
 

 

 

 
Africa Trial Sites Catalogue: Reaching Out to Farmers, Agronomists, and Plant 

Breeders with Spatially Efficient, Participatory Testing Networks 
 

Final Report - Executive Summary 
 

One of the most important problems in Agriculture in Africa has been lack of development of 
agricultural research systems.  One manifestation of poorly developed agricultural research 
systems is the lack of well-equipped and staffed cultivar trial sites. The project “Africa Trial Sites” 
(AfricaTS) set out to improve the trial sites system by developing a network of sites using 
standardized information to improve communication and access to information between 
agricultural scientists working throughout the cultivar development chain in crop improvement 
programs. The idea for the project was hatched by agricultural research scientists associated with 
the Consortium for Spatial Information (CSI) of the Consultative Group on International 
Agricultural Research (CGIAR).   
 
Africats activities included the following: identify candidate sites for the network; set up a Web 
site that holds the elements of the catalog; populate the catalogue with information on the trial 
sites; develop content for spatial analysis of trial sites; create some tools for analyzing the data; 

provide links between existing resources and 
trial site community; and produce the final 
report. All the tasks were completed for the 
most part; see the project’s website -  
www.africats.org. 
 
The site includes several tools to be able to view 
this data. These include an interactive Google 
map, a project Atlas, tools to search trial sites 
by country and general links to information 
related to the project.  Users of the website 
(developed with Joomla open source software) 
can create an account which will allow them to 
see more detailed data and add their own. The 

website links to an interactive map tool developed by HarvestChoice partners. This tool allows 
users to view monthly long term and future climate data for any point in Africa.  Another tool was 
developed to allow all users to view the climate similarity between trial sites and other areas in 
Africa. This tool builds on the Homologue model for assessing climate similarity. To date, only 
climate models for all have been completed, without the soil component. The website also links to 
interactive maps, developed by the Drought Tolerant Maize for Africa (DTMA) project.  



 

 

 

 Finally, the site 
includes links to 
existing 
resources -- such 
as websites of 
the participating 
centers where 
anyone 
interested can 
request seeds 
from the 
breeders and 
gene bank 
curators.  
 

Challenges/Lessons Learned 
 
Communication difficulties due to time zones and geographic separation: 
Initially, a Google Site was used, though one problem with that was the lack of safety backup and 
potential access problems when Google servers were down. Near the end project participants 
used the site less and depended more on e-mail communication. The use of Skype was very 
important for the project; however voice communication was often impossible because the 
connection was too slow. The weak Internet connection points out a larger problem for the 
project -- the still poor Internet connectivity for Africa which might cause problems to African 
researchers and interested parties within Africa trying to access and utilize the site to its full 
potential.  However connectivity in the region is expected to increase further in the near future 
with the development of new undersea cables and land fiber optic networks linking all parts of the 
continent. This development should have a major positive impact on the pilot initiative as well as 
the potential for inclusion of other communication media in the future as mentioned below. 
 
Timing of activities within the project: 
Developers had a very short timeframe to develop content.  Therefore, little time was devoted to 
networking activities that would allow the participation of people working in national agricultural 
research systems. It is not too late to develop this activity in greater detail.  However, initial 
planning underestimated the effort that was needed in networking. Information on how to access 
the site and a description of its purpose and contents will be distributed in February 2010 through 
breeders’ networks in Africa. 
  
A conflict between the quick and the win aspects of the project resulted from inadequate planning 
at the outset.  In this respect, the project researchers were too ambitious about what the project 
could do, especially given the resources that were assigned.  The timeframe for developing the 
work was too short.  And this affected the ability to reach project goals.  
 
Next steps 
The project demonstrated that it has high potential for improving crop development in Africa in 
the near to medium term. One indication of the potential is that the CGIAR climate change 
program has expressed interest in a proposal that would use the trial sites in a climate adaptation 



 

 

 

program. Another indication is through African partners working in the Generation Challenge 
Program's challenge initiatives. They have agreed to use Africats.org to standardize their trial site 
information.  
 
More development on networking and social media aspects is urgently needed. Access to the site 
content and updates with mobile phones will have to be explored. Project researchers plan to do 
this work before making the final presentation in June 2010 at the Africa Agriculture Geospatial 
Week, to be held in Nairobi, Kenya.  
 
Numerous project spin-offs are possible. One possibility is for other CGIAR centers to include their 
African trial sites in the project.  A phase 2 could include other CGIAR research organizations that 
work with trial sites in Africa.  The international crop improvement community is expected to use 
the website as a resource in the design of multi-environment trials.  These trials will likely need 
funding support from international donors.  The sites and tools developed should allow a range of 
initiatives to the planned work that would activate the germplasm evaluation system. Many sites 
will need to be upgraded to be able to participate more fully in multi-environment trials.  The 
website can be used to inventory the needs for improving variety trials. Expansion of the project 
and website to include trial sites from Asia and Latin America and to focus on more crops and 
partners would be a possibility.  Another possible project would be to use the site network to 
assess adaptation to climate change. By modeling future climate, adaptation trials could be carried 
out in one place that would be relevant for the future climate of other places in Africa. 
 
Finally, some recommendations are summarized from the lessons learned: 

 Focus more on social media. The project needs more input from the ICT-KM social media 
experts in order to motivate greater interaction between users. 

 The project should look to the future in the context of improved cell phone and Internet 
use in Africa. The project had its own difficulties in internal communications with project 
developers in Nigeria and Mali. National partners can be expected to have had even 
greater problems. But, as noted in a blog post on AgCommons.org, future connectivity will 
likely expand substantially. So, it very well could be that  timing is on target to have the site 
up and running to coincide with Internet improvements throughout the continent.  

 Do not underestimate the technical expertise needed to develop a website.  

 Focus more on putting trial site performance data on the Web.  
 


