P AN S B & i PR B

AW

LT i A B aad

B U i B

R LI N =]

AL IR R e R PO 4 R )

1ons appears 1o have lost the- creativity and inde-
e f' its early years as a result of political and
reaucratic pressures. While the IDRC was the brainchild
Prn:ne M1n1ster Lester Pearson and got off to an

assed hrough Parliament with rare all-party agreement,
anada’s IDRC s still largely unknown in its own country.
-, funded almost exclusively by an annual Parliamentary
the Centre has disbursed more than $220 million to
chers in100 countnes to adapt and apply science and

. .Centre employees locate el1g1ble Third World sci-

' -entists; help them apply for grants and monitor their
progress. Among successful pIOJects to. date are the
Kb launchmg of an educational magazine on health and plan-
* ' ningin'West Africa, the breeding of milkfish in captivity for
the first time in the Philippines and research into a weed
which may kill water snails that spread belharzia, a parasi-
tic d1sease afflicting miillions of Egyptians. ’

Durmg the 1970s the IDRC cultivated the image of a
dedicated, flexible organization fulfilling its mandate with a
minimum of bureaucratic rigidities. More important for
the Canadian government, this was accomplished without
‘embarassmg scandals involving the misuse of taxpayers’
. money, “With more than 1,500 projects in 12 years,” says
former IDRC Secretary and General Counsel Jim Pfelfer
“there have only been about 15 cases where we’ve cldsed
down a project and pulled out.”

_ Growing pains

puberty, so the IDRC has its own problems as it comes of
~ age. The Centre has.become more political, bureaucratic
and less sensitive to the needs of developing counfries.

_The IDRC was established as an uniquely autono-
: mous public corporation in 1970 specifically to escape the
- - bureaucratic environment of other government bodies,
- such-as CIDA.: To those who presided over its early years,
S " recent efforts to transform the Centre into a cost-efficient
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- bureaucracy negate the very rationale for its existence. The

Centre’s creators intended it to be an improved version of
the large, privately-funded Ford and Rockefeller Founda-
tions in the United States, which had been heavily involved
in the agricultural research that led to the Green Revolu-
tion’s dramatic increases in food grain production in many
developing countries. “That was the sort of model for
everybody,” says former External Affairs Minister
Mitchell Sharp, who piloted the IDRC Act through Parlia-
ment. “Could we have a government-sponsored organiza-
tion operated like a private foundation, free of inter-
ference, with a substantial -sum of money and with an
intemational group controlling its activities?” '

In 1967 barely two percent of the funds for research in
the world was spent in developing countries. Maurice -
Strong, CIDA's first President, wanted to help correct the
imbalance by devoting part of Canada’s foreign aid budget
to the creation of a development research centre. Caught
up in the enthusiasm of centennial year, Prime Minister
Pearson was quickly convinced of such a centre’s merits.
The heads of no fewer than seventeen government depart-
ments and agencies were assigned te study the proposal.
By the time the committee’s recommendations arrived at
the Cabinet table, Pearson had resigned, Trudeau had
taken over and an election had intervened.

Like an expectant father, Strong followed the progress
of the embryonic centre from the Pearson to Trudeau gov-
ernments. He insisted draft legislation contain provisions
to ‘protect it from the political influence of government.
Thanks to him the IDRC is not a crown corporation. It is
not subject to governmental directives, nor do its activities
require direct Parliamentary approval. Unlike CIDA its
allocations to developing countries are not tied to the pur-
chase of Canadian goods and services. “The idea of the
IDRC was really to break away from that pattern,” says
Sharp.

The Centre’s mandate — “to initiate, encourage, sup-
port and conduct research into problems of developing
regions of the world and into the means of adapting and
applying scientific, technical and other knowledge” — was
deliberately kept broad and flexible. Research priorities

Grant Mamige holds an honors degree in Journalism and
Political Science from Carleton University in Ottawa. This |
article was originally done as part of his graduation
requirement. Except where otherwise stated, quotations

are from personal interviews by Mr. Manuge. '




