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Laurence D. Stifel, Visiting Professor with the Cornell International Institute for Food, Agriculture and 

Development (CIFAD) and the Southeast Asia Program (SEAP) from 1991 until his untimely death in April 1995, 

had devoted his life to economic and agricultural development in Asia and Africa. His international career began 

in 1960, when he spent a year at the University of the Philippines as a Fulbright research scholar, doing research 

for his doctoral dissertation. He returned to the U.S. to teach economics at Willamette University for a year while 

finishing his thesis, and then he joined the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), which assigned 

him to Rangoon, Burma, 1962-64, as a program economist. From there he went to Bangkok, Thailand, for three 

years, 1964-67, to the National Economic Development Board as an economic advisor for USAID. Larry joined the 

Rockefeller Foundation in 1967 as a Visiting Professor at Thammasat University in Bangkok where he managed 

the Foundation’s Social Science Project to nurture the development of young academic professionals in Thailand.

Larry viewed these years in Thailand as among the most rewarding in his career. During this time, he did some 

path-breaking research and superbly crafted writing on Thailand’s economic history, which together with the 

quality of his personal interactions and guidance made him a loved and influential figure among a larger number 

of Thais. He established the English-medium program in Economics at Thammasat, and several of the students 

whom Larry worked with and selected to go abroad for further study have become national leaders.

With this knowledge of the problems of developing countries, Larry was brought back to New York to serve first as 

Associate Director for Social Sciences for a year and then over the next seven years, as Secretary of the Rockefeller 

Foundation, as Secretary and Vice President, and finally as Vice President for Program. During this time, he took 

a year off (1969-70) to spend as a Visiting Fellow at the Economic Growth Center of Yale University.

In 1985, Larry took on a major challenge, becoming Director-General of the International Institute for Tropical 

Agriculture (IITA) based in Ibadan, Nigeria. This was one of the international agricultural research centers 

operating within the system overseen by the Consultative Group for International Agricultural Research. IITA 

had made some significant research contributions in previous years, but had become too overgrown and ingrown 

according to knowledgeable observers. Larry’s task was to reorganize and redirect this institution, and he carried 

out this responsibility with firmness, deftness and fairness. IITA as a major actor in the effort to reverse Africa’s 

agricultural decline was reinvigorated through his leadership and strategic skills. When Larry stepped down as 
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Director-General of IITA in 1990, an appreciative staff and local villagers had him inducted as an honorary Yoruba 

chieftain.

Searching for an opportunity to return to academia for writing and teaching, Larry was immediately attracted to 

Cornell with its unparalleled reputation in agricultural development and Asian studies. He could bring a wealth of 

experience in administering and evaluating programs of agricultural and rural development and an extensive and 

intimate knowledge of Southeast Asia to the Ithaca campus. In 1991, he became a Visiting Fellow with CIIFAD, 

and in 1993, he was appointed as a Visiting Professor with both CIIFAD and the Southeast Asia Program. His 

concern for students’ own intellectual developments was much appreciated by them and his faculty colleagues. 

He joined in teaching a graduate course on the Administration of Agricultural and Rural Development, and 

together with Thak Chaloemtiarana, he took over the introductory course on Southeast Asia. His knowledge and 

teaching skills helped to make this course a showcase for Southeast Asian Studies to undergraduates, and he had 

a particular knack for working with students and whetting their appetites to do further work in Southeast Asia.

During 1993, the International Center for Living Aquatic Resource Management (ICLARM) located in Manila, 

encountered serious management problems. Following the resignation of the Director-General and the Chairman 

of its Board of Directors, Larry was called in to serve as interim Director-General and put the Institute back on 

its feet. This was to be his last extended visit to the country which he had first visited as a graduate student and to 

the Asia that he had grown to love. He returned to Cornell to resume teaching during the spring semester of 1994, 

and sadly, in June of that year, while hiking in the French Alps with his son, he sustained a serious fall that caused 

injuries leading ultimately to his death.

Larry Stifel received his B.A. degree in Economics from Harvard University in 1952, and his M.B.A. degree from 

the Harvard Business School in 1954. He earned an LL.B. degree from Cleveland Marshall Law School in 1959 and 

a Ph.D. degree in Economics from Western Reserve University in 1962. He was 64 when he died and is survived by 

his wife, Dell; a son, David of Ithaca; a daughter, Laura Murphy of Sarasota, Florida; and two sisters, Irene Smith 

and Gretchen Larson, both of Cleveland, which was the city where he grew up.

Larry is remembered by his colleagues for his full and fruitful dedication to solving the problems of economic 

poverty and agricultural underdevelopment. From 1975-80, he served as Secretary of the International 

Agricultural Development Service, based in New York. At the time of his death, he was serving as a trustee of the 

Thai Development Research Institute in Bangkok and as a member of the Board of Directors of the International 
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Institute for Rural Reconstruction, which is based at Cavite in the Philippines. His good sense and good humor, 

his unfailing modesty, and his eager engagement with the ideas and interests of old colleagues as well as new 

acquaintances made him a constructive partner in many ventures. We had been looking forward to many more 

productive years in which Larry would continue to contribute to our teaching and research programs at Cornell. 

He leaves behind many positive memories of what he had already contributed here and to the world beyond 

Cornell.

Norman Uphoff, John U. Wolff, Randolph Barker
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