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Felix Dapare Dakora:

Messenger of China-Africa Agricultural Cooperation
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The first time I met Felix Dapare Dakora (hereinafter
referred to as Dakora) was at the 2023 Talents Forum and Global
Talent Summit (hereinafter referred to as the Forum). On that
day, he came to the event early, dressed in African costumes, and
sat quietly in his seat waiting for the event to start. Academician
Dakora looks young and tall, without a trace of old age. If I
didn’t search him through Baidu, I would never have thought
that he is 71 years old this year.

At the forum, Academician Dakora delivered a speech on
the cooperation between the African Academy of Sciences and
China under the “Belt and Road” initiative, and talked about
the cooperation between China and Africa in agriculture. On
the day of the event, in addition to his speech, Academician
Dakora also had tasks such as inaugurating several activity
bases and signing the contract for the Chinese Center of the
African Academy of Sciences, but he still patiently accepted
my interview. At the inauguration of the Chinese Center of the
African Academy of Sciences and the certification ceremony for
newly elected members (hereinafter referred to as the ceremony)
afterwards, Academician Dakora delivered another speech.
This article is based on the interview and Academician Dakora’s
speech.

“My research is not just about plants”

At the forum, several Chinese academicians of the African
Academy of Sciences vividly told the stories about their
cooperation with the academy. In particular, academician Jia
Yinsuo, a Chinese friend of Academician Dakora for many
years, depicted his own fate with Africa and the achievements
of China-Africa agricultural cooperation with vivid examples,
which made me interested in their research fields at once.
During the interview, Academician Dakora introduced his own
research direction to me again.
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“You can simply understand that I do botanical research,
but in fact I don’t study a certain plant or a certain crop.”
Academician Dakora said, “I majored in agriculture and
received my master’s degree in botany from the University of
Sydney, Australia, in 1981, and my doctorate in botany from
the University of Perth, Australia, in 1985. I am engaged in
the research on biological nitrogen fixation mechanisms and
applied technologies, which is simply the interaction between
microorganisms in the soil and crop species. My research lies
in understanding the signal and protective roles of legume
molecules (e.g. flavonoids, alkaloids, amino acids, terpenoids
and isoflavone plant antitoxins) and rhizobial metabolites (e.g.
lumichrome, riboflavin and indoleacetic acid), particularly in
terms of plant function and expression of bacterial nodulation
genes.”

Academician Dakora is eager to use what he has learned to
help solve the food problem in Africa. He said that the current
food crisis in Africa is still relatively serious. The food crisis
has led to the basic survival needs of African people not being
met, and has further slowed down the pace of development in
Africa. In the past three years, Nigeria alone has spent $3 billion
on food imports. Academician Dakora opposes international
organizations to simply provide food aid to Africa. He believes
that international aid cannot solve the root of the problem. As
the Chinese saying goes, “It is better to teach people to fish
than to give them fish.” For Africa, only by mastering advanced
science and technology can the food problem be completely
solved. Academician Dekora said, “Only by solving the problem
of food self-sufficiency can Africa achieve further development.
Africa has 64% of the world’s available arable land, but Africa’s
food production only accounts for 10% of the world’s food
production. This shows that the vast African land has great
potential for food production, and science and technology
innovation should play a role here to fundamentally solve the
African food crisis.” The legume species and super-sensitive
soil microorganisms selected by Academician Dakora have the
characteristics of drought resistence, low pH, high salt and high
temperature for use in various climate change scenarios. He has
also used biological nitrogen fixation technology to promote
micronutrient absorption and accumulation in legume crops
through soil nitrogen fixing rhizobia to overcome micronutrient
deficiencies in Africa. In his book entitled “Biological Nitrogen
Fixation: Poverty Reduction in Agriculture through Sustainable
Development” (B2 X AFHBHE S5 #IE), Academician Dakora
explains how biological nitrogen fixation can be used to promote
the solution of food problems in Africa. Academician Dakora is
also willing to further cooperate with China, work together and
move towards each other and obtain China’s help to use science
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and technology to solve the food problems in Africa at the root.

In addition, Academician Dakora also applies his research
to environmental protection and global climate change. He
has mentioned the topic of global warming many times in
the interview, expressing that he always hoped to make some
contribution to solving the global climate problem through
his own power. Dakora’s first job was at the Smithsonian
Environmental Research Center in Washington, D.C., where
he did research in ecology, analyzing the effects of rising
atmospheric carbon dioxide concentrations on ecosystems and
soils. He then applied biological nitrogen fixation technology
to the production of high-protein feed and biofertilizer for
livestock. Academician Dakora said, “Microorganisms in
legumes can be made into biofertilizers, which have less
ecological impact than the chemical fertilizers commonly used
today.” Academician Dakora agrees with China’s efforts to cope
with global climate change, and he is willing to cooperate with
China in this regard.

“Cultivating students is also an enrichment of your heart”

In addition to his research, Academician Dakhola has
also worked at universities and has trained many master’s
and doctoral students from Africa. Currently, he has trained
47 master’s students and 20 doctoral students from 15 African
countries. Tshwane University of Technology has rated Dakora
as “one of the best professors in Africa”.

When I asked Academician Dakora how he felt about
cultivating so many students in addition at the same time
of doing research, he said, “Cultivating students is a kind of
enrichment of my heart and makes my life fulfilling. Each of
us wants to achieve something and has this ‘ambition”. When a
student comes up to me and says he wants to be my student and
learn about microbiology, plant ecology, environmental science
or agriculture and aspires to make achievements in those areas,
I am glad to help them.” In 2021, Academician Dakora trained 14
postdoctoral students from the African continent region, and he
is happy to see that the students continue along their academic
paths. Some of the students have even surpassed their teachers,
reaching peaks that their teachers failed to climb, and some have
even become school principals. “I am also glad to see that my
students can make more different achievements.” Academician
Dakora said.

After completing his postdoctoral research at the University
of California, Davis, Dakora returned to South Africa to work
as a lecturer at the University of Cape Town. Academician
Dakora prefers doing experiments in the laboratory to doing
administration at school. “So I try to avoid administration
and spend more time doing experiments with students.”

21
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Academician Dakora said with a smile, “We usually provide
students with research projects that give them more room to
develop better.” To enable students to have better development,
Academician Dakora also actively seeks out sponsors so that
students can have the opportunity to study abroad and expand
their horizons. With his help, his students have been to Korea,
Finland and many other countries for exchange and study.

“Without exchange and cooperation, there will be no
successful research”

I introduced to Academician Dakora, “As the name of our
magazine International Talent suggests, it mainly publishes
articles on international cooperation and exchange in science and
technology. May I ask you what you think about international
cooperation and exchange in your research field?” Academician
Dakora replied firmly, “There can be no successful academic
research without exchange and cooperation with colleagues
around the world. To give a very simple example, sometimes
you may not have a certain kind of equipment for complex
experiments, and the best solution is to cooperate with someone
who has such equipment and go to him to find answers to your
questions.”

Since his student days, Academician Dakora has realized the
importance of going out of Africa to learn and exchange with
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fellow scientists from all over the world. He firmly believes that
cooperation and communication with peers in other countries
and the study in foreign laboratories should be started as early
as possible, which will help expand horizons and master new
technologies. He has studied and worked in the United States,
Canada, and Australia. Even after returning to Africa, he still
maintained a long-standing relationship with his peers in these
countries. Academician Dakora also encourages his students to
go abroad. He believes that students from developing countries
who stay in their familiar labs and do not know the outside
world will become unconfident and question what they are
learning. When students come back from labs in other countries,
they are excited to know that they are doing the same things as
their counterparts in other countries and are not lagging behind,
and they will approach their research directions in a more
positive way.

In addition to the exchange and cooperation with countries
outside the African continent, Academician Dakora has also
maintained good exchange and cooperation with his colleagues
in various countries of the African continent. A bank-sponsored
international institute of tropical agriculture has been funding
his research for many years. The institute is headquartered in
Mozambique, where he visits every time he goes there. Today,
Academician Dakora’s former students are almost all over the
African continent, and his cooperation with various African
countries has become even closer because of his own students.

Without putting African scholars exclusively in the position
of seeking cooperation, Academician Dakora said that scholars
from all over the world are also willing to cooperate with Africa,
especially in the fields of botany and zoology, thanks to the
biodiversity of Africa. Compared with European soil, African
soil is much richer in microorganisms and of great research
value. The same is true in the field of zoology. For example,
European experts studying elephants also travel to the continent
to cooperate with local institutions and researchers. Overall,
cooperation with countries around the world is carried out in a
harmonious and pleasant atmosphere.

“China-Africa friendship has a long history”

Referring to the China-Africa friendship, Academician
Dakora sincerely said, “China-Africa friendship has a long
history.” In his speech, Academician Dakora briefly reviewed
the history of China-Africa cooperation. Back when the
People’s Republic of China was just founded, China and Africa
established a close relationship, and Chairman Mao Zedong
also mentioned that the African people are the brothers and
sisters of the Chinese. China has been helping Africa to develop,
and at the same time, countries on the continent have been
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doing their utmost to help China to regain its rightful seat in
the United Nations, which is a very significant turning point
in international politics. It is hard to imagine what the United
Nations would be like today without China’s membership.
China’s voice in the United Nations General Assembly has
become more and more influential through its continuous efforts.
55 African member states have joined the United Nations and
their representation is also increasing. “This is also due to the
efforts of our African and Chinese predecessors in the United
Nations General Assembly. Our predecessors plant the trees in
whose shade our generation rests.” Academician Dakora joked.
Today, China-Africa friendship is also deepening in many fields.
In agriculture alone, for example, China-Africa cooperation
involves crop cultivation, seed treatment genetics, medical crops,
water-saving irrigation and many other aspects.

Academician Dakora is very optimistic about the prospect of
China-Africa cooperation. He mentioned at the forum that more
and more African students are now choosing to come to China to
study and work in China and cooperate with Chinese in science
and technology. Ministry of Science and Technology, Ministry
of Commerce and Ministry of Education of PRC have set up
China-Africa student programs for African students to come to
China for exchange and study. Academician Dakora believes
that the exchange between Chinese and African students will
help improve mutual understanding of culture and national
conditions, and further promote future cooperation between
China and Africa in the field of science and technology.

Academician Dakora’s cooperation with Chinese scientists
has now blossomed as well. He shared with me an interesting
story about his cooperation with Chinese scientists. Once
Academician Dakora and a delegation of nine Chinese scientists
came to Africa for an investigation. Chinese scientists wanted
to establish a Chinese research center in an African country. On
the way to northern Ghana, they rested under a tree. Chinese
scientists were curious where the water came from when
they noticed water on a stone under the tree. In fact, it was oil
from the African shea, also known as shea butter. This oil is
edible and can also be used to make cosmetics and soap. It also
has good medicinal value. Africans often use this oil on the
bodies of newborn babies to protect their bodies from bacterial
infections. Chinese scientists saw the prospect in it and reached
a cooperation with the academician side of Dakora, deciding to
set up a shea oil processing plant in Africa, and transplanted the
trees of this species to Hebei Province, China. Previously, the
epidemic slowed down the pace of cooperation between Chinese
and African scientists, but with the implementation of China’s
liberalized entry policy, Academician Dakora believes that he
will cooperte more closely with his Chinese partners.
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“Willing to make efforts for the long-lasting friendship
between China and Africa”

“I chose to cooperate intensively with China because
there are problems in Africa right now that China has also
encountered before and found effective solutions. Just like
Africa today, China has faced food shortage and food security
crises before. China has managed to solve the problems and has
been able to have food surpluses to export to other countries.
It is in Africa’s interest to learn from a country with a similar
experience, as it is more efficient to learn from another country’s
useful experience than to start from scratch and more likely
to help Africa solve its current food crisis.” Academician
Dakora emphasized the necessity of cooperation between
China and Africa. “China is also more similar to Africa in
terms of geography than Europe and the United States. Africa
has four major deserts, while Europe and the U.S. are better
at reclaiming fertile land. Only China has rich experience in
desert reclamation, so it is also a wise move to learn from China
from the perspective of reclaiming wasteland.” In addition,
Academician Dakora agrees with the values of Chinese and
believes that they are worth learning from African countries. For
example, Chinese have never colonized any country, nor have
they taken the initiative to go to war with any country. These
values are worth learning from African countries.

Over the past decades, Dakora has visited China for more
than 20 times, forged a profound friendship with Chinese people
and made outstanding contributions to China-Africa scientific
and technological cooperation and people-to-people exchanges.
In 2022, Dakora received the Chinese Government Friendship
Award, the highest award for foreign experts by Chinese
Government, which is both a token of the Chinese Government’s
appreciation for Dakora’s contribution and also an embodiment
of the affection of Chinese people for him.

Academician Dakora believes that there will be closer
academic exchanges and cooperation between Africa and
China in the future. For him, Academician Dakora plans to
deepen cooperation with China in food crops, climate change
and other areas. He plans to establish the China-Africa
Agricultural Science and Technology Innovation Alliance,
through which he will try to conduct joint research to guide
the future development of agricultural science, so that science
and technology can play a greater role in solving Africa’s food
problems. Academician Dakora also hopes to further strengthen
the construction of hospitals and other important infrastructure,
so that China-Africa cooperation can benefit the African masses.

“China-Africa relations have been developing from the past
to the present. Everyone is very friendly and enthusiastic. I really
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like Chinese food, so I am excited every time I come to China. I
am glad to see that more and more African countries are able to
cooperate with China and join our Academy of Sciences, so that
Africa can make more voices in the scientific community. At the
same time, I hope that Africa can join China in addressing global
challenges.” Academician Dakora expressed in his speech.

China-Africa cooperation is constantly advancing to a new
height, setting up a paradigm of international development
of equality, mutual trust, win-win cooperation and common
development in the “Belt and Road” initiative, which has become
a model project of the “Belt and Road”. It is also a leader in
building China’s international development system, reshaping
the mainstream international development system and
promoting the construction of the “community with a shared
future of mankind”. May the tree of friendship between China
and Africa grow evergreen. fi
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