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This paper investigates funding mechanisms for spurring private research in tropical agriculture. Developing countries urgently need increases in agricultural productivity, and tropical countries in particular have distinct R&D needs. Yet little agricultural research is performed on products for the tropics. Private sector research is particularly concentrated in rich countries. New approaches are also needed because of the failure of many research innovations for developing countries, particularly those in Africa, to translate into adoption and productivity increases.

In this paper we argue that distortions in the research market lead the private sector to underinvest in research on products grown in tropical countries, such as cassava and millet. The potential for the reuse and resale of seed makes it difficult for developers to appropriate the costs of R&D in this sector. In addition, fragmentation of intellectual property rights can reduce access to the final product and incentives to invest in developing new technologies. We argue that support for additional research should be publicly and internationally funded because the R&D market is subject to significant distortions, and that this R&D is a global public good with social benefits that greatly outweigh private returns.

The paper then examines whether increased traditional funding of agricultural research may be supplemented by a commitment to pay for specific products upon development and, crucially, adoption. Such a commitment would not require that reuse be prohibited to increase incentives for R&D. As an example, we provide a means of calculating and structuring the payment that might be provided to a firm that develops finger millet seed resistant to blast (pyricularia blight).

We next consider the appropriate role of “push” and “pull” programs to encourage research. We argue that “push” programs, which fund research inputs, are most appropriate for basic research or in a context in which it is not possible to specify the desired final product. By contrast, “pull” programs, which pay for research output, are appropriate for encouraging the development of specific needed products. Rewards that are tied to adoption may be especially useful in increasing technology up-take.

Finally, we examine whether pull programs are appropriate for encouraging research in tropical agriculture. We consider the potential means by which eligible technical advances might be identified, and how the appropriate payment to developers might be calculated. We discuss several issues that might arise when designing pull funding mechanisms for agriculture. Section 6 summarizes and concludes.

