
4 CIMMYT’s Early Years
Rooted in Mexican Experience, Designed to Be
International

Gabriela Soto Laveaga

To understand the global impact of the International Maize and Wheat
Improvement Center, or CIMMYT, we must first delve into the creation
of the center. Though born a Mexican institution with an intended inter-
national focus, CIMMYT’s roots are in binational cooperation and
a longer practice of global germplasm exchange aimed at producing better
crops. This chapter first examines the historical background of CIMMYT,
and then considers themain shift in the center’s mission over the span of its
first forty years (1966–2006). To illustrate this shift, the chapter relies on
brief overviews of how CIMMYT worked on the ground – training wheat
breeders and working with farmers on specific projects – which serve to
illustrate the broad aim and reach of the organization, before turning to its
crafting a message for a world stage. The conclusion offers a reflection on
the place of CIMMYT in global agriculture research today.

Historical Roots

Launched in the 1960s, CIMMYT is unique among other research
centers of CGIAR (Consultative Group on International Agricultural
Research) in that it traces its roots to an impactful 1940s agricultural
development program known as the Mexican Agricultural Program
(MAP).1 As I discuss here, CIMMYT was designed to be international
in scope but remained connected to Mexico and former MAP personnel

Acknowledgments: I am grateful toHelenAnneCurry andTimothyW. Lorek for their drive
to get this finished during the pandemic. I am especially grateful for their patience and
unwavering support.
1 Among CGIAR research institutes, CIMMYT and the International Rice Research
Institute (IRRI) in the Philippines have the most similar origin stories. Both were deeply
influenced by the Rockefeller Foundation’s mission and its personnel, were the first
centers to emerge in the 1960s, paving the way for the others, and were initially focused
on cereals research (wheat and rice, respectively). Yet there are significant differences as
well, including in operating structure, funding sources, and research focus. See Lowell
S. Hardin and Norman R. Collins, “International Agricultural Research: Organising
Themes and Issues,” Agricultural Administration 1, no. 1 (1974): 13–22.
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to harness existing technology, a pool of trained scientists, and research
experience.2

CIMMYT would eventually become part of CGIAR’s first cohort of
geographically diverse agricultural research centers and, arguably, its best
known.3 As Derek Byerlee and John K. Lynam maintain, centers such as
CIMMYT were “the major institutional innovation of the 20th century
for foreign assistance to support agricultural development and food
security.”4 Byerlee and Lynam, speaking about CGIAR centers, echo
historians who decades earlier used similar language to describe the
foundation of MAP as a pivotal moment in the twentieth century when
agricultural science scaled up from domestic industrialization to become
a “device for power relationships between nations.”5 Historians of MAP
were not the only ones to note its oversized influence. Reminiscing about
the origins ofMAP before a US Senate Committee in 1979, at which time
MAP no longer existed, Norman Borlaug, by then already a Nobel Peace
Prize laureate, made certain to underline that MAP “preceded all other
foreign technical assistance programs in agriculture by at least 7 years”
and that its establishment, at the request of the Mexican government,
became a model for cooperative crop research.6

2 For a solid overview of the foundation of CIMMYT and its placement within global
concerns about food and poverty, as well as the need to strengthen national programs
while building a global network, see Derek Byerlee, The Birth of CIMMYT: Pioneering the
Idea and Ideals of International Agricultural Research (Mexico City: CIMMYT, 2016),
https://repository.cimmyt.org/handle/10883/17705. Further histories of CIMMYT and
its predecessors are cited below.

3 In 2021 CIMMYT was the center with the second-highest expenditure, at $99 million,
after Nigeria’s International Institute of Tropical Agriculture (IITA). Since 2020,
CIMMYT has had the third-highest dollar amount in active grants of all the centers,
after the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) and IITA. For
a breakdown of CGIAR’s current research programs and the allocation of its budget,
personnel, etc. by center, see www.cgiar.org/dashboards. For a comparison of the finan-
cials of all CGIAR centers, see www.cgiar.org/food-security-impact/finance-reports/dash
board/center-analysis. According to CGIAR statistics, CIMMYT has the second-largest
workforce, after IITA; see www.cgiar.org/how-we-work/accountability/gender-diversity-
and-inclusion/dashboards/cgiarworkforce. To further contextualize these patterns, see
Selçuk Özgediz, The CGIAR at 40: Institutional Evolution of the World’s Premier
Agricultural Research Network (Washington, DC: CGIAR Fund, 2012).

4 Derek Byerlee and JohnK. Lynam, “TheDevelopment of the International CenterModel
for Agricultural Research: A Prehistory of the CGIAR,” World Development 135 (2020):
105080, at 1, 4; see also Margaret Carroll Boardman, “Sowing the Seeds of the Green
Revolution: The Pivotal Role Mexico and International Non-profit Organizations Play in
Making Biotechnology an Important Foreign Policy Issue for the 21st Century,” Mexico
and the World 4, no. 3 (1999): 1–34.

5 John H. Perkins, Geopolitics and the Green Revolution: Wheat, Genes, and the Cold War
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 103.

6 R. Norman Borlaug, “Statement before theUnited States Congress Senate Committee on
Finance and United States Congress Senate Committee on Finance Subcommittee on
International Trade,” North American Economic Interdependence II: Hearing before the
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Established in 1943 as an agricultural technical assistance agree-
ment of the Mexican ministry of agriculture and livestock in partner-
ship with the Rockefeller Foundation, the goals of MAP could be
synthesized in a few key objectives: the training of Mexican scientists,
increasing food production, and, equally important, stabilizing fund-
ing for the experiment stations that already existed in the country.7

Beginning in 1950, the Rockefeller Foundation expanded beyond
Mexico and began country-specific agriculture programs in
Colombia (1950) and Chile (1955) in the Americas. These programs,
described as “evolutionary extensions” of MAP, consisted of men who
were part of that program moving “southward in successive stages,
carrying with them materials, concepts, ideas and wisdom that they
had acquired in helping to solve problems in agricultural production
and human relations in Mexico.”8 But the influence of MAP was not
confined to the Western hemisphere. In 1956 the Rockefeller
Foundation signed an agreement with the government of India for
a MAP-like program, and in 1960, in partnership with the Ford
Foundation, it opened the International Rice Research Institute
(IRRI) in the Philippines.9 In addition to these MAP-influenced

Subcommittee on International Trade of the Committee on Finance, United States Senate,
Ninety-Sixth Congress, First Session, October 1, 1979 (Washington, DC: US Government
Printing Office, 1979), p. 76.

7 Byerlee, The Birth of CIMMYT.
8 E. C. Stakman, Richard Bradfield, and Paul C. Mangelsdorf, “Extending the Mexican
Pattern: Action Programs in Colombia, Ecuador, and Chile,” in Stakman, Bradfield, and
Mangelsdorf, eds., Campaigns against Hunger (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1967, reprint 2014), p. 216. On the Rockefeller Foundation’s influence in agricul-
tural research in Latin America beyond Mexico, see Timothy W. Lorek, “Imagining the
Midwest in Latin America: US Advisors and the Envisioning of an Agricultural Middle
Class in Colombia’s Cauca Valley, 1943–1946,” The Historian 75, no. 2 (2013): 283–305;
Timothy W. Lorek, “Developing Paradise: Agricultural Science in the Conflicted
Landscapes of Colombia’s Cauca Valley, 1927–1967,” Ph.D. dissertation, Yale
University (2019); Hebe M. C. Vessuri, “Foreign Scientists, the Rockefeller
Foundation and the Origins of Agricultural Science in Venezuela,” Minerva (1994):
267–296; William San Martin, “Nitrogen Revolutions: Agricultural Expertise,
Technology, and Policy in Cold War Chile,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of
California, Davis (2017); Chris J. Shepherd, “Imperial Science: The Rockefeller
Foundation and Agricultural Science in Peru, 1940–1960,” Science as Culture 14, no. 2
(2005): 113–137; Elta Smith, “Imaginaries of Development: The Rockefeller Foundation
and Rice Research,” Science as Culture 18, no. 4 (2009): 461–482.

9 Tore C. Olsson, Agrarian Crossings: Reformers and the Remaking of the US and Mexican
Countryside (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017), p. 155. Further resources
on the Rockefeller Foundation in India include U. Lele and A. A. Goldsmith, “The
Development of National Agricultural Research Capacity: India’s Experience with the
Rockefeller Foundation and Its Significance for Africa,” Economic Development and
Cultural Change 37 no. 2 (1989): 305–343; Marci Baranski, “Wide Adaptation of Green
Revolution Wheat: International Roots and the Indian Context of a New Plant Breeding
Ideal, 1960–1970,” Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 50 (2015): 41–50;
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programs, MAP supported cooperative programs for crop-testing far
beyondMexican fields. One of its most successful partnerships was the
Central American Corn Improvement program, which focused on
testing maize varieties.10

By 1960, with more than 800 Mexican scientists trained, the
Rockefeller Foundation and the Office of Special Studies scheduled
MAP’s retirement. On January 1, 1961, the Office of Special Studies
and the Mexican government’s Institute for Agricultural Research were
terminated. These two organizations merged into a newly formed
research unit – the National Institute for Agricultural Research
(INIA).11 The Rockefeller Foundation had long anticipated that the
Office of Special Studies, which oversawMAP, would have an expiration
date. As others noted, closing the Office for Special Studies allowed the
Rockefeller Foundation to attain its objective of building “a strong wholly
Mexican Agricultural Research Institution” while ensuring continuity of
MAP’s research agenda under INIA.12 Since the research stations and
installations of MAP had been built up from Mexican ones, the main
transitional point was that of personnel. The staff of MAP transferred to
INIA, while the few remaining foreign personnel would serve in an
advisory capacity in the country or be reassigned.13

Marci Baranski, The Globalization of Wheat: A Critical History of the Green Revolution
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2022); Simi Mehta, Rattan Lal, and
David Hansen, “US Land-Grant Universities in India: Assessing the Consequences of
Agricultural Partnership, 1952–1972,” International Journal of Educational Development
53 (2017): 58–70.

10 Alejandro Fuentes, Carlos Salas, and Angel Salazar, “Origen e historia del Programa
Cooperativo Centroamericano y del Caribe para el Mejoramiento de Cultivos
Alimenticios y Producción Animal,” Agronomía Mesoamericana 1 (2016): 93–96;
Diana Alejandra Méndez Rojas, “Maize and the Green Revolution: Guatemala in the
Global Context of Agricultural Research, 1954–1964,” Ciencia Nueva Revista de Historia
y Política 3, no. 1 (2019): 134–158; Rodolfo Araya Villalobos, Programa Cooperativo
Centroamericano para el Mejoramiento de Cultivos y Animales: 1954–2019 (Alajuela,
Costa Rica: Universidad de Costa Rica, 2020), www.kerwa.ucr.ac.cr/handle/10669/
81544.

11 BruceH. Jennings,Foundations of International Agricultural Research: Science and Politics in
Mexican Agriculture (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1988), chapter 7.

12 Ibid., p. 139.
13 From its inceptionMAPworked both in concert and often at odds withMexican national

research programs. Researchers such as Karin Matchett have focused on the tension
between the well-funded MAP and the Institute for Agricultural Research, which was
often strapped for funds and equipment. As Matchett illustrates, these tensions led to
a focus on different aspects of corn research and embracing certain methodologies over
others, such as synthetic versus double-cross hybrid maize. See for example,
Karin Matchett, “At Odds over Inbreeding: An Abandoned Attempt at Mexico/United
States Collaboration to ‘Improve’ Mexican Corn, 1940–1950,” Journal of the History of
Biology 39, no. 2 (2006): 345–372.
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At the time of its ending,MAP, though based inMexico and focused on
a handful of agricultural regions within the country, had for nearly two
decades served as a blueprint for how to run agricultural research pro-
grams across the so-called developing world. The research model – using
in-country field plots staffed by an internationally networked group of
scientists, as well as training domestic scientists – could be successfully
exported beyond the Americas. Yet its becoming a blueprint was not
a given. Though there was knowledge-sharing among and between
these networked programs, when MAP closed there was no effective
institutional authority for global agricultural research as there would
later be under CGIAR.

While the origins of MAP are widely and broadly covered by historians
of the Green Revolution, less documented is the end of the program and
the eventual emergence a few years later of what would become
CIMMYT.14 In fact, the timelines of where one program ends and the
other begins are often entangled in these historical narratives.15 Given the
significant overlap of personnel, experiment stations, and research aims,
as well as programming with the former MAP, in particular the Office of
Special Studies, this confusion is not surprising.

CIMMYT had predecessor programs. For example, in 1958 the
Rockefeller Foundation created the Inter-American Maize Improvement
Program and the Wheat Improvement Program, but, as the historian
Bruce Jennings describes, “the crop improvement programs in maize
and wheat floundered. Part of this difficulty stemmed from the coopera-
tive nature of these programs. They depended . . . on the degree of
cooperation arranged by host governments,” which could be volatile.16

In 1963, the president of Mexico, Adolfo López Mateos, and the presi-
dent of the Rockefeller Foundation, J. George Harrar, created the
International Corn and Wheat Research Institute with the idea “to

14 On MAP and the origins of the Green Revolution, see Deborah Fitzgerald, “Exporting
American Agriculture: The Rockefeller Foundation in Mexico, 1943–53,” Social Studies
of Science 16, no. 3 (1986): 457–483; David A. Sonnenfeld, “Mexico’s ‘Green
Revolution,’ 1940–1980: Towards an Environmental History,” Environmental History
Review 16, no. 4 (1992): 28–52; Perkins, Geopolitics and the Green Revolution; Olsson,
Agrarian Crossings; Jonathan Harwood, “Whatever Happened to the Mexican Green
Revolution?,” Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems 44, no. 9 (2020): 1243–1252;
Jose Miguel Chavez Leyva, “Powerful Disruptions: Braceros, Campesinos, and the
Green Revolution in Mexico, 1940–1965,” Agricultural History 95 no. 3 (2021):
472–499; Baranski, Globalization of Wheat.

15 CIMMYT’s foundation is oftenmistakenly conflatedwith that ofMAP. For example, the
World Food Programme, in celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of Norman Borlaug’s
Nobel Prize, wrote that CIMMYT was started in 1943; see World Food Programme,
“Mexico – CIMMYT,” www.worldfoodprize.org/en/youth_programs/borlaugruan_in
ternational_internship/international_internship_sites/mexico__CIMMYT.

16 Jennings, Foundations of International Agricultural Research, p. 142.
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fuse the two crop improvement programs into a single organization with
an international mandate.”17

The idea of this institute was first publicly mentioned in 1960 during
a farewell dinner for remaining Rockefeller Foundation staff in Mexico.
In addition to formerMAP staff and cabinet members, there were several
Mexican scientists in attendance who had trained via MAP. Listening to
the long list of successes, the evening’s host, President López Mateos,
apparently remarked that he was “confused by this departure” because:

Just 2 months ago I visited Southeast Asia. Quite by chance, while I was in the
Philippines, I was taken to the International Rice Research Institute,
a magnificent organization. I was told that this was modelled after the Mexican
agricultural program – the Rockefeller Foundation–Mexican government agricul-
tural program – that we are saying goodbye to tonight. We know how much
Mexico has benefited and since the model has been developed here, then I, as
President of Mexico, strongly urge that my government and the two foundations
[the Rockefeller and Ford Foundations] look for some way to establish an inter-
national center for maize and wheat improvement in Mexico, so that we can help
other third world nations.18

It was clear that López Mateos positioned Mexico as both a model and
a leader among developing countries.19 The ambition to have Mexico as
a key global player was neither farfetched nor unusual. As other accounts
demonstrate, Mexican leaders, economists, and diplomats were not passive
members of international organizations but for much of the twentieth cen-
tury helped shape agendas, proposing new economic approaches and other
interventions, including ambitious health care models.20 Nor did the presi-
dent’s interest in crop research contradict his better-remembered campaign
to accelerate Mexico’s industrial development. Known as the Mexican

17 Ibid.
18 Reported in Borlaug, “Statement before theUnited StatesCongress SenateCommittee,”

p. 78.
19 Researchers such as Derek Byerlee trace the promotion of an international center for the

tropics to an earlier period, 1950–51, especially when speaking about maize. According
to Byerlee and John Lynam, then Rockefeller Foundation Vice President J. George
Harrar embraced this idea, and it was first applied to the creation of IRRI in 1960. See
Byerlee and Lynam, “The Development of the International Center Model.” For
a history of the much older project of the Tropical Plant Research Foundation, which
Byerlee describes, see Stuart McCook, States of Nature: Science, Agriculture, and
Environment in the Spanish Caribbean, 1760–1940 (Austin: University of Texas Press,
2002).

20 Christy Thornton, Revolution in Development: Mexico and the Governance of the Global
Economy (Oakland: University of California Press, 2021). For an example of Mexico
providing health models to the world, see Gabriela Soto Laveaga, “Poverty Alleviation
from the Margins: Mexico’s IMSS-COPLAMAR as a Challenge to Global Health and
Economic Models, 1979–1989,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 102, no. 4
(2022): 673–704.
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Miracle, the period beginning in the mid 1950s through the early 1970s is
often described as the golden age of the Mexican economy. Focused on
industrial production, this was also a period of intense mechanization of the
Mexican countryside.However, LópezMateos’ particular vision forMexico
as a maize and wheat global leader was not about producing crops but rather
about producing research about such crops. Thus, the hopes were forMexico,
an agricultural country, to become a knowledge-production center for agri-
culture on a global scale. These were two intertwined but certainly distinct
goals: food production and research production.

The International Corn and Wheat Research Institute created in 1963
by the government of Mexico and the Rockefeller Foundation quickly
encountered difficulties, including disagreements over administration
and allocation of resources, and an inability to attract funding.
Resolving these issues without abandoning the idea of the institute
required significant reconfiguration and resulted in the establishment of
CIMMYT in 1966 as an international research institution independent of
but in collaboration with Mexican governmental agencies.

Byerlee and Lyman trace the idea of a centralized, global research
center focused on crop improvement not to that 1960 dinner but much
earlier, to 1951.21 More significantly, they signal the origins of a plan for
a collaborative and networked crop-breeding model to ideas about effi-
ciency espoused after World War I. Yet their research reveals that the
invention of MAP and later CIMMYT, often attributed to US models,
was nonetheless a “merger of the highly integrated international wheat
program in partnership with the FAO [the United Nations Food and
Agriculture Organization], a loose federation of country and regional
maize programs, and associated basic research activities in Mexico.”22

The 1960s vision of a Mexican institution modeled on a specific US–
Mexico partnership but with a broader international focus morphed into
something different when CIMMYT became a founding member of
CGIAR in 1971. As part of CGIAR, CIMMYT, though still headquartered
in Mexico, came to be perceived by both the public and scientists as part of
a global network andnot a national institution addressing domestic concerns.
It would also, like the other centers, have a series of missions: the centralizing
of functions for maximum efficacy (for instance, germplasm banks), close
collaboration and sharing across institutes, and finally training “aimed to
substitute for weaknesses in many developing national research systems.”23

Put differently, once MAP was dissolved in 1961, scientists continued
to travel to Mexico to conduct research and undergo training in

21 Byerlee and Lynam, “The Development of the International Center Model.”
22 Ibid. 23 Ibid., 2.
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agricultural science, only now as part of a different program. This pro-
gram had similar aims but additional funders: the Mexican government
(supervised by INIA), the Rockefeller Foundation, the Ford Foundation,
and FAO.24 Indeed, at CIMMYT’s founding on April 12, 1966, both the
Mexican minister of agriculture, Juan Gil Preciado, and Rockefeller
Foundation President J. George Harrar conveyed that the new center
was in some ways a continuation of nearly twenty-three years of agricul-
tural research between the Rockefeller Foundation and the Mexican
government.25 The center’s goals were spelled out in that founding
document: to conduct basic and applied research, distribute “superior”
germplasm, train scientists, foster cooperation among scientists and
breeders, and publish and distribute its findings.26 Over the following
years, these basic aims would be expanded and became, as community
needs were considered, both more nuanced and specific (See Figure 4.1).

A Growing Center Reflects and Shapes the World, One
Crop Germplasm at a Time

In 1960 MAP’s International Wheat Program began to distribute “inter-
national trials” (“ensayos internacionales”) of experimental lines of wheat.27

Years later, in 1971, the same would be done for corn by CIMMYT, as
Derek Byerlee andGreg Edmeades discuss inChapter 9, this volume.What
did these trials consist of? An international trial was composed of “identical
experimental lines” shipped to research partners across the world, who
planted these seeds following specific instructions and conditions and later
compared them with local varieties.28 But the process did not end there. All
results were sent back to CIMMYT, where they were analyzed, discussed,
later published, and broadly distributed. These international experimental
aims were quite clear, as outlined in a CIMMYT publication of the time. In
addition to the obvious ones, such as trying out new lines under vastly
different climactic, pest, and disease conditions, was the important issue of
standardization of the research. The international trials also served to train
networked and partner scientists, as well as to obtain the germplasm needed
to continue to make new crosses.29

24 Noticiero del CIMMYT 1, no. 1 (July 1966): 1, 4. 25 Ibid., 3. 26 Ibid., 4–5.
27 Este es el CIMMYT, Boletín de Información no. 8, March 1974, presentación 9, https://

repository.cimmyt.org/handle/10883/19375.
28 Ibid.
29 By 1973 there were 1,429 international trials in 91 countries. On germplasm manage-

ment, see Marianna Fenzi (Chapter 11) and Helen Anne Curry and Sabina Leonelli
(Chapter 10), this volume.
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Mere months after CIMMYT’s founding in 1966, El Informador,
a newspaper based out of Guadalajara, reported on the center’s research-
driven mandate at its first meeting. It noted, clearly echoing the message
and language of CIMMYT, that the “urgent need” to ensure an increased
production of cereals using “modern technology” was a pressing, global
one. The article went on to quote a “Rockefeller Foundation representa-
tive” as stating that the newly inaugurated CIMMYT would bring
together research, experimentation, and training at the “highest levels”
to increase maize and wheat yields.30 It is worth pausing to explain that
news of CIMMYT’s mission was making it to the pages of a regional
paper. Even if this article was a reprint from larger newspapers, as was the

Figure 4.1 Attendees of a 1968 international meeting held at
CIMMYT, seated before a map of the research facilities in Mexico
where its research programs initially were based. Rockefeller Archive
Center, Rockefeller Foundation Photographs, CIMMYT Series 105,
International Agricultural Meeting. Courtesy of Rockefeller Archive
Center.

30 El Informador (September 20, 1966), no. 17, 406.
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practice, its inclusion suggests the broad appeal that this news of such
a center had in other Mexican states.

With a vision of further training of young scientists, CIMMYT
expanded its training program to include plant pathology, managing
research stations, and wheat chemistry. Following the MAP model, for-
eign researchers travelled to Mexican research stations where both
Mexican and international scientists were trained (Figure 4.2). They
would return to their home countries with sample seeds and a core
training in wheat and corn science.

Much of the initial focus of agricultural research centers was on the
training of future scientists rather than the dissemination of germplasm
directly to farmers.31 Yet reports of famines in South Asia served as
a catalyst to push for more extensive plant-breeding programs that
could stretch from Mexico to farmers around the world. In hindsight,

Figure 4.2 Wheat trainees inoculate plants at the CIMMYT research
station in Toluca, Mexico, undated. CIMMYT repository.©
CIMMYT.

31 Recent research traces the networks of Latin American agronomists who, with grants
from the Rockefeller Foundation, travelled to American land-grant colleges and other
institutions to pursue postgraduate degrees in agricultural sciences. Diana Méndez’s
work, for instance, examines the dozens of Latin American agronomists who returned
to become part of not just international organizations but also domestic research centers;
see Diana Alejandra Méndez Rojas, “La agricultura como puente: Becarios guatemalte-
cos de la Fundación Rockefeller enMéxico: Un viaje de ida y vuelta, 1949–1976,”Oficio
Revista de Historia e Interdisciplina 13 (2021): 49–70.
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the inauguration of CIMMYT in spring 1966 seemed an auspicious time
to launch an international agriculture research institution, given that at
the time the spectre of hunger seemed to loom especially large across the
ideologically divided ColdWar world.32 For example, a focus on famines
happening in both India and Pakistan revealed that both countries had
the lowest wheat yields since World War II.33 Researchers believed that
overpopulation and the depletion of resources would lead tomore human
hunger, increased violence, and political instability. In an ideologically
separated world this meant potential communist insurrections which
would, in turn, risk destabilizing Western societies, in particular the
United States. Hence by zeroing in on global hunger, political instability
could be averted by using science to increase yields that would, in turn,
feed populations and create a more stable world. The globe, it seemed to
Rockefeller and Ford Foundation personnel, was primed for an inter-
national organization rooted in agricultural science that could help
improve crop yields – enough to stave off concerns of an overpopulated
world.

In the fall of 1966 CIMMYT announced that it was broadening its
scope viaNoticiero del CIMMYT, or CIMMYT News, a bilingual publica-
tion available in seventy countries and devoted to detailing the latest
scientific advances in wheat and corn research. Reporting on the fall
meeting of CIMMYT’s board, the Noticiero announced the board’s
apparent decision to fully concentrate CIMMYT’s efforts on maize and
wheat.34 For the maize program, the center planned to establish projects
“in plant breeding, agronomy, genetics and physiology as well as
a broadened action for regional programs, such the Central American

32 In influential histories of the Green Revolution, this is where CIMMYT enters the
narrative as a reflection of global concerns about food security and overpopulation.
See, for example, Nick Cullather, The Hungry World: America’s Cold War Battle against
Poverty in Asia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010).

33 Centro Internacional de Mejoramiento de Maíz y Trigo (CIMMYT), La conmemoracion
del 20 aniversario del CIMMYT (Mexico: CIMMYT, 1987), https://repository.CIMMY
T.org/handle/10883/3514.

34 CIMMYT’s board in 1966 featured a roster of leading Latin American ministers of
agriculture and/or scientists, as well as key representatives of the Rockefeller and Ford
Foundations and other international institutions: Juan Gil Preciado (chairman), secre-
tary of agriculture, Mexico; J. G. Harrar (vice chairman), president of the Rockefeller
Foundation; E. J. Wellhausen (secretary), director general, CIMMYT; Virgilio Barco,
mayor of the City of Bogotà, Colombia; M. C. Chakrabandhu, director general of
agriculture, ministry of agriculture, Thailand; Manuel Elgueta G., director, Institute of
Agricultural Research, Chile; Emilio Gutierrez Roldan, National Seed Producing
Agency, Mexico; Lowell S. Hardin, program officer for Latin America and the
Caribbean, Ford Foundation; Carlos A. Krug, Brazil; Galo Plaza, Ecuador; Carlos
P. Romulo, minister of education and president of the University of the Philippines;
Nicolas Sanchez D., director, National Institute of Agricultural Research, Mexico;
C. V. Subramaniam, India.
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Cooperative program.”35 As for wheat, research projects would also be
expanded to include cytogenetics, vital to understand the plant’s cell
biology and growth, and “enlargement of the activities of the milling
and baking laboratory.”36 The latter was especially important to the
work of wheat breeding. It was in these laboratories that wheat quality
was tested. If a particular wheat variety did not yield flour that would
easily rise when baked or did not pass a taste test, then that variety,
regardless of rust resistance or other qualities valued in the field, would
not be pursued as a successful strain. This work was considered so useful
that the Rockefeller Foundation awarded a grant to the Mexican cereals
chemist Evangelina Villegas to visit milling and baking laboratories in the
United States and Canada37 (Figure 4.3).

The growth of CIMMYT was programmed to be fast. At that same
reunion it was proposed that by 1967, a year later, CIMMYT should have
121 technicians, and by 1970 the total would reach at least 189 (by 1973
there were 420 staff positions across the world).38 Though headquartered
in Mexico, the center’s activities would be “multiplied through coopera-
tive programs in many countries” where CIMMYT personnel would be
based. The center would also offer trainees access to graduate education
through an agreement with the nearby National School of Agriculture at
Chapingo.39 Researchers would continue to come, as they had under
MAP, to Mexico.

35 That the Central American Cooperative program was not explained in the publication
makes it clear that this was a well-known initiative. Begun in 1954 with support from the
Rockefeller Foundation, the Central American Cooperative Program for the Cultivation
and Improvement of Food Cultivars (PCCMCA) was a network of agriculture and,
initially, livestock programs. CIMMYT News 1, no. 4 (October 1966). For more on
this program, see Fuentes, Salas, and Salazar, “Origen e historia”; Méndez Rojas,
“Maize and the Green Revolution”; Araya Villalobos, Programa Cooperativo
Centroamericano; Wainer Ignacio Coto Cedeño, “Semillas en disputa: Historias de vida
y memorias del cambio tecnológico en la agricultura de la Papa en Costa Rica (1943–
2015),” Revista de Historia 72 (2015): 75–100.

36 CIMMYT News 1, no. 4 (October 1966).
37 Gabriela Soto Laveaga, “When the Baker Is the Knowledge Maker: Evangelina Villegas

and the Laboratories of the Green Revolution,” presented at the Cain Conference,
Philadelphia, PA, June 4, 2022 and “Worker Once Known: Thinking with Disposable,
Discarded, Mislabeled, and Precariously Employed Laborers in History of Science,” Isis
114, no. 4 (December 2023): 834–840. For more on Evangelina Villegas, see Diana
Méndez Rojas, “Modernizar la agricultura, movilizar ideas: Trayectorias de los becarios
en ciencias agrícolas de la Fundación Rockefeller en México, 1940–1980,”
Ph.D. dissertation, Instituto Mora (2022).

38 Este es el CIMMYT, presentación 8.
39 Mexico’s National School of Agriculture, or Chapingo, as it is known locally, traces its

origins to 1854, though this first iteration was quite dissimilar to today’s sprawling
campus, in its current location since 1923. Its long-cherished motto “Exploitation of
the soil, not of man” reveals its postrevolutionary origins and the role of agronomists as
agents of change in the nation.
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In the early 1970s a key shift occurred when CIMMYT officials
realized that it was often difficult for researchers from low-income
regions and countries to travel to Mexico. It is uncertain how this
realization came about, but to address the concern, the center launched
a series of regional training programs. By the end of the decade there
were four regionally based maize programs, four wheat ones, and,
expanding beyond crop-centered research, four centers focused on
regional economies.40

Regional centers also allowed for deeper understanding of how local
farmers adopted new technologies and new seeds. Within Mexico, one
such local model was the Puebla Project, which encompassed 47,000
families, mostly small-plot farmers, with whom CIMMYT researchers
worked from 1967 to 1973. The aims of the project were, first, to increase
technological transfer to smallholding farmers who relied on rainfed
crops, especially maize, and, second, to train technicians from other
regions. The lands of the Puebla Valley were selected because there was
little irrigation infrastructure, as opposed to what could be found in
CIMMYT’s experiment station in Sonora. Also, locals reportedly seemed

Figure 4.3 The CIMMYT cereal scientist Evangelina Villegas (center)
with other researchers and trainees, undated. CIMMYT repository.
© CIMMYT.

40 CIMMYT, La conmemoracion del 20 aniversario, p. 15.
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eager to work with CIMMYT technicians.41 With the Puebla Project,
CIMMYT provided investment in maize for smallholding subsistence-
level farmers. As a scholar noted, a new approach was needed to work
with small farmers, especially since “enthusiasm was expressed for any
attempt to bring the banking sector into closer contact with groups of
producers who had traditionally remained outside their reach.”42

The farmers’ socioeconomic environment, which had not been an
initial topic of interest for the architects of CIMMYT’s goals, was becom-
ing as important an area of focus as the crops these farmers planted. An
additional shift was happening with a more region-centered, bottom-up
understanding of agriculture. Yet despite the existence of the Puebla
Project, which remained comparatively close to CIMMYT headquarters,
CIMMYT was not yet reaching the most remote (often the poorest)
farmers within Mexico or abroad. A sharper focus on these farmers
would only come later in the century. Meanwhile the germplasm bank
and wheat-breeding program, both core to the organization as it exists
today, thrived in this era.43

At the center’s one-year anniversary, in spring 1967, the president of
the board of the Rockefeller Foundation, John D. Rockefeller III, and
Rockefeller Foundation President J. George Harrar visited CIMMYT to
learn about the ongoing “maize and wheat germplasm and cooperative
research.”44 During their visit they discovered that Mexican wheat var-
ieties planted in other countries already surpassed the surface area of
wheat farming in Mexico, which demonstrated “the wide adaptability
and acceptance of these varieties.”45 As the historian Marci Baranski
shows, along with Harro Maat (Chapter 6, this volume) and others, the
push for so-called wide adaptation was vital to the goals of international
programs, for it allowed researchers to replicate findings from one loca-
tion to another.46 Though maize research was still important, by 1965
Norman Borlaug and Rockefeller Foundation scientists focused increas-
ingly onwheat breeding and its purported adaptability tomost soils.Wide
adaptation would become a core tenet of CIMMYT’s research agenda.
Phrases such as “exchange of ideas,” “fraternity with a common goal,”
and “a collective discussion,” forged the sense of single and singular
research community reinforced by the rush to try to feed the world’s

41 Michael Redclift, “Production Programs for Small Farmers: Plan Puebla as Myth and
Reality,” Economic Development and Cultural Change 31, no. 3 (1983): 551–570, at 555.

42 Ibid., 553.
43 CIMMYT, “CIMMYT Bread Wheat Breeding Program: Germplasm Movement and

Planting Plans,” 1970, https://repository.cimmyt.org/handle/10883/3911.
44 Noticiero del CIMMYT 2, no. 6 (June 1967): 2, 4. 45 Ibid., 4.
46 Baranski, Globalization of Wheat.
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hungry.47 In the maize program, this communal sense of purpose was
most visible in the speed with which CIMMYT’s maize germplasm bank
grew. The germplasm bank represented how agricultural research shifted
from country-specific aims to global crop centers. For example, by 1974
themaize germplasm bank was already the largest in the world, withmore
than 12,000 samples from more than 47 countries.48 With key breeding
resources and connections to long-running training and breeding pro-
grams, CIMMYT symbolized Mexico’s long-ascendant centrality to glo-
bal maize and wheat research. Shortly thereafter CIMMYT expanded its
aims once more.

CIMMYT on the Ground

As CIMMYT grew so did the scope of its programs. Here I focus on two
examples of CIMMYT’s vast projects, the wheat-breeding program and
its training program, to showcase the deep local roots of global technology
transfer.

Like the germplasm bank, the wheat-breeding program defined
CIMMYT. From its foundation, the international breeding and testing
nurseries attracted growing numbers of visiting scientists and trainees.
The Bread Wheat Program operated in three Mexican locations: Ciudad
Obregón in the arid, irrigated farming region of Sonora; Toluca in the
central Mexican highlands; and at the CIMMYT headquarters at El
Batán near Mexico City. (Today there are an additional two CIMMYT
stations in tropical and subtropical settings: Agua Fría, Puebla, and
Tlaltizapán, Morelo.)49 The original locations – one at sea level near the
Sonoran desert, the other two in rainy regions with high elevation – played
a crucial role in experimentation and development of wheat lines with
disease resistance.50 But CIMMYT experimentation did not and

47 Este es el CIMMYT, presentación 6/2.
48 Ibid. As Helen Curry demonstrates, the collection and distribution of maize germplasm

accelerated in themid twentieth century, soCIMMYTwas a significant (but not the sole)
organization focused on germplasm exchange and collection. See Helen Anne Curry,
EndangeredMaize: Industrial Agriculture and the Crisis of Extinction (Oakland:University of
California Press, 2022).

49 Carolyn Cowan and Alfonso Cortés, “Experimental Stations in Mexico Improve Global
Agriculture,”CIMMYT blog, July 1, 2019, www.cimmyt.org/multimedia/experimental-
stations-in-mexico-improve-global-agriculture.

50 During the MAP era these were the stations that Borlaug used to develop shuttle
breeding – the practice of shuttling seeds via truck from one region to the next to ensure
that certain desired traits appeared in the next generation. See Liesel Vink, “Photo Essay:
Mexico and the Launch of the Green Revolution,” RE:source (November 5, 2019),
https://resource.rockarch.org/story/photo-essay-mexico-and-the-launch-of-the-green-
revolution/.
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does not now remain limited to these five locations. Taking advantage of
Mexico’s extraordinary diversity ofmicroclimates, wheat pathologists, for
example, used nurseries across the country to screen for diseases.
Meanwhile, breeders used seed multiplication plots to replicate stressors
from across the globe. This research geography was and continues to be
the lifeline of CIMMYT. It is in these spaces that researchers test new
wheat and maize lines, examine the impact of pests and plant diseases,
and host farmer workshops.

Genetic materials that survive these varied trials with natural and
amplified stressors, such as heat tolerance or difficult tropical soil, have
stronger viability in regions across the globe. In 1972 alone, nearly 5,500
crosses were made in bread wheat. But, from experience, less than 1 per-
cent of these crosses would survive the center’s “rigorous screening.”51

From generation two (F2) onward, experimentalmaterial was sent world-
wide where plants’ performance was observed for six generations in
different conditions and in competition with local wheats. The most
crucial aspect of CIMMYT’s broad infrastructure, beyond its germplasm
and experimental stations, was and continues to be the training of plant
specialists. Between 1966 and 1988, the wheat improvement program
served 471 trainees from 80 developing countries.52 The trainee program,
open mainly to researchers and extensionists from developing countries
under the age of thirty, allowed participants to remain inMexico from six
to eighteen months. Some were later granted scholarships to pursue
master’s degrees, usually in Mexico. The range of trainees was broad,
from government workers to postdoctoral fellows to visiting, well-
established scholars. The benefits of this intergenerational mixing were
significant, as program participants learned from each other. Similarly,
the practice of working “shoulder to shoulder” engaged everyone in
a hands-on approach.53

In addition to crop management, this hands-on practice consisted of
“designing andmanaging field plots, choosing parental materials, making
crosses . . . scoring for tolerance and resistance to biotic and abiotic
stresses, and selecting improved progeny.”54 The numbers of trainees in
the first decade are telling. In 1966, there was a total of 22 scholars of all
ranks (scholarship recipients, established scientists, temporary residents),
but by 1973 there were 739.55 The majority of these hailed from Latin
America. It is important to recall that scholarships were also key forMAP.

51 Este es el CIMMYT, presentación 7/2.
52 R. L. Villareal and E. del Toro, “An Assessment of a Wheat Improvement Research

Training Course for Developing Countries,” Journal of Natural Resources and Life Sciences
Education 22, no. 1 (1993): 38–43.

53 Ibid. 54 Ibid. 55 Este es el CIMMYT, presentación 10.
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The significant increase of twenty-two scholars in the first year of oper-
ation to a leap in hundreds of recipients mere years later is likely
a reflection of the educational networks in place for two decades.

In 1988, CIMMYT conducted follow-up questionnaires of 324 train-
ees to evaluate the program’s effectiveness. The survey revealed that
74 percent of respondents worked for their government’s research and
extension services, and more than 50 percent continued to work with
wheat.56 Thosewho responded to the questionnaire hailed from forty-five
countries across Asia, Latin America, North Africa, theMiddle East, sub-
Saharan Africa, and European countries. In other words, participants
represented the global community of crop researchers. The 1988 survey
revealed that the vast majority of trainees felt that they had gained some-
thing from participating in the program, including improved “plant
breeding and plant pathology skills,” and when returning they used
“CIMMYT’s methods in their training activity.” The survey did reveal
some discontent, and some trainees thought that the courses offered were
too elementary, but these tended to be participants with either a doctorate
or a master’s degree.

CIMMYT 1975 – Thriving and Overextended

By 1974, the CGIAR network of international agricultural research cen-
ters focused on training and providing assistance to governments around
the world. From the Philippines, to Nigeria, to Colombia and Peru, to
India, to Kenya and Ethiopia, CGIAR leadership created a network of
centers devoted to specific crops, livestock, and environments. In this
larger circle of interconnected expertise, CIMMYT became the center
focused on maize, wheat, barley, and triticale (the hybrid of wheat and
rye), and, as such, a sort of scientific pilgrimage site for hundreds of
researchers who regularly arrived in Mexico to study and exchange
ideas. A decade after its founding, CIMMYT had become firmly estab-
lished in both national and international agricultural research.57 In other
words, at this time CIMMYT envisioned itself more as a handmaiden to
national projects, an additional research arm supporting domestic
research.58 In a similar vein, the larger CGIAR mission at this stage was
to support national research programs and aid in pushing them to a higher
level. Despite the global orientation of the CGIAR system, CIMMYT

56 This survey is analyzed in Villareal and del Toro, “Assessment of a Wheat Improvement
Research Training Course.”

57 At this time there were thirty-eight principal scientists, fourteen of whom were Mexican
and nine American. Este es el CIMMYT, 6–1.

58 Ibid., presentación 6/2.
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publications continued to highlight the vast reach that the center main-
tained in Mexico. With maps and descriptions of the experimental sta-
tions in the country, CIMMYT materials emphasized the centralized
coordination directed from El Batán, CIMMYT’s headquarters.
A detailed map of the central buildings – including dormitories for sixty
scholars, baseball diamond, pool, basketball courts, and cafeteria – as well
as laboratory and experimentation space, depicted this self-contained
space as a sort of international scientific enclave.59

The built environment of CIMMYTwas examined in a 1974NewYork
Times article that described El Batán as a “complex of modern buildings
surrounded by 160 acres of experimental fields, three dozen agricultural
scientists and scores of technicians, most from poor countries . . . engaged
in a major campaign to feed adequately the two billion people” who
depended on wheat, corn, and similar crops to survive.60 In this and
dozens of other articles, it was the promise of science and how it could,
if used appropriately, reduce hunger, which imbued CIMMYT with an
aura of productive legitimacy. Two months later, after CIMMYT’s par-
ticipation in the World Food Conference in Rome (November 5–16,
1974), the center receivedmore than twenty-five requests from individual
countries seeking to increase food production to meet their populations’
needs.61 Despite these numbers, Haldore Hanson, CIMMYT’s director
general, turned down the majority of appeals. As he explained, the cen-
ter’s forty-five scientists were already overextended with consulting work
and travel.62 This high demand, however, brought aboutmore changes in
CIMMYT, especially in how it functioned on a global scale. As Hanson
explained to the New York Times, CIMMYT would set up two-member

59 Scholars have noted the importance of the built environment to convey messages about
science and even agricultural experimentation. See Nikki Moore, “To Which
Revolution? The National School of Agriculture and the Center for the Improvement
of Corn and Wheat in Texcoco and El Batán, Mexico, 1924–1968,” in Aggregate, ed.,
Architecture in Development: Systems and the Emergence of the Global South (London:
Routledge, 2022), pp. 85–104.

60 Boyce Aensberger, “Science Gives New Life to the Green Revolution,” New York Times
(September 3, 1974), www.nytimes.com/1974/09/03/archives/science-gives-new-life-to-
the-greenrevolution-scientific-research.html.

61 Victor K. McElheny, “Nations Demand Agricultural Aid,” New York Times (August 3,
1975), www.nytimes.com/1975/08/03/archives/nations-demand-agricultural-aid-popu
lation-growth-spurs-appeals-to.html.

62 Although the New York Times reported a total of forty-five scientists, a contemporary
CIMMYT publication indicates that in February 1974 there were fifty-one international
scientists at the Mexico campus and twenty-one scientists assigned to foreign posts. Yet
these numbers do not fully reveal the extent of personnel. For example, in 1966 there
were eight scientists in Mexico and twenty-five support staff. By 1974, there were 347
support staff working at CIMMYT. It is assumed that this support staff was different
from fieldworkers, since at the time therewere an additional ninety-five field workers.Este
es el CIMMYT, presentación 8.
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regional teams who would train scientists in their own countries. This
effort to reach more farmers had begun earlier when CIMMYT joined
CGIAR. This quintupled CIMMY’s research budget from $9 million to
more than $48 million in less than four years.63 These funds were needed
to push the use of high-yielding varieties and extend them to “small
farms” across the world.64 CGIAR funds also pushed for a reorientation
of the organization taking place: production research thatmore accurately
reflected farmers’ needs.

A good example of a “typical” program (granted that all of these
programs were unique to their locale) was CIMMYT’s Regional Maize
Program for Central America, Panama, and the Caribbean. A 1978
report on the program reveals the vast network of scientists, technicians,
government workers, diplomats, farmers, and many intermediaries
needed to make it function. The Regional Maize Program was sponsored
by the Swiss government with the cooperation of fourteen countries.
Modeled on the on-farm approach advocated by CIMMYT, it also
included the core philosophy of the international organization: research
at experiment stations, research and production of new technologies in
farmers’ fields, and demonstrations for technology transfer.65 As part of
this project, two maize scientists and an economist spent a total of
126 days consulting withministers of agriculture and directors of national
research institutions from nine governments (Costa Rica, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, Dominican Republic, Haiti,
and Jamaica). Most meetings encouraged the “participation of local
maize program leaders and technicians” with the stated aim that “tech-
nology generation” happening on farmers’ fields would be more widely
accepted.66 Vital to this research was the establishment of maize nurseries
and the running of experiments. In 1978, alone, a total of 164 experi-
ments produced 9 new experimental varieties to be tested the
following year. This research had to navigate differences from country
to country and, indeed, between intra-country regions. For example,
when it came to seed production, some countries had a “well-organized
program” (El Salvador and Guatemala), while others were not devel-
oped. Pairing regionally specific characteristics (i.e., husk cover, propen-
sity to ear rot, height of plants, leaf breadth) with desired crop yield was
a scientific riddle that relied heavily on research conducted on farmers’
fields.

63 McElheny, “Nations Demand Agricultural Aid.” 64 Ibid.
65 W. Villena and R. F. Soza, “1978 Annual Report: CIMMYT Regional Maize Program

Central America, Panama and the Caribbean,” September 1978, https://repository.cim
myt.org/handle/10883/3722.

66 Ibid., 3.
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The Regional Maize Program for Central America, Panama, and the
Caribbean revealed that “production technology generated at experiment
stations in the region often was not accepted by farmers.”67 This was due
mainly to the fact that conditions at experiment stations were simply not
replicable, and, crucially, the economic risk was not factored into the
analysis of which varieties and technologies to propose to small-plot and
medium-plot farmers. For instance, a factor that had not previously been
examined was the difference between individuals and cooperative groups.
The latter could afford the suggested herbicide while individual farmers
found it difficult to even find it in local markets.68 Working directly on
farmers’ plots expanded adoption of technology and led to subsequent
yield increases.

Finally, in addition to in-country workshops, the 1978 Regional Maize
Program introduced seven production program directors from El
Salvador to Mexico’s Poza Rica-Tuxpan, where the maize training pro-
gram was located. Upon returning to their country these directors held
a workshop to showcase what they had learned. This fruitful exchange
allowed for knowledge and experience to ripple beyond national borders.
This web of interconnected researchers, farmers, and state officials was
anchored solely by its connection to CIMMYT. CIMMYT was becom-
ing vital at all levels of regional agriculture development – local leaders,
national bureaucrats, regional experts – reaching far beyond the research
station.

The focus on “marginal zones,” the buzz word in Mexican politics of
the 1970s and 1980s, would trickle down into CIMMYT’s lexicon and
influence how the institution approached outreach.69 Just as CIMMYT
affected Mexico’s framing of farmers’ problems, so too did Mexico
impact CIMMYT’s framing of global problems. How, the organization
asked, could agricultural advances and technology reach the most remote
farmers, those who had not yet benefitted from CIMMYT’s contribu-
tions? A greater focus on economic impact began to take shape.

A Global Center

In 1986, Mexican President Miguel de la Madrid presided over
CIMMYT’s twentieth anniversary. While some of the themes from the
celebration echoed earlier research priorities, the international

67 Ibid., 8. 68 Ibid., 14.
69 A “marginal zones” approach to Mexican socioeconomic problems in the countryside

examined housing, health, nutrition, and education in Mexico’s poorest sector.
Providing for the marginados became a constant claim in the political speeches of
President López-Portillo. CIMMYT, La conmemoracion del 20 aniversario, p. 17.
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contributions and expansion of CIMMYT as part of the CGIAR network
had emerged as the most critical. Of course, the context of the 1980s in
Mexico proved quite different from the decade of CIMMYT’s founding.
By 1986, Mexico was in the midst of one of the worst economic crises in
its history, and across the globe neoliberal reforms were on the rise.
Further, widespread enthusiasm for the first generation of wheat seeds,
which had promised to end world hunger in the 1950s and 1960s, gave
way to growing critiques that pesticides, excessive fertilizer, and irrigation
did more harm than good to small-plot farmers.

In this new era, CIMMYT’s global impact was undeniable. More than
4,000 agricultural scientists from 125 countries had been trained at
CIMMYT. The scholarship program had expanded to allow trainees to
spend more time in Mexico. And by 1985 CIMMYT had the world’s
largest collections of wheat and maize germplasm, with more than
2 million seed packets sent on a yearly basis to nearly 120 countries.70

As a major global player facing economic crisis in Mexico, as well as
criticism of its results, CIMMYT sought a more transparent accounting
of the real costs to implement technological change. As CIMMYT
Director General D. L. Winkelmann explained, “it is necessary to com-
bine financial information with biological” research to assess how this
knowledge made it on the ground.71 In short, though still celebrating
advances in plant breeding, there was once again a concerted effort to
bring the farmer into greater focus, and to do this more successfully than
in the past. This shift reflected a trend in international agricultural
research, with a strong focus on more farmer-centered approaches to
knowledge and technology development such as the frameworks of farm-
ing systems research, Farmer First, and Farmer-back-to-Farmer.

CIMMYT issued a series of publications reflecting this new interest.
One example, Gorras y Sombreros – or Baseball Caps and Sombreros –

focused on “paths of collaboration between technicians and
peasants.”72 Taking the example of local knowledge transmission about
farming with velvet beans, usually passed on from one generation to the
next, CIMMYT organized a series of workshops that brought together
state officials, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), local leaders, and
peasants from across southern Mexico and Central America to discuss
velvet bean farming techniques as technologies worthy of study by an
international organization. The velvet bean was introduced into the
United States from Asia at the end of the nineteenth century.73 From

70 Ibid. 71 Ibid., p. 17.
72 D. Buckles, ed.,Gorras y sombreros: Caminos hacia la colaboración entre técnicos y campesinos

(Mexico: CIMMYT, 1993), https://repository.cimmyt.org/handle/10883/898.
73 The history of the velvet bean is described in Buckles, ed., Gorras y sombreros, p. 4.
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there it made its way to Central America via the United Fruit Company in
the 1920s. The velvet bean had a specific appeal for plantation owners.
Interspersed between corn stalks, mature beans could be used as forage
for livestock, served as natural fertilizer for cotton or corn, and, if planted
with oranges, worked as a natural weed deterrent. Indigenous farmers
from southern Mexican states and Guatemala had been using velvet
beans for decades. Despite its evident success in the fields, it was dis-
placed by inorganic fertilizers and its use labeled “backward.”By the early
1990s once-disdained practices were revisited, but there was little
research on the bean’s characteristics, what little knowledge existed was
dispersed, and few, if any, controlled studies had been conducted, cer-
tainly not in experimental fields.

The push to bring farmers into conversation with scientists and exten-
sionists became part of a growing trend that elevated local “practices” to
the study of science. In the case of recuperating knowledge about the
velvet bean, for instance, funds from several organizations were brought
together to sustain a frank exchange of knowledge between professional
researchers and farmers. Under the auspices of the Ford Foundation,
twenty-four representatives from universities, NGOs, and both national
and international agricultural programs from eight countries met with
farmers. The group was not limited to the region but also included
representatives from South America, West Africa, and the Philippines.
While a significant focus of the workshop, which was held in Catemaco,
Mexico, was research and new extension work on green fertilizers, the
event kicked off with visits to two Indigenous communities experimenting
with velvet beans in Soteapan andMecayapan, Veracruz. These commu-
nity visits served as the framing for the multiday event. Though just an
example of a shift in CIMMYT’s practices, the velvet bean meeting
represented a growing determination to focus on farmers and the vigorous
“exchange of technical knowledge.”74

Questionnaires used to query farmers in this period reveal the level of
local detail sought by CIMMYT experts. For instance, questions ranged
from soil choice to tools used: How do you prepare your soil? In this
cornfield, what was planted in the previous season? Why did you choose
to use this lot and not another for experimental crops? Although com-
pleted questionnaires, if they have survived, remain hidden in the archival
record, what is certain is that there was a concerted effort to tally the
participation of local, small-plot farmers. Local farmers, for instance,
“took control of experiments using simple and easy to understand prac-
tices.” This ease could be translated as making the farmer feel

74 Ibid., pp. iii–iv.
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comfortable with experimentation by designing trials from previous farm-
ing experience. Furthermore, the design of the experiments was done
collectively, with all participating farmers agreeing on what it was they
sought to understand.75 The push for openness and collective spirit was
vital to give farmers a sense of control and equal footing with CIMMYT
experts – although, as subsequent investigations into farmer participatory
research illustrate, critically measuring “participation” is difficult, as is
quantifying communication and other human-to-human interactions.76

By 1994 CIMMYT had only grown in its dominance as a producer of
scientific agricultural knowledge. In that single year CIMMYT staff
produced 410 publications on topics ranging from seed quality, to triti-
cale improvement strategies, to disease resistance inMexican landraces of
maize, to networking for sustainable maize farming in Central America,
to a traveling workshop on wheat-based sustainability in East Africa.77

The institution’s prominence was also evidenced in CIMMYT’s global
footprint. As reported by wheat scientist Sanjaya Rajaram, by 1994,
58 percent of the total bread wheat area in developing countries was
planted by varieties directly or indirectly derived from CIMMYT
germplasm.78 In less than three decades, seeds developed in
CIMMYT’s experimental stations in Mexico had conquered the wheat
fields of the world.

Tying together the themes of germplasmand focus on farmers,CIMMYT
and the Mexican government launched a ten-year program known as
Sustainable Modernization of Traditional Agriculture (MasAgro) in 2010
with the goal of reaching small-plot farmers, whose rainfed lands had previ-
ously been dismissed by agricultural research. In many ways, MasAgro, at
least in writing, recalls how agricultural research that directly
benefitted farmers was described in the early years of technical assistance –
“to augment the productive capacity of small wheat and corn farmers”
and guarantee “food security for the world’s growing population.”79

75 Ibid., p. 65.
76 Adrienne Martin and John Sherington, “Participatory Research Methods –

Implementation, Effectiveness and Institutional Context,” Agricultural Systems 55, no.
2 (1997): 195–216.

77 CIMMYT in 1994: Staff Publications (Mexico: CIMMYT, 1994), https://repository.cim
myt.org/xmlui/handle/10883/19504.

78 S. Rajaram andG. P. Hettel, eds.,Wheat Breeding at CIMMYT: Commemorating 50 Years
of Research in Mexico for Global Wheat Improvement, Wheat Special Report, No. 29
(Mexico: CIMMYT, 1995), p. 11.

79 An agreement between Mexico’s SAGARPA and CIMMYT that would run from
October 2010 to December 2020 was to receive a total of $138 million. Secretaría de
Agricultura, Ganadería, Desarrollo Rural, Pesca y Alimentación, Modernización
Sustentable de la Agricultura Tradicional “MasAgro,” Auditoría Financiera y de
Cumplimiento: 13–0-08100–02-0300 DE-007.
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Echoes of the original aims more than fifty years later reveal how decades of
inputs and focused research projects have not always managed to transform
agricultural fields. It is more difficult to change social context (poverty, or
unequal land and water distribution, for example) than it is to create experi-
mental plots.

Ten years prior, in 2003, the Mexican government had signed an
agreement enabling CIMMYT to continue to function in the country as
an international organization with a series of fiscal and judicial benefits
reserved for international institutions in good standing and in
acknowledgments of the important role that CIMMYT continued to
play in the development of agricultural technology in the country.
Crucially for its research mission, the agreement declared that seeds
destined for CIMMYT research stations would continue to be exempt
from Mexican law that prohibited the import of seeds. This latter point
may seem obvious, given the nature of CIMMYT’s research, but it also
signaled the continued value placed on the ongoing work at the center and
by its researchers. Fully 99 percent of CIMMYT’s funding comes from
external sources, but the Mexican government continues to provide
about $300,000 yearly in addition to the lands and access to the nation’s
research stations.80

Conclusion

To understand the importance of CIMMYT today – and how we should
best tell its history – we should first ask, was CIMMYT a technical
assistance program? This depends on whom you ask. For example, in
a 1979 hearing before the Subcommittee on International Trade of the
Committee on Finance, John Pino, director of agricultural sciences at the
Rockefeller Foundation, insisted that this was “no usual technical assist-
ance program.We never, in fact, used that terminology.”81 Instead, those
involved with CIMMYT preferred to focus on cooperative research and
training programs as the goals. This is a vital distinction, because mid-
twentieth-century technical assistance in practice, often associated with

80 The sum of $300,000 is from a 2003 Mexican Senate discussion: “Discusión en la
cámara de Senadores Acuerdo entre el gobierno de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos y el
Centro Internacional de Mejoramiento de Maíz y Trigo relativo al establecimiento de la
sede del centro en México, y de su protocolo adicional, 6 de noviembre de 2003.”

81 John A. Pino, “Statement before the United States Congress Senate Committee on
Finance and United States Congress Senate Committee on Finance Subcommittee on
International Trade,” North American Economic Interdependence II: Hearing before the
Subcommittee on International Trade of the Committee on Finance, United States Senate,
Ninety-Sixth Congress, First Session, October 1, 1979 (Washington, DC: US Government
Printing Office, 1979), p. 73.

CIMMYT’s Early Years 111

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009434713.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.220.34.25, on 22 Nov 2024 at 11:23:47, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009434713.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


development aid, frequently disregarded local practices and knowledge.
In its initial years, so did CIMMYT. As CIMMYT goals grew to incorp-
orate socioeconomic impacts, its programs also sought to include more
farmer participation. Farmers would not simply be passive recipients of
information; rather, they became active participants and, as in the case of
the velvet beans, vital designers of experiments. It was local farmers who
understood the land at a deeper level, and it was farmers who, enmeshed
in social networks and unspoken rules, could – and did – affect how
science was conducted on the ground. Crucial, then, to the distinction
of technical assistance versus an international research program was the
role assumed by the Mexican government and Mexican research institu-
tions. CIMMYT was conceived as initially a Mexican program, and in
1966 it embraced and reflected aMexican nation which, like its president,
was seeking to influence the globe, to become a leader in the so-called
developing world.

When CIMMYT was incorporated into CGIAR a few years later in
1971, it joined the network of research institutions not as a recent creation
but rather as an organization with a history that traces its origins decades
earlier to the inauguration of MAP in 1943. These origins matter, for its
aims and thus its research agenda reflect a divided world, a product of
a post–WorldWar II era, and the role that agricultural science can play in
ending world hunger. Since that time, the organization’s breadth and
goals have modified to reflect the changing understanding that different
actors – scientists, donors, NGOs – hold on food security, agricultural
development, and agricultural research.

In 2020, CIMMYT’s website and publications boasted that for more
than fifty years it had used science to “make a difference,” defining this as
helping “tens of millions of farmers grow more nutritious, resilient and
productive maize and wheat cropping systems, using methods that nour-
ish the environment and combat climate change.”82 But at its origins,
farmers themselves were not the focus of CIMMYT, and instead the
driving engine for the organization was crop research, specifically for
increased food production, yield, and ensuring a global food supply. In
the new context of climate change and renewed calls to again increase
crop yields, CIMMYT’s historical adaptability will be put to the test.

82 Statement quoted from CIMMYT’s official website in 2020; see current version at
www.cimmyt.org.
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