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_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract: In ‘The Tools of Empire’ (1981) Daniel R. Headrick pointed out the relationship between 
technology and the New Imperialism. In his book he focuses on different topics, sciences and 
technologies. Since then also other scholars investigated the relationship between colonial projects and 
various scientific disciplines. In this paper we argue that agriculture, including agricultural skills and 
knowledge production and diffusion, functioned in the years 1910-1960 too as a tool of empire in the 
Belgian colonial project. The agricultural development of the colony was considered important and this 
for several reasons: to stimulate the production of export products, to feed the indigenous population, 
to propagate the scientific strength of the Belgian State, etc. However, the visions about how this 
development should be accomplished varied widely. The main point of discussion was whether and how 
indigenous and various forms of European agriculture could coexist. From the 1930s onwards, the 
attention for indigenous agriculture and farming methods increased, and agricultural research and 
education were considered important to accomplish the envisioned agricultural development and to 
help boost production. Initially the agricultural research was practical in nature, but it took a more 
scientific angle over time, especially from the 1930s onwards. Therefore the agricultural research 
infrastructure in the colony was reorganized and centralized under the coordination of the INEAC 
research centre. In this paper we investigate the role of the INEAC in modernizing Congolese farming 
and improving agricultural technology. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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1. Introduction 

According to French colonial historian Christophe Bonneuil (2001), agricultural science steered 
by the government played a crucial role in the creation of “developmentalist states” in tropical 
Africa. He traces this development back to the moment when colonial governments started to 
adopt a more intense agenda of control, intervened more directly in the economy (and rural 
society) and took initiatives in the areas of planning and state regulation. The available 
literature situates the beginning of this development in the 1930s, as a reaction to the Great 
Depression, characterised by falling prices and trade problems. The main goal of such an 
interventionist policy – which we can define as a form of “authoritarian economic and social 
engineering” from above – was to reorganise modes of agricultural production, increase 
productivity, reform ways of life and improve living conditions in African rural society. This was 
done by improving transport infrastructure and through land reclamation and above all 
agricultural research and appropriate education for both colonists and native populations.  
 
In this contribution I focus on these last topics. I describe and analyse the initiation and gradual 
development of colonial agricultural science and the establishment by the Belgian government 
of an agricultural knowledge network on behalf of its colonial interests and objectives in 
equatorial Africa. The development of agrarian institutions and knowledge networks 
(extension initiatives) not only offer insights in the institutionalisation of science, but also 
provide an innovative understanding of Belgian colonial policies and a deeper understanding of 
the forces defining the strengths and weaknesses of rural change in the Belgian Congo. Given 
the dominant role of agrarian production in the colonial economy, a study on agricultural 
science is a highly relevant topic for probing the colonial venture.  
 
The focus of this paper is clearly on a top-down approach. The available sources in the 
(contemporary) literature mainly offer evidence of actions by the Belgian State. It is not easy to 
develop a view from below (from the perspective of African farmers), due to a lack of 
information and readily available source material. Nevertheless, a number of intriguing 
questions can be asked. How were agricultural science and extension systems organised? To 
what extent did the development of a knowledge network in the colony lead to a more 
productive and more “modern” farming economy? What kind of research was undertaken in 
the colony, in which the INEAC played a key role? How were indigenous knowledge and 
practices integrated into European scientific praxis? What was the relationship with Belgian 
and foreign research centres and universities? It is my hypothesis that the Belgian Congo was 
functioning already during the 1920s (or even before) as a “laboratory” for state 
interventionism. 

2. Early efforts  

Belgium took over the Congo Free State from its King Leopold II in 1908. From that time 
onwards the colony had to provide for its own income. The building of a strong and sustainable 
economic base was therefore one of the priorities of colonial policy. Simultaneously with the 
development of mining and industry, the Belgian government aimed to expand and modernise 
farming and the rural economy. This implied, however, that the State began to design a 
modern and efficient agricultural policy for its colony. 
 
The "domanial" system introduced under Leopold II (in 1892), under which large concession 
companies were given huge areas to administer, had led to what was essentially a short-term 
policy involving rapid gains from the practice of "cueillette" or rubber tapping, an 
unsustainable way of managing natural resources and the exploitation of the Congolese 
population.  
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Agricultural research was very limited and not very well structured. The first "jardins d'essais" 
[experimental gardens] were set up in the late 1880s but stemmed from private initiatives. 
Some military officials grew vegetables, fruits (mainly for their own consumption) and 
sometimes also wild plants at their control posts. A number of these, such as Wissmann, 
followed a planned approach. They carefully recorded their experiences as well as the yields, 
climatological conditions, soil types etc. These pioneers also maintained close contacts with 
the scientific institutions in Brussels. There were three aims to this collaboration. First of all 
they wanted to study the Congolese fauna and flora by collecting and drawing up an inventory 
of plants, trees, animals etc. Their second aim was to see whether these indigenous plants and 
animals could be turned to profit. Thirdly, the initiators also wanted to look at which non-
indigenous plants and animals, from other tropical areas or from the home country, might 
thrive in the Congolese environment. Their research was mostly practical, based on 
observational and empirical principles. From the 1890s onwards some white colonists set up 
experimental gardens in which they experimented with export crops such as coffee and cacao. 
A number of these private initiatives would later develop into state experimental stations, 
such as the later "jardin d'état" [State garden] in Eala (Bonneuil, 1997).  
 
It was not until the end of the nineteenth century that the colonial government put in place 
the first structures for agriculture and agricultural research. In 1897 a "Service de l'agriculture 
et de l'industrie" [Department of Agriculture and Industry] was set up in Boma, but it quickly 
became clear that it was struggling under the weight of its many extensive and fragmented 
tasks. In 1901 an independent "Service de l'agriculture" [Department of Agriculture] was 
established, under the inspired leadership of botanist Emile Laurent. It was significant that this 
department only paid attention to lucrative export crops. The production of foodstuffs, 
although it was necessary for supplying trading posts and towns, was left entirely to colonists. 
The Department put more work into drafting plans for large-scale plantations (for coffee, 
cacao and rubber etc.), as an alternative to the "ceuillette" (gathering, e.g. of rubber). In about 
1900 Congo Free State had about 1,800 hectares of plantations. The yields were mostly 
unsatisfactory, largely because of a lack of knowledge and poor maintenance. Congo Free 
State was evidently much more in favour of the cheaper "ceuillette" system. That is not to say 
that no steps were being taken in the right direction. With the setting up of a small number of 
experimental stations, including the experimental garden in Eala, the "Service" created the 
foundation for a scientific infrastructure that would become very important after 1908 
(Miracle, 1967; Nelson, 1994: 157; Vanthemsche, 2007: 33). 

3. Edmond Leplae and a renewed Department of Agriculture 

The transfer of the colony to the Belgian State in 1908 was a vital factor in the development of 
a more structured agricultural policy and scientific research into tropical agriculture. Jules 
Renkin, the new Minister for Colonies (1908-1918), unlike many of his contemporaries and 
policymakers, took a great interest in colonial agriculture. In his opinion an effectively 
functioning agricultural system was very desirable from an economical point of view and was 
even necessary to support the industrial development of the colony. His assessment of 
Congolese agriculture before 1908, however, was mostly negative, as evidenced, for example, 
by the following comment: "The domanial regime has not contributed towards development, 
quite the opposite. (...) The benefits that the former Congo Free State conferred upon the 
concession companies are of course exaggerated (...) What does agriculture in the Congo prior 
to 1908 amount to? Nothing! The staff in service in 1908 included a few very good individuals 
and a lot of mediocrity (...)".1 

                                                           
1 KADOC, Archives Cooreman, nr. 2.3.4.2: note of Renkin about his activities as Minister of Colonies 
between 1908-1918. 
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Renkin's analysis was painful but incisive. The representatives or officials of the Congo Free 
State and the young Belgian Congo (working both in the colony and in Brussels) had little 
expertise and their performance was below par. Therefore on 25 January 1910, at the 
instigation of the Minister, a separate Department of Agriculture was set up within the 
Ministry for the Colonies (the so-called “landbouwdienst” or "Department of Agriculture"), 
alongside the existing Departments of Foreign Affairs, Home Affairs, Justice and Finance.2 This 
decision also formed part of a wider decentralisation of administrative powers. Renkin felt that 
a an excessively small group of officials had too much decision-making powers. Through this 
action he was seeking to limit the scope of their influence. As head of the new Department of 
Agriculture was appointed Edmond Leplae, state agronomist, professor at the Agricultural 
Institute in Leuven and an authority in the field of colonial agriculture. He was at the head of 
the Department until his retirement in 1933, and acquired an almost mythical reputation 
among other civil servants and academics thanks to his vision and energy (Vanhove, 1968: 
24).3 
 
Leplae turned out to be the right man in the right place. He was dynamic, had a good 
understanding of colonial agriculture and was willing to put his weight behind a new project. 
As he himself put it: “La période héroique est passée: l’exploitation économique, agricole et 
commerciale du territoire congolais, lui succède et doit s’organiser rapidement. Il ne s’agit plus 
de mourir au Congo, même pour la Patrie, mais d’y vivre, au contraire, pour cette même 
patrie, et de travailler en vue d’accroître sa prospérité et sa richesse.” [The time of heroism is 
past: the time has now come for the economic, agricultural and commercial exploitation of the 
Congolese territory, and this needs to be organised urgently. The aim now is not to die in the 
Congo, not even for the Fatherland, but on the contrary to live there for that same Fatherland 
and to work there to increase its prosperity and wealth] (Leplae, 1911: 9). One of the first 
measures introduced by Leplae was a complete restructuring of the agricultural 
administration. The various “services” were brought together into two directions (Directorates) 
and given well-defined powers. The range of tasks assigned to the Department of Agriculture 
was very wide. Among other things, the directorates were responsible for managing State-
owned plantations and livestock farms, they were responsible for agricultural research, they 
managed the experimental gardens and the organisation of laboratories and the veterinary 
service, set up agricultural education and issued publications. One crucial feature of the new 
policy was the development of an efficient Department of Agriculture in the colony that was 
able to act as a true extension of the agricultural administration in Brussels. It was here that 
difficulties had arisen in the past.  
 
Agricultural policy was to a large extent defined in the capital. The civil servants in charge 
received information and reports on the situation relating to agricultural economy and 
agricultural technology in the colony via the "Service". The match between the metropolis and 

                                                           
2 Initially agriculture fell under the authority of Finance. 
3 Edmond Leplae was born in Veurne (Furnes) on 13 September 1868. He first obtained a Bachelor’s 
Degree in Philosophy and Literature, and went on to obtain a degree of agricultural engineer in Leuven 
(in 1891). He first worked as state agronomist in the Ieper (Ypres) and Kortrijk (Courtrai) region and then 
embarked upon an academic career. He was first "chargé de cours" (senior lecturer) and then professor 
at the Faculty of Agriculture in Leuven, where he revealed himself to be a major driving force behind the 
colonial agricultural education. He continued to combine this post with his career within the 
administration. He became Director-General of the Department of Agriculture of the Ministry for 
Colonies on 28 January 1910 and remained in that post until his retirement in September 1933. He did 
not stop teaching until 1939. Leplae died on 2 February 1941. The policy developed by Leplae during his 
career, mainly in relation to compulsory labour, came in for harsh criticism later on from (Congolese) 
historians and other researchers. 
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the colony, however, was only very seldom perfect, partly due to difficulties with 
communication. Another reason was that most civil servants had too little practical knowledge 
and insufficient awareness of the specific circumstances in the colony. Leplae wanted to 
change this. Under his leadership, civil servants made regular working visits to the colony and 
also went on study trips to other colonies and tropical regions in Africa and Asia, where they 
visited research institutions and plantations, among other things. The foundation in 1910 of 
the Bulletin Agricole du Congo Belge [Agricultural Bulletin of the Belgian Congo] was one of 
several initiatives aimed at concretising the importance of lifelong training. This journal 
published articles and reports on tropical agriculture in the Congo and in other colonies, 
highlighting specific achievements and research results etc. The aim was to disseminate 
insights and knowledge of tropical agriculture both within and outside the administration (for 
colonial staff working in agriculture the journal was even made available free of charge) 
(Leplae, 1913: 55; Bulletin official du Congo belge, 1910; Annuaire du Congo belge, 1920: 159-
162). 
 
Leplae not only reorganised the Department of Agriculture in Brussels. The activities of the 
"Service" in the colony itself were also restructured even before the First World War, partly 
through the creation of six agricultural regions or conscriptions agricoles. This was done 
because, in a large area like the Congo, a decentralised agricultural policy was needed that was 
adapted to the highly variable climate and soil conditions. In Leplae's view the "Service" had, in 
the past, developed a policy administered from Boma that was too centralised and uniform. He 
placed an agronome de district [District Agronomist] at the head of each agricultural district, 
who in turn managed the state agronomists, agricultural scientists, veterinary surgeons and 
other officials. To Leplae's great frustration these people largely carried out administrative 
tasks, and consequently did not acquire much practical skills or field knowledge. In one of his 
reports to the Minister he made a telling comment: “Nous avons à Boma des monceaux de 
rapports mais dans les provinces aucun résultat durable” [At Boma we have heaps of reports 
but no lasting results in the provinces] (quoted in Peeters, 2008: 14). This situation was partly 
caused by recruitment problems: it turned out not to be easy to find staff who had both 
administrative and scientific skills. In the early twentieth century there was little appetite in 
Belgium for pursuing a colonial career. The course for agricultural engineers in colonial 
agriculture at the University of Leuven did not attract many students. The agricultural 
engineers who did go to the colonies did not have the much-needed practical experience or 
field knowledge. Leplae therefore toyed for a long time with the idea of setting up a university 
course in agricultural science for whites in the Belgian Congo. However, due to the large 
financial costs associated with this, the idea never came to fruition (Woestenborghs, Hermans 
and Segers, 2005; Wemo Menge, ). 

4. Renewal through experimental stations 

In about 1910 questions were not only being raised about the functioning of the Agricultural 
Departments. The economic performance of colonial agriculture and the profitability of 
specific crops were also being called into question. As a result of these doubts, commercial 
companies were investing hardly any money in Congolese agriculture and Belgian farmers 
were not inclined to move to the colony. The new action plan for the "Service", which was 
approved in 1911, aimed to lift the agricultural industry of the Belgian Congo to a higher 
economic level. The stronger emphasis on (applied) research and the gathering and 
distribution of knowledge are both salient points. From now on agricultural policy was to be 
based more on scientific knowledge that was in turn built on a rational foundation. The "trial 
and error" approach used in the past was to be abandoned. The experimental stations were 
given a vital role in this new policy. A thorough assessment of their functioning was carried 
out, which resulted in the closure of several stations whose functioning was not optimal. Only 
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half of the 18 stations remained open, namely the "jardin d’essais" (experimental garden) in 
Eala, the stations in Yangambi and Gazi (specialised in Hevea rubber), the stations in Ganda-
Sundi and Barumbu (cacao), the station in Congo da Lemba (fruit growing), the station in 
Lukolela (cacao, coffee and rubber) and the stations in Nyangwe and Bakusu (cotton, oil palm). 

4 They also had to pass on the new insights and knowledge that they acquired to the local 
population and to private agricultural initiatives. During the years that followed a few new 
specialised stations were started up, focusing on stockbreeding, plant and animal diseases (e.g. 
research into the tsetse fly), soil analysis etc. A number of meteorological stations scattered 
throughout the colony were also developed further. It was Leplae's view that insufficient 
attention had been devoted to climatological conditions in the past. Further investments went 
into the "jardin botanique" [botanical garden] in Eala and more work was done on protecting 
tropical forests. Government plantations that did not add any economic or scientific value 
were hived off or closed down (Leplae, 1933; Buelens, 2007, 487-489). 
 
Leplae's plan envisaged two types of experimental stations. Those in the first group were 
mostly aimed at (fundamental) scientific research. Those in the second group were intended 
not only to carry out practically oriented research but also – and mainly - to have a commercial 
function. For the colonial government it was very important that they should make a profit: 
the Treasury needed to be filled. Leplae and Renkin also hoped that commercially successful 
stations would persuade Belgian and European businesses and private individuals to invest in 
the Congolese agricultural economy. The stations at Yangambi (Hevea rubber), Gazi (Funtumia 
rubber and cacao), Barumba (cacao) and Lula (coffee) all developed a reputation as strong 
commercial players. Nevertheless, the presence and significance of private enterprise and 
white farmers (or colons) remained very limited in the Belgian Congo until the early 1920s. 
One exception to this was the collaboration between the colonial government and Unilever, 
which was given a concession of 750,000 hectares to produce palm oil (Buelens, 2007: 470-
488; Van der Straeten, 1945: 75). 
 
Another key area of the economic and agricultural policy pursued by the "Service" was the 
continuing development of the lucrative rubber plantations. Leplae and his Department of 
Agriculture wanted to put a stop to rubber tapping, which had received a great deal of 
criticism and was past its peak, and replace it with a system of plantations. Prior to 1908 
rubber plantations had already been set up in the Congo basin, but due to a lack of 
maintenance and the use of the wrong varieties, the results had been below expectations. This 
time, however, the "Service" decided to make thorough preparations. Research was carried 
out into the most suitable climatic zones, regions and soils for the setting up of the new 
plantations. Above all, attention was paid to finding the most suitable rubber variety. In the 
end the "Service" opted for an Asian Hevea variant, which Leplae had brought back from a 
study trip to Malaysia and Ceylon. The initial results and yields were very promising but the 
rubber crisis in 1912-1913, which was caused by international overproduction and gave rise to 
sharp price falls, hampered the further development of rubber production in the short term. 
Moreover, from that time onwards heavy investment in single crops no longer took place. 
Instead, operations and research were focused on multiple crops, such as food crops (mainly 
rice) and cotton (Leplae, 1924: 7-13). 

                                                           
4 In 1919 the stations at Congo da Lemba, Ganda-Sundi and Lukolela were handed over to private 
companies; in 1920 Bakusu was also closed. 
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5. "Cultures indigènes" and "cultures obligatoires" 

The outbreak of the First World War caused changes in the colony that were crucially 
important in many ways. Two new production systems, namely "cultures indigènes" 
(indigenous or native crops) and "cultures obligatoires" (compulsory crops) were introduced by 
the government. Both systems would shape Congolese agricultural economics and rural 
society for many decades to come. 
 
To secure the food supply for the colony and the expanding cities and mining towns, the 
"Service" had carried out a review - even before the war - of ways of deploying the local 
farming population more effectively. With advice from agricultural scientists, the production of 
food crops that the Congolese farmers grew for their families (or cultures vivrières), was 
increased from 1914-1915. Less successful was the attempt to stimulate the production of 
export or commodity crops (the so-called cultures de rapport, de vente ou d'exportation). 
Many Congolese were not willing to make any effort to work in a government-organised 
production system such as this one of their own free will. The abuses and exploitation that had 
taken place during the reign of Leopold II were still fresh in their minds.  
 
During the First World War Leplae developed a plan to increase production of export crops in 
the Congo. In 1915-1916 he travelled around Africa for almost a year to study agricultural 
systems. He visited Egypt, the Sudan, Kenya, Mozambique and Uganda, as well as other 
regions. In particular the achievements of the British in Uganda made a profound impression 
on Leplae. The British had succeeded in integrating local farmers into the colonial monetary 
agricultural economy (through the Uganda Agreement, 1900). Local chiefs were given land in 
fief from the government and the land was worked by their vassals or subjects. As a result the 
population began to own money, which enabled them to buy consumer goods and pay taxes 
to the colonists (Leplae, 1939: 385-386). 
 
Leplae, supported by Minister Renkin, used the wartime situation and the inactivity of the 
Belgian Parliament to introduce a system of "cultures obligatoires" (through the decree of 20 
February 1917). The Congolese system, like the British one, was based on collaboration 
between the colonial government and the Congolese tribal chiefs. The latter were supposed to 
ensure that specific production goals were achieved within their own territory. It is also 
notable that Belgian agronomists were brought in to determine which crops should be grown 
and how much should be produced. This was done after extensive research, taking into 
account soil types, the climate, crops that were grown traditionally, population numbers, the 
accessibility of the area etc. The "cultures obligatoires" were introduced as a temporary 
measure but remained in force until independence in 1960. Cotton growing in particular 
benefited from the "cultures obligatoires" system. This crop was not very labour-intensive, and 
the Department of Agriculture made effective preparations for its introduction. An American 
expert established after extensive research that the Triumph Big Boll was the best variety for 
the Belgian Congo and that Central Congo was the best location for new plantations. The 
colonial government went even further. It invested in the modernisation of cotton processing 
and introduced so-called "cotton zones", with the aim of attracting private companies. Within 
these 40-kilometre zones a company had a monopoly: Congolese farmers were only allowed to 
sell their produce to them (the size of which was set by the government), and had to do so for 
a fixed minimum price. 
 
Leplae saw major economic, social and moral benefits in this system. His view was that it 
would contribute towards an increase in agricultural production of both export crops and 
comestibles. This would promote the welfare and living standard of the Congolese population, 
and famine would become a thing of the past. In addition, this system would teach the 
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Congolese a Western work ethic (consequently the system was also called "cultures 
educatives" (educational crops). Despite this positive assessment, however, the system of 
compulsory labour soon came under criticism, both within Belgium and abroad, for example 
from the League of Nations). This agricultural system also came in for harsh criticism later on 
by both Congolese and other historians. In their view it disturbed the traditional rural society, 
it included a system of corporal punishment and it did not always guarantee any improvement 
in living standards (Vanhee, 2005, 78-84; Mulambu, 1974, 7-9; Leplae, 1934: 38-39). 

6. Régie des Plantations (REPCO) 

A second major reorganisation of agricultural research in the Belgian Congo took place during 
the 1920s, in the midst of a period of economic prosperity. Production was growing rapidly, 
cotton and other crops were doing well and the prices of many agricultural products were 
rising. The State experimental stations (e.g. at Yangambi) achieved excellent financial results. 
Despite this positive trend, however, private investment from European companies remained 
at a very low level. Plantation products accounted for only a few percent of total exports in the 
colony. Nevertheless Leplae saw considerable potential in further developing the plantation 
system. During his many study trips to Asia he had ascertained how important plantation crops 
could be for the colonial treasury. Congo also had a number of important advantages: plentiful 
land, cheap labour and an ideal climate. To convince private investors of this, he wanted to 
modernise the operations and organisation of the experimental stations further (Leplae, 1924: 
2). At the same time he also wanted to put an end to the staffing problems with which the 
"Service" was struggling at the time. A few high-quality officials, even staff members and 
directors, were benefiting from the favourable economic climate to start their own agricultural 
businesses or were being recruited by private companies where they could earn a lot more. 
The result was that a lot of knowledge and expertise was lost for the colonial government. 
Leplae and Minister Renkin therefore judged that the State experimental plantations had to be 
able to function even more as private companies, allowing them to be more flexible in terms 
of administration, salary and the adaptation of new scientific and technical insights. 
 
In 1926 (by Royal Decree of 9 June) the "Régie des Plantations de la Colonie" (REPCO) [State 
Company for Plantations in the Colony] was founded, following the example of "'s 
Landscaoutchoucbedrijf" [the National Rubber Company] in Java. Officially this new 
autonomous institution was operating independently from the Department of Agriculture, but 
in practice close links with the colonial administration remained. Here is one illustration: 
Leplae was Chairman of the Board of Directors and the revenue of the "Régie" went almost 
entirely to the colonial Treasury. REPCO took over some important stations from the State 
(such as Yangambi, Barumbu, N'gazi and Lula), and these were managed in accordance with 
the latest agricultural insights. REPCO set up a more structured research programme than had 
existed in the past, paying more attention to soil analysis and climate observations. The 
emphasis was mainly on increasing economic yields and focusing on the most profitable crops 
and products (rubber, coffee and above all palm oil and cotton). REPCO began to select and 
improve a number of cotton and palm oil varieties, among other things. It also opened the first 
laboratory to study plant diseases (phytopathology) in the colony (Peeters, 2008: 28-29). 
 
The Régie was a success, partly thanks to the cotton yields. As a result of this investments were 
soon made in new stations and a number of promising (and in some cases foreign) researchers 
were recruited. A positive collaboration was also successfully started up with the European 
colonists. Much less attention was paid to improving the social situation and knowledge of 
agricultural science among Congolese farmers. According to Congolese historian Wemo 
Menge, in this way the governmental scientific institutions contributed to the creation of 
"agrarian imperialism". REPCO mainly researched which crops and varieties were economically 
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attractive. It did not intervene in the debate on the organisation of rural society, especially the 
availability of adequate labour and the creation of an independent Congolese farming class. 
Moreover, the Western agricultural experts also took little account of the agricultural expertise 
and customs that existed among the local population. Since Congolese knowledge did not exist 
in a written form (Congolese culture is largely based on oral traditions), this was an easy thing 
to do. Moreover, they considered it incompatible with progress and with new ideas. 
Agricultural scientists in Congo made little or no attempt to build on existing traditions and 
customs; no effort was even made to improve them. The Congolese farmers were therefore 
forced to follow Western practices and ideas, which were seen as "better" (because they were 
scientifically underpinned) as much as possible (Menge, 2001: 100-103). 

7. A world-famous research centre: INEAC 

It turned out, however, that the creation of REPCO was only an intermediate step towards a 
more fundamental reshaping of agricultural policy and agricultural research. The global 
economic crisis that took place after 1929 and also severely affected the agricultural sector, 
caused a number of very rapid developments in the Belgian Congo. Congo was severely 
affected by the crisis: the prices of many agricultural (export) products fell sharply. Production 
also decreased significantly. Many agricultural businesses had only been started up in the mid-
1920s and had not been able to accumulate any financial reserves during that short period; 
they were at risk of bankruptcy. The colonial government therefore was obliged to intervene. 
The administration developed a plan to remedy the crisis in the short term. A fund was set up 
to provide cheap loans to agricultural businesses. The government also ensured a considerable 
cut in transportation costs of foodstuffs (up to 80%). These measures softened the impact of 
the crisis. Agricultural businesses that had sufficient potential were able to continue. Especially 
the cotton sector did particularly well. Leplae ascribed this to the "cultures obligatoires". In 
practice, however, the government measures mainly benefited the plantations and European 
companies. The "cultures indigènes" received much less support. According to critical 
contemporary observers and researchers, the Government shifted the impact of the crisis on 
to the Congolese farmers and profited from rising industrial unemployment to extend the 
growing of the compulsory crops further (Jewsiewicki, 1977: 159-160). 
 
Many policymakers, however, considered that the real answer to the crisis would be the 
structural expansion of agricultural research, which was intended to result in an agricultural 
economy with a stronger scientific foundation and therefore greater efficiency. The same 
philosophy was expressed by the “Nationaal Fonds voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek” 
(NFWO) [National Fund for Scientific Research], which was set up in 1929 in the metropolis, 
and above all the “Bijzonder Bureel voor Nijverheid en Landbouw” [Special Bureau for Industry 
and Agriculture] which became a separate part of the NFWO a year later, at the request of the 
industrial and agricultural sector. The initiators hoped to solve technological and industrial 
problems through scientific research. It is important, however, not to underestimate the 
support and enthusiasm of the Belgian royal family for the further institutionalisation of 
tropical agriculture in the colony. Crown Prince Leopold travelled on a number of occasions to 
Brazil, the Dutch East Indies (Java and Sumatra) and other countries in the late 1920s, 
accompanied by Belgian researchers. He was impressed by the scientific approach and rational 
methods that were used in these places. The Crown Prince expressed his views in the Senate 
and during the "journées d'agronomie coloniale" [Colonial Agronomy Days] in 1933. He called 
for a large-scale research institution to be set up in the Belgian Congo, "calqué sur le modèle 
des établissements scientifiques des Indes Néerlandaises et de la Malaisie britannique" [based 
on the model of the scientific establishments in the Dutch Indies and British Malaysia], as a 
starting point from which to coordinate and centralise fundamental scientific research in the 
colony. Research of a predominantly commercial nature would have no place within this 
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institution.5 The above vision certainly contained an implied criticism of the working methods 
used by REPCO, which had also seen a significant decline in its income as a result of the 
economic crisis. The commercial aspect had become too predominant (Vandewalle, 1966; 
Leplae, 1932: 22-26; Leplae, 1937: 3-4). 
 
In the end, the new super-institution was created relatively quickly. The INEAC (in full: “Institut 
National pour l'Etude Agronomique du Congo Belge” [National Institute for Agronomy 
Research in the Belgian Congo]) was set up by Royal Decree on 22 December 1933 and began 
its operations in March 1934, with the Crown Prince as its President. It is not entirely by 
chance that this major restructuring of research into tropical agriculture coincided with 
Leplae's retirement, although his scientific views were still taken into account to a large 
degree. 
 
The mission of INEAC was twofold. First of all it was to encourage and initiate research into 
tropical agriculture in a more centralised way. The development of its own commercial 
agricultural activities (through the management of plantations) was stopped. Secondly, 
targeted initiatives were to be started up to introduce new knowledge and technology and 
improved plants and seeds into the agricultural sector: which meant the white farmers, the 
private companies and above all the Congolese themselves (in their case, one mechanism for 
this was through pilot projects for "paysannats indigènes"). To achieve these aims the INEAC 
received a large grant from the Colonial government, which it was able further to supplement 
through private donations and its own income (partly from its own assets). The new institution 
was given considerable freedom, both administratively and certainly scientifically, although 
the colonial government continued to outline its main policy lines. Despite a greater emphasis 
on scientific research, the ultimate aim was still to increase the economic strength of the 
colony. 
 
The INEAC developed research around two main basic lines, namely the study of plant 
physiology (with a focus on refinement) and soil science. The nerve centre of INEAC's research 
was the "Centre de recherches" in Yangambi. It had two departments: a "Section de Recherche 
scientifique" [Scientific Research Section] and a "Section de Recherche agronomique" 
[Agronomical Research Section]. The spearheads of INEAC's research policy can be clearly 
identified through the different research departments that were created. The "Section de 
Recherche scientifique" had four divisions: a "division botanique" [Botany Division], a "division 
d'agrologie" (Agrology or Applied Soil Science Division), a "division phytopathologie et 
entomologie" [Phytopathology and Entomology Division] and a "division technologie" 
[Technology Division]. Between 1935 and 1939 a "division forestière" [Forestry Division] and a 
"division de génétique" [Genetics Division] were also started up. The first two sections were by 
far the most active. A new botanical garden was created in Yangambi and new botanical 
material was collected. In collaboration with Professor Baeyens from the University of Leuven, 
the INEAC carried out research into soil fertility in the various regions, with the aim of limiting 
the necessary fallow periods as far as possible. The soil maps that were created as a result of 
this helped INEAC to offer better advice on the creation and venue of new agricultural stations 
or commercial plantations. The INEAC also frequently provided analyses of soil samples sent in 
by colonists and private agricultural businesses. The selection research was mainly aimed at 
refining plant and crop varieties, primarily oil palm and cotton, in order to improve their 
productive characteristics and optimise production (Menge, 2001: 104-108; Jurion, 1952). 

                                                           
5 The Crown Prince also called for the emancipation of the Congolese farmers; they should be given the 
right to own land so that they could develop fully as farmers and contribute towards optimising the 
agricultural economy. Despite this Royal support, however, a "free farmer class" or "paysannat 
indigène" did not become a reality until after World War II. 
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The "Section des Recherches agronomiques" with its various divisions was also involved in 
research into plant refinement. Attention was mainly focused on selecting crops for both 
export and domestic consumption. The researchers concentrated their efforts on detecting 
and improving crops and varieties that would fit best into the colonial agricultural economy. 
Many research programmes can be described as true multidisciplinary research: there was 
collaboration between specialists in genetics, chemistry, biology, phytopathology etc. In the 
late 1930s they succeeded, among other things, in increasing the oil content of palm oil plants 
and their resistance to fusariosis, as well as gaining better insights into self-pollination and 
cross-fertilisation. Progress was more patchy, however, in the Hevea rubber selection and 
refinement programme. Although the old "Service de l'Agriculture" was already working on 
plant selection and refinement (which mainly relied upon eliminating mediocre plants and 
increasing the productive characteristics of the best specimens), it was mainly during the 
INEAC period that the research made far-reaching progress, especially as far as the work on oil 
palms and cotton was concerned.  
 
On the eve of the Second World War the INEAC had 81 staff members, including some 60 
agricultural engineers, many of whom already had years of experience with working abroad. 
INEAC worked closely with the colonial government and INEAC personnel also visited private 
plantations/businesses in the colony, although there were not really enough staff for this 
activity. Placements at INEAC were therefore available to colonists and "agents agricoles" 
[agricultural officers] an initiative that was very well received. The following view was 
expressed in 1945: “Cette pratique, qui a donné d’heureux résultats, mérite d’être élargie de 
façon à pouvoir assurer par la démonstration, la diffusion des méthodes culturales mises au 
point par les techniciens. D’autre part, l’Institut a entrepris de former des auxiliaires agricoles 
indigènes: greffeurs, saigneurs d’Hevea, etc., qu’il met à la disposition des planteurs ou qu’il 
éduque pour leur compte" [This practice, which has lead to favourable results, should be 
extended to ensure that the farming methods developed by the technicians can become more 
widespread. The Institute has also undertaken to train native agricultural workers: grafters, 
Hevea rubber tappers etc. who are put at the disposal of planters or who are trained on their 
behalf (Van der Straeten :54). The scientific contacts maintained by INEAC researchers were 
not limited to the Belgian Congo or the metropolis. They took part in scientific conferences, 
published their research results and went on study trips or made working visits to similar 
research institutions in other African colonies, the Dutch East Indies, the United States etc. If 
we compare the INEAC with these institutions, it is above all the multidisciplinary character of 
the INEAC that stands out. At the end of the 1930s the research was also extended to include 
less conventional crops such as Urena lobata, tea, quinquina, "plantes à parfum" (perfumed 
plants), "plantes insecticides" (insecticidal plants), bananas and citrus fruits. 

8. Epilogue: the ‘paysannats’ 

The foundation and the further development of the Institut National pour l’Étude 
Agronomique du Congo belge symbolised the new direction of the agrarian research in Belgian 
Congo. More financial means and research time went to fundamental research, and especially 
after World War II, also to the valorization of the traditional knowledge of the Congolese 
farmers. From the late 1940s onwards, the INEAC tried to integrate not only the private 
initiative in their agrarian knowledge network (European plantations, colons), but the 
Congolese farmers too. The most important initiative here was the establishment of so-called 
paysannats. These were agricultural settlement schemes where special efforts were made to 
improve traditional farming methods. 
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The idea and concept of paysannats was introduced for the first time by Crown Prince Leopold 
during his speech in the Belgian Senate in 1933. The first experiments were set up in the late 
1930s, but the real take-off must be situated in the late 1940s, early 1950s (in the context of 
the 10 Year Plan, launched by the government in 1950). Groups of farmers and Congolese 
households settled in a particular region, where they exploited the land in a systematic way. 
The cultivation of the land was based on traditional methods, which were adapted to new 
Western scientific insights. Consequently, there was an exchange between two cultures, 
creating a new hybrid knowledge. Nevertheless, the Congolese farmers often had to follow 
strictly the government’s plans, reducing their personal contribution and freedom. This 
created a reluctance on the Congolese side to take over innovations, even if this would result 
in an improvement of the traditional production model and would led to an increase of 
production and productivity (and thus family income). In theory, the paysannats had to 
promote the prosperity and welfare of the traditional rural society, but in practice they 
primarily provided a solution for the rapidly advancing soil degradation in the colony. 
However, it is difficult to make an overall assessment of the results of the paysannts, as it was 
a flexible system that could be adapted to the local conditions. The INEAC played an important 
role in the expansion of the paysannats. The institute charted through soil prospecting the 
agricultural characteristics of different regions and led various experiments to make traditional 
techniques more ‘rational’. The INEAC contributed this way to the development of the social 
and economic oriented agricultural policy of the government. 
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