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‘Ahead of its time’ 
 

A Swiss research  
partnership powers global  

development solutions 
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THIS ARTICLE PRESENTS RESULTS AND ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE R4D PROGRAMME.

http://www.r4d.ch
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Some of the most pressing social 
and environmental challenges may 

seem intractable. From poverty and 
unemployment to expensive housing, 
greenhouse gas emissions and defor-
estation, countries around the world 
are scrambling for answers.

But sometimes, the solutions are hid-
ing in unlikely places.

Take the humble coconut. About a de-
cade ago, a team of young Swiss en-
gineers exploring sustainable build-
ing materials thought to look into the 
tropical fruit for answers. 

Picture the shell of a coconut cracked 
open. To get to the edible nut inside, 
you’ll first have to peel off a fibre that 
surrounds it, called the husk. A huge 
volume of unused coconut husks are 
thrown away year after year in coun-
tries like The Philippines, where the 
fruit is part of every-day life. That’s 
where the researchers turned entre-
preneurs saw potential. What if the 
wasted raw material could be trans-
formed into a valuable resource?

Fast-forward to today, and their in-
vention is now edging closer to the 
European market as a sustainable al-
ternative to MDF and solid wood. An 
innovative material engineered with 
husk fibres, the Cocoboard® boasts a 
100% bio-based make-up designed in 
Switzerland and sourced sustainably 

in The Philippines—creating jobs, 
boosting low-cost housing, and sup-
porting local farmers along the way.

The R4D programme—a joint initia-
tive of the Swiss Agency for Develop-
ment and Cooperation (SDC) and the 
Swiss National Science Foundation 
(SNSF)—plays a pivotal part in the 
origins story of the Cocoboard®, and 
in dozens other research projects de-
signed to boost global development 
over the past decade. 

A global vision 
The reality is that most great inven-
tions don’t materialise out of thin air. 
It takes years of research and practice 
to turn an idea into a concrete prod-
uct or innovation. This means initia-
tives which nurture them are vital to 
a project’s chances of success.

That’s where the R4D programme 
comes in. For the Cocoboard® venture, a 
small grant helped the inventors to set 
up a business plan and start-up firm, 
supporting a crucial step on the journey 
to today’s market-ready product. 

On the whole, SDC and SNSF co-funded 
the programme with roughly CHF 100 
million between 2012 and 2023. The 

BOX 1: GLOBAL IMPACT HIGHLIGHTS 
– HOW R4D PROJECTS ARE MAKING 
A DIFFERENCE AROUND THE WORLD

CREATING A PRODUCT

AN APP TO FIGHT DISEASE IN CENTRAL 
ASIA’S ANCIENT FORESTS
The problem | In Central Asia, home to the 
original apple tree, pome fruits are under 
threat by fireblight – a bacterial disease that 
can turn a healthy tree pitch-black, killing it 
within one season. 
The solution | The R4D project created a smart-
phone app which helps raise awareness about 
the disease and monitor its spread. Any local 
person who spots an afflicted tree can upload 
its location on a map through the app. A rapid 
test was also developed to detect fireblight.
The impact | The app is available for Android 
phones in European and local languages. The 
rapid test is now integrated in a training pro-
gramme for fireblight inspectors. 
The big picture | Before the R4D project there 
was no plan in place to manage fireblight and 
prevent spread of a disease that could deci-
mate ancient apple varieties.

SUSTAINABLE BUILDING MATERIAL  
MADE WITH COCONUT SOURCED IN THE 
PHILIPPINES
The problem | Decades of deforestation has 
stripped The Philippines of its wood supply, 
raising the cost of wood as a building materi-
al. Meanwhile, millions of coconut husks are 
discarded in farms around the country. 
The solution | The R4D project helped young 
inventors to develop a sustainable business 
for the Cocoboard®, an innovative 100% bio-
based board made from coconut husks and 
natural adhesives from tannin extracts. 
The impact | The Cocoboard® is now marketed 
as a sustainable alternative to wood-based 
panels. Plans are underway to develop the 
supply chain, make the boards commercially 
available and expand to other countries.
The big picture | Products built on circular 
economy principles can help reduce carbon 
emissions and deforestation. This is the 
first known use of coconut husk fibres on an 
industrial scale, with the potential to create 
jobs and strengthen low-cost housing.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING TO ACCESS WORK IN 
NEPAL AND COSTA RICA
The problem | Technical vocational education 
and training (TVET) is known for successfully 
preparing students to enter the labour force, 
but policymakers have little evidence on how 
to increase its effectiveness. 
The solution | The R4D project adapted the 
Swiss system for use in low-resource coun-
tries, leading to the development of a TVET 
programme in Costa Rica and a new Masters 
programme in Nepal. 
The impact | Knowledge transfer has helped 
partner countries to reform relevant policies 
and adopt TVET, improving the chances of 
better work for young people.  
The big picture | Any country whose young 
people face high unemployment and bad 
working conditions is likely to suffer econo
mic and social problems. � >>

“Sometimes,  
the solutions are 

hiding in  
unlikely places.” 

Coconut Husk © Bern University of Applied Sciences

https://k4d.ch/an-app-for-apples-safeguarding-ancient-fruit-forests-in-central-asia/
https://k4d.ch/homes-made-of-coconut/
https://k4d.ch/how-to-reform-apprenticeship-in-benin-integrating-modern-and-traditional-systems/


funds offered selected research-based 
projects a chance to make concrete steps 
towards a global vision linked to the 
sustainable development goals (SDGs) 
adopted by the United Nations—help-
ing to reduce poverty, curb global risks, 
and contribute to sustainable develop-
ment as a path to solving urgent prob-
lems in Africa, Asia and Latin America. 

Concrete actions
Financial support from the programme 
brought together researchers from the 
Global South and Switzerland through 
57 projects that innovated, influenced 
policy and raised awareness about 
global issues that matter for people, 
economies and the planet. 

New products were created – among 
them, an Android app helping to save 
ancient pome forests in the mountain-
ous wilderness of Central Asia. Data 
collected through the app is supporting 
scientists, citizens and local inspectors 
working to shield the precious apple 
trees from a deadly bacterial disease.

Evidence-based solutions were pushed 
up the political agenda. One project 

persuaded government officials in Togo 
and Burkina Faso to renew investment 
in career counselling, a critical support 
for young graduates aspiring to decent 
work. In Kenya, researchers helped 
shape a national strategy to tackle in-
vasive plants that threaten landscapes 
and livelihoods. And in Rwanda, policy-
makers welcomed the ‘saving agencies’ 
designed to financially support women 
in casual agricultural work, who are 
among the poorest in society.

Projects raised the voice of science 
and marginalised groups in high-level 
forums—among them, the case of Bo-
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A TOOL TO ASSESS FOOD SUSTAINABILITY 
IN KENYA AND BOLIVIA
The problem | The journey of a crop from farm 
to plate goes through a long, invisible and 
complex supply chain with different players. 
Too often, it’s small farmers who lose out – 
but they don’t always know why.
The solution | The R4D project developed a tool 
that offers a practical way to identify weak links 
in the food system. It also created the Virtual 
Food Sustainability Academy, a training plat-
form in food system sustainability.
The impact | A Spanish version of the train-
ing was implemented in Bolivia and an 
English version in Kenya. Dozens of students 
have been trained so far, and the training 
is getting integrated in curricula of partner 
universities.
The big picture | By 2050, approximately 9 
billion people will need nutritious food even 
as the resources to grow food are depleting.

INFLUENCING POLICY 

CAREER GUIDANCE TOOLS FOR ASPIRING 
ENTREPRENEURS IN WEST AFRICA
The problem | Counselling based on psychol-
ogy principles offers tools for better career 
decisions, but counsellors in Togo and Burki-
na Faso don’t have that kind of training.
The solution | The R4D project adapted 
existing vocational guidance materials to 
the West African context and engaged with 
policymakers, helping to set up career coun-
selling systems.
The impact | Career guidance is now back on 
the political agenda in Togo and Burkina Faso. 
In Togo, counselling centres reopened; coun-
sellors were trained and hired to work across 
the country; and locally appropriate psycho-
metric tests are now used in counselling.
The big picture | For many young people in 
West Africa, entrepreneurship is the only 
opportunity for decent work. 

A NATIONAL STRATEGY TO ROOT OUT INVA-
SIVE TREES IN KENYA
The problem | The invasive tree Prosopis juli-
flora is spreading fast in East Africa. Prosopis 
blocks waterways and trails, sucks up pre-
cious water from the ground, injures farmers 
and kills livestock.
The solution | The R4D project analysed man-
agement options, identified actions for early 
detection and response, and helped design a 
decision support tool for local stakeholders.
The impact | Input from the project shaped 
Kenya’s first national strategy to tackle Pro-
sopis, and helped to put early detection and 
response mechanisms in place locally.
The big picture | Low-income countries often 
lack enough capacity and resources to tackle 
the spread of Prosopis, despite the damage 
to ecosystems and livelihoods. 

NATIONAL STRATEGIES TO MANAGE OIL 
PALM SUSTAINABLY

The problem | Palm oil is lucrative for countries, 
corporations and smallholders in the tropics. 
But cultivating it harms the environment through 
deforestation and biodiversity loss.

The solution | The R4D project integrated 
different types of knowledge and backed a 
collaborative approach to inform countries’ 
palm oil strategies. � >> 

Vanilla beans sun-drying on a balcony in Beanana. © O. Ravaka Andriamihaja

Delivery of tools to beneficiary farming families that are part of the agro-ecological com-
mittee of the Samaipata municipality, Bolivia. © COMPAS-Bolivia

“The unique  
‘Food Systems  

Caravan’ spread 
knowledge on food 

security in 
West Africa.” 

https://www.r4d.ch/en/DcwyEHGYINOKrS3S/project/food-sustainability
https://k4d.ch/set-up-to-succeed-training-to-access-decent-work-in-west-africa/
https://www.r4d.ch/en/cSVAIiKtKJJ4elog/project/invasive-species
https://k4d.ch/collaboration-for-establishing-sustainable-palm-oil-production/
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livian Indigenous peoples empowered 
to influence national conversations 
on food, including the country’s posi-
tion at the UN Food Systems Summit. 
Other research teams presented evi-
dence-based views on women’s rights, 
in some cases through input into in-
ternational human rights instruments, 
such as the UN’s Guiding Principles 
on Business and Human Rights.

Some initiatives tapped creativity to 
raise awareness about important is-
sues. The unique ‘Food Systems Cara-
van’ spread knowledge on food security 
in West Africa over a 50-day roadshow, 
a journey which also produced the re-
search documentary ‘The Green Vein’. 
A separate documentary film on in-
equality and conflict was screened at 
UN headquarters in New York. And one 
project looked into gender rights in Af-
rica through the lens of girls’ participa-
tion in soccer clubs. 

There’s much more – take a look at 
the sidebar (BOX 1) for a more exten-

sive selection of projects from around 
the world.

A pathway from research to impact
Support from the R4D programme can 
help to move the needle of change in 
a positive direction. But each initiative 
takes its own journey – starting from 
the production of knowledge, through 
to the impact that knowledge can make 
by guiding action. Breaking down that 
journey into three milestones shows 
how far R4D projects have progressed 
along that path (BOX 2). 

Through hundreds of published ar-
ticles, policy briefs and workshops, 
more than 80% of all projects trans-
ferred the information they generated 
to relevant stakeholders. At least half 
of them succeeded at raising aware-
ness and saw evidence of the informa-
tion they generated being used. And 
some 75% of the projects report having 
some impact on policy, with more than 
40% bringing their results into global 
debate forums. 

The impact | The project attracted interest 
from policymakers in Indonesia and Camer-
oon, and helped to establish local coopera-
tives that strengthened the agency of small-
holders. It also contributed to managing oil 
palm-related conflicts in Colombia.
The big picture | Palm oil policy often needs 
to bridge the opposing objectives of econom-
ic development and environmental conser-
vation. 

BETTER POLICIES ON TAXATION OF NATURAL 
RESOURCES
The problem | Low-income countries can 
earn substantial sums for their natural 
resources. But governments often lose out 
when money is transferred illegally across 
national borders.
The solution | The R4D project drew from eco-
nomics, law and political science to analyse 
illicit flows of finance for critical resources in 
selected countries. It then developed solu-
tions to improve tax policies. 
The impact | Taxation of natural resources 
is now higher on project countries’ political 
agenda. In one case, the knowledge generated 
found its way into legislation, enabling policy-
makers to improve mineral taxation laws.
The big picture | Lost revenue from exploita-
tion of natural resources undermines pros-
pects for sustainable development.

BETTER HIV CARE IN LESOTHO
The problem | In Lesotho, one out of four 
adults are living with HIV. But access to test-
ing and care is a big challenge for people 
living in small villages scattered across the 
mountains.
The solution | The R4D project provided HIV 
testing to more than 10,000 people in at 
least 60 villages door-to-door. It also estab-
lished an HIV database and supported local 
healthcare infrastructure.
The impact | The work was widely cited, and 
then incorporated into WHO guidelines as 
well as Lesotho’s national policy. A follow-up 
collaboration between Lesotho and Swit-
zerland aims to develop an expanded pro-
gramme for quality care in rural Africa. 
The big picture | HIV testing and care is key to 
keeping the virus under control in countries 
affected by the HIV/AIDS epidemic.

SAVINGS TO LIFT RURAL WOMEN OUT OF 
POVERTY IN RWANDA
The problem | Women who do casual work in 
agriculture are among the poorest in Rwan-
dan society. They often fall into a ‘poverty 
trap’ where wage work is the only option.
The solution | The R4D project developed 
‘saving agencies’, a simple way to save mon-
ey. The collective scheme helps the workers 
to invest in production and well-being, and 
to help each other in times of need.
The impact | Policymakers have shown 
strong interest, and the ‘saving agencies’ 
scheme has been adopted in various parts of 
the country.
The big picture | Governments and agencies 
believe commercial agriculture can boost 
income and employment in rural areas, but 
not everyone stands to gain from that shift. 

� >>

STEP 1 – transfer of infor-
mation to relevant groups

Over 80% of projects report 
reaching this milestone.
Results produced by R4D 
funded research were com-
municated via:

•	 474 peer-reviewed  
articles

•	 644 workshops with 
local communities

•	 77 policy briefs or 
knowledge databases

STEP 2 – groups take in the 
information and make an 
effort to use it

Approximately 70% of proj-
ects report reaching this 
milestone. 

More than 50% of projects 
report considerable success 
in raising awareness of 
their research topic.

STEP 3 – capacity of the 
information to influence 
action

Just under 50% of projects re-
port reaching this milestone. 

More than 40% of grant-
ees reported successfully 
bringing the results of their 
research into relevant chan-
nels of international debate.

Around 75% of all projects 
engaged with policymakers 
and succeeded in having at 
least some policy impact. 

Kick it like a Girl! Young Women Push Themselves Through Football in the African Public 
Space. © Béatrice Bertho

BOX 2: SIGNS OF IMPACT IDENTIFIED BY AN EXTERNAL EVALUATION  
OF THE R4D PROGRAMME (BSS, DECEMBER 2023)

https://k4d.ch/legal-loop-holes-of-financial-transactions-cause-substantial-losses-of-revenues-for-the-developing-countries/
https://k4d.ch/from-door-to-door-providing-home-based-hiv-testing-and-care-in-rural-lesotho/
https://www.r4d.ch/en/yB2T1kEqOab3wgQd/project/feminisation-agricultural-transition-and-employment
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HAVING A VOICE IN GLOBAL  
CONVERSATIONS 

Consultations with global economic  
institutions | The R4D project on illicit fi-
nance flows consulted with think tanks such 
as the T20 (ThinkTwenty) in advance of G20 
meetings, and its results were discussed at 
prominent conferences such as the World 
Resource Forum, UNCTAD, and the OECD. 

Influence on national debates | The R4D proj-
ect on food sustainability took advantage of 
a favourable policy environment to empower 
Indigenous groups and small farms in Bo-
livia, which helped apply its results to influ-
ence the country’s position for the 2021 UN 
Food Systems Summit.

Input into UN principles on rural women 
and human rights | An R4D project, which 
investigated how to ensure the right to food 
and gender equality, contributed to several 
global discussions, including the UN Decla-
ration on the Rights of Peasants and the UN’s 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human 
Rights.

A documentary screened at UN headquar-
ters | Three R4D projects that examined 
conflict and social cohesion came together 
to produce a documentary film, “Inequality 
and conflict – Beyond Us and Them”. The 
film was screened at a side event of a UN 
high-level forum meeting in New York, where 
the relevant SDG16 was discussed.

RAISING AWARENESS &  
SUPPORTING CHANGEMAKERS

Changing the narrative on invasive species in 
East Africa | Knowledge generated and shared 
by the R4D project on tackling invasive plant 
species raised awareness of the risks, coun-
teracting a positive narrative in the region: 
despite the damage they cause, invasive 
plants are sometimes seen as useful. 

Upgrading waste management in South Asia | 
An R4D project on improving municipal solid 
waste management helped local NGOs to 
justify their work and boosted their advocacy 
to policymakers. Fresh ideas and new mo-
tivation to push for change followed a field 
visit to a pioneering location on solid waste 
management in India.

Advocating for gender equality through foot-
ball in Africa | Girls and coaches participating 
in an R4D project, which examined girls’ 
participation in social life through youth soc-
cer clubs, took part in a virtual conference to 
raise awareness of why gender rights matter 
for the continent.

Bringing Indigenous voices into power circles 
in Guatemala | An R4D project on tackling 
exclusion and discrimination of ethnic 
groups included Indigenous people as re-
searchers, placing them in a rare position 
to raise awareness about the topic through 
interactions with members of Congress and 
businessmen.
�
� >>

Innovating into a ‘living lab’ 
Behind the scenes, the work needed 
to support those results took the R4D 
programme on its own journey. 

An external evaluation found R4D 
was itself a product of innovation and 
“ahead of its time” by embracing the 
following principles (BSS, 2023):

•	 A design that supports interdis-
ciplinary and transdisciplinary 
research

•	 Focus on development and sus-
tainability challenges

•	 Activities that aim for transforma-
tion—even before the UN’s 2030 
Agenda took shape

•	 Directly involving the Global South 
in the effort to attain the SDGs

A decade later, these 
concepts may sound 
familiar, having been 
adopted since by oth-
er funding initiatives 

such as the European Union’s Horizon 
2020 programme. Still, according to the 
evaluators, combining them into one 
programme remains novel to R4D.

Being ahead of the game hardly ever 
comes without a challenge. The pro-
gramme had to work hard to define 
these concepts so they could be applied 
in practice. R4D turned into a ‘living lab’ 
in the process, enabling SDC and SNSF 
to experiment with novel ideas about 
how to propel research-based solutions 
for development.

Joint investment for a better future
The pioneering spirit hasn’t gone un-
noticed. Many of the researchers who 
led R4D projects say they know their 
projects were unlikely to find support 
from other sources. 

In coming together  
to create a forward-
thinking programme 
in R4D, the SNSF and 

Dialogue between worker and researcher at an open-pit mine in Zimbabwe. © Fritz Brugger

The yam market of Léo, south central of Burkina Faso. © Emmanuel Frossard

“In many ways, the 
R4D programme was 

ahead of its time.” 

BSS evaluation, 2023

https://k4d.ch/legal-loop-holes-of-financial-transactions-cause-substantial-losses-of-revenues-for-the-developing-countries/
https://www.r4d.ch/en/DcwyEHGYINOKrS3S/project/food-sustainability
https://www.r4d.ch/en/DcwyEHGYINOKrS3S/project/food-sustainability
https://www.r4d.ch/en/XnxxiL52jc2SFZhJ/project/gender-and-the-right-to-food
https://k4d.ch/inequality-and-conflict-beyond-us-and-them/
https://k4d.ch/inequality-and-conflict-beyond-us-and-them/
https://www.r4d.ch/en/cSVAIiKtKJJ4elog/project/invasive-species
https://k4d.ch/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/k4d_OverviewArticle_MaterialforLife_2021_.pdf
https://k4d.ch/kick-it-like-a-girl/
https://r4d.epr.ethz.ch/
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«The Swiss Programme for Research on Global Issues 

for Development (r4d programme) is a joint funding 

initiative by the Swiss Agency for Development and 

Cooperation (SDC) and the Swiss National Science 

Foundation (SNSF).»
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Pushing change for women and peace in 
Indonesia | Through an R4D project on how 
gender informs conflict management and 
peacebuilding practices, a doctoral student 
became an influential advocate for wom-
en’s rights in Indonesia. She contributed to 
national action plans on gender and peace, 
initiated projects to support women living in 
poverty, and joined the ASEAN Women For 
Peace Registry.

A unique food security roadshow in West 
Africa | The R4D initiative Food Systems Car-
avan toured as a 50-day roadshow and com-
munication campaign through five countries 
in West Africa. The goal: to bring key messag-
es emerging from food security projects to 
a range of local institutions and the general 
public. This special journey produced the 
research documentary The Green Vein, and 

many other videos and documentaries.

SDC produced an impact greater than 
the sum of its parts: according to the 
evaluation, each organisation would 
be hard pressed to achieve the same 
results without the other.

A decade later, transdisciplinary re
search that directly involves the 
Global South is widely seen as criti-
cal for the success of the 2030 Agen-
da for Sustainable Development and 
its embedded SDGs. Funding initia-
tives that may have once seemed un-
usual are now essential – and in the 
face of the existential challenges that 

humanity faces today, the principles 
embraced by R4D are more relevant 
than ever. 

The programme’s successor, SOR4D, 
has adopted an even stronger focus 
on solutions, heeding a call for more 
research-based knowledge to advance 
sustainable development goals in this 
UN-designated “Decade of Action”.

It builds on a solid foundation. R4D’s 
results show that transformative re-
search can deliver both scientific ex-
cellence, and real-world impact.

A family farm plot marks presence for securing land rights. It is situated in the  
midst of forest remnants and largescale plantations in the Cambodian Ratanakiri  
province © Christophe Gironde

LINKS
•	 Overview of all funded projects:  

www.r4d.ch
•	 Examples and stories from the r4d 

programme:  
www.k4d.ch

•	 BSS Evaluation report: 
r4d.ch/en/eRoH1WVwU4TDpSG4/news

•	 The successor programme SOR4D:  
www.sor4d.ch

http://www.anitamakri.com
http://www.r4d.ch
https://k4d.ch/gender-dimensions-in-peacebuilding/
https://foodsystemscaravan.org
https://foodsystemscaravan.org
https://k4d.ch/the-green-vein-official-film-trailer-released/
http://www.sor4d.ch
http://www.r4d.ch
http://www.k4d.ch
http://r4d.ch/en/eRoH1WVwU4TDpSG4/news
http://www.sor4d.ch
http://www.sor4d.ch

