partnerships with key 
stakeholders are being redoubled. The pieces are starting to lock into 
place.

We could not have achieved any of this without the overriding 
commitment of ACIAR staff in Canberra and in our regional offices have to 
their job. It is first rate and I want to thank all of them for their efforts. This 
is as much their Annual Report to the Minister, the Australian Parliament 
and key stakeholders as it is the Board or its Director. It reflects ACIAR’s 
ongoing commitment to transparency, accountability, efficiency and 
impacts.

Peter Core
Director
September 2006


