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Historical background 
 
Brazil experienced a tremendous increase in food production after the 1970’s. The 
military government (1964-1984) toke the decision to promote agriculture as a strategic 
step in direction of development. At that time, many agricultural research institutes at 
state level and at national level (like Embrapa) were set up. At the same time, strong 
extension services were launched in almost all states. Farmers received clear 
incentives in terms of improved seeds, inputs, extension services and credit. For the 
time, it was a successful combination of factors, resulting in a milestone in direction of 
current developments. 
 
In terms of agricultural R&D, Brazil invested huge efforts on capacity building in training 
of researchers and extension workers. When Embrapa was founded, there were only a 
few postgraduate programs related to agricultural sciences in Brazil. Therefore, almost 
all new employed researchers were sent abroad (mainly to US) for study purposes. 
These efforts, combined with clear tasks within national and state level R&D institutes 
and support coming from the international centers resulted in strong National 
Agricultural Research System (NARS). 
 
During the 1990’s, the public expenditures in R&D commenced a period of reduction, 
lasting up to the middle of 2000’s, when it started to increase again, but in smaller 
steps. 
 
Key aspects for Embrapa’s achievements 
 
Embrapa represents a successful case of institutional innovation: 

 public research enterprise 
 operational scale 
 spatial decentralization 
 specialization of research units 
 staff training 
 remuneration policy of human resources 
 vision of S&T based agriculture 
 efforts always focused on obtaining usable results 
 politically independent 

 
Emphasis was on interaction between farmers and researchers, identifying priorities for 
public research. While private research only focuses on marketable results, the market 
has an indirect action on public research. Among farmers, there is a demand for certain 
types of technology, e.g. land saving technologies. As a response to those demands, 
farmers point out there needs to researchers. Researchers react to those signs 
generating technologies that raise land productivity (yield). If labor becomes more 
expansive, farmers will ask more for labor saving technologies, e.g. mechanization. 
 
It has to be checked at macro level, if conditions require a research institution. At the 
beginning of the 1970’s, the Brazilian conditions were suitable: food crisis (high 
domestic food prices, scarcity of food in cities, long waiting lines at supermarkets, 



social disturbance, potential to raise exports (necessary to keep high economic growth 
rates)). It was clear at that time, that expanding crop and pasture land would not 
ensure the required growth rates in agricultural production to satisfy those demands. 
The available research institutions were not able to provide everything that was being 
demanded. So, the creation of Embrapa represents a typical case of induced 
institutional change as it is defined by Hayami and Ruttan (1971).  
 
In order to turn interaction with farmers and society easier, a decentralized and priority 
based model was selected. At national level, the model requires strong interaction with 
decision makers at the highest government levels. Embrapa prepared its staff to 
interact with those groups at same level in terms of competences. 
 
Embrapa always focused on transparency, assessed economic and social impacts of 
its investments and prioritized areas specialized in set up and keep positive media 
relations. Further, the institution prepared itself to identify, translate and internalize the 
signs coming from a complex society as well as from international market, because 
interaction needs go far beyond national borders. 
 
The challenges 
 
Agricultural activities are challenged to provide food, feed and energy for increasing 
demands. Food and non-food productions are often competing for the same resources 
(land, labor and capital). 
 
At the same time, climate change scenarios may hit populations, especially farmers, in 
different part of the country. Researchers are already seeking for adaptation strategies, 
mainly via breeding, using traditional and biotechnological strategies.  
 
Extension services are being cut down by state level governments. This generates a 
challenge for R&D, as traditional extension partners do not exist anymore in the same 
extent as in the past. Therefore, new strategies have to be found to ensure innovations 
get to where they are needed or requested. In this regard, more and more public-
private-partnerships are being set up. However, private funding of R&D remains low in 
Brazil, compared to industrialized countries.  
 
Another important challenge is related to the priority setting and focus of research, 
since demands are much more diversified than what is currently being subject of 
research. As resources are scarce, the priorities have to be set in a way to ensure the 
highest possible outcome in terms of economic, social and environmental benefits. 
 


