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' "Renewable energy
- A second instance of government agenda—settrng cdme

in August 1981, when' Prime Minister Trudeau flew to the -

Nairobi UN Energy Conference to announce a four-year,

ten million dollar grant to the IDRC to fund Third World.

renewable energy research. The Centre promptly accepted

the initiative, although an-internal task force report recom- .

mending more support for energy research had been dis-
regarded just two years earlier. Head commissioned the
*‘report by two senior staff members shortly after his arrival,
but the idea of moving into energy in a big way encountered
opposition from the four division directors, and the report

- was shelved without any discussion of its. substance “We
U felt at that time we did not know enough about the energy
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However, report co-author David Henry says- the ﬁnd-
ings were vetted by a group of twenty leading energy.
specialists from seven developing countries (including Bra-
zil and India), the World Bank, the UN and several interna-
tional research organizatio'ns He says Head chose to avoid

the issues addressed in the report to preserve peace among
~ the Centre’s senior staff, who were concerned that greater
- .attention to energy might create competition for what was

considered a shrinking budget. Shortly after, as it became
apparent energy research was a government priority, an-
other study was commissioned and the Centre had its
homework done in time for the Prime Minister’s trip to

" Nairobi. “The impetus seems to be coming from govern-

ment to the IDRC,” says Young, “and the original inten-
tion was that the IDRC would be a uniquely independent
and .autonomous body and would make its own mind up

“about its program emphasis and the focus of its work.”

Just as Strong attempted to give the Centre legislative
protection from government interference, Hopper tried to
deter the buildup of “obsolete talent” that results from an
entrenched bureaucracy. “I saw no reason to assure any-
body that joined the organization a job for life,” says
Hopper. “It was clear the mix of needs of developing coun-
tries was going to alter, amd therefore the IDRC had to
maintain a flexibility with regard to its professional staff
that would permit it to adjust and reshape that mix of
needs.” Legislative exemptions from Treasury Board and
public service hiring practices allowed the Centre to hire
staff from around the world — not just Canadians — on
short term contracts, which would not be renewed if fresh

-ideas were needed. Generous termination benefits were

offered. However, experience has shown that staff mem-
bers generally stayed longer than Hopper anticipated.
Many program officers view their work as a lifetime career.
Two of the division directors have. been there since the
beginning and a third for seven years. Their yearly reap-

. pointment by the board of governors is considered a

formality.

Who knows best?

Under Hopper the keyword was sensitivity to the
research priorities of developing country researchers. That
orientation has changed as program officers.become more
familiar with their work. “As professronals we have a much
better idea of what the priorities are,” says Seward, “so we .
can afford now to express our own opinions.” Head says
the IDRC may be more controversial in the future if he
decides on principle that certain practices are wrong: “In
some of my public statements I'm edging ever closer to that

_in being critical of agricultural policies in some developing
* countries.” But the Centre may gain nothing from taking a
- more assertive role in the Third World. Paternalistic
-preaching should be avoided if the IDRC wants Third

World governments to cooperate in the promotion of devel-

‘opment research. The Centre deals almost exclusively with

scientists and research institutions when it should be pay-

- ing more attention to ordinary people. “What no-one

seems to ever spend enough time domg is finding out what
itis the target populatlon really wants,” says Roger Young.

At least one ambitious IDRC project failed for this

" reason. Between 1971 and 1977 the Centre funded and

15




