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DG Sanginga addresses women

More women in IITA: Beyond rhetoric

Increasing the quota of women in research 
transcends the clamor for gender 

mainstreaming; it is all about improving 
productivity and efficiency, says IITA 
Director General Dr Nteranya Sanginga.
Addressing women staff members in 

Ibadan on 11 March 2014, Dr Sanginga 
said the need to increase the population of 
women was driven by the productivity of 
women staff which had proven to be above 
their male counterparts over the years.
Citing an instance at the Threshing 

Building— a unit involved in the threshing 
of crops such as maize, soybean, cowpea, 
and rice―Dr Sanginga said out of a 
workforce of over 100 in that unit, 30 
percent are women, but in terms of output, 
they account for more than 70 percent.
Another example that comes to mind is 

the IITA Women’s Group that is involved 
in charitable programs including donations 
to orphanages, community development, 
and the provision of scholarships.

perception which sees 
women as weaker vessels 
and has cast a shadow of 
an inferiority complex on 
women, especially in the 
African context. In this 
wise some women see 
some jobs as “no go areas 
for them” and in some cases 
the Human Resources Unit 
is compelled to invite only 
men as women don’t apply.
This is why Dr Sanginga 

charged the women: 
“Apply for positions... 
Don’t be shy.”

The Director General described the 
women workforce as  productive but yet 
to be fully tapped resource.

Making the vision a reality
But more than increasing the numbers 
of women, Dr Sanginga said that he 
envisioned more women in management 
of the Institute in the years ahead.
He called on women to come out of their 

shells and aspire for higher positions.
“You need to be excellent in whatever you 

are doing... You need to be innovative,” 
he said.
But like elsewhere, challenges abound 

that limit the performance of the women 
folk.
For instance, several young working 

mothers have children and husbands to 
take care of. For many, taking higher 
positions that would compromise the care 
of their children is a non-starter.
Another challenge is the cultural 

Women making IITA proud
Whether on the field or the lab, women are contributing immensely to IITA goals.  
Drs Charity Mutegi and Soniia David are examples among several others.

Prize Laureate Dr Norman Borlaug.  
Dr Mutegi was recognized for her work  
as a member of the IITA research team  
that has achieved major breakthroughs 
by applying locally adapted and easy 
to use biological tools in combating 
contamination with deadly aflatoxin  
mold that occurs in staple crops such as 
maize grain or groundnut.
Dr Soniia David, former IITA  

Technology Transfer Specialist, and 
her team at the Sustainable Tree Crops  
Program received the 2008 CGIAR  
Science Awards-Outstanding Communi
cations Category  for training farmers 
in West African countries to use digital 

video cameras as a way 
to share knowledge 
on sustainable cocoa 
production. By setting 
up video viewing clubs 
(VVCs), the team got 
together groups of 
farmers to watch and 
learn from the videos.
The award for 

Outstanding Communi
cations was announced 
during the CGIAR’s 
2008 Annual General 
Meeting held in Maputo, 
Mozambique.

Mutegi David

Dr Charity Mutegi 
received the 2013 
Norman Borlaug Award 
for Field Research and 
Application, endowed 
by the Rockefeller 
Foundation as part of  
the World Food Prize. 
The Borlaug Award 
for Field Research and 
Application recognizes 
an individual under 
the age of 40 who 
emulates the scientific 

innovation and dedication to food  
security demonstrated by Nobel Peace 

Delivery is key
As positive sentiment across several 
organizations to increase the quota of women 
grows, several organizations have different 
propositions to address this challenge of low 
populations of women. 
In IITA, the key is for women 

to muster more courage than  
ever before and participate in project 
execution to ensure that IITA meets its 
delivery goals. “If we are able to meet 
our delivery targets, I will not hesitate to  
employ more women. But if we fail to meet 
our project execution targets, we will have 
no option but to downsize,” Dr Sanginga 
said.
In less than 2 years, IITA has doubled its 

annual budget and there are still prospects 
for growth. Dr Sanginga said the energy 
from the women is needed now to ensure 
that the Institute meets its obligations, 
emphasizing that “if you (women) take 
care of IITA, IITA will take care of you.”



Our say

In response to the call for greater 
participation of women and to be able 

to fill top management positions in IITA, 
some women called for policies that would 
enable them to further their education 
while at the same time keep their jobs and 
take care of their babies.
“We need to further our education,” Mrs 

Kafilat Odesola said, emphasising that 
such opportunities would not compromise 
research, “because women can multitask 
and do a hundred things at the same time.” 

So my advice is: “know what you want as 
an individual and pursue it.”
Corroborating Dr Maziya-Dixon’s 

position, Bukky Adeyemo encouraged 
women not to look at limitations if 
they wanted to be at par with the male 
counterparts.
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Oyinlola Adeyemo

Besides the challenge of furthering their 
education, women at the forum also voiced 
out other limitations. For Sylvia Oyinlola, 
IITA women on official travels  sometimes 
have to run their homes through cell 
phones. However, in cases where  the kids 
are younger, the decision to take is usually 
a difficult one for the mother.

But in spite of these limitations,  women 
are still  soaring above the odds.
 Dr Ranjana Bhattacharjee shared a 

personal experience on how she was 
advised by relatives to get married at a 
younger age but she refused.
“I refused and had my PhD before  

getting married...You need to have the 
zeal, and courage. Why ask for your 
supervisor to fund you? Why don’t you 
write a proposal and show it to your  
supervisor so you jointly approach a donor 
for funds.
“I work on a crop that is dominated by 

men and IITA was probably insignificant 
in the group but that has changed today... 
So, as a woman, you have the power,” she 
explained.
For Dr Bussie Maziya-Dixon, climbing 

the corporate ladder would entail women 
setting their priorities right. “You should 
know what you want. What you want to 
achieve at 30... What you want to achieve 
at 40 etc. I have seen a lot of women who 
come with the ambition to do a PhD. And 
the supervisor looks for funds because he 
knows that if he educates a woman, he is 
actually educating 20 people at a go. But 
in the middle of the program when the 
boyfriend comes and says we are getting 
married, she drops everything just like that. 

“ I remember working in IITA years back 
with my little children (2, 3 years old), 
and sometimes closing at 8.00 pm. But I 
was determined to do the job because that 
is what it entailed. So we just have to be 
determined and tackle the challenges that 
come,” she said.

Odesola

Bhattacharzee
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Way forward
A committee representing all categories 
of women staff was set up to map out 
an implementation strategy to increase the 
workforce of women and advise on matters 
relating to staff promotions in IITA. 
The committee, which has strong 

institutional backing, plans to raise the 
number of women staff by 50 percent 
over the next 3 years. At the moment, 
women represent 22 percent of  Nationally  
Recruited Staff and 30 percent of 
Internationally Recruited Staff according 
to April 2013 recruitment figures.
The committee met on 14 March and 

pledged to work with IITA management 
to ensure:

•	 Gender balance for short term staff.
•	 Training for women which could be in 

the form of mentorship, training, and 
seminars

•	 Women are given the opportunity to 
further their studies  (possibility of study 
leave for female staff members).

•	 Introduction of flexi-time for workers, 
particularly crèche workers. (The  crèche 
could be open after working hours and 
on Saturdays).

•	 Promoting IITA as a good family 
company to work for to potential female 
candidates

In the area of women taking senior 
management/leadership roles, the 

women promised to work with the IITA 
management in the following areas:

•	 Mentorship/guidance counseling to 
women staff

•	 Heads of unit to encourage women to 
take on more responsibility that will 
enhance their careers

•	 There should be good dissemination of 
information among women on potential 
openings in the  Institute

•	 Encourage career advancement
•	 Conduct empowerment seminars

The women also went ahead to constitute 
committees that would implement the 
promised/pledged actions.

Got a story to share? Please email it with photos and captions to Andrea Gros (a.gros@cgiar.org), Katherine Lopez (k.lopez@
cgiar.org), Jeffrey T. Oliver (j.oliver@cgiar.org), Godwin Atser (g.atser@cgiar.org), or Catherine Njuguna (c.njuguna@cgiar.org).


