
Innovation Platforms, Power, Representation and Participation: 

Lessons from the Blue Nile basin, Ethiopia

Beth Cullen (ILRI), Josephine Tucker (ODI), Katherine Snyder (IWMI), Alan Duncan (ILRI), Zelalem Lema (ILRI)
Abstract

Innovation platforms (IPs) are becoming increasingly popular as a mechanism for enabling sustainable agricultural development in developing world contexts. The promotion of innovation platforms represents a shift away from technology transfer towards recognition that agricultural change entails complex interactions among multiple actors and a range of technical, social and institutional factors. Innovation platforms aim to provide a space where stakeholders can identify and address challenges through enhanced communication, co-ordination and knowledge sharing. Such approaches are promoted as a means of addressing power imbalances between farming communities and decision makers and the lack of coordination and communication between stakeholders; often key bottlenecks to the process of fostering change in rural systems. Although much has been written from a theoretical standpoint about agricultural innovation systems, less is known about how innovation platforms operate in practice (Nederlof et al., 2011:11). In addition, little has been written about issues of representation and power in relation to platforms (Hiemstra et al., 2012). 

This paper focuses on a research for development project in the Ethiopian highlands which established innovation platforms for improved natural resource management (NRM), specifically rainwater management. District level platforms were formed in three study sites within the Blue Nile Basin: Fogera woreda in Amhara Regional State and Diga and Jeldu woredas in Oromia Regional State. The platforms began in 2011 and are ongoing;. This paper aims to synthesize lessons from the initial phase of platform operationalization. Experiences with these IPs to date suggest that careful attention should be given to addressing social inequities and power asymmetries, particularly when operating within a politically sensitive environment. This work draws on critiques of participatory methods (Mosse 1993, Cooke & Kothari 2001, Hickey & Mohan 2004, Cornwall 2011) in order to evaluate current ‘innovation system’ approaches. The paper focuses on manifestations of power within platforms, the relationships between actors and the impact that these dynamics had on NRM interventions piloted by the platforms. The analysis is framed within the Ethiopian political context in order to assess the effectiveness of innovation platforms as a means of facilitating participatory approaches to NRM planning and implementation in settings where government is a very strong actor. 


