
Building Capacities – Adding 1000 PhDs per year
A GCARD3 multi-stakeholder response to global challenges for the next generation

Adding 1000 PhDs per year is one of the three collective actions proposed and initially discussed at GCARD3 
Johannesburg about capacity building. GCHERA (and the regional organisations of universities in Africa, 
Europe and America), the CGIAR consortium and YPARD have expressed their support to develop the 
initiative further.

Justification 
 The challenges that international agrifood research has to address in the coming 20 years are global 

challenges that deeply and equally concern both North and South, developed and developing 
countries. They will need to mobilise science wherever it is produced. There is a need to articulate 
more strongly research for the South and Knowledge Centers addressing the same issues in other 
contexts.

 The challenges are global, but their expressions (the questions they raise and the needs they 
generate) are often local and they be of different natures for the various groups of stakeholders. An 
impact oriented research needs to be site specific and articulated to development stakeholders.

 Human resources for this kind of challenges require a new generation of champions in research, 
with the capacity to combine research excellence, relevance to societal needs and contributions to 
addressing global economic, social and environmental challenges (i.e. the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development that sets out the Sustainable Development Goals).

 Working towards achieving the SDGs connected to agrifood systems and the management of 
natural resources requires the understanding of a complex and rapidly changing context with 
multidimensional problems and opportunities. It is also necessary to anticipate major game-
changing trends and demands for research and innovation, including through the use of 
participatory foresight.  Solutions will come from blending approaches taken by different disciplines 
with the appropriate guidance into a unique process.  

 Society - and the various groups of interest which make it- are asking for research that will address 
practical, real-life needs coming from the field, to ensure that no one is left behind

 Policymakers, donors and other decision-makers need sound evidence to inform their policy and 
investment priorities. Hence, the packaging/ways of effectively communicating the evidence will be 
crucial. Farmers, pastoralists, SME owners, coops, national/multinational industrialists etc. also 
need evidence to inform their own investment decisions. High quality research and reliable data 
focused on priority national/regional/international issues is required. 

 Highly trained researchers in a transformed and inter-connected educational and 
extension/communication system will have better methods of disseminating research findings to 
decision-makers, as well as those on the ground who need concrete, well-researched solutions.

Ambition
The programme proposes to mobilise Universities from the South as from the North, Research Centers 
(NARS and International Centers), Youth organisations and Development stakeholders for  an ambitious 
programme of research and capacity building to produce 1000 young doctors per year trained to address 
locally based questions on (and for) sustainable development, and to share and capitalise the new 
knowledge created among  the international scientific community.

 The programme is global and inclusive. After identifying and agreeing upon research priorities for 
the immediate and longer term future, and designing research programmes and research 



platforms, the international and national ARD systems must prepare the human resources able to 
handle, through research, the challenges of tomorrow.

 The programme is transformational. It aspires to have impact by hitting critical mass levels in 
numbers (impact through the individuals). It is also designed to have impact on the institutions 
beyond the individuals (training and research): 
- impact on research institutions, through (i) using methods such as double supervision to 

address the multidisciplinary nature of the challenges studied, and (ii) multiplying the human 
resource mobilised, through the necessary participation of additional academics and 
institutions in the supervision of the PhDs

- impact on universities, which broaden their scope and directly contribute to the production of 
knowledge in the South and knowledge in the North about the South, plus S-S exchanges;

- impact on South universities which increase their capacity to conduct high level research, 
strengthen their connections with industry and other economic and social stakeholders
(possible conflicts of interest and trade offs), and through their collaborations with advanced 
education institutions (in N or other S countries), extend their access to training and research 
resources;

- impact on development support organisations, NGOs and industry, which can strengthen their 
ability to respond, through research, to the needs at the different phases and nodes of agri-
food systems and chains;

- Rectify the gender imbalances in numbers of individuals trained in agriculture-related biological 
or social sciences in many countries (see SDG 4.3 and 4.5).

 The programme addresses the need for renewal of a generation of scientists able to 
contribute to the most advanced research while considering social, economic and 
environmental needs, and the global nature of the challenges.

 The programme is supported collectively by several groups of stakeholders: each of the 
stakeholders involved plays a specific role in setting research goals and priorities, determining 
the type of human capacity development needed, and contributing to a collective added value. 
- civil society and extension services bring forward problems that they face in their 

fieldwork;
- universities academically train, supervise the research and ensure academic excellence;
- international research organisations or NARS host the PhDs in their programmes, and 

ensure that the knowledge created contributes to long term accumulation of science.;
- youth organisations offer professional mentoring of the students in the society.
- Farmers & producers orgs, coops, SMEs, larger-scale/sectoral industries, etc.

How does the system practically work for the PhDs?
All PhDs will follow a certain number of agreed principles that make it specific both in the process of 
research and capacity building itself and on the governance of the research. These principles create the 
“brand” under which these PhDs are going to develop their research. They make the difference with the 
conventional doctoral education in ARD, whatever the research organisation or university supporting the 
work may be.

 Problems of adaptation or mitigation of the global challenges are proposed by development 
organisations (civil society, farmers/producer orgs, orgs of SMEs, and extension services through 
their organisations). Problems brought forward are locally based, whereas the knowledge created 
is a contribution to global science.

 Research organisations or universities open a discussion to transform the problem into workable 
research questions. This stage of transformation of problems into researchable questions is a 
strategic step.

 According to the nature of the question(s), two disciplinary fields are defined as relevant per 
question.



 Two universities are designated to host the PhD. Ideally one will be located in the country where 
the problem has been raised and the other will be located in a different region where experiences 
or capacities have been accumulated with regard to the question raised. These universities could 
be S-S, N-S, S-N, and N-N .  Professors from universities with higher capacities could be seconded to 
strengthen weaker universities in the South.

 The student is registered for a PhD in the two universities: double supervision is ensured, with a 
double degree at the end.

 The doctoral student shares his/her research with the two associated universities, research centres 
and development organisations as indicated by the nature of the research.

 A thesis committee is set up which includes the two supervisors and one representative of the 
organisation that has raised the problem, plus external advisors as needed.

 The thesis includes a training component that is governed partly by academic needs in the 
student’s two disciplines and partly by cross-cutting skill requirements including ethics, 
communication, fieldwork capacities, and some understanding of other disciplines in the 
agricultural field to prepare them for work in multi-disciplinary teams. The training can be taken at 
any of the two universities or at the host research programme, or at some of the stakeholders’ 
organisations, or a combination of these.

 Measure outcomes/impacts of research and the training/work of new PhDs – to 
provide feedback for refining/improving the system.

 Need to provide for continuing mentoring of new PhDs as they embark on the next 
phase of their professional lives – with feedback for the operation/fine tuning of the PhD. training 
system above



Assumptions for organisational, institutional and financial support
Institutional support
The Collective Action is supported by a consortium of organisations active at the global level that are able 
to delegate certain responsibilities to individual universities and research centres through their regional 
organisations or programmes. GCHERA, CGIAR and YPARD have expressed their willingness to support the 
programme, but more organisations may be invited to be involved.
Volunteer CRPs will be identified to be corresponding programmes for the research to be done by the 
doctoral students. Additional funding is to be found to complement the budget below.

Draft budget and financial arrangements:
The unit cost for one PhD is estimated at $60,000 US per year: $30,000 for the student’s stipend, $15,000 
for research costs and travel, $10,000 for courses and fees, and $5,000 for the communication and 
coordination involved with the programme. The full cost for a three-year PhD is $180,000 US. 

The total cost of the programme for four successive cohorts will therefore amount to $720 million; this 
would actually be spent over six years.

Year 1: $60 M; Year 2: $120M; Year 3: $180 M; Year 4: $180 M; Year 5: $120 M; Year 6: $60 M

Proposed funding plan:
50% of the budget is covered by the CRPs ($360 million over six years).

50% of the budget is covered from external sources (additional $360 million over six years).


