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EiA: Scaling climate-resilient and resource efficient farming systems in Africa
The CGIAR Excellence in Agronomy (EiA) initiative, working to synchronize partner organizations’ efforts for promoting agronomic technologies in Africa, hosted a side event on 6 June, during the 8th Africa Agribusiness and Science Week organized by Forum for Agricultural Research in Africa (FARA). The event aimed to establish a strong foundation to drive the design, implementation, and adoption of agronomic technologies in Africa, and to strengthen existing frameworks and connections. 
The Initiative Lead and Interim Director General of IITA, Bernard Vanlauwe said, “Today, I’m really happy to be here leading the Excellence in Agronomy because I’m convinced we are now doing the right type of agronomy, using the right tools, and we have the right partnerships in place to deliver consumer results.” 
This initiative is committed to fostering climate change adaptations through advancement in soil health, yield, water-use efficiency, and nutrient-use efficiency, using the Agronomic Gain Delivery action plan.
The side event was designed to spark discussions around answering this pertinent question – ‘After more than 50 years of huge investments in agricultural research, why is it that a lot of the solutions developed by scientists and experts are not getting to farmers?’ 
Lulseged Desta, Director for Multifunctional Landscape at Alliance for Bioversity and CIAT, presented the Digital Green Use Case, an existing agronomic solution designed to improve Africa’s yield through advisory services to farmers. 
According to Desta, it comprises a digital tool that proposes fertilizer quantity, use, and application that are context and location specific. The Digital Green tool provides information on onset of rain, best planting time, how much fertilizer input to apply, and when it should be applied. The team has recorded success as farmers’ testify of increased yield and more profit due to application of their location-specific fertilizer advisory service. 
“The Ministry of Agriculture in Ethiopia has adopted the Digital Green advisory service to scale to more farmers through the Ministry’s extension agents”, said Desta.
Vanlauwe commended all the partners working with the EiA initiative – FARA, Centre for Coordination of Agricultural Research and Development for Southern Africa (CCARDESA), West and Central African Council for Agricultural Research and Development (CORAF), African Forum for Agricultural Advisory Services (AFAAS), Association for Strengthening Agricultural Research in Eastern and Central Africa (ASARECA), and Southern African Development Community (SADC). 
The session allowed the panelists to field questions from the audience; this provided an opportunity for experience sharing during the discussions. 
In conclusion, participants established that the ideal toolkit to adequately deliver climate-sensitive advisory service to help smallholder farmers become resource efficient should include reliable information, right partnerships, assemble incentives that are useful to farmers, focused delivery with clear results that farmers can respond and relate to.
Contributed by: Folake Oduntan
Tags: Agronomy, farmers, climate, digital tools, fertilizer 
Research area: Agronomy, Digital extension

Increased varietal identification capacity among extension officers to boost zero hunger achievement in Benue
Varietal identification is a precursor to scaling improved cassava seed to smallholder farmers through the extension system. Six extension officers (one female and five male) and three lead farmers (two male, one female) from Benue State’s three senatorial districts recently received training in varietal identification under the IITA-led Zero Hunger project in May 2023. 
The training was conducted by a team of experts from IITA, University of Ibadan and the IFAD-funded Value Chain Development Program.
The training covered a range of topics, including the importance of varietal identification, names of each variety, the different methods of varietal identification, and benefits of varietal identification.
The extension officers were enthusiastic about the training and expressed a strong commitment to deploy the new skills to help farmers increase access to improved seed and increase their yields.
“I am very grateful for the opportunity to participate in this training. I learned a lot about varietal identification, and I am confident that I can now differentiate between local and improved varieties and give tailor-made advice to farmers on which variety to plant depending on location and which is good for seed or root”, one of the extension officers said.
The training was a success, and the extension officers are better equipped to help farmers identify and select the right varieties of crops for their farms. This will help farmers to improve their yields and productivity, which will ultimately contribute to achieving zero hunger.
The training of the extension officers is a step in the right direction, and this will help to ensure that farmers have access to the right information and resources they need to make informed decisions about their crops said, Mr Ekoja, representative of the Value Chain Development Program.
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Rare white-faced whistling duck spotted in IITA’s forest reserve
 The IITA Forest Center is renowned for utilizing forest resources for conservation, research, education, and advocacy, part of its activities include conducting regular bird surveys to understand the population dynamics, dispersal probability, morphology, ecology, and breeding biology of birds in the IITA Forest Reserve, the environs, and out-station where reforestation projects are carried out.
During a recent survey carried out on the grounds of the Ibadan campus of IITA’s headquarters, Forest Center Field Supervisor Ademola Ajayi sighted among a flock of ducks, one with unusual feather coloration. 
“We were driving down the John Craig Dam when I spotted a duck with unusual plumage among a flock of 150 White-faced Whistling Ducks, Dendrocygna viduata”, he said. 
On closer inspection, he discovered it was an adult White-faced whistling duck based on its size, shape, head, and neck color. 
The white feathers covered about 90% of the bird’s body, with only black spots around its tail and hind-neck, and brown spots around its back, indicative of progressive loss of melanin-producing cells due to aging. 
Progressive greying is a common color distinction of aging birds from young ones. However, progressive greying is uncommon among ducks. Ajayi’s observation was the first of its kind for the species. He documented this rare find and presented it for publication in the latest edition of the ABC Bulletin. His findings have since been published for documentation and as a resource for future research efforts.
Bird monitoring and ornithological activities are a major part of the IITA Forest Center’s conservation activities. The Forest Center continues to contribute significantly to biodiversity conservation efforts through research, implementation, and strategic collaboration to sustain biodiversity and protect the forest with support and funding from donor organizations. 
The A.G. Leventis Foundation, one of the donors is providing funding support to the IITA Forest Center’s Bird Monitoring Projects.
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Researchers to enhance breeding programs through proper costing technique
Over the years, breeders have faced the challenge of either undervaluing or overvaluing breeding programs during cost estimation. This has resulted in efficiencies within the programs as resources are allocated inaccurately due to lack of awareness regarding appropriate costing methods.
Following a five-week online training on Cost Breeding, the IITA held a five-day in-person workshop to provide practical training to breeders on accurate costing of their breeding programs for optimal resource allocation. The workshop brought together participants from various units, including the IITA Finance Unit, six IITA breeding programs – cassava, maize, soybean, banana/plantain, yam & cowpea – and AfricaRice. 
This initiative aims to enable breeding programs to track and manage their costs for improved efficiency while also establishing a link between cost management and the genetic gains the breeders are targeting.
The training is an initiative of the Genetic Innovation and Modern Breeding Project led by Senior Director for Plant Breeding and Pre-breeding within the One CGIAR, John Derera. 
The meeting was organized by IITA’s Grain Crops Product Manager Dean Muungani, Yam Molecular Breeder Paterne Agre, and Cassava Project Administrative Officer Richard Ofei.
The IITA Director of West Africa Hub and Director for Crop Improvement, Michael Abberton, officially opened the workshop and highlighted the importance of the topic at hand. He acknowledged the timing of the training, given the challenges the breeders face in effectively managing their costs due to improper allocation of resources. He advised participants to maximize the workshop for the improvement of their programs.
Breeding Optimization Specialist for CGIAR Excellence in Breeding, Lennin Musundire, who facilitated the training, held practical sessions with the participants on the use of the University of Queensland (UQ) costing tool for the cost breeding pipelines. He highlighted that in addition to accurately managing their costs, the training would assist breeders in writing funding proposals based on well-informed insights. This would avoid undervaluing or overvaluing their programs in terms of cost. 
During the workshop, participants had various breakout sessions organized according to crop teams. These sessions provided practical exercises on the full costing of their programs, covering all stages from germplasm development to product registration. 
Sharing their feedback, the participants expressed appreciation for the training’s valuable contribution to enhancing their breeding work. Although some participants suggested that additional time was required for practical exercises on how to master the use of the costing tool, others felt confident in utilizing the tool on their own.
One of the participants, Christabel Nachilima, a Soybean Research Associate from Zambia, shared her insights during the workshop. Having worked with the Soybean Breeding Program for the past 7 years, she observed that most of their activities lacked proper cost evaluation. “This training has helped us understand how to cost and place value on all our activities. It has been an amazing experience for me,” she said.
Another participant, Moruff Karem a Chartered Accountant with the IITA Finance Unit, emphasized the significance of the training from his perspective as a service provider to scientists. He noted that the training would help him offer well-informed and precise advice to scientists, particularly in the area of budgeting and resource allocation.
Musundire explained how the impact of the training would be measured, highlighting specific expectations. He said each participant is expected to acquire the proficiency to effectively utilize the UQ costing tool after the training.
In addition, he mentioned that participants should be capable to produce a comprehensive report on the accurate costing of their programs. Furthermore, he expressed the expectation that the participants would be equipped to train their partners, enabling them to make informed decisions regarding breeding program costing.
Speaking about future projections of the training, Muungani shared the plans of the organizing team to evaluate the level of acceptance of the costing tool among breeders. If the adoption rate falls below expectations, the team would assess the possible reasons behind it and determine appropriate measures for resolution. “In future, we will continue to assess the need for further training, and conduct additional workshops accordingly,” he said.
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