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The politics in aspirations and transformation of the agricultural
sector through megaprojects in Cameroon

ABSTRACT

Scholars have increasingly studied megaprojects owing to their transformational
impact on society and businesses. However, more comprehensive empirical
research on factors influencing success or failure of mega agricultural projects is
needed. This study investigated critical factors affecting the success and failure of
large-scale agricultural projects in Cameroon. Data were collected by interviewing
experts involved (in) directly with the management of large-scale projects and
consultants that offered services to such projects. The interview questions followed a
semi-structured approach, where the respondent and the interviewer were allowed to
add follow-up questions to clarify the predetermined questions on five project
management categories identified from the literature. The results indicated that
large-scale agricultural projects' success depends on all 30 critical factors identified.
The large number of critical success factors may be attributed to the complexity of
the sector. Critical factors are more likely to continue hindering large-scale
agricultural project success. Therefore, achieving economic growth, food security,
and poverty alleviation requires an alternative conception of mega projects. Novel
methodologies are needed, and the suggestion is to focus on impact-driven
components of such projects, such as the creation of seed farms, fertiliser plants,
tractors and other machinery assembly units, which can assist in offering inputs and
services to actors in the sector at a reduced rate as opposed to the current high cost
of imported inputs and machinery.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The agenda to promote large-scale agricultural development projects began two decades
ago to achieve rural development, food security and reduced food imports in Africa. This has
been strongly promoted by the World Bank, African and Western Nations Governments, and
supported by several bilateral donors, including The British Department for International
Development, USAID, and International Fund for Agriculture IFAD etc. (Engstrom, 2020; Li &
Guo, 2022; Bruntrup et al., 2016). There were two intentions, one being that African
governments would lease or sell land to foreign investors to bring about modern and efficient
agricultural production, poverty reduction and increased food security. The second is that
local agricultural development institutions will develop their capacities to produce more as
they are fully aware of the local realities (Numbu and Belyaeva, 2021). An important
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underlying assumption based on the intentions is that smallholder agricultural production is
in efficient and outdated. Initially, the emphasis was largely on producing crops such as palm
oil for biodiesel and sugar or maize for ethanol. Ultimately, the critical public debate on "food
versus fuel" and other factors shifted towards food crop production (Engstrém, 2020; Abesha
et al., 2022). Several donors, including the World Bank and IFAD, explored the possibilities
of collaborating with African governments, investors and local agricultural development
institutions to ensure that people in poverty would benefit as much as possible from large-
scale agricultural projects. However, it is becoming widely recognised within the large
community of researchers studying large-scale development projects in Africa that many of
these projects never materialise (Engstrom and Hajdu, 2019). Some projects struggle for
years to start, and some are intentionally and repeatedly delayed but unsuccessful
(Engstrom, 2020; Bertram et al., 2019; Mcmanus, 2016). Others that get off well are yet to
lead to the expected results regarding economic growth, food security, and poverty
eradication (IFAD, 2018; Bertram et al., 2019). The trend of delayed or failed large-scale
agricultural projects is becoming well-known; so far, studies have tried to understand this
trend of failure (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003; Engstrom and Hajdu, 2019; Engstrom, 2020; Hamann
and Sneyd, 2021; Li, and Guo, 2022, Abesha et al., 2022). More recently, the Agricultural
Investment and Market Development Project (PIDMA), which the World Bank financed to the
tune of US$ 166.60 million) and targeted cassava, maize and sorghum subsectors for 5
years withessed a 22-month delay (World Bank, 2022), while a 31-month delay was
observed in the Agricultural Value Chain Development Project (PADFA), financed by IFAD at
US$ 26.29 million targeting rice and onion subsectors (IFAD, 2018; Folefack et al., 2020) in
Cameroon. Such delays prohibit realising the expected economic growth, food security, and
poverty eradication promises made to small-scale holders in particular and the nation at
large. Large-scale agricultural projects, as it seems, are implemented with experienced
international institutions and experts, cutting economic development corridors into rural
areas and pushing the frontiers of modernisation of the agricultural sector (Muller-Mahn et
al., 2021). The Cameroon Vision 2035 plays an important role in this context, as it envisions
transformation into a middle-income country. Cases from Cameroon are chosen to
investigate the performance of large-scale agricultural projects in the context of rural
development in general. The country is particularly important since it has a concentration of
mega agricultural projects. In line with an investor-friendly habit, the Cameroon government
has attracted bilateral donors and has channelled funds to implement over 40 mega-
agricultural projects while some are ongoing (Numbu and Belyaeva, 2021). The resurrection
of large-scale agricultural development is hard to understand in so far as megaprojects have
long been criticised for notorious under-performance, delay and cost overrides, a
phenomenon described as the megaprojects paradox' (Flyvbjerg et al. 2003). Against this
background, the question arises about explaining the renewed charisma for accepting large
agricultural development projects, with often meagre economic growth, food security, and
poverty eradication outcomes. The main objective of this research is to examine critical
factors that significantly impact large-scale agricultural projects' success or failure, given the
renewed interest in their acceptance. The paper contributes to the discussions on large-
scale project development by highlighting an aspect that has attracted little attention. We
propose to examine large-scale project development as part of politicians aspiration, in
which hope is produced and performed in public debates, negotiations, and project planning
processes. This aspect was considered by Muller-Mahn et al. (2021) in mega projects is yet
to be examined from the lens of large-scale agricultural projects.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. DIMENSIONS OF LARGE-SCALE PROJECT SUCCESS AND FAILURE

Large-scale or mega projects have been defined with reference to the project's capital cost;

in this case, a project costing greater than one billion U.S. dollars is considered a large-scale
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or mega project (Capka, 2004). Such projects may be viewed as huge development plans of
activities that are expensive, ambitious, and difficult to manage, with a tendency to fail to
meet planned objectives (Schindler et al. 2019). The proportion of large-scale project
delivery failure has been put as high as 66% in terms of overall on-time and too-budget
delivery and terms of the utility of the megaproject once completed and in operation. That is,
the megaproject does not produce the intended societal benefits (Merrow, 2011).
Mashegoana and Khatleli (2019) estimated that 65% of megaprojects in South Africa have
experienced a failure or delay in project delivery, while Abera (2023) saw a 62% delay in
projects sponsored by the Development Bank of Ethiopia. Project success and failure
literature describes two major components of project success: project success factor and
project success criteria. While the form is circumstances that can influence the success
(in)directly (Lim and Mohamed 1999), the latter are the measures by which projects can be
judged in terms of failure or success (Cooke-Davies, 2002). Irrespective of project
motivation, project success is strongly linked to the vision of an organisation and its
effectiveness, which is often evaluated over time. Five analytical criteria are commonly used
to provide a comprehensive yet simple picture of the status of a project. These criteria
constitute the key analytical elements in the definitions of the term 'evaluation' adopted by
the OECD and the European Commission and include effectiveness, efficiency, impact,
relevance, and sustainability (Magnussen and Samset, 2005). Based on these criteria,
different dimensions of project success or failure have been examined in the literature, which
also helps explain the renewed charisma for accepting large agricultural development
projects.

The first is the political dimension in which the choices of large-scale projects are politically
motivated by the political regimes and the state using top-down approaches to create an
imagined future for citizens. State-led, top-down projects only work if they fit into local
conditions. This argument is familiar and has attracted enormous attention from agricultural
project scholars, especially those focusing on Africa (Timmer, 1988; Pretty, 2008; Perkins,
2017; Ika, 2018; Harwood, 2020). Top-down approaches dominate large-scale agricultural
project initiation and implementation and are often political (Harwood, 2020). It is suggested
that many large-scale agricultural projects are initiated based on a strategic, politically
convenient misrepresentation of initial costs and less attention to participatory processes
involving the local communities as embedded in Hirschman's hiding hand principle
(Flyvbjerg, 2016). This principle is about an unrealistic expectation that involves an
overestimation of potential project impacts and exaggeration of project success, alongside
an underestimation of project costs (lka, 2018). Flyvbjerg (2014) describes this as a political
uplifting whereby large-scale projects act as monuments to the supportive politician and
provide political exposure, which may facilitate a politician's re-election chances (assuming
the project is perceived or portrayed as a success). Scott (1998 p264) attributes the failure of
mega projects developmental schemes to a combination of several elements stressing ‘high
modernism’, which is a system of beliefs that depends on science and technology for the
transformation of nature and the power of authoritarian states. Such projects must be more
practical since they are driven by elite imaginations, ignoring local input, which is necessary
and morally desirable to sustain them. Adenle et al. (2019) argued that to sustain large-scale
agricultural projects, actors must have the choice of what crop animal or technology to use,
dependent on the containment of risks, rather than a survivalist strategy presented by the
state. In one of the working papers of the African Development Bank that measures and
determinants of funds disbursement delays for large-scale projects, a strong correlation was
made between the political regime and project delay that may likely lead to failure (Nkamleu
et al., 2011). The same report pointed out that long gestation and delays at project start-up
are prominent for agricultural sector projects and are a potential bottleneck for the Bank-
funded operations. In Hannan and Sutherland (2015) exploration of disagreement around
urban megaprojects in Durban, South Africa, they criticised the project for frequent delays,
lack of transparency, high economic risk, and accountability, and as 'elite playing fields. As a
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result, they attribute failure to conflicts between pro-poor and pro-growth orientations and
between short- and long-term goals.

As long as political motivations remain primordial, designing large-scale projects is based on
the aspirations of the leaders in power and the type of transformation they desire. Schindler
et al. (2019) discovered that large-scale projects are conceived based on an imagined future
that can effectively transform different sectors and actors. Such an imagination is reported
by MiSi¢ and Radujkovi¢ (2015) that the conception of large-scale projects often
overpowered the mindset of citizens longing for a true transformation of their environments.
Miiller-Mahn (2020) considered such large-scale projects as projects of aspiration as they
portray dream environments that may be used by politicians in order to gain political
positions irrespective of success or failure. Project conceptualisation that requires debate is
less feasible in developing nations as it can easily lead to conflicts in the event that they
touch on land rights (Merrovv,1988; Ansar et al., 2017). Other conditions that large-scale
project interference may lead to a crisis if protested include socio-cultural and ecological
injustices, especially when political influence modifies the decision-making process
(Kharbanda and Pinto, 1996; Abylova and Salykova, 2019).

The second dimension focuses on socioeconomic change that renders large-scale projects
more vulnerable, especially when an estimated 40% of Cameroon's 27.2 million people live
below the poverty line (of which 52% are women), as compared to 37.4 in 2014 (Epo et al.,
2023). Large-scale projects in Africa and Cameroon, in particular, started after
independence, when national development followed visions of modernity and state-driven
development to improve the socioeconomic landscape of national territories (Scott 1998).
The implementations of such projects have been problematic given that they are more
ambitious and more pervasive, and they have the potential to reconfigure longstanding
relationships that have animated social and economic systems (Kharbanda and Pinto,
1996). The rate of failure is high, supporting the increasing level of inequality in Cameroon
(Epo et al., 2023).

Walsh and Walker (2020 in their review of some socioeconomic variables influencing mega
projects, discovered that time and cost considerations dominate popular press headlines.
However, the enormity and complexity of many large-scale projects make it increasingly
critical to give attention to and articulate other variables, including risk, culture, stakeholder
and management aspects. Other scholars have pointed out some critical variables that
significantly impact such a project's success or failure. Some of these variables included a
wrong choice of concept, ignorance of project context and its features, including
stakeholders' behaviour; less optimal monitoring and evaluations to identify and manage all
risks; unreliable feasibility studies, resources mismanagement or miscalculation that can
lead to cost overrun, more importance on bureaucracy and internal corporate mechanism,
and corruption which is linked to leadership and organisational challenges (Kharbanda &
Pinto 1996; Cooke-Davies, 2002; Misi¢ and Radujkovi¢, 2015; Engstrom, 2020; Muller-Mahn
et al., 2021). The results of these variables investigated suggest that many issues, such as
leadership and multi-cultural challenges, do not receive enough consideration, and it may
become too late to control their impacts on the socioeconomic change expected from large-
scale projects.

The third dimension focuses on the nature of the project. Salet et al. (2013) claimed that the
complexity of large-scale projects makes management and control difficult. Reports from
IFAD (2018) and World Bank (2022) revealed that large-scale agricultural projects
implemented had several components, including rural road construction, warehouse
construction, training of beneficiaries, provision of equipment and materials and marketing of
local products. Such projects and other mega projects often follow specific standards and
procedures, which are revealed in literature to influence performance positively (Kutila et
al.2014). Therefore, project owners must go through standardised procedures and other
conditions to get their projects approved by multilateral donors (Ogunlana, 2010). The desire
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of owners to go through complex and challenging approval processes once for a huge
project rather than several times for smaller ones may also have increased the number of
large-scale projects (Merrovv, 1988). The project approval process has recently become
time-consuming, and this determines the owner's choices of project scale, which often
increases in components (Misi¢ and Radujkovi¢, 2015; Abylova and Salykova, 2019). Ansar
et al. (2017) discovered that project owners turn to increase the size of projects under
conditions of economies of scale. They argue that contrary to the owner's ambitious goals,
the larger the project, the higher the risk and uncertainty level; they concluded that
increasing project scales to benefit from the economic promise following standardised
procedures is a recipe for failure. The nature of some large-scale project components
requires complete state interventions (farm-to-market road construction), while others
generally demand the participation of the private sector to actively provide expertise and
funds as the state has gradually become less involved (Schindler et al. 2019) except at the
initiation stage of mega-agricultural projects which is still the responsibility of the state
(Nkamleu et al., 2011; World Bank, 2022). State involvement in the conception and signatory
of project documents with other donors has been discovered to have a negative impact on
success. Brunet (2021) found that political and governance aspects, specifically governance
frameworks, such as public policy, funding and investment, accountability of the public
authorities engaged in megaprojects, conflict among different pressure groups, political rush,
political interference and ethical issues are generally found to influence mega projects
negatively. Even though large-scale agricultural projects today are in line with political
agendas and are embedded in complex institutional settings and involve non-governmental
and governmental institutions, the private sector and international funding agencies,
resulting in a more decentralised and partially fuzzy governance structure required for
success (Mosley and Watson 2016). Exploratory factor analysis shows that five variables
(coordination, design, training, monitoring, and institutional environment) correlate to project
success, irrespective of the nature, according to lka et al. (2012). They argued that the
management and control of projects are key variables determining project success from an
operational perspective. However, MiSi¢ and Radujkovi¢ (2015) suggested that no matter the
nature of the project, focusing on the initial phases is even more important. Ashkanani and
Franzoi (2022) found that common success factors were a charismatic, highly professional
project director; a clear vision, a solid political will; a sound financial setup from the start of
the project based on a realistic agribusiness case, an independent and stable project
delivery organisation; adequate procedures for legal consents with fallback options;
comprehensive and systematic stakeholder management with open communication; a
stringent change management process will readily lead to success and in the end meet the
promised of economic growth, food security, and poverty eradication. Each large-scale
project faces characteristics of singularity; therefore, it is challenging to list the general
success and failure factors that can apply to each large-scale project with contextualising. It
is crucial to understand the perspective of success reported so far and raise awareness of
the complexity of large-scale agricultural project delivery.

2.2. PERSPECTIVES ON SUCCESS IN A LARGE-SCALE AGRICULTURAL PROJECT IN
CAMEROON
Large-scale agricultural project success in Cameroon is based on the fundamental premise
that any recommendations on improving such projects' performance must be based on real-
life evidence and credible data from other megaproject performances compared. Credible
publicly available sources included government and donor reports and direct stakeholder
interviews.
Agricultural Investment and Market Development Project (PIDMA): The project is a
partnership between the Cameroon government and the World Bank aiming to work closely
with agricultural cooperatives to produce sufficient and quality cassava, maize and sorghum
for agro-industries. The project's main objective is to transform agriculture from subsistence
and low-yielding cassava, maize and sorghum sub-sectors to high-yielding market-oriented
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and competitive value chains (World Bank, 2022). The project's final report revealed that it
was approved on September 25, 2014, implemented the following year, and closed on July
31, 2021. The PIDMA had an overall budget of 170 million U.S. dollars, and US$ 166.60
million was finally consumed (World Bank, 2022). It includes three components: (i) Support
for the production, processing and marketing (focused on funding of sub-projects from
producers' organisations, funding of essential public infrastructure sub-projects and
supporting access to rural finance); (i) Support to essential public services and technology
transfer (focused on support to essential public services and improvement of agricultural
technology transfer) (iii) Project Coordination and Management. The project outcomes and
bank performance were rated moderately satisfactory, given a 22-month delay, and the
budget was partially exhausted (World Bank, 2022). Even though the project benefited
producers and their organisations, farmers operating medium-sized family farms and
processing enterprises, financial institutions, and large-scale agro-industry stakeholders, the
targeted subsector (basins with significant agricultural potential) requires further investments
to be transformed from subsistence and low-yielding crops to competitive, high-yielding,
market-oriented value chains.

Agricultural Value Chain Development Project (PADFA): The project was developed
within the framework of the Cameroon Government's emergency plan to fight rising food
prices. It specifically aims to increase rice and onion production, improve the conservation,
processing and marketing of these products, and build rice and onion producers' technical
and organisational capabilities based on the economic national and international market
potential. PADFA was approved on April 22 2010; implementation started the following year
for the cost of US$ 24.29 million (approximately US$ 24.3 million used and the project was
closed on December 31, 2017 (IFAD, 2018). Four regions were targeted: Extreme-North,
North, North-West and West Regions. Just like PIDMA, the project had three components
which included (i) support to production (ii) support to marketing and organisational
development and (iii) project coordination and knowledge management with four expenditure
categories (i) civil works; (ii)) equipment and small material; (iii) service providers, studies,
technical assistance and training; and (iv) salaries, allowances and operating costs (IFAD,
2018; Folefack et al., 2020). In this context, PADFA has planned to support 1,190 groups of
producers and reach nearly 24,000 producers, that is, 134,000 beneficiaries within the
households and other operators in both subsectors (IFAD, 2010). The final report also
revealed that the project has effectively reached and surpassed its objectives in terms of the
number of beneficiaries reached and the increment in productivity, assuring the program's
extension to other areas of the country (IFAD, 2018). However, significant success or failure
perspectives recognised in the report included, firstly, the project had a 31-month delay from
the point of approval to closure, and there was haste in the execution of the works, raising
the question of appropriation and sustainability. Secondly, the planning/scheduling of
activities did not completely follow the production calendar, which limited the view to
sustainability. In addition, the sizing of the logistical support to provide to the beneficiaries in
terms of equipment should be sized according to the production capacities of beneficiaries
and their local realities. Finally, the accountability of beneficiaries raised more questions
about the investment, which made the project components sustainable.

3. METHODOLOGY

To test the applicability of the theoretical findings presented above, a qualitative interview
was conducted with consultants and experts on large-scale agricultural projects and leaders
of agricultural institutions that have benefited from PIDMA and PADFA projects. These
experts selected were those involved (in) directly with the management of the two large-
scale projects, and consultants had at least offered services to large-scale agricultural
projects. The interview gave a fruitful insight into the management process of such projects,
with a particular focus on what variables drive success or failure. The interview was
conducted face-to-face with 10 large-scale agricultural institution leaders and online via
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telephone with 10 consultants. The interviews were recorded and later transcribed to ensure
that only reliable and correct statements were used. The interview gave a fruitful insight into
the management process of large-scale agricultural projects, focusing on five categories of
factors that drive project success or failure. The categories suggested by the literature
included;

Table 1: Identified critical factors of large-scale agricultural project success from related

literature

Category

Critical success and failure factors

References

Conceptualisation
and execution
strategies

Scope, participatory development,
optimal baseline, clear strategic vision

Merrow, 2011; Brintrup et
al., 2016; Folefack et
al.,2020; Walsh and Walker,
2020; Engstrom 2020,

Project planning

Cost including taxes, schedule and time,

Misi¢ and Radujkovi¢, 2015;

and control stakeholder alignment, engagement and | Mcmanus, 2016; Abylova
communications, market conditions, and Salykova, 2019;
monitoring/review and lesson learned. Engstrom 2020; Ashkanani
and Franzoi,2022.
Procurement Use of standardise procedure, time, lka et al., 2012; Misi¢ and
management process, policies, and mismanagement Radujkovi¢, 2015; Engstrom

or miscalculation

2020; Ashkanani and
Franzoi,2022

Organisational
leadership and

Organisation size, communication with
stakeholders, top management support

Mcmanus, 2016; Adenle et
al., 2019; Engstrom 2020;

governance Organisational mode and structure, Brunet, 2021; Muller-Mahn et
leadership style, culture, use of experts al., 2021 ; Ashkanani and
and training, project team cohesion, Franzoi,2022.
corruption, bureaucracy, contract
management
Post failure reviews
Palitical Political influence, political aspiration Flyvbjerg, 2014; Walsh and
landscape and participation, instability, policy Walker, 2020; Engstrom
instrument 2020; Mduller-Mahn et al.,
2021.

The questions followed a semi-structured approach, where the respondent and the
interviewer were allowed to add follow-up questions to clarify the predetermined questions.
To start every section of the category of factors of the interview, open questions were asked
to obtain neutral answers before questions regarding specific aspects were asked to
examine the literature review's identified factors. Questions were asked in several iterations
to ensure that experts’ agreement or disagreement on each factor was based on their
comprehensive understanding of successful large-scale agricultural projects. (1) Do you
agree that conceptualisation and execution strategies are a driving factor of successful
agricultural project management? If so, please provide an example from your experiences in
agricultural project management. If not, please explain the reasons why you disagree. Can
you add another dimension to these factors? Please provide some examples. (2) Do some
factors discussed in this list need to be renamed? Please explain the reasons. (3) Can you
give some suggestions on how to categorise these driving factors? To ensure the quality and
reliability of interviews, the selection of interviewees considered the diversity of their
backgrounds and professional expertise in large-scale agricultural projects. Key principles of
ethical considerations identified by Easterby-Smith et al. (2018) were applied to protect the
interest of the research participants and the integrity of the research results (accuracy and
no bias).




4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Participants had 12 and 32 years of experience minimum and maximum, respectively, in
large-scale agricultural project management, and 18 years on average, while males were
70% and females 30%. Of the persons interviewed, 30% were senior consultants in large-
scale agricultural projects, 10% were academic experts, 30% were presidents of large-scale
farmer cooperatives, 10% were project managers, and 20% were Ministry of Agriculture and
Rural Development experts. The background of the participants interviewed was well suited
to provide crucial information on successful and failure factors affecting large-scale

agricultural projects.

Table 2: Critical factors influencing project success or failure

Category Variable Expert’s
agreement
Conceptualisation | Scope 18 (90%)
and execution Optimal baseline 17 (85%)
strategies Clear strategic or shared vision 16 (80%)
Participatory development 19 (95%)
Project planning Cost including taxes 19 (95%)
and control Schedule and time 19 (95%)
Stakeholder alignment, engagement and 16 (80%)
communications
Risk and uncertainty 20 (100%)
Monitoring/Review and Lessons Learned 20 (100%)
Procurement Use of standardise procedure 18 (90%)
management Time 19 (95%)
Process 19 (95%)
Policies and mismanagement or 19 (95%)
miscalculation
Organisational Organisation size 15 (75%)
leadership and Communication with stakeholders 15 (75%)
governance Top management support 19 (95%)
Organisational mode 16 (80%)
Organisational structure 16 (80%)
Leadership style 15 (75%)
Culture 15 (75%)
Use of experts and training 15 (75%)
Project team cohesion 15 (75%)
Corruption 20 (100%)
Post failure reviews 19 (95%)
Bureaucracy 19 (95%)
Contract management 15 (75%)
Political Political influence 20 (100%)
landscape Political aspiration and participation 19 (95%)
Instability 20 (100%)
Policy instrument 19 (95%)

Results of identified critical factors of agricultural projects' success or failure are shown in
Table 2 under five categories, including conceptualisation and execution strategies, project
planning and control, procurement management, organisational leadership and governance
and political landscape, showing specific factors that drive or hinder success. All factors in
line with the selected categories were fine-tuned, and others not in line were integrated or
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excluded from the list. A total of 30 factors were eventually identified using an inductive
approach to explore the driving factors of successful large-scale agricultural projects. Each
identified factor was illustrated and explained with unique meanings, including the level of
agreement by participants of the interview in constituting their level of agreement. All 30
factors identified were highly considered critical by at least 75% of interviewees. The
following findings are a summary of statements from the interviewees.

Conceptualisation and execution strategies: Critical variables identified under
conceptualisation and execution strategies were considered by interviewees as interwoven
in nature. Respondents considered project scope, baseline, strategic vision and participatory
development as top-ranking success drivers in large-scale agricultural projects. This
consideration is not new; Merrow (2011) suggested that project success depends on three
scope dimensions (time, area and activities) baseline base strategic vision.

In pre-project planning, clarity in scope remains fundamental to success as it is often
determined based on the current baseline of the subsector, strategic vision and participatory
approach envisaged.

When a baseline is not established at the onset, project objectives are baseless and may not
lead to any improvement in real terms.

When the scope is too narrow or too broad, there are consequences for the project's
success. Respondents of the interview generally believed that narrow scope means hasty
implementation to catch up with time and limited impact on the subsector, while broad scope
implies higher chances of resource misallocation or wrong usage during the off-season. In
addition, a shared vision in large-scale agricultural projects mainly reflected the pursuit of
long-term development of the sector (Brintrup et al., 2016). The development of such a
strategic vision is a participatory effort and communication between stakeholders with an
understanding of the baseline, and this shared vision is a critical factor for project success,
according to experts interviewed. There was agreement that stakeholders' lack of shared
vision is a crucial reason for the merger economic growth, food security, and poverty
eradication outcomes of large-scale agricultural projects. Some experts firmly pointed out
that shared vision determined the development approach to implement such projects. Walsh
and Walker (2020) found that large-scale projects require participatory development
approaches, which allow stakeholders to consider a range of possible traits, identify and
evaluate adaptation and implementation options, and sequence them over time. According
to experts, such approaches have assisted in determining the kind of participation in the
project, emerging issues that are important to address, the relationship between
stakeholders involved, gender dimensions and most importantly, reasons not to participate in
the project.

Project planning and control: This category is essential for high success rates, especially
in the agricultural sector with a high level of risk and uncertain environments. Effective
planning processes with appropriate control tools should be employed in the early stages to
deal with cost, complexities, uncertainties and scheduling to achieve the project objectives
(Ashkanani and Franzoi, 2022). Various factors relating to project planning and control have
been noted in megaprojects. First, cost, including tax considerations in the planning and
control processes, has been argued to impact success. Experts examined cost from two
angles: underestimation and overestimation of cost. Overestimation is generally observed in
World Bank-sponsored projects compared to those sponsored by IFAD; therefore, the
results achieved could have been more realistic if the estimates were more realistic. All
experts interviewed were convinced that large-scale agriculture projects' success could have
increased if taxes were reduced.



A minimum of 12% of the total cost of services and equipment is paid as taxes, and about
31% of the cost of infrastructure and some equipment are paid as taxes. This is similar to
interest on loans, which ranges from 8% to 24% per year that is paid to financial institutions,
excluding 19.25% value added in the interest that is paid to the government.

Nkamleu et al. (2011) already pointed out that delays in the disbursement of agreed funds
for large-scale projects of the World Bank remain critical factors that affect success.
Therefore, in agriculture, cost is one of the most critical variables considered within project
management. Some respondents revealed that cost overflow and little knowledge of the tax
system affects newcomers in large-scale agricultural projects most, and they sometimes rely
on the contractors for advice due to prior knowledge. Therefore, new methodologies must be
developed to manage and execute mega projects to handle cost elements to improve the
success rate.

Secondly, applicable standard planning and control are often excessively restricted and
limited, in which changes in schedule and time are only sometimes suitable (Mcmanus,
2016). To respondents, schedules and timing make it difficult and inefficient to achieve
reliable estimations, which sometimes means the project must be delayed to commence
later in some cases next season, increasing cost. Other challenges of schedules are time
pointed out included, ability to adapt to changes, mitigate significant risks, and cope with
uncertain events. These align with the discovery of Abylova and Salykova (2019) that budget
and schedule issues significantly impact the expected benefits and outcomes of mega
projects. Engstrom (2020) found that poor planning and lack of optimal control system lead
to stalled or failed projects, which can have negative impacts on people living in poverty, not
least small farmers living on or using the land leased by the investors even in large scale
project that never happened. It was noted during the interviews that unrealistic time
schedules imposed on contracts in an ever-changing environment for assignments to supply
inputs (seed, fertilisers, agrochemicals, etc.) are another critical factor determining progress
during a particular season or year. Any delay of a certain level means some actors have
failed entirely, especially when inputs are imported, and the importation process takes time.

Thirdly, stakeholder alignment, engagement and communications simplify the methodologies
and the project's overall planning and control process. It is common in large-scale projects to
have more stakeholders who play critical roles in the project lifecycle (initiations, planning,
execution and evaluation stages). Abylova and Salykova (2019) suggested that optimal
alignment, engagement and communication among them are essential for successful
megaprojects because of the dynamism, complexity and uncertainty of the several
relationships between stakeholders' communities. They further opined that understanding
the requirements, needs, and objectives of all stakeholders involved in the project and
optimally engaging them within the best environment using a two-way communication
strategy can better contribute to the project's common goal. The respondents indicated that
stakeholders in agricultural projects are often informed about the next megaproject but need
to be aligned optimally at the different stages. A statement repeated by interviewees was
that stakeholders are not involved in determining the budget nor in the approval of the
budget; instead, the government determines the budget together with donors. In that way,
the interest of other stakeholders needs to be considered, and the opportunity to present
their interests is often not provided. The same has been reported by Ashkanani and Franzoi
(2022) in their research on an overview of megaproject management systems. They added
that stakeholders' existing and sometimes overlapping interests should be handled by
balancing their interests through management and analysis methods, engagement initiatives
and external influence (high political position or societal interest held by stakeholders), which
often jeopardises the communication and synchronisation of people and resources.
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| think responding to all stakeholders' expectations and prioritising attention to their
expectations would fill the gap in stakeholder alignment and engagement observed in
agricultural projects.

Respondents of the interview revealed that, in cases where stakeholders are optimally
engaged, there is often the creation of community advisory groups and two-way
communications in which responsibilities of stakeholders at all stages of the projects are
fostered, including mutual trust and transparency.

In large-scale agricultural projects that | have participated in, the government and donors
often determine the pace of activities; they decide when to hasten or slow activities with little
engagement of another party active in the field except for final evaluations. | think
stakeholder alignment, engagement and communications eliminate conflict of interest,
reduce disputes and create a collaborative environment where knowledge and information
are exchanged.

The fourth variable in the nexus of planning and control is evaluating risks and uncertainties,
which is often poorly designed or evaluated in megaprojects (MiSi¢ and Radujkovi¢, 2015;
Mcmanus, 2016; Abylova and Salykova, 2019). Given the complexity of the agricultural
sector in general, the identification, assessment and mitigation of risks and uncertainties are
critical for large-scale projects' success. Ashkanani and Franzoi (2022) suggested that risk
management can assist in anticipating future consequences and timely support the
mitigation or avoidance of risks before their occurrence. Common risks and uncertainties
noted by experts included financial risks, new technologies, fluctuating market prices,
regulatory regimes and unforeseen or unpredictable environmental conditions. These risks
and uncertainties greatly influence project success. Respondents pointed out that certain
financial risks have been transferred from donors and government to local project
implementation stakeholders. This is seen in cost overruns, which come in cases where
projects are delayed, and interest on loans keeps accumulating; it is the local implementing
stakeholders that pay for the cost of interest on loans, and this is typically ineffective,
compromises the project's success, donors and government are less willing to
accommodate such cost, and this usually jeopardises openness and collaboration among
the project partners.

The last is monitoring/reviewing learned lessons and applications in new projects. The
dynamic complexity and uncertainty of the connections between agricultural project
component and stakeholder participation, review and lesson learned has been a concern.
Participants of the interview recognised the tremulous efforts of donors in the review of
large-scale projects to draw important lessons needed for subsequent projects. Yet, similar
errors are made in every successive project. It was pointed out that reviewing project
components for their performances and risk measures are unavoidable aspects of the
project that may affect success. Engstrom (2020) proposed close monitoring as a risk
mitigation measure, which is never initiated by large donors who allow project activities in the
hands of other stakeholders. More to that, the absence of close monitoring permits project
team members to leave the project before completion, taking the history and knowledge with
them, which impacts the overall performance of the megaproject. It is comfortable for
participants of the interview to argue that lessons learned are only treated at the end of the
final monitoring and evaluations and less incorporated in new large-scale projects, making
review a critical factor for the success of new megaprojects.

Procurement management: Procurement management is critical for the overall success of
large-scale agricultural projects as it leads to access and availability of inputs, equipment
and materials needed for project implementation (Ashkanani and Franzoi, 2022). Most
donors have well-defined procurement management plans with standardised procedures,
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processes and policies (World Bank, 2022; IFAD, 2018; lka et al., 2012). Megaproject
failures are attributed to poor procurement processes and less friendly policies that can be
costly. Interview respondents argued that the open tender procurement policy in large-scale
agricultural projects, where the cheapest bidder is selected to minimise cost, had facilitated
the procurement of inputs, equipment and materials that are less compatible with the current
landscape, which is somewhat more expensive in the long run.

Partners have procured tractors whose spare parts are in China, and when there is a need
for any replacement, they must first pay the shipping cost in addition to the cost of the part
itself.

Ashkanani and Franzoi (2022) agreed that such an approach leads to the failure of
megaprojects and proposed that the procurement process should be according to the type,
area, scope, and size of the megaproject component in order to avoid a shortage of
materials and resources, delays and cost overruns.

Organisational leadership and governance: Large-scale project success depends on the
leadership and governance of the organisation involved in management. Many
organisational and governance factors are critical in this regard; respondents of the
interviewed strived to group critical variables into organisational (organisation size,
organisational mode and structure, leadership style, top management support,
communication with stakeholders, use of experts and training, project team cohesion
positive culture), and governance (corruption, bureaucracy, contract management).

| think large-scale, foreign-owned, highly mechanised agro-industrial institutions bring limited
micro or macro-economic benefits to the local communities they are associated with. Most of
them produce for export use technologies they promised to transfer, which have yet to be
transferred.

It was found that optimal local organisational structure and mode reduce megaproject
complexities while enhancing performance as it allows top management support, training,
communication with stakeholders, use of experts, project team cohesion and positive
culture, which are required in uncertainty and risk mitigations (Brunet, 2021). Respondents
highlighted these same variables as critical for success, especially top management support,
stakeholder communication, use of experts, and project team cohesion.

Top management support, especially from the government, is desirable, particularly the
expectations of economic development, contribution to the import reduction, and increased
farmers' revenue, therefore, poverty reduction.

Some scholars concluded that project leadership is an essential dimension of project
success due to its importance in organisational culture, work morale and project team
learning. When leadership is less optimal, it often jeopardises the communication and
synchronisation of people and resources. (He et al, 2021; Muller-Mahn et al., 2021).

I think the transformational leadership style can provide the capabilities required to survive
large-scale projects by enhancing communication with stakeholders, fostering the use of
experts and training of team members, and strengthening project team cohesion and
positive culture, which are all critical for improved governance while increasing project
performance.

Political landscape: The success of megaprojects had been linked to the political
landscape, which has several factors that contributed to the failure, including political
12



influence, political aspiration, political unrest, and policy instruments that are geared toward
what was termed high modernism (Scott, 1998). Respondents interviewed generally agreed
that the political landscape factors compromise the large-scale agricultural projects' key
elements (e.g. budget, schedule, scope), and a good number of actors are political incline,
which increases the likelihood of political interference and current failure of projects to meet
the promise of economic growth, food security, and poverty eradication outcomes.

Research respondents mostly linked the failure to political landscape factors, particularly for
maize and rice projects in which billions are still invested in importation regardless of
investment made in large-scale projects in both subsectors. Despite the failure to meet the
promised increment in production volume, neither the government nor the donors have yet to
re-examine the current political landscape in a bid to reduce failures. They also noted that
the political aspiration of government officials warrants that they continue to line up dozens
of mega projects in the agricultural sector subject to funding whilst facing political difficulties
revolving around the management and governance of projects in the sector. In some cases,
a number of megaprojects are deliberately delayed to serve other political purposes and at
particular times. This notice is relatively common as Engstrom (2020) reported a series of
large-scale projects that never happened after being initiated and delayed as a deliberate
strategy of the state to undermine development in coastal Kenya and thus diminished its
political relevance, irrespective of the political promised and the deception feeling among
inhabitants of the region. Interview respondents were of the opinion that the great promise of
large-scale projects is a powerful tool that legitimises enormous external borrowing,
notwithstanding the growing foreign debts. When donors approve projects, sometimes, there
is a rush to push the financing through to show that the political regime is working towards its
agricultural development goals.

| think the unsatisfactory performance of megaprojects in agriculture is not unintentional, as
it is part of the project logic, which is based on exaggerated promises, weak governance
structures, and the absence of policy instruments needed to enforce available regulations.

Some scholars have stated that successful megaproject experiences are derived from
different aspects, including governance system, application of regulations, resource
protection, absence of political inferences, and evaluation system. (Flyvbjerg, 2014;
Engstrom 2020). It is, therefore, hard to select factors considered critical for the success or
failure of large-scale agricultural projects. Any aspect, category or element within the
megaproject context is of relative importance for success or failure, as politicians' aspirations
seem to dominate the conceptualisation and execution of such projects.

5. CONCLUSION

Large-scale agricultural projects involve huge investments and significant implications at
local and national levels. Experience has shown that such projects face challenges during
implementation, and this leads to failure to achieve the promise of economic growth, food
security, and poverty eradication outcomes. It has been argued that problems related to
agricultural project management cycles contribute considerably to the over-arching problems
faced in specific large-scale projects. Therefore, the various components and factors
influencing such projects’ success were investigated to identify critical factors causing
failure. The findings identified five principal categories of factors influencing large-scale
projects: conceptualisation and execution strategies, project planning and control,
procurement management, and organisational leadership and governance. A total of 30
critical factors that affect project success were identified among these categories. This large
number of critical success factors may be attributed to the agricultural sectors' complexity
and many stakeholders' involvement. Current critical factors are more likely to continue
hindering large-scale agricultural projects' success rate. The use of large-scale agricultural
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projects to achieve the promise of economic growth, food security and poverty alleviation
required alternative implementation approaches.

Novel methodologies must be developed to manage and execute large-scale agricultural
projects to handle these challenges, and these may not necessarily be politically aspired.
This can be done by addressing impact-driven components of such projects, which are
sometimes integrated into large-scale projects. Some of the impact-driven components
include the creation of seed farms, fertiliser plants, tractors and other machinery assembly
units, which can assist in offering inputs and services to actors in the sector at a reduced
rate as opposed to the current high cost of imported inputs and machinery. The study had
some limitations. Without structured statistical data, the study was premised on the
perception of experts expressed in an interview. Moreover, only site-related aspects of mega
agricultural aspects were examined without touching on, for example, environmental factors.
Irrespective of the limitations, the findings of the study contribute meaningfully to the field of
study by identifying the main categories and critical factors that influence large-scale
agricultural projects, as well as proposing a novel method for subsequent conceptualisation
and execution of mega projects to minimise the adverse effects of critical factors and other
risk in Cameroon.
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