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Cooperation Partners

Building capacities for the disaster-
struck Aral Sea Region: The ZEF/UNESCO 
project on improved natural resource 
management in Uzbekistan

The ZEF/UNESCO project in Uzbekistan addresses 
the environmental, social and economic problems 
in Khorezm, one of three provinces located within 

the so-called Aral Sea Zone in Uzbekistan. The project 
aims to provide sustainable solutions for the Aral Sea 
region by adopting a holistic approach, combining 
technology, policy and institutional options developed 
in cooperation with local and international stakeholders.

Ruzumboy 
Eshchanov

Former Dean and current 
Rector of Urgench State 
University in Urgench 
(UrSU)

Regional setting
The research project set up by UNESCO, ZEF and the 
University of Urgench aims at developing ways for the 
sound and sustainable use of natural resources. The 
goal is to develop options that are equally acceptable 
to farmers trying to make their living, decision-makers 
and to those concerned about the environment. The key 
to developing such options lies in the interdisciplinary, 
integrative approach that is being developed and 
implemented within the framework of this project. 
This includes sound science, field research by social 
scientists as well as mathematical modeling. Measures 
to build human capacity will put local scientists in the 
position to take over the lead of the project after its 
expected lifetime of 10 years. 

Project set-up
The project became operative in 2002 with the estab-
lishment of a basic project infrastructure. New office 
facilities were built at the University so that its research 
staff and students would be able to work efficiently and 
professionally during the project’s lifetime. This modern 
office building has a GIS laboratory, computers, offices 
and meeting space on the inside and a traditional orien-
tal façade on the outside. It has become the professional 
base for dozens of senior and junior researchers working 
in and for the region of Khorezm. 

Institutional capacity development: ZEF cooperation partners in the 
developing world
ZEF has received support for its PhD students from more than 50 
German and international donor institutions. In addition, doctoral 
field research carried out in 45 countries was supported by more than 
25 international partner institutions and by 170 national ones. Three 
of our cooperation partners report on their experiences.
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Cooperation partners
The project has generated a lot of activities in the 
region, also inter-activities between local partners. 
The number of auxiliary and technical staff increased 
steadily totaling up to 50 people in 2008. The project 
re-enforced its institutional links with national, 
regional and local policy and decision-makers 
and stakeholders such as farmers and Water User 
Association (WUA) managers. Intensive collaboration 
takes place with local partners such as the Tashkent 
Institute of Irrigation and Melioration (TIIM), the 
Central Asia Scientific Research Institute of Irrigation 
(SANIIRI) and with international organizations such 
as the International Center for Agriculture in the 
Dry Areas (ICARDA), International Maize and Wheat 
Improvement (CIMMYT), German Agro Action (GAA), 
German Technical Cooperation (GTZ) and the German 
Aerospace Center (DLR). 

Regional impact and capacity development
The project’s impact on the agricultural research and 
administrative community of Uzbekistan has been 
enormous. The local community is regularly updated 
with news and research results. Articles are published 
annually in local and international journals. These 
articles are also available on the website of the ZEF/
UNESCO project: www.khorezm.uni-bonn.de

Human capacity building, integrated into all levels 
of project activities, has been the project’s most 

important achievement so far. 18 out of the 44 PhD 
students graduated between 2002 and 2008, among 
them six women. More than 50 MSc and numerous BSc 
theses have been completed. The project has facilitated 
the establishment 
of two Uzbek 
professorships. Six 
post-docs and other 
staff members on 
the project teach at 
the State University 
of Urgench in 
Khorezm. 

The project’s 
training program 
has been particu-
larly successful. PhD 
students take part in 
the three-year Graduate Program at the Bonn Interdis-
ciplinary Graduate School for Development Research 
(BiGS-DR) at the Center for Development Research 
(ZEF) of Bonn University. Part of this three-year pro-
gram is a one-year field research phase carried out in 
Uzbekistan. During this phase, students are supervised 
by local and foreign experts and, in turn, supervise 
MSc and BSc students themselves. The project also of-
fers special training courses in Uzbekistan and Bonn in 
e.g. GIS and remote sensing, statistics, linear program-
ming, and gas chromatography. In addition, the ZEF 
project provides laboratories, updated databases and 
maps.

Outlook
ZEF has now conducted seven years of research in the 
irrigated areas of the Aral Sea Basin under conditions 
that are representative for vast areas across Central 
Asia and the Caucasus. Agriculture within the Aral 
Sea Basin has great potential for becoming critical to 
development due to the available infrastructure, well-
trained human resources, vast areas of arable land and 
rangelands and other natural resources. In conclusion, 
the project is very useful from an educational, scien-
tific and ecological point of view for both the Khorezm 
region and its University in Urgench. 

Ruzumboy Eshchanov on a ZEF 
research site in Uzbekistan

The project’s impact on agricultural research in 
Uzbekistan has been enormous

Cooperation Partners
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Anhar Ashabul worked in many places in South 
East Asia after his graduation

From alumnus to cooperation partner

Doctoral student at ZEF

During my PhD studies at ZEF, I gained unique 
experience and had the chance to not just 
concentrate on my own scientific field, but also 

to interact with students and professors from other 
disciplines. This resulted in a deeper understanding of 
problems, especially in developing countries where I 
have always seen my future career. The interdisciplinary 
approach of ZEF has therefore contributed to improving 
my skills for my professional career.

Career after ZEF
I was able to see how much I had learned at ZEF when 
I worked as a consultant for development agencies 
and organizations such as UN-FAO and GTZ since 
multidisciplinary approaches are at the core of project 
work in these organizations. 

Since I started working as a lecturer at the Syiah 
Kuala University in Indonesia, I have been intensifying 
cooperation with ZEF. The Agriculture Department of 
the University of Syiah Kuala has incorporated ZEF’s 
system for building a new generation of academics: 
Students have to actively interact with other disciplines 
outside their own. This experience will give students 
a new perspective of knowledge and understanding. 
The approach is also closely linked with the Indonesian 
government’s policy of promoting interdisciplinary 
research in Indonesia’s agricultural sector.  

About ZEF’s Graduate Program
What I liked especially about ZEF and its Graduate 
Program is the environment created by ZEF, where 

professors, lecturers and the supporting administrative 
staff are like a big family helping the students to finish 
their studies on time. In addition, the facilities were 
great. 

Country of origin: Indonesia

Current position: Since June 2005, lecturer for Sus-
tainable Agriculture and Agroforestry at the Agricul-
ture Faculty, Syiah Kuala University in Indonesia.

Additional assignments:

1.	 After graduating from ZEF, Anhar Ashabul was 
Syiah Kuala University’s coordinator in the Tri-
angle Partnership between the Georg-August 
University in Göttingen (Germany), the University 
of Agriculture at Bogor in Indonesia and the Syiah 
Kuala University in Indonesia. The partnership 
was set up to re-establish and improve academic 
work and staff at Syiah Kuala University follow-
ing the Tsunami. 

2.	 From November 2005 until October 2006,  
Ashabul was a national consultant for the UN-
FAO program for the rehabilitation and recon-
struction of coastal areas in the Tsunami-affected 
countries of Indonesia, Maldives, and Sri Lanka.

3.	 From November 2006 until June 2009, Ashabul 
was a national consultant for the GTZ project on 
economic recovery and microfinance in Nang-
groe, Aceh and Darussalam specializing in the 
development of organic cacao and fair-trade.

Affiliation with ZEF: PhD student at ZEF from 2001–
2005 (Graduation: June 2005).

Anhar Ashabul

Lecturer at Syiah 
Kuala University in 
Indonesia
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Cooperation Partners

In which context have you and the Institute of 
Statistical, Social and Economic Research (ISSER) 
cooperated with ZEF and its graduate program?

ISSER has cooperated with ZEF for many years. Two 
of ISSER’s researchers (Felix Asante and Isaac Osei-
Akoto) did their PhD work at ZEF within the context 

of the GLOWA Volta research project. They have all had 
very positive experiences and have encouraged the 
collaboration between the two institutions.

The current doctoral program in Development 
Studies at ISSER was jointly developed by the staff 
of ISSER and ZEF at the University of Ghana, Legon. 
The program is part of the Centres of Excellence in 
Development Studies in Africa, which were initiated 
by the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) in 
2008. 

An important aspect of the doctoral program is that 
it is situated within a Ghanaian context, while at the 
same time allowing students to explore the ‘external’ 
environment through study visits to Germany. In 
addition, the PhD students benefit from tuition from 
both Ghanaian and German experts and lecturers, 
thus providing them with multi-cultural education.    

What have ZEF and its Graduate Program contributed 
to developing institutional capacities and human 
capital at ISSER? 
The Graduate Program and the collaboration with ZEF 
over the years have provided several opportunities 
for strengthening and enhancing the personal and 
professional capacities of ISSER staff. Felix Asante is 
currently Head of the Economics Division and this is 
on account of his strong capacity to lead the effective 
conduct of good research. He has shown significant 
capacity in networking. Isaac Osei-Akoto has turned 

out to be a pillar of the Institute’s program in survey 
work. He leads most of the large household surveys 
undertaken by ISSER, applying skills that he gathered 
from ZEF as a PhD student. 

The new doctoral program in Development Studies, 
besides producing PhDs, allows individual research 
staff of ISSER to develop joint research projects and 
proposals with their ZEF counterparts. Also available 
under the arrangement are such activities as specialised 
training sessions and lectures, research visits, the 
organization of scientific workshops and conference 
participation, both in Ghana and in Germany. All these 
offer opportunities for strengthening the personal and 
professional capacities of ISSER staff. 

The gains to the individuals participating in the 
PhD program so far have been immense. ISSER had 
struggled, prior to this, to find suitable places for 
research assistants to do graduate work. This is what 
led to the development of a PhD program at the 
Institute. With support from ZEF it has been possible 
to give greater exposure to the first three candidates. 
The new opportunities and the benefits they derived 

from it are shown by the improved quality of the 
thesis proposals. The candidates have had access to 
literature that was hitherto unavailable to them and 
it is expected that this will significantly enhance 

Ernest Aryeetey

Director of the Institute 
of Statistical, Social 
and Economic Research 
(ISSER) at the University 
of Ghana, Legon, Accra

The first batch of students participating in the doctoral 
program in Development Studies at ISSER in Ghana, 
together with Wolfram Laube, ZEF Senior Researcher
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the quality of their work. They show greater interest 
and commitment to their work than other graduate 
students at the University.
 
And what is the regional impact of the cooperation 
between ZEF and ISSER? 
In order to enhance the conditions for advanced 
education and research, the scientific infrastructure of 
ISSER is being improved as part of the joint collaboration 
between ISSER and ZEF. In particular, the upgrading of 
ISSER’s library and computer laboratory facilities as 
well as the provision of essential and current literature 
(including subscription to e-archives) has facilitated 
students’ and other researchers’ access to a number 
of different international journals. The upgrading of 
facilities has helped to enhance and strengthen ISSER’s 
institutional and academic capacities within Ghana 
and Africa. ISSER is currently viewed as one of the best 
endowed institutions in Africa and the contribution of 
ZEF to this has been significant.

Has the cooperation had any impact on training 
students and building up a new generation of 
academics?
The Graduate Program offers an opportunity to train 
a new generation of high-level and high quality 
academics not far removed from their own studied 
environment. Most ‘development studies’ programs 
have been designed in external environments which 
have been far removed from the societies under 
discussion. This implies that those who benefit from 
such programs have been few in view of the cost, 
and have constantly had to do with simulations 
of observed problems; simulations that have not 
always been abreast with the rapid changes in the 
dimensions of the problems to be tackled. In many 
such simulations of development problems and their 
possible solutions, perceptions of the socio-economic 
and political environments have been distorted as a 
result of cultural differences.
The current program with ZEF helps to address 
these challenges in a very significant way. The 
students will not lose touch with the realities of the 
development issues and challenges being discussed. 
 

What do you think have been the most important 
messages the students took home after their 
graduation at ZEF? 
As indicated earlier, ISSER’s collaboration with ZEF 
pre-dates the current Graduate Program. Those who 
did a PhD at ZEF came back with largely positive 
experiences. Since I also studied in Germany, it was 
easy for me to relate to that. Visits by ISSER’s students 
to ZEF have continued to the present time. Three of the 
first batch of PhD students in the Development Studies 
program returned from ZEF, University of Bonn, in June 
2009. The message from the students is that they have 
had great exposure and they have been refreshed in 
terms of access to relevant literature and advice – 
making them poised to continue with their thesis work 
in earnest. 

The students also came back with the message that 
they needed to be more competitive as the world was 
changing and the requirements for effective capacity-
building were also changing. They all see themselves as 
future researchers into development policy who will be 
called upon to provide policy advice on a regular basis. 
Their visit to ZEF showed them how policy makers and 
researchers interact for their mutual benefit. 

What is your impression of ZEF in general and its 
Graduate Program?
The contribution of the ZEF team to the Graduate 
Program based at ISSER has demonstrated to me the 
quality, significant experience and maturity of the 
graduate programs at ZEF. The team contributed in no 
small way to the development and teaching of our PhD 
in Development Studies course in Ghana. There is every 
indication that ZEF is very committed to developing 
regions and is adequately structured to provide the 
necessary support to institutions in those regions.

The ZEF graduate program is very much a practice-
oriented program. It allows our students to develop the 
attitude of problem-solvers and hence a need to find 
the best ways of solving those problems. This is quite 
different from most academic programs that pay far 
less attention to practical solutions to problems.

Cooperation Partners
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What can you say about the partnership between 
ISSER and ZEF in general?
Both ISSER and ZEF share similar aspirations 
and visions. They are both research and teaching 
institutions. In addition, both are very much interested 
in addressing development challenges within a 
developing country setting. ISSER’s partnership 
with ZEF basically reinforces its overall objectives 
and goals as a research institute, with the goal of 
undertaking social science research for the purposes 
of poverty reduction. The partnership has afforded 
ISSER increased contact with other researchers and 
introduced a significant dimension of German culture 
into this multi-cultural research institution.

ISSER appreciates the relationship it has 
enjoyed with ZEF over the years. It is hoped 
that the two institutions will see greater 
collaboration in the development of joint research 
projects similar to the GLOWA Volta project. 
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