The MBA in Agribusiness and Commerce (AGRIMBA) as a tool in life long learning for professionals and academics

Wim Heijman

Abstract

AGRIMBA started 14 year ago as a successful Tempus project in Warsaw and Prague. Since that time the network has developed into an efficient way of upgrading the management knowledge of young managers mainly in Central and East Europe. However, the main message of this paper is that the MBA is not only a way of improving the business skills of the students but also an effective way of intensifying the participating teaching staff’s (mainly academics) contacts with the globalised world of agribusiness and their colleagues of participating institutions. This two way approach is the main incentive for taking part in the programme, both for students and teaching staff. In this way AGRIMBA works as a highly needed medium of  communication in the field of agribusiness between theory and practice and therefore is an effective tool in life long learning.  
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1. Introduction
AGRIMBA is an open international network of academics and professionals from universities and related institutions dealing with education and research in agribusiness. At the moment the Network is especially active in Central and East Europe. 
The main objective of the Network is to set standards for the programmes overseen by the network based on the best practices and accredit them on the basis of these standards. The International MBA Network was established in 1995, by the founding members coming from Wageningen University, Scottish Agricultural College, Czech University of Life Sciences in Prague, Warsaw Agricultural University, University College Cork, University of Wolverhampton. Between 2000 and 2009 the following universities joined the Network: Humboldt University Berlin, University of Debrecen, Arkansas State University, Agricultural University of Ukrain, Timiryazev Academy Moscow, University of Belgrade, University of Zagreb. It is to be expected that the universities of Belgorod (Russia) and Kazan (Russia) will also join the network in the near future. At the moment the Board of the Network is overseeing MBA programmes in Warsaw, Prague, Debrecen,  Kiev, Zagreb, and Belgrade. Since 2003 the International MBA Network is a standing committee of the ICA (The Interuniversity Consortium for Life Sciences, www.ica-europe.info). 
The Network is administered by the General Board, consisting of all the members of the Network (mainly academic and administrative staff participating in the MBA programmes overseen by the Network). The Board of the network meets at least once a year. The Board of the Network has an executive committee (EC) for the daily work consisting of four persons. In 2009 the  EC consists of  Ivana Ticha, Prague (chair), Andras Nábrádi (Debrecen), David McKenzie (Aberdeen), and Wim Heijman (Wageningen). The secretariat is located at Wageningen University. Figure 1 presents the organizational structure of the network.

Figure 1: AGRIMBA’s organizational structure.

In the remainder of this paper I will pay attention to the accreditation of the MBA-programmes, the joint activities and the role the network may play in life long learning for academics and professionals in agribusiness.

2. Accreditation
AGRIMBA carries out the accreditation process as a Standing Committee of the ICA. Since 2004 the MBA-programmes accredited by the Network issue a diploma, bearing the logos of both the Network and the ICA. The institution that wants its MBA programme accredited by the Network has to fulfill the following requirements: 

· Accept the quality standards of the Network; 

· Submit to the Board a student handbook according to the guidelines of the Network;
· Allow an on-site visit by a committee appointed by the Network;
· Guarantee an international input in the MBA programme.

Once an MBA program is accredited, the main task is to maintain the high quality level of the training there. The University has to present an annual report to the Board about the programme during the annual meeting. It is a good practice, in addition, to invite one or more Board members to visit personally the course, especially during the final examination and/or thesis defense. 
At present the Board oversees five accredited MBA programmes in Warsaw, Prague, Debrecen, Kiev, and Belgrade. All MBA programmes are developed and taught by a mix of international and local personnel. The programmes are developed according the MBA handbook made by the Network. After a  planning period candidate institutions can present their MBA-programme to the board of the network, which may accredit it. The Board aims at further developing of MBA programmes in other institutions and wishes to interconnect the existing programmes. In the near future MBA programmes may be accredited in Zagreb, Moscow (Russia), Kazan (Russia), and Belgorod (Russia).
The board of the network is actively involved in the approved EU Socrates project QUALITY developed and coordinated by Simon Heath aiming at the foundation of an independent accreditation body under the responsibility of the ICA for international teaching programmes in agriculture and life sciences EAALS. 

3. Joint activities
Members of the Network are encouraged to lecture in the MBA programmes overseen by the Board. For this reason MBA students are expected to be able to communicate in English, although some specific courses can be taught in national languages, as well. AGRIMBA won an EU Leonardo project in 2004. Based on this project new educational materials have been created for the whole Network, namely: 

· textbooks

· practical materials
· case studies

Based on this project, the unification of the educational standards will further be emphasized and this makes the student exchange and mutual credit recognition even more simple. Each member of the network may use the materials free of charge. All the materials have been published on the AGRIMBA website: http://agrimba.sggw.waw.pl
An important activity of  the network's agenda is joint research with respect to items in agribusiness. The overseeing of student's research projects appears to be an interesting starting point for that. In 2006 the network launched its own journal: Apstract. Present editor in chief: Wim Heijman (Wageningen). The editorial office is located in Debrecen and is lead by deputy editor Andras Nábrádi (Un. of Debrecen). Potential authors may send their contributions to the chief editor or deputy editor: www.apstract.net
From this year onwards AGRIMBA organises a bi-annual congress which is called the AVA-congress. The first time the congress was successfully organised in Debrecen (Hungary), March 26-28. In 2011 the congress will be organised in Wageningen (the Netherlands): www.a

 HYPERLINK "http://www.avacongress.net/" \t "_parent" vacongress.net
4. The MBA in agribusiness as a life long learning tool
Life long learning becomes mor and more important (Field, 2005). A lifelong learning tool should have the following characteristics:

- it should be part time;

- it should be post-experience;

- it should be modular;

- it should include soft skills;

- it should relate to working practice.

Through a part time programme it is possible for the student to keep on working and studying simultaneously. For most of the students it is not an attractive option to give up employment and income for a study. A part time study facilitates the financial feasibility for the study, even more because it may be attractive for the employer to co-finance the employee’s study plans. 
Post-experience programmes aim at teaching the student competences that are needed for a better position in the labour market. It may be that the knowledge of the student is obsolete or that managerial qualities are required to improve his/her position. The modular approach ensures that the student can take one subject at the time and that he can determine his own study pace. Each module should be concluded with a separate certificate. All certificates together will give the student the diploma. The soft skills (including language skills) are important to teach the student to communicate with colleagues from different background. 
The soft skills are also important to develop the so-called soft capital in a region. It has been shown that it is not only the hard capital (machines, roads, buildings) that is important in regional economic development but also the soft capital (communication between people, trust, etc.) (Beugelsdijk et al., 2005). The Network itself is a very good example of soft capital in action.

Language, especially English, becomes more and more important in the globalising international business. Therefore language skills are important for managers. The higher in the hierarchy of a company the more important soft skills become. If we take a look at the 5 requirements of a lifelong learning tool we may conclude that the present MBA programmes offered by AGRIMBA fullfil these requirements fairly well. Only the soft skills could be improved.
5. Life long learning for the academic staff
For the academic staff the involvement in the MBA programmes is an excellent opportunity to meet professionals from the agribusiness practice and to confront them with all kinds of theoretical insights. This stimulates their thinking on the issues under study. Further, the network offers ample opportunities to cooperate with colleagues from other universities. In this way the network and the MBA programme may function as an interface between theory and practice. The recent publications in Apstract show that this is crucial in the development of joint research activities in the Network.  
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