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1 Initiating Research for
Mitigating Syndromes of
Global Change in Different
Contexts

Hans Hurni, Urs Wiesmann, Pascale Anton 
and Peter Messerli

Abstract

Syndromes of global change can be observed in many regions of the world.

Mitigating such syndromes is a vital task for the international community

and a precondition for sustainable development. Research institutions in

particular need to confront the challenge of contributing to mitigation

efforts. International research partnerships are one vehicle that can be

employed for mutual strengthening of capacity and competence in syn-

drome mitigation research. In 1999 the Swiss government invited Swiss

research institutions to propose a series of National Centres of Competence

in Research (NCCRs) in order to strengthen Switzerland’s position in the

international research arena. One of the 14 finalists chosen in a competitive

selection process was the “NCCR North-South”. This long-term programme

deals with international partnerships for development-oriented research. A

preparatory project, the “Syndrome Pre-Synthesis Project” (SPSP), was initiat-

ed in 2001, and applied a transdisciplinary approach to identify develop-

ment-oriented research partnerships in eight regions of the world. The pres-

ent publication is the outcome of the SPSP. It addresses core problems and

corresponding research needs in three major “syndrome contexts”: “urban

and peri-urban”, “semi-arid” and “highland-lowland”. Chapter 1 gives a con-

cise introduction to the goals, the main concepts and the conceptual frame-

work of the NCCR North-South programme and the SPSP project.
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1.1 Goals, objectives and background of the
publication

This book provides an overview of knowledge about the negative impacts of
global and local change in selected regions of the world, based on qualitative
appraisals made by multidisciplinary teams of specialists. It also outlines
how research can contribute to mitigating these impacts and reinforcing pos-
itive trends in order to promote sustainable development. In particular, the
book

– describes how partners from different countries and backgrounds jointly
designed a research partnership programme, using a transdisciplinary
approach;

– identifies and provides an overview of core problems of non-sustainable
development associated with “global change” in different regions of the
world;

– clusters these core problems into so-called “syndromes” and discusses
the corresponding “syndrome contexts” observed in each region;

– outlines research projects that aim to mitigate these “syndromes of global
change”, and

– provides a synopsis of “syndrome contexts” and core problems that will
form the basis for an evaluation of the outcomes of the long-term NCCR
North-South research partnership programme.

The NCCR North-South is an international research programme of the
Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) co-funded by the SNSF, the
Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC), the Swiss institu-
tions engaged in international research partnerships (Swiss Association of
Research Partnership Institutions, SARPI) that launched the programme,
and their international partners. The members of SARPI have longstanding
experience in development-oriented research. The acronym “NCCR” stands
for Swiss “National Centre of Competence in Research”, of which 14 were
established in 2001, with potential funding for 10 to 12 years (see Box,
p. 22). The aim of the NCCR “North-South” is to engage in “Research part-
nerships for mitigating syndromes of global change” (NCCR North-South,
2000; see Box, p. 23).

To prepare for the NCCR North-South, a further, short-term project was ini-
tiated in early 2001, the “Syndrome Pre-Synthesis Project” (SPSP, see Box,
p. 26). The objectives of the SPSP were to jointly develop a conceptual and



methodological framework in preparation for the NCCR North-South, by
providing the means to formulate a pre-synthesis for syndrome mitigation
research through international cooperative partnerships in each region of
future involvement of the NCCR North-South. The SPSP lasted from 
1 March 2001 until 30 June 2002. The approach was a participatory one,
involving representatives of local research institutions in the chosen regions.
The project resulted in a series of pre-syntheses for assumed “syndrome
contexts” in the eight regions chosen worldwide.

NCCR North-South glossary

Global change: Global-scale human, human-induced and natural

changes that modify the functionality of the natural, social, 

economic and cultural dimensions of the Earth system.

Globalisation: Increasing interlinking of political, economic, institu-

tional, social, cultural, technical and ecological issues at the global

level.

Governance: A general conceptual framework for addressing the evolu-

tion and organising principles of governing processes in a society. It

refers to the ways decisions are taken and implemented, and takes

into account formal as well as informal arrangements and actors.

Marginal region/people: Region (or people) partially or completely

isolated from the mainstream of development.

Mitigation research: Research that contributes to problem-solving by

producing knowledge for decision support and by developing tools

to enable stakeholders to initiate mitigation measures and processes

and work towards sustainable development.

Region: A spatial area defined by one or more specific (e.g. political,

institutional, economic, social, cultural, infrastructural, bio-physical,

ecological, etc.) characteristics. Depending on how it is defined (e.g.

“administrative region”, “language region”, “arid region”, “Central

Asian region”), a region may cover several small (e.g. district) or

large (e.g. country) administrative units.

Research approach: A set of research methodologies linked in a com-

mon structure chosen or defined by a research community, and guid-

ed by declared principles.

(continued p. 14)
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NCCR North-South glossary (continued)

Research methodology: A logical set of research methods needed to

implement a chosen research approach in view of achieving a pre-

defined research goal.

Research partnership: Inter-institutional or interpersonal collabora-

tive alliance in a research programme involving international and

multicultural partners, and guided by a set of principles (as defined

by KFPE, 1998, see Box, p. 19).

Sustainable development: Development that meets the needs of the

present generation without compromising the ability of future gen-

erations to meet their own needs (WCED, 1987, so-called “Brundtland

Report”).

Syndrome context: A region (see above) or circumstances in which one

or more syndromes of global change actually occur, or may poten-

tially emerge.

Syndrome mitigation: Measures taken by individuals or institutions in

one or more areas of intervention, which help reduce the effects of

single, or combinations of several core problems, thereby actually or

potentially reducing negative impacts of global change, and con-

tributing to sustainable development.

Syndromes of global change: Clusters of ecological, social, econom-

ic, etc. problems or symptoms that form typical patterns, are based

on similar processes and emerge in different regions of the world,

thereby actually or potentially resulting in adverse impacts at the

global level (WBGU, 1997, as modified by the NCCR North-South).

Transdisciplinarity: A new form of learning and problem-solving

involving cooperation among different parts of society and acade-

mia in order to meet complex social challenges (according to Häberli

et al., 2001).

Transdisciplinary research: Research that integrates the social and

natural sciences in a common approach, and includes non-scientific

knowledge systems in a participatory and interactive process to

improve societal practices.

Research for Mitigating
Syndromes of Global Change
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1.2 Syndromes of global change

The point of departure for this book is the assumption that developing and
transition countries (the “South”) are affected by a multitude of environmen-
tal, political, economic, socio-cultural and technical development problems
and disparities. These problems occur in many different contexts, and their
frequency and acuteness have accelerated tremendously in the 20th century.
They do not occur independently: they are closely interrelated and appear in
specific combinations or clusters, depending on concrete situations. Such
clusters of problems can be referred to as “syndromes of global change”, a
term borrowed from the German Advisory Council on Global Change
(WBGU, 1997). While in Switzerland, parts of Europe, the US and other
countries of the “North”, climate change has commonly been perceived as
the most important core problem of global change, the assumption here is
that syndromes of global change are clusters of more than one core problem,
and that a number of such syndromes exist that have not been adequately
studied so far.

Among the prominent syndromes addressed by WBGU (1997) are the
“Sahel Syndrome”, i.e. the process of desertification due to agricultural
over-utilisation of semi-arid lands in a weak economic environment; or the
“Favela Syndrome”, which refers to spontaneous and rapid peri-urban
expansion without adequate development (WBGU, 1997). Although many
syndromes of global change are found in developing and transition coun-
tries, they may be caused by processes induced by the industrialised world.
Moreover, in these countries, many core problems are further aggravated by
prevailing poverty, as well as by economic and institutional weakness. Syn-
dromes of global change affect the majority of the world’s population.
Hence, top priority must be given to focusing on developing and transition
countries, as these countries have only minimal means of their own to find
sustainable solutions through research and implementation of programmes.
This requirement was widely confirmed at the World Conference on Science
held in Budapest from 26 June to 1 July 1999.

Analysis and appraisal of syndromes, and designing of mitigation strategies,
require an integrated scientific approach. Most importantly, in order to
ensure the acceptability of solutions, broad participation by stakeholders is
necessary – and hence, a transdisciplinary perspective and methodology.
The “syndrome concept” (Syndromkonzept) developed by Petschel-Held et
al. (1995) and WBGU (1997) provides a conceptual framework that allows
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topical integration as well as global differentiation. To achieve such differ-
entiation, WBGU (1997) proposed and discussed 16 syndromes of global
change, 7 of which were highly relevant for developing and transition coun-
tries. Recent studies and discussions of the syndrome concept underline its
potential and at the same time illustrate that this potential has not yet been
fully exploited (cf. Petschel-Held et al., 2000). There is a need to further
refine the approach and methodology, as well as to review the first selection
of syndromes and the corresponding symptoms proposed by WBGU (1997)
and adapted by all following authors, especially Schellnhuber et al. (1997)
and Reusswig (1999).

A major critique of the syndrome concept is that it focuses on negative
aspects of development, neglecting the innovations, potentials and opportu-
nities for sustainable development that exist at all levels, in various contexts
and involving different stakeholders. A further critique is that the syndrome
concept leads to an approach that analyses the causes and consequences of
syndromes, but does not assist in finding ways of mitigating problems;
hence that this approach is purely analytical compared to more solution-ori-
ented approaches. Within the context of the present publication and the
research programmes involved, the syndrome concept is therefore not the
only conceptual framework for research; it is one component of the research
framework of the NCCR North-South, providing the basis for identification
and justification of the research projects to be formulated.

1.3 Research approach required for syndrome
mitigation

Understanding of the cumulative global effects of global and local change
that are likely to affect societies worldwide requires knowledge of a multi-
tude of factors: there is a need to explore causes and effects, processes and
dynamics, as well as existing changes and trends. In addition, it is necessary
to reflect in depth on how political, social, economic, bio-physical and other
negative impacts of global change can be mitigated, and to involve all social
groups in the South as well as the North in this cognitive process. Knowledge
gained in this manner is related to concrete development measures. Finally, a
third type of knowledge is necessary: potentials and innovations that can
lead to sustainable development must be explored and understood. These
different types of knowledge must be guided by ethical considerations, a
reflection on and integration of normative values, and the active participa-
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tion of actors, researchers and stakeholders in local to international research
and development programmes that aim for more equity and justice at the
intra- and intergenerational, and intra- and interregional levels. Given the
complexity of syndromes of global change and of the types of knowledge
needed to understand and mitigate them (see Fig. 1), multi-level and multi-
stakeholder approaches (see Hurni, 1998) appear to be the most appropriate
for research on existing and potential options for mitigating and eventually
overcoming such syndromes. Hence they are the key elements of the
research programme described here.

The basic assumption that syndromes of global change consist of problems
clustered in characteristic patterns implies that strategies for syndrome miti-
gation (for a definition, see Box, p. 14) cannot be developed by focusing
only on single problems, actor categories, levels of intervention, institu-
tions, or policies. A research approach is needed that addresses the cluster-
ing of development problems and their interrelations in an integrated way.

Research on and for mitigating syndromes of global change (“mitigation
research”) is a relatively new field of science. It can be defined as “research
that contributes to problem-solving by producing knowledge for decision
support and by developing tools to enable stakeholders to initiate mitigation
measures and processes and work towards sustainable development” (see
Box, p. 13). The research programme initiated by the NCCR North-South
does not restrict its focus to individual, locally-bound syndromes of global

Fig. 1

Three types of

knowledge that

need to be gener-

ated to enhance

understanding of

syndromes of

global change and

make effective

contributions to

mitigation and

sustainable 

development. 
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change, but concentrates on “syndrome contexts” that are globally, regional-
ly and locally relevant “hot spots” of non-sustainable development. In each
context chosen for study, the definition of syndromes and the selection of
symptoms and interactions are reviewed and refined in a participatory
process, and mitigation research is carried out through transdisciplinary,
interdisciplinary and disciplinary methods.

1.4 International research partnerships

There are very great disparities between research capacity in developed
countries and capacity in developing and transition countries. According to
KFPE (2001), only about 15 percent of all the resources devoted to research
throughout the world are currently being invested in developing and transi-
tion countries. Of this 15 percent, India, China and the newly industrialised
countries of East Asia account for two thirds, which means that the rest of the
developing world accounts for only 4–5 percent of global research resources
(UNESCO, 1996). If we take the number of researchers per million inhabi-
tants of a region as an indicator, Africa, with only about 70, has by far the
smallest number. The Middle East and India have about 130 researchers per
one million inhabitants, the rest of Asia around 340, and Latin America
about 550. By contrast, Europe has about 1900 researchers per million
inhabitants, and North America about 3640. Japan, Australia and New
Zealand have the highest ratios, with about 4380 (Waardenburg, 1999). The
density among the latter group is thus almost 63 times greater than in Africa.
In addition, researchers in the North can count on higher funding, i.e. they
have much better salaries, better equipment, enhanced communication tools
and hence a greater potential to be productive (Hurni et al., 2001). In terms
of overall budgets, research inequities are thus even much more pronounced
than indicated by mere statistics on density.

Among the various forms of research cooperation that aim to strengthen
research capacity in developing and transition countries, there are some
promising approaches, such as demand-driven research for development
(Wolffers, 2000) and, in particular, international research partnerships as
defined by the Swiss Commission for Research Partnerships with Develop-
ing Countries (KFPE) (KFPE, 1998). Such partnerships have attracted
increasing attention and are now considered to be among the most egalitari-
an forms of research cooperation, offering mutual advantages to multiple
stakeholders in the South and the North (KFPE, 2001). In order to help



Source:

KFPE, 1998
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researchers and funding institutions to set up equitable international
research partnerships involving partners in the North and the South, KFPE,
established in 1994, developed guidelines aiming to improve international
cooperation in research (see Box).

The 11 Principles of Research Partnerships

1. Decide on objectives together

2. Build mutual trust

3. Share information; develop networks

4. Share responsibility

5. Create transparency

6. Monitor and evaluate collaboration

7. Disseminate results

8. Apply results

9. Share profits equitably

10. Increase research capacity

11. Build on achievements

1.5 The contexts of syndromes of global
change

The Swiss institutions engaged in research partnerships that collaborated to
jointly pursue long-term syndrome mitigation research have extensive com-
petence but only limited capacity. They therefore decided to focus on only a
few, selected syndromes or typical clusters of problems related to global
change, and identified their occurrence in the following three major “syn-
drome contexts” (see Table 1, p. 20):

– urban and peri-urban;
– semi-arid;
– highland-lowland.

In the urban and peri-urban syndrome context, the speed and degree of
urbanisation have long been perceived as a key problem in developing coun-
tries, e.g. at the Habitat I conference in 1976. Economic, social and infra-
structure problems of metropolisation (Fuchs et al., 1994; Bolay, 1995), and



solving or mitigating such problems through urban planning and infrastruc-
ture development (UNCHS, 1996), have been the main focus of research and
development cooperation. In the 1990s political attention turned to the
broader concept of “sustainable urban development” that was, for example,
the core of the Habitat II conference in Istanbul in 1996 (UNCHS, 1996). In
spearheading this development, research expanded beyond the traditional
focus on processes of metropolisation and their reflection in spatial and
socio-economic structures, towards development-oriented action research.

With respect to the semi-arid context, the drought in the Sahel region of the
early 1970s drew public awareness and concern (Denève, 1995; Sinn, 1988),
leading to a number of development policies as well as research. The Sahel
zone in particular has become a paradigmatic example of environmental
degradation due to a combination of climate change and poverty-driven
over-utilisation of resources (Hammer, 1999; Giri, 1989). This has given rise
to international initiatives to combat desertification (UNCCD, 1997).
Research on desertification concentrated for a long time on the question
whether climate change and the fragility of natural resources, or increased
densities of traditional land uses were the main factors contributing to the
problems. New research approaches are focusing on problems, potentials
and processes in these zones.
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Table 1

NCCR North-South

syndrome 

contexts, and as-

sumed acuteness

of syndromes in

each context in 

the “Joint Areas of

Case Studies”

(JACS).

Syndrome context

Location of the NCCR North-South 
“Joint Areas of Case Studies” (JACS)

Urban and
peri-urban 

(acuteness of
syndromes in

context)

Semi-arid

(acuteness of
syndromes in

context)

Highland-
lowland

(acuteness of
syndromes in

context)

West Africa XXX XXX –

East Africa XX XXX XX

Horn of Africa – XX XXX

Central Asia XX XX XXX

South Asia XX XX XX

South East Asia XXX – XX

Central America and the Caribbean XXX – X

South America XX – XXX

Alps (Switzerland) X – X

Acuteness of syndromes:     X: potentially acute XX: acute           XXX: highly acute
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In the highland-lowland context, research has long focused on mountains
alone, e.g. on mountain ecology (Ives, 1989; Gerrard, 1990), mountain
cultures (Manjari, 1995; Grötzbach and Stadel, 1997), and mountain agri-
culture and tourism (Jodha et al., 1992; Mountain Agenda, 1999). However,
the inclusion of Chapter 13 on sustainable mountain development in
UNCED’s Agenda 21 in 1992 strengthened a research focus that integrates
these various aspects and incorporates interrelations between highlands and
lowlands. The starting point for this focus was the observation that most
mountain and highland systems in the developing countries of the tropics
and sub-tropics are resource-rich zones, contrary to the situation in most
developed countries (Myers et al., 2000).

1.6 Swiss National Centres of Competence in
Research (NCCRs), and the NCCR North-
South

In order to maintain Switzerland’s position as a leader in research, the Feder-
al Government and Parliament, at the request of the Swiss National Science
Foundation (SNSF), introduced a new mechanism in 1999 to support cut-
ting-edge research in the country. As a result, National Centres of Compe-
tence in Research (NCCRs) were established and given a maximum funding
perspective of 12 years. The SNSF will evaluate each of the 14 NCCRs creat-
ed so far after four and eight years, and decide whether their activities can be
encouraged for another four years after assessing their research results.

NCCR programmes place special emphasis on interdisciplinary approaches
and on innovative initiatives within the disciplines. In addition, they stimu-
late concentration of resources, distribute tasks more effectively among
Swiss research institutions, and promote partnerships between academia
and the outside world. The NCCRs have also committed themselves to
knowledge and technology transfer and support of young researchers. A key
idea is to employ a bottom-up approach in which researchers not only pro-
pose the themes but also create the structures to carry out their research and
exploit the results. A total of CHF 529 million has been allocated to the 14
NCCRs for the first four-year period.

The NCCR North-South programme has introduced a set of research meth-
ods that fulfil the criteria of “sustainability-oriented development research”.
The orientation and selection of research components have been based on an
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initial qualitative appraisal of selected syndrome contexts in the regions
where they are being implemented. As research dealing with syndrome con-
texts cannot be carried out using conventional methods alone, innovative
and integrated approaches and new methods of collaboration are being
developed. Moreover, given the thematic focus of the programme, research
results are urgently needed for enhancement of external measures such as
emergency aid, reconstruction and development cooperation, and support
for problem-solving efforts by people, public officials and the economic
sector at the local level.

The NCCR North-South programme is seeking to address some of the com-
plex problems of syndromes of global change through specifically focused
research, in partnership with researchers in developing countries and coun-
tries in transition. Three long-term objectives have been defined to achieve
this aim (NCCR North-South, 2000):

Source: 

SNSF web site

National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCRs)

The Swiss Federal Council’s 1998 research policy (Federal Council,1998)

stipulates that a new series of “National Centres of Competence in

Research” (NCCRs) should be created in four main fields: the life sci-

ences, the social sciences, sustainable development and environment,

and information and communication technologies.

These NCCRs promote long-term research projects in areas of vital

strategic importance for the evolution of science in Switzerland, the

country’s economy and Swiss society (see the SNSF web site). Each

National Centre of Competence is based in and managed from a univer-

sity or other renowned research institution. A network links the

research groups from this home institution with other teams through-

out Switzerland. The following aspects are decisive for the approval of a

National Centre of Competence: it must conduct research of outstand-

ing, internationally recognised quality, and actively foster knowledge

and technology transfer, training and the advancement of women

researchers. A further aim of the NCCRs is to generally restructure and

improve the organisation of Swiss research. Federal funding for the

NCCRs is approved by Parliament, and supplemented by funding from

the institutions themselves and from third parties. Launched in 2001,

the programme is expected to include up to 25 NCCRs in its final stage.



Source: 

NCCR North-South

web site 
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– To promote disciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research
focusing on sustainable development (“transdisciplinary” in this context
is understood as an approach based on collaboration with local people
that takes account of their rich knowledge);

– To help develop institutions and train staff in these fields of research, in
partner countries and in Switzerland; and

– To support societies and institutions in partner countries in their
autonomous efforts to address syndromes of global change over the long
term.

The Swiss NCCR North-South

The present-day world is threatened by increasing insecurity caused by

globalisation, global disparities and processes of global change. In

some regions, core problems occur in characteristic clusters that can be

perceived as syndromes of global change. The mitigation of these syn-

dromes is a challenge; it is also a precondition for achieving sustainable

development.

The National Centre of Competence in Research (NCCR) North-South

addresses this challenge. It focuses on international research coopera-

tion and promotes disciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary

research that aims to enhance understanding of the status of different

syndromes of global change, the pressures these syndromes and their

causes exert on different resources (human, natural, economic), and the

responses of different social groups and society as a whole. By identify-

ing the potential of social systems to mitigate syndromes, considering

their dynamics and adopting existing innovative solutions, the NCCR

North-South primarily aims to help design ways to mitigate syndromes.

The NCCR North-South enables Swiss research institutions to enhance

partnerships with institutions in developing and transition countries,

thereby building the competence and capacity of research on both sides

to develop socially robust knowledge for mitigation action. 

Through its activities and partnerships, the NCCR North-South also

helps develop the capabilities of partner institutions and societies at

large in developing and transition countries, thus eventually assisting

these institutions in finding sustainable solutions with the means avail-

able in their own local contexts.



NCCR funding options and experience available among Swiss partners
made it possible to develop research partnerships in eight regions of the
world and in Switzerland, as shown in Figure 2. The syndrome contexts stud-
ied in each region are listed in Table 1 (p. 20). Within Switzerland, the NCCR
North-South is part of a closely-knit network of institutions, including the
Swiss Tropical Institute (STI) in Basel, the Institute for Development Stud-
ies (IUED) at the University of Geneva, the Swiss Federal Institute of Tech-
nology in Zurich (ETHZ), the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lau-
sanne (EPFL), the Universities of Berne and Zurich, and the Swiss Peace
Foundation (swisspeace). This network thus represents a very wide range of
disciplines, a necessary condition when assembling the best available
expertise in scientific teams that need to collaborate with local partners in
the nine selected regions of the world. The Swiss network is organised as an
association supported by the Swiss Commission for Research Partnerships
with Developing Countries (KFPE), an organ of the Council of the Swiss
Scientific Academies (CASS). This structure is an interesting example of a
new type of cooperation among universities and could herald the type of
“Swiss University” that is currently being discussed in research policy.
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Fig. 2

The different

regions, or Joint

Areas of Case

Studies (JACS), in

which the NCCR

North-South is car-

rying out research

partnerships.

Source: NCCR

North-South, 2000



Collaboration with the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation
(SDC) is a further essential condition for implementation of the NCCR
North-South programme. SDC is funding active participation by partner
institutions in developing and transition countries, as well as training and
education in these countries. Research that should be characterised as a joint
effort undertaken by equal partners can only be carried out in this way. SDC
funding, which is at a level similar to that provided by the SNSF, allows a
large number of researchers in partner countries to be integrated into the pro-
gramme and trained in common approaches and methods of research for
mitigating syndromes of global change.

1.7 The Syndrome Pre-Synthesis Project (SPSP)

In order to develop a conceptual and methodological framework in prepara-
tion for the NCCR North-South, a further application for project funding was
submitted to SNSF and SDC in March 2001. The aim of the project was to
provide the means for formulating a pre-synthesis for syndrome mitigation
research by means of international cooperative partnerships in each region of
future involvement of the NCCR North-South. SNSF and SDC approved the
Syndrome Pre-Synthesis Project (SPSP), which lasted from 1 April 2001
until 30 June 2002, and attempted to produce a series of pre-syntheses for
assumed syndrome contexts in different regions of the world. The project
applied a participatory approach characterised by partnership work involving
representatives of local research and development institutions in these
regions. The unusual term “pre-synthesis” was chosen to indicate that this
first, qualitative appraisal and synthesis was made prior to the launching of
the long-term research partnerships of the NCCR North-South programme.

Conceptually, the SPSP made use of the approach of the NCCR North-South
programme, with the idea of using the intermediate period productively until
the latter programme was approved and launched. Despite these close link-
ages, the SPSP had its own outputs, objectives and a specific goal, i.e. to ini-
tiate a process of participatory learning involving researchers in partner
countries and Switzerland. This process focused on the definition and joint
identification of syndromes of global change, on a discussion of research
methodologies and on pre-syntheses of syndrome contexts in each JACS,
thereby preparing long-term mitigation research in relation to the major
syndromes in the urban and peri-urban, semi-arid and highland-lowland
contexts. 
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Source: SPSP, 2001
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In an initial SPSP workshop, participants from the North developed the con-
ceptual and methodological framework for preparing pre-syntheses of each
region and of the syndrome contexts identified in each region. This event,
which took place in Switzerland in early April 2001 (see Chapter 3 in this
publication), was followed by a series of regional workshops held between
May and September 2001 in the regions chosen for future collaboration, i.e.
in Africa (3 workshops), Asia (3 workshops) and Latin America (2 work-

SPSP: Syndrome Pre-Synthesis Project

The goal of the SPSP was to initiate a process of participatory learning

involving researchers in partner countries and Switzerland. This process

focused on the syndrome approach, research methodologies and pre-

syntheses of syndrome contexts in each JACS, thereby preparing long-

term mitigation research relating to major syndromes in the urban and

peri-urban, semi-arid and highland-lowland contexts.

The objectives were to:

– develop a conceptual and methodological framework for a participa-

tory assessment of core problems and their clustering in syndrome 

contexts, particularly in the three syndrome contexts to be 

addressed by the NCCR North-South programme;

– carry out eight regional pre-syntheses of syndromes as a basis for, 

and in preparation of, long-term research partnerships;

– identify key hypotheses and research questions to be elaborated in 

research partnership projects;

– prepare a synopsis of all regional syntheses of the observed syn-

drome contexts and publish it in this report;

– train representatives of partner institutions in developing and transi-

tion countries in methodology and pre-synthesis work relating to

syndrome mitigation research.

The project was submitted to and approved by the Swiss National Sci-

ence Foundation (SNSF). It was jointly funded by the Swiss Agency for

Development and Cooperation (SDC), the SNSF and the implementing

institutions. It was implemented between 1 April 2001 and 30 June 2002.
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shops). These events were used to carry out the most important part of the
synthesis work, to formulate research questions for future mitigation
research and to train partners. The results of these workshops were then
enhanced by important additional background information that was woven
into the draft pre-syntheses for the syndrome contexts in each JACS (Chap-
ters 4 to 12). All reports were then synoptically interpreted in a final Part
(Chapters 13 and 14). The present report consists of the products of the proj-
ect, including both the methodological framework and the pre-synthesis
reports. 

The main merit of the SPSP was that it enabled partners in Switzerland and
in the South to capitalise on experience gained by them in projects that had
been carried out with the support of the SNSF (e.g. the Swiss Priority Pro-
gramme Environment [SPPE], Module 7 on environment and development),
as well as other programmes implemented by the partners over the past
decades. The project also built a bridge between the phased-out SPPE Mod-
ule 7 projects and the NCCR North-South programme.

The project produced tangible results in terms of conceptual design,
methodology and institutional training in partnership for designing syn-
drome mitigation research. It also resulted in a first “pre-”synthesis of syn-
drome contexts in areas where future projects have since been established. In
terms of social achievements, the project facilitated local participation by
stakeholders to prepare a set of partnership projects for syndrome mitigation
research, and it enabled the training of local participants in coordinating
research partnership activities for syndrome synthesis and design of mitiga-
tion research. Finally, it helped close the gaps created between the long-term
planning process for the NCCR North-South and the conclusion of other
collaborative research projects.
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