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Through out the twen ti eth cen tury im prove ments in ag ri cul tural pro duc tiv ity have
been closely linked to in vest ments in ag ri cul tural re search and de vel op ment
(R&D), but since the 1970s many coun tries have made ma jor changes in the way
they fund and or gan ize pub lic ag ri cul tural R&D and in the in cen tives af fect ing

pri vate R&D. The book Pay ing for Ag ri cul tural Pro duc tiv ity, ed ited by Jul ian M. Al ston,
Philip G. Par dey, and Vin cent H. Smith and pub lished by Johns Hop kins Uni ver sity Press, ex -
am ines these changes in the de vel oped world (high light ing de vel op ments in Aus tra lia, the
Neth er lands, New Zea land, the United King dom, and the United States) as a step to ward
evalu at ing whether the new ap proaches are rais ing or low er ing the ef fi ciency and ef fec tive -
ness of R&D.

CHANGES IN R&D POLICY 

In the mid- 1990s Aus tra lia, the Neth er lands, New Zea land, the United King dom, and the
United States together accounted for more than 40 per cent of total pub lic invest ment in

agri cul tural research in the devel oped world, and much of the pri vate spend ing as well. In
all five coun tries, total fund ing for agri cul tural R&D, adjusted for infla tion, stag nated or fell 
dur ing the 1980s but (except in New Zea land and more recently the United States) began to
grow again, though more slowly, in the 1990s. At the same time, spend ing on pri vate agri -
cul tural research has risen by just over 5 per cent per year since 1981 and now amounts to
almost half of total agri cul tural R&D expen di tures in devel oped coun tries. These devel op -
ments were driven by tighter gov ern ment budg ets in each coun try and by chang ing atti tudes 
toward sci ence and agri cul ture and the role of the pub lic sec tor.

Over the past dec ade pub lic ag ri cul tural re search fund ing in the Neth er lands, the United 
States, and the United King dom has placed a heav ier em pha sis on ba sic re search, and in the
Neth er lands and the United King dom pub lic funds for near- market re search have been cut
sub stan tially. The eco nomic ar gu ments for shift ing in this di rec tion are clear. What is not so
clear is the ex tent to which the re ported shifts of re sources re flect real changes in re search
pro grams rather than mere re la bel ing.

As pub lic fund ing for ag ri cul tural re search has slowed and shifted away from near- market
re search, coun tries have de vised ways of gain ing more in dus try fund ing for ap plied re search.
Aus tra lia, the Neth er lands, New Zea land, and the United King dom have im posed
government- sanctioned lev ies on in dus try to sup port commodity- specific, near- market R&D. 

In dus try groups have also in creased their rep re sen ta tion on key pub lic ag ri cul tural re -
search over sight com mit tees, es pe cially in Aus tra lia, the Neth er lands, and the United
King dom. Some coun tries have made mod est at tempts to de velop joint public- private re -
search ven tures in ag ri cul tural re search. At the same time, it is in creas ingly com mon to
charge private- sector or gani za tions the full cost of re search per formed for them by pub lic
re search fa cili ties. 

The Neth er lands and the United King dom have sought to in fuse more com pe ti tion into
the mar ket for re search by pri vat iz ing or par tially pri vat iz ing pub lic ag ri cul tural re search
en ti ties. These coun tries, like Aus tra lia, are mov ing from block grants to com peti tive grants 
and in creas ingly re ly ing on evalua tions of re search per form ance to de ter mine fu ture fund -
ing lev els. A more mod est shift in this di rec tion has oc curred in the United States. In
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ad di tion, in all five coun tries, com peti -
tive pro cesses have been ex tended to
al low a broader pool of po ten tial ap pli -
cants for ag ri cul tural re search funds
(in clud ing purely for- profit pri vate re -
search or gani za tions as well as gov ern -
ment agen cies, uni ver si ties, and not-
 for- profit re search in sti tu tions).

An other im por tant is sue con cerns
the struc ture of pub licly funded ag ri -
cul tural re search in sti tutes. Par ticu -
larly in the Neth er lands and the United 
King dom, over the past 15 years pub -
lic ag ri cul tural re search fa cili ties have
been merged and pri vat ized to ex ploit
econo mies of scale, size, and scope.
The pace of change has been much
slower in the United States.

ROOTS OF CHANGE IN
AGRICULTURAL RESEARCH

The changes in ag ri cul tural re search
poli cies in the five study coun tries

over the past 20 years were broadly
simi lar. In all five coun tries, the mar ket-
ori ented gov ern ments that came to
power in the late 1970s and early to
mid- 1980s re duced the growth rates of
gov ern ment spend ing on sci ence and
ag ri cul tural R&D. These gov ern ments
also tended to ra tion al ize other ele ments 
of R&D pol icy by in creas ing com pe ti -
tion among re search ers, in creas ing the
ac count abil ity of re search or gani za -
tions, in creas ing in dus try’s role in near-

 market re search and in fund ing de ci -
sion mak ing, and, in the Neth er lands and 
the United King dom, pri vat iz ing some
re search in sti tutes with more ap plied
 research agen das.

An other fac tor in the chang ing
poli cies is the rela tive de cline in the
role of farm ing in the econ omy as a
whole, as well as in the food pro duc tion 
and mar ket ing chain. Whereas ag ri cul -
tural R&D was once de voted pri mar ily
to the farm ing sec tor, now it ex tends
to a broader range of pre farm ing and
post har vest tech nolo gies. In ad di tion,
sci ence it self has changed. The op por -
tu ni ties for ag ri cul tural re search are dif -
fer ent as a re sult of de vel op ments such
as mod ern bio tech nol ogy.

An other ele ment of change con -
cerns what peo ple, and there fore poli -
cy mak ers, care about. As per cap ita
 incomes have risen over time in the
richer coun tries, de mand for en vi ron -
mental ameni ties, food safety, va ri ety,
and con ven ience has grown. As a re -
sult, these have be come more im por -
tant is sues in the ag ri cul tural re search
agen das of de vel oped coun tries.

CONCLUSION

The fun da men tal forces for change
in ag ri cul tural R&D pol icy in one

coun try are likely to be shared with
other simi lar coun tries. Con se quently, it 
is use ful for any one coun try to learn

from the in sti tu tional ex peri ments con -
ducted in other coun tries, to imi tate their 
suc cesses, and to avoid re peat ing the
mis takes made abroad as well as at
home. The data and in sti tu tional de tails
as sem bled in this book greatly fa cili tate
such cross- country com pari sons. Of
course, al though the five coun tries stud -
ied in Pay ing for Ag ri cul tural Pro duc -
tiv ity share many im por tant char ac ter is -
tics, they dif fer in im por tant ways with
re spect to fun da men tal po liti cal in sti tu -
tions, in fra struc ture, and the or gani za -
tion of the ag ri cul tural sec tor. Thus it
would be folly to as sume that all coun -
tries should adopt simi lar ag ri cul tural
R&D fund ing and in sti tu tional poli cies.

Un for tu nately, as sess ing re search
poli cies re quires a long time (since
their ef fects take place with long lags)
and a lot of in for ma tion. This study
rep re sents an im por tant step in col lect -
ing and as sess ing the in for ma tion
needed. The ul ti mate meas ure of these
pol icy changes—net bene fits to so ci -
ety—will be come clear over time as
the ef fects of these poli cies play out.

Con tribu tors to the book are Jul ian M. Al ston,
Ja son E. Chris tian, Bar bara J. Craig, Mi chael S.
Har ris, Ve ron ica Ja cob sen, John D. Mul len,
Philip G. Par dey, Mi chael Phil lips, Jeni fer
 Piesse, Jo han nes Rose boom, Hans Rut ten, Grant
M. Sco bie, Vin cent H. Smith, and Co lin Thirtle. 

315 pages with 33 fig ures
Hard cover: 0- 8018- 6185-3, US$59.95
Pa per back: 0- 8018- 6278-7, US$21.50

OR DER FORM
Pay ment or com plete credit card in for ma tion must ac com pany all mail- in or ders. Or or der by phone: 1- 800- 537- 5487.

Please send me __ copy/ies of Pay ing for Ag ri cul tural Pro duc tiv ity at  __________ each.  (Hard cover: US$59.95.  Pa per back: US$21.50).
__ Check or money or der en closed. (Please add $4.00 to cover ship ping. Mary land resi dents add 5% sales tax. Ca na dian resi dents add 7%
G.S.T. to to tal amount of books plus post age.)

Bill my  __ Mas ter Card __Visa. Card holder’s home ad dress (re quired by Mas ter Card and Visa): (Note ship ping ad dress, if dif fer ent.)

Name:

Ad dress:

City/State/Zip:

Ac count number: Ex pi ra tion date:

Sig na ture: Day time phone:
Send to The Johns Hop kins Uni ver sity Press, Box 50370, Bal ti more, Mary land, USA 21211- 4370.


