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Issa Drabo Recognized with an Achievement Award at Global Meeting 

Issa Drabo, Ph.D., cowpea breeder,  Institut de l’Environment et de Recherches Agricoles (INERA), 

Koudougou, Burkina Faso, received the Legume Innovation Lab’s Meritorious Achievement Award on 

May 15, 2014, at the 2014 Global Meeting, Improving Agriculture and Nutrition through Grain Legumes, 

in Athens, Greece. Presented by Ousmane Boukar, Ph.D., International Institute of Tropical 

Agriculture (IITA)—Kano Station, Nigeria, this award is the highest honor given to Legume Innovation 

Lab researchers.  

 
Issa Drabo being presented with the Legume Innovation Lab's 
Meritorious Achievement Award at the Global Meeting in 
Athens, Greece, on May 15, 2014 

After receiving his Ph.D. from McGill University in Canada in 1980, Drabo began breeding improved 

varieties of cowpea with INERA with support from OAU. For the past 11-plus years, Drabo has been 

breeding new varieties of cowpea with the Legume Innovation Lab and its predecessors, the 

Bean/Cowpea and Pulse CRSPs; during his tenure with these projects, he has helped develop more than 

10 improved cowpea varieties, which have increased cowpea yields almost five-fold since 2003—from 

240 kg/ha to about 1,200 kg/ha. Increased production particularly benefits poor farmers and women, who 

often lack access to the most productive land. 

“Issa, more than anyone else in the country, has helped move cowpea from a subsistence crop to a real 

commercial opportunity (especially for women) in Burkina,” said Jeff Ehlers, program officer, Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation.  

“The research station where Drabo works is the top producer of cowpea foundation seed for Burkina 

Faso,” noted Ousmane Boukar, a cowpea breeder at IITA–Kano Station, Nigeria. 

Drabo’s work with the CRSPs and the Innovation Lab has focused on increasing the productivity of 

cowpea producers through improving varieties that possess resistance or tolerance to the major abiotic 

(drought tolerance and ability to thrive in low-fertility soil) and biotic (insects, nematodes, and pathogens) 

stresses impacting production. Employing traditional breeding approaches and, more recently, marker 

assisted selection to improve Striga resistance, Drabo’s breeding activities have been combined with 

ensuring adequate seed supply of these improved cowpea varieties to resource-poor farmers to ensure that 

the improved varieties are available to those who need them most.  
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Distribution of improved seed is vital to the health of bean-breeding programs, with only about five 

percent of the cowpea area in Africa planted to improved varieties. Effective models for production and 

dissemination of improved cowpea seed have evolved in Burkina Faso but still struggle with quantities of 

available breeder and foundation seed for planting. Drabo’s work to ensure that the improved varieties are 

bred in sufficient quantities for distribution is central to the success of his ongoing research successes. 

Ehlers noted, “[Drabo] is an amazingly effective individual in getting breeding and testing [of improved 

been seed varieties] done at a high scale . . .  and then getting seed production organized with 

organizations as diverse as women’s groups and private seed companies.”  

Dr. Issa Drabo, INERA, Burkina Faso, was awarded the Chevalier de l’Ordre des Palmes Academiques 

(Order of Academic Palms) for his outstanding research on cowpea in Burkina Faso by the Minister of 

Higher Education and Research on behalf of the Chief of State on October 5, 2008. The Ordre des Palmes 

académiques (Order of Academic Palms) is an order of Chivalry of France for distinguished academics 

and figures in the world of culture and education.  

Established in 2012, the Legume Innovation Lab’s Meritorious Achievement Award recognizes and 

honors “laudable contributions to research on grain legumes and the development of technologies and 

policies that benefit smallholder farmers in developing countries.”  

 

 

 

    


