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The Information Villages project connects 10 villages in
Pondicherry, India, through the use of modern ICTs. The
project was started in 1998 by the Swaminathan Research
Foundation and has gained international fame for its success in
bringing the benefits of modern ICTs to the rural poor. Using a
hub and spokes model, a central information centre (hub) is
connected to the knowledge centres in the surrounding villages
(spokes). In each village, volunteers selected by the
community run the knowledge centres. The project’s gender
focus has ensured that 50% of these village volunteers are
women, thus ensuring that women are not excluded. Prejudicefree access to the socially underpriviledged has also been
ensured through the agreement between the project and the
villagers. Training has been a major focus of the project
enabling the volunteers to collect, create and disseminate
locally relevant information in Tamil, and allowing the
villagers to access useful information. The experiences of this
project with its focus on community ownership and local
content are reflected in recent initiatives to create similar
networks elsewhere in the world.
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As an organisation involved in the collection and dissemination of information through the LEISA
Magazine, ILEIA knows the value of information in improving the livelihoods of rural people. Every
time you, our readers, give us feedback on how you use the information from the magazine - to try out
new agricultural practices, to set up new enterprises, to build new linkages, to lobby for policy changes
etc. - we are not only encouraged, but also convinced that our efforts bear fruit.
Of course, the printed medium, like the LEISA magazine, is just one amongst the many ways in
which information can be communicated and exchanged. Eight years ago, the ILEIA Newsletter on
“New ways of information” dealt with some of these methods. (March 1994, vol.10.1)
Much has happened since then. Public extension systems are being dismantled, giving way to other
more creative alternatives, especially partnerships between different stakeholders. At the same time,
modern information and communication technologies have progressed rapidly and are expected to
drastically change rural information access. As such, we thought it appropriate to examine this theme
again, particularly the changes that are taking place with the rise of modern communication
technologies, and to call the issue “Changing information flows”.
In doing so, we have been priviledged to collaborate with Bellanet in Canada, an organisation with a
great deal of experience in harnessing modern ICTs for development. Special thanks are due to
Katherine Morrow of Bellanet, who despite her hectic schedule, wrote up several interesting
experiences, worked with us on the contents, put together some interesting tips for ICT users in the
South, joined the hunt for an appropriate cover photograph and kept answering our endless questions.
We hope that you will enjoy this issue and be inspired to take up creative ways of sharing your
knowledge and experiences with others.
The editors

Changing information flows
Editorial

Access to information is one of the most valuable resources in
agricultural development. Today, the demand for agricultural
information is stronger than ever. The increased market
integration that is experienced by even the most remote farming
communities greatly increases the pace of change. Events and
developments far away from home have profound effects on the
livelihoods of farmers. Information is needed:
• to exploit opportunities in time – like the many emerging
niche markets for organic products;
• to raise awareness about the potential negative impacts of
current choices, e.g. embarking on the use of genetically
modified crops when more and more markets don’t want
them
• to get to know about the experiences of other farmers in order
to search for better opportunities and sustainable solutions,
like the System of Rice Intensification that is improving the
livelihood for many rice farmers

percent per year. However, in the 1980s the annual growth rate
slowed down to a few percent and over the last decade
stagnation or even dismantling of extension systems has been on
the agenda. Farrington (p.6) provides more insight into the
history of public extension.
The decreasing public support for agricultural extension is the
result of many factors, among them:
• severe and repeated financial crises in most developing
countries;
• a shift in preference for private enterprises over government
intervention that is reflected in structural adjustment
programmes imposed by international donors but also by
national governments – it is believed that private companies
are more efficient than the public sector in providing services;
• dissatisfaction with the perceived lack of impact by
agricultural extension.
Today national extension systems are in dire straits with
resources being cut to a minimum. Many extension workers
have been laid off or have left for opportunities elsewhere and
the ones who remain often lack the basics for their work like
transport and access to information. Staff morale is often low
due to the inability to perform their task well combined with
continuous criticism from outsiders who often do not understand
the impossible working conditions of the extension staff.

Exploring new ways to deliver information
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Today, the demand for agricultural information is stronger than ever.
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The last decade has seen tremendous changes in information
provision to farmers, resulting from policy changes, financial
crises and revolutions in information and communication
technology (ICT). In this issue we attempt to explore these
changes and what they mean to small-scale farmers in rural
communities in the South.

Public funded extension in crisis
Agricultural development has long been seen as a pre-requisite
for economic development in the society at large and thus it
made sense for governments to invest significantly in agricultural
extension systems. Public funded agricultural extension was a
corner stone in development policies all over the world.
In developing countries the 1970s saw the fastest growth in
national extension systems – often they grew close to ten

For a long time nobody questioned the existence of public
funded extension systems, so the focus was on efficiency within
the extension system instead of alternatives. But the crisis in
public extension services has led to a search for solutions and
alternatives. No universal prescription to the “problem” of
extension has emerged. Instead a pluralistic system is envisioned
with many players selling extension services, including NGOs,
private companies and extension departments. (Farrington, p.6)
The thinking is that it will force every extension provider to
maximise efficiency and to provide relevant extension.
The Uganda National Farmers Federation (p.11) is an
example of such a partnership for agricultural extension. It is a
young successful farmer organisation trying to provide
extension services on a cost-recovery basis by building alliances
with private companies and other actors.
There is much talk about the shared interests among the
different actors in agricultural development, but very little about
the conflicts. Will these new partnerships promote only highinput farming because the participating private companies can
earn money on selling the inputs? Or will they promote selfsufficiency and low-input alternatives that may be in the interest
of many farmers but undermine the private companies? Only
time will tell, but it is important to be aware that these old
conflicts do not disappear just because the different actors take
on a shared identity.
Another trend is the attempt to shift the workload from public
paid extension to farmers who have to do their own research and
farmer-to-farmer extension. This can be empowering and can
stimulate endogenous development, but too often the costs are
not considered. It is important to remember that many farmers
suffer under labour constraints that will limit their possibilities of
running their own research and extension system and it does not
solve the problem of getting required information from outside.
The current trends point towards the development of a dual
system in which the farmers who can pay are served well whilst
the poor farmers are left “empowered” to do whatever they want
but with resources to do nothing. The many new unconventional
partnerships between private, public and civil society will make
it much more difficult to see what is really going on.

What can modern ICTs offer?
And it is in this context that information and communication
technologies are seen as being able to change the landscape of
rural information exchange. Most of the experience as of now
relates to information delivery in the developed countries, which
has been revolutionised over the last two decades through the
widespread adoption of computers and Internet connection.
Here, it is now common to have a computer at work and at least
one at home.
The Internet spreads faster than almost any previous
technology. It took radio almost forty years to reach an audience
of 50 million and for the Internet just four. The amount of
information available on the Internet is tremendous and growing
fast. Many international and national organisations make almost
all their publications available on the Internet. Publishing to the
Internet is easy, quick and almost free. Advocacy organisations
like ETC have been able to gain the benefits of ICTs as is seen
in the interview with Pat Mooney on p.26.
Most information on the Internet is available at no cost so the
user “just” has to find a way to get connected. This is easy and
cheap in developed countries due to the well-developed
infrastructure; not so in many developing countries. Computer
equipment is expensive and reliable power supply and telephone
connections are not readily available. When the computers break
down, spare parts and qualified technicians are difficult to come
by. There is also the problem of “computer literacy”. Computers
are much more difficult to use than other technologies like
radio, telephone, and fax, for which special training is required.
Thus it would be over-optimistic to think that everybody will
soon have access to the Internet. There are plenty of limitations
and obstacles to be overcome as pointed out by Morrow on p.9.
However, there are some encouraging success stories like that of
the village information centres in Pondicherry, India (p.28) and
the Internet Radio project in Kothmale, Sri Lanka (p.25) Both
these experiences have been used to develop larger, global
initiatives for improving Internet access in rural communities.

Using all available means
Yet, for many farming communities in the South, modern ICTs
are still a technology of the future. Therefore, it is important not
to forget the “old” technologies and to use all available means in

reaching people with the information they require.
Radio is one such technology, which has penetrated deep into
otherwise inaccessible rural areas. Rural radio has a long and
fine track record but is often overlooked because of all the
attention paid to the Internet. Developing Countries Farm Radio,
for example, broadcasts to nearly 100 countries in Latin
America, the Caribbean and sub-Saharan Africa. (p.20). Its
success has been in building a network of broadcasters, radio
stations and training organisations, which has been able to keep
pace with the changing times and provide their audiences with
globally-relevant information in a locally-adapted form. The
case of Tadjik Radio (p.16) is quite different. This article shows
that it is not only technical obstacles that need to be overcome to
facilitate the access of information; an attitude of participation
and openness is also required.
Getting information to where it is most needed often requires
creative partnerships. The “In the field” project on p.22 is a
partnership between researchers of NRI, funders, people in the
communities and broadcasters from BBC World Service. The
series, broadcast twice in 2001 and 2002, has been immensely
popular and has led to new partnerships: with schools in
developing educational material and with local radio stations for
re-broadcasting in local languages. The radio series was
accompanied with a booklet, web site and a set of audiocassettes,
thus combining media to get the best impact.
For some rural communities, like the one mentioned on the
back page, a printed magazine is still the only shred of
information they have access to. In places with no power supply,
no computers and telephones, magazines or newspapers can still
be read and passed around to others - information used and
shared. And even in not so remote places, magazines have an
important role to play as demonstrated by the “Ground Up”
magazine of PELUM in Zimbabwe (p.13). It is popularising
ecological land management approaches, influencing policy
makers to take note of them, providing a forum for critical
analysis of the approaches, encouraging research and giving a
southern perspective to development.
The message is clear - use all the means available, both the
new and the old, to change information flows and thus enable
rural communities to access, share and exchange experiences in
sustainable agriculture.
■
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Recent and future challenges
in agricultural extension
John Farrington

Historically, many of the changes in agricultural technology
have been viewed as “public goods”. It was in the interest of the
nation to ensure food production and develop agriculture, and
therefore, government funding was often provided to work with
farmers - often farmers’ associations - in explaining and testing
the new technologies. The private sector became important in
Europe and the USA with the introduction of, first, mechanical
and subsequently chemical technologies. Even so, the impact of
public funded extension was undoubtedly significant.
Over the last 50 years, there have been a lot of changes in
fashion in agricultural extension. Keeping in mind the basic
distinction between the ways extension is organised, and what it
does (i.e. its dominant functions), this article asks:
• What have been the main patterns of organisation and
function?
• What has underpinned the transition from one pattern to the
next
• What extension issues are currently most prominent on the
international agenda, and why?

Dominant patterns during colonial times
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Two patterns of extension provision were dominant in these times.
One was for extension to be linked specifically to export crops
extracted from the “colonies”. Typical examples included such
major commodities as tea, coffee and cotton. Cocoa and rubber,
being regarded initially as “forest” crops, came under this system
later. Extension services were generally organised by the private
companies or parastatal marketing boards involved directly in the
production (but more often in the processing or marketing) of the
commodity. The services were paid for by a levy on the sales of
the product, which was easy enough to collect where the product
had to pass through a monopoly purchaser.
A second was for colonial governments to impose their
concepts of “good husbandry” in relation to soil and water
conservation. However, much of the activity here consisted of
issuing orders, checking whether farmers followed these, and
imposing fines or imprisonment where they did not.
In both of these cases, the underlying concept is that
technology has to be transferred, that recommendations have to
be followed rigidly and that farmers who do not adopt are
“laggards” in some way. Whilst technical specifications remain
important for internationally marketed produce, outside of this
context there has over the last 2 decades been a growing
recognition of the validity of farmers’ own knowledge and
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practice in such matters as varietal selection and soil and water
conservation itself.

Post-Independence changes
One of the most pressing tasks facing newly-independent
governments was to ensure adequate food supplies (which,
incidentally, highlights the fact that food security is as much a
matter of political self-determination as of economics – by
contrast with the near-exclusive emphasis that neo liberals place
on the trade economics of food security). Accordingly, they
began to build up existing national agricultural research and
extension services, or create new ones where these did not
already exist. Research and extension were often run by separate
departments. The interrelations between the departments were
generally weak and dominated by researchers’ perceptions that
extension existed simply to disseminate the results of research.
In other words, extension “existed to transfer new technologies
to the masses”. Others saw the potential for extension agents to
carry out all manner of other activities, such as those relating to
census and statistics, or even tax collection, so that in many
cases they became distracted from their main purpose, and in
some cases were even viewed by farmers with antagonism.
Two broad sets of efforts - both promoted by donors, but
sadly, with little compatibility between them - were undertaken to
strengthen national extension services in the 1970s and 1980s.
One was the promotion of “systems” approaches. Approaches
such as farming systems research focused on the understanding
and improvement of existing systems instead of their wholesale
replacement. These ideas were based on recognition that farmers
had developed complex systems of managing crops and livestock
in ways adapted to locally varying agro-ecological and socioeconomic conditions. If options for technical change were to be
developed which would be relevant to these farmers, it was
essential to base them on good understanding of how farmers
perceived and managed their farming systems. In this context,
extension would not be restricted to dissemination functions, but
would have a key role in feeding information on what innovations
farmers adopted or rejected (and how and why) back into
research systems. Whilst much of the philosophy of this
approach remains relevant, in practice, it has been dogged by
high cost, inability to shift “recommendation domains” onto a
large scale, and resistance by many scientists to be drawn out of
conventional modes of operation.
A second, starting in the 1980s, was the promotion,
especially by the World Bank, of the Training and Visit (T&V)
system. It is important not to lose sight of the immense scale of

Privatisation and institutional complexity post-T & V
With the demise of T&V, the organisational landscape has become
much more complex – in some ways, necessarily so. Some of
these changes have resulted from the growth and replication of
locally-based initiatives, such as the creation of local groups to
test and exchange technologies, some groups being formed by
farmers themselves, others spinning off from local institutions
such as churches. Some of this complexity is the result of pressure
from eg the World Bank and IMF towards economic
liberalisation. Extension has not been spared from this “rolling
back” of the state - “cost recovery” has been introduced for some

aspects of what extension services did (eg. soil testing or livestock
vaccination), or extension has been handed over entirely to the
private sector for some categories of farmers (eg the more
commercial) or categories of activity (such as veterinary).
This pressure has also accelerated trends that were
established long before disillusion with T&V became
widespread. These include:
• Efforts to build multi-agency partnerships in ways that (for
the state) reduce costs, but also spread the reach of extension
to areas where a purely public sector service is unlikely to be
viable, and make it more responsive to local needs and
opportunities. Such partnerships include service-providing
non-governmental organisations, though much mutual
suspicion needs to be overcome and these to some extent
remain reluctant partners (Farrington and Bebbington, 1993)
• Efforts to build community-based organisations, such as
farmers’ associations, and to expand their capacity to make
demands on technology systems and share new ideas, skills
and approaches among their members. This approach has
been pursued especially strongly, and with some success, in
francophone countries
• Efforts to place funds in the hands of farmers so that they can
“contract in” extension from whatever source they prefer.
These include the voucher scheme operational in Chile for
some time, and the channelling of extension funds to farmer
groups via the Sub-Counties in Uganda following the
NAADS Act (p.12).

Emerging priorities
Two new sets of conditions have to be faced by developing
countries and have important implications for extension. One is
globalisation, especially in respect of trade in agricultural
commodities. Many, especially in the North, overestimate the
potential benefits for developing countries (especially
landlocked countries in eg Africa) of globalisation, and
underestimate the threats it poses. Where it does offer
potentially new markets, the implication for extension is clear –
all aspects of production, processing and marketing need to be
driven by the requirements of the market, and extension
guidance has to be tailored accordingly. This would not be much
different from the approach pursued largely for export
commodities and largely by extension agents employed within
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this initiative: by 1992 World Bank and IDA had funded 602
projects with an extension component, almost all based on T&V,
to a total value exceeding US$5bn. By the late 1990s, the
pendulum had swung the other way - the World Bank lost
interest in T&V, leaving numerous countries with T&V-based
systems which were both costly and largely dysfunctional. T&V
was intended as a system for managing public extension
resources, but also had profound effects on extension methods
and farmer-extension worker interaction (Garforth and Harford,
1995). It was developed and promoted in the belief that existing
public sector services were overburdened with distracting tasks,
poorly organised and inadequately trained. The main features of
T&V are well known: it stripped away from extensionists such
“extraneous” functions as promoting input subsidy schemes, or
selling inputs themselves; it had a strongly hierarchical
structure, with village workers backstopped by subject-matter
specialists; it relied on strong technical “messages” reminiscent
of “technology transfer” thinking; and it relied on local level
dissemination through “contact farmers” – initially individuals
and subsequently group approaches. There has long been
widespread agreement on its shortcomings, which include its
lack of flexibility of response in unstable, rainfed environments,
its reinforcement of structural inequalities through the contact
farmer approach, and its unsustainably high cost.
In retrospect, what also makes T&V look old-fashioned is its
insistence that extension should be uniquely a publicly-funded,
publicly-delivered service with no room for public/private
partnerships of any kind, and, secondly, the insistence that
extensionists should not take on any related activities such as the
sale of inputs.
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large private companies in francophone countries. Where it
poses threats, appropriate trade, agricultural and rural
development policies need to be in place to meet such threats. In
terms of agriculture, these will have to identify how internal
markets and production systems can be supported and
stimulated, and extension strategies designed accordingly.
The other change on the international landscape that affects
extension is growing concern among donors that their support
should be geared towards poverty reduction. This poses the
interesting question of whether (not how) extension can
contribute towards poverty reduction. A recent study (Farrington
et al 2002) argues that it can, but only so long as poor people are
seen to be not just farmers (or producers in general), but also
labourers and consumers. Consumers can benefit through lowercost food – and the extension implications of this are clear. The
implications for extension of supporting the “poor as labourers”
more than in the past are not so self-evident. Basically, little can
be done unless agricultural policy in general (and technology
policy in particular) bases itself on a fuller understanding of the
labour economy – are wage rates stagnant, falling or rising, at
what times of year and for what kinds of work (and worker)?
when are particular kinds of workers relatively underemployed?
What kinds of activity (within or outside agriculture) can be
promoted to offer employment during these periods? It is only
on the basis of questions such as these that extension can then be
designed to offer what would be appropriate, check on its
uptake, and make necessary course-corrections.

Changes in techniques and approaches
Our discussion up to now has focused largely on the question of
how extension can best be organised. We now consider
techniques and approaches – though these are not entirely

technologies would have to be consistent with these if they were
to have any chance of adoption. “Participation” by farmers in
setting the agenda for research and extension therefore began to
be advocated (Chambers et al, 1989). It was soon recognised
that participation could take many forms, ranging from
consultative approaches to make sure that extension
recommendations were adequately targeted, to empowering
approaches supporting the rights and entitlements of farmers as
citizens, and therefore an end in their own right.
Many approaches to extension have been driven by the ethos
of participation, and not all can be reviewed here. They include:
• Farmer-to-farmer approaches, in which farmers themselves are
trained to promote learning among their colleagues, and to
make demands on “external” systems (Scarborough et al (eds)
1997)
• Experiential learning approaches, such as farmer field
schools. These emphasise the importance of learning in
practical field settings instead of through didactic modes in
classroom settings. They have been widely used with, for
instance, integrated pest management.
• “Soft systems” approaches such as the Agricultural
Knowledge and Information System (AKIS – Roling 1988)
to think about the institutional framework supporting
extension, and to identify the roles played by different kinds
of actors in different settings.

The future?
The purpose of this article has been to set out a personal view of
how and why patterns of extension have changed in the recent
past, and fuller speculation on what the future holds is best left
to others. However, it seems to me that extension will have a
major role (but also many challenges) in the future in identifying
how to bring together (on the one hand) the best that farmers
can input into technology design, adaptation and dissemination,
and (on the other) the best that technology systems themselves
can offer. Nowhere will this be more difficult than in areas
weakly-integrated into markets, where the majority of the rural
poor still live (Farrington and Gill, 2002). These areas will be
characterised by growing impossibility of recruiting and
retaining conventional village-level public sector agents. This
problem may be addressed by encouraging them to form small
businesses involving for instance input supply, or generating the
skills necessary to provide small business advice to local people.
It might also be addressed by locating a strong cadre of
extensionists and higher-level specialists in local towns, and
increasing the capacity of people to draw on these – this will
involve not only the logistic problems of getting them into towns,
but also major psychological shifts on the part of public sector
workers so that they welcome such “demand pull”, visit the
villages as necessary, and link closely with the private sector to
generate advice appropriate to shifting market contexts. This is a
complex agenda, but one which extension will have to take in its
stride if it is to continue having an influential role in the future.
■
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unrelated to organisation: for instance, an organisational
structure such as that of T&V which lends itself to linear,
“transfer of technology” types of approaches is unlikely to be
appropriate for more participatory types of approaches based for
example on experiential learning.
Broadly, during colonial and early post-colonial periods,
farmers were treated as passive recipients of technologies
designed and delivered from scientific centres. Farming systems
research, and growing interest in indigenous knowledge,
prompted approaches which recognised the validity of
traditional ways of managing farming, and appreciated that new
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Will ICTs change the rural information landscape? Photo: ITU/Jean-Marie Micaud

The ICT agenda: global action plans
and local solutions
Katherine Morrow

The digital divide
In the South, the situation is radically different. There are
relatively few telephones, let alone computers needed to connect
to the Internet. In terms of delivering information or
communicating electronically, rural areas in the South are
considered “the first mile of connectivity.” For many LEISA
readers and others, this mile, by and large, must be travelled
using more traditional technologies: a magazine, a printed email
message, a book, a cassette tape, a story or a song.

Global responses
Infrastructure and related policy issues are high on the agenda of
various international bodies that have been convening global
conferences, issuing statements, and drafting action plans
regarding ICTs, the Information Society, and the digital divide.
The United Nations ICT Task Force was established in 2001,
a forum for discussions on policy and particularly on how ICT
can help to achieve the Millennium Development Goals. A
similar initiative is the Digital Opportunity Task Force, created
by the G-8 in July 2000. The DOT Force brings together
governments, non-governmental organisations, experts and the
private sector around initiatives focusing on different aspects of
the digital divide, such as access, training, and support for
locally relevant Internet content.
In his opening statement to the General Assembly plenary
meeting on ICTs for development in June this year, the Secretary
General of the United Nations, Kofi Annan, identified three areas
of shortfall in the policy process at the international level:
• Top down, donor-driven: “Our efforts must be based on the
real needs of those we are seeking to help. They must be fully
and genuinely involved. […] In particular, we must find
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Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs) have
brought issues of communication and rural access to
information to the forefront of the development agenda. In this
energetic atmosphere, experiments and pilot projects abound.
People are forming new social networks, learning together and
sharing knowledge across geographic and cultural boundaries.
The context for this issue of LEISA is a global phenomenon: the
growth of information and communications technology, a
process that is both a product of, and a stimulus to, the parallel
phenomenon of globalisation. Many see these changes as a
historic societal transformation on a par with industrialisation,
with the Internet as the harbinger of “perhaps the greatest
revolution that humanity has ever experienced.”
Whether or not this proves to be the case only time will tell.
At the moment, computers and the Internet are becoming part of
the daily life of millions in the North, giving them instant and
largely free access to over 50 million pages of information on
every conceivable topic (collectively known as the World Wide
Web), and enabling them to use email and other computer
applications to speak to each other and exchange written
messages and pictures in a flash. The information networks that
make this possible are formed by linking computers together
into a global network of fibre optic cable, satellites and
telephone lines, known simply as the Internet.

A fundamental issue is the poor state of rural electrical and
telecommunications infrastructure in the South, causing a
North-South disparity, termed “the digital divide”. The lack of
adequate infrastructure is only one aspect of the digital divide,
however. Nor is it simply a North-South gap. When expressed in
numbers, one in 15 people in the world counts as an Internet
user. The figure for North America and Europe is one in two; for
Africa it is one in 200 (Jensen, 2000). But these statistics do not
take into account the even greater disparity between Internet
access in urban vs. rural areas. Mike Jensen, an expert on ICTs
in Africa, states, “No studies have been made in Africa of the
number of rural vs. urban users, but it is safe to say that users in
the cities and towns vastly outnumber rural users.”
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better ways to ensure the participation of developing
countries at all stages.”
• Lack of long-term commitment: “Our efforts must be
sustained over the long term. In recent years, we have
witnessed a number of very promising initiatives that,
regrettably, did not live up to expectations. The reasons were
diverse, but one of the principal causes was insufficient longterm commitment on the part of initiators and sponsors.”
• Duplication of efforts: “There is a real need for the many
initiatives to come together, united by a common purpose and
common determination.”
The latest milestone in the international dialogue around ICTs
and development is the World Summit on the Information
Society (WSIS), set to take place in Geneva in 2003 and Tunis in
2005. The Africa Regional Conference on WSIS concluded in
Bamako, Mali, in May 2002, with a declaration calling for
greater infrastructure investment and the removal of regulatory,
political, and financial obstacles to the development of
communication facilities.
The WSIS process is an opportunity to achieve greater
coherence among international initiatives. A greater challenge
will be in ensuring that the information society of the future is
one in which cultural diversity and indigenous knowledge
systems are genuinely valued and supported.
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Back to the drawing board
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The development impact of ICTs is notoriously difficult to capture.
Development projects that set out to achieve specific goals through
the introduction of ICTs, for example to enable farmers to access
agricultural information, often find that the technology is being
used in altogether different ways, for instance that local youth use
the Internet to look for jobs outside the community.
Lessons learned from such experiments point to a need to
apply the hard-won lessons of the past to the new technologies.
Community-driven, participatory approaches tend to succeed;
hasty, top down experiments tend to fail. A new focus on the
communication role of ICT, local content, training and the use
of simple ICT applications in combination with existing media
such as radio is needed to support societies with low levels of
functional literacy.
ICTs are proving their value in helping to deliver information to
and from intermediary information providers such as universities,
government offices, telecentres, NGOs and libraries. Some of the
most successful ICT for development projects are focused on
supporting the work of intermediaries who are relaying
information to and from farmers and others at the grassroots level
who do not themselves have access to the technology.
Many early efforts to introduce ICTs in village settings failed
due to unrealistic expectations regarding people’s ability to pay
for the services offered. While many cities in the South have a
thriving market for private cybercafes, in rural areas the
“business case” for ICTs is much weaker. In the aftermath of
these frustrating attempts, alternative, indigenous models of
community access such as the Information Villages Research
Project (p.28) are springing up, challenging the consumerdemand framework for technology adoption. It appears that,
viewed as a community investment and a community asset,
information technology will have to demonstrate its value in
each local context, and if it is valued, it can be sustained.

The role of mediating organisations
In this respect the role of local “mediating organisations” is
critical. Even with the community-owned model, ICT
investments can fail to pay off because of a lack of training and
technical support and the difficulty in finding relevant
information in the local language.

Research by the Telecommons Development Group describes
how “mediating organisations” – community development
organisations that know how to use ICTs effectively – are
linking local information and communication needs with
technology, funding mechanisms, and policy arenas. Farmers’
organisations, for example, are enabled to participate as
stakeholders in international policymaking on issues that affect
their lives. It is important that they do so, and as Pat Mooney of
the ETC Group notes in p.26, such messages do carry weight.

Linking communities of practice
A major thrust of Bellanet’s work with ICTs is in helping
development workers use the technologies to engage in
dialogues with each other (see also p.3). Participation in online
communities doesn’t require high-end technology; simple email
is a powerful tool that enables users to connect with each other.
For example, in partnership with the Technical Centre for
Agricultural and Rural Cooperation (CTA) Bellanet hosts an
online dialogue called AFAGRICT, an electronic discussion
among people interested in the use of ICTs in agriculture in
Africa. AFAGRICT is a community of practice linking
researchers and practitioners in the North with those working in
isolated rural settings. Such communities can be a valuable
resource and source of moral support for extension workers and
others working at the community level.
An important lesson that Bellanet has learned in its work
with communities of practice is that networking is not about
technology; it’s about people connected through their common
interest, sharing knowledge and working together toward
common goals. The principles that underlie LEISA approaches
also hold true for networks: their strength lies in diversity, and
the best networks are organic, arising from the commitment and
hard work of individuals. They are formed from the ground-up
around practical issues, and they use technology in an
appropriate and sustainable way.

Future opportunities
Widespread access to ICTs in rural areas is still several years in
the future, but wireless technologies may eventually end the
reliance of ICTs on costly telephone infrastructure. In Central
America and many other regions, mobile telephones are
increasingly affordable, helping to overcome rural isolation and
enabling dispersed families stay in touch.
The challenge for those working at the grassroots level is to
understand the choices offered to them by investment in ICTs
and to make informed decisions. At this level, where
information is scarce and communication difficult and
expensive, ICTs have a lot to offer, but the high initial costs
– not only in hardware, but in the cost of training and
applying the technologies in day-to-day work – can be an
insurmountable obstacle. We hope that this special issue of
LEISA Magazine will help clarify some of the issues, offer
some solutions, and perhaps inspire others to tackle the
challenges and find their own way of travelling “the first mile.”
■
Katherine Morrow, Bellanet International Secretariat, PO Box 8500, Ottawa,
Canada. Kmorrow@bellanet.org
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Training of Extension Link Farmers on sweet potato by UNFFE and
government extension workers. Photo: Stephanie v.d.Kool

UNFFE: exploring new
alliances in agricultural extension
Uganda National Farmers’ Federation

In the ten years since its inception, the Uganda National Farmers
Federation (UNFFE) has grown to become the main
representative of farmers’ interests in Uganda. Currently it has
more than 100,000 members throughout the country. UNFFE
works both at the farm level where it provides training, advice and
inputs, but also at the policy level in realisation of the important
role that agricultural policy has in improving farmers’ livelihoods.
UNFFE – or UNFA as it was called until February of this
year – has been at the forefront of the new trends in agricultural
extension. Being the main farmers’ organisation in Uganda,
UNFFE plays an important role in the new government’s plan
for modernisation of agriculture (PMA).
The fast growth of UNFFE was facilitated by donor support,
but self-sufficiency has always been high on the agenda.
UNFFE is trying to bring both farmers’ organisations and
agricultural companies under one umbrella. This is an unusual
alliance that many donors and governments hope will provide
part of the answer to the funding crisis for public extension. The
experience of Uganda’s PMA - and UNFFE – is being watched
carefully by other countries that are interested in seeing whether
it can work before they decide to embark on a similar strategy.

Structure, goals and services of UNFFE

History of agricultural extension in Uganda
UNFFE is one of the recent developments in the history of
extension in Uganda that goes back to the days of British
colonialism. Over the years, several disparate agricultural
extension service systems have been introduced and practised.
In the colonial period, the extension service was a regulatory
and enforcement body. It was organised like an army with the
farmers being the soldiers on the ground who had to implement
the orders from above. A series of regulations where designed to
foster quicker adoption of new practices and crops.
Later extension work shifted from enforcement to education of
farmers. During this period, the extension services were commoditybased with an emphasis on export crops like cotton and coffee.
Next came the community development – cum-extension
approach, whereby the general agricultural officer was
simultaneously charged with administrative duties, technical
promotion, distribution of inputs, credit schemes and other adhoc assignments such as political mobilisation and censustaking. This wide-ranging set of duties usually resulted in low
performance, discontinuity and demobilisation, with little
organised technical work being effectively carried out.
The Project approach followed, whereby donors funded
projects of their interest and staff were as such attached to
various projects within the same office. This then gave way to
the “Training and Visit System” that was implemented under the
Unified Agricultural Extension programme. This management
system provided for regular training of extension staff by subject
matter specialists (SMS), and a regimented schedule of visits to
farmers. Although this system of extension improved on the
preceding one, it also had its limitations.
In spite of good intentions all of the above-mentioned
approaches did not address directly the needs of the farmers.
Over time, farmers’ needs varied, marketing was liberalised, and
so the need arose for setting up farmers’ associations to address
the problems that are unique to farmers.
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The Federation was founded in 1992 by farmers throughout
Uganda in response to a need for better services for and
exchanges between the farming community that comprises over
80% of Uganda’s population. At the same time, it was to serve as
an organised channel through which government or any other
interested agency could extend services to farmers. The
overriding objective was to mobilise the farming community into
one independent umbrella organisation. Currently, 68 farmers’
organisations are members of UNFFE, 56 of them are active.
Organisationally, UNFFE consists of three main organs, i.e.
the Farmers’ Council, National Executive Committee and the
Secretariat. The major goals are:
• To improve farmers’ incomes and welfare through increasing
the quality and quantity of their production by providing
services to members on demand and at cost. Sustainability
and farmer empowerment is of major importance.
• To bring all farmers’ organisations and agro-based industries
under one umbrella organisation as a common front for the
promotion, co-ordination and safeguarding of their activities
and interests.
• To improve the environment in which farming activities take
place through lobbying and advocacy.

Services to member organisations include the following:
• Providing agricultural advisory services.
• Providing agricultural and related information through the
Farmers’ Voice magazine, topical cassettes, brochures and
other publicity material.
• Organising and conducting training programmes for farmers.
• Organising agricultural fairs.
• Mainstreaming gender in all aspects of the activities of the
Federation
• Lobbying and advocating for farmer-friendly agricultural
policies
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UNFFE’s demand-driven, cost-recovery agricultural
advisory services
In 1995, UNFFE (at that time UNFA) started implementing a
demand-driven and cost recovery agricultural advisory service
in five pilot districts. In each of the five districts, one county
was taken as a pilot area to implement the agricultural advisory
service on the principle of demand driven cost recovery. This
was a new concept, which was entirely different from the
government approach.
The service was established with cost recovery as a high
priority to ensure sustainability, and continues to run on
voluntary farmers’ participation as Extension Link Farmers
(ELFs) and Contact Farmers (CFs). Farmers are organised into
Special Interest Groups (SIGs) depending on the farming
enterprise of their interest. Each SIG has a CF who should be a
model/progressive farmer whose responsibility, among others, is
to demonstrate new technologies and to encourage members to
adopt them through the example of his/her practical experience.
An ELF is basically a teacher and should at least have good
communication skills and be innovative. The ELFs are regularly
trained on the job by UNFFE’s professional advisors at the
district level and, in turn, provide training and advice to their
respective SIG members through their demonstrations.
The procedure is that ELFs carry out a training programme
by adopting an appropriate technology that addresses a major
constraint in the local agricultural systems of their members.
The roles of the ELFs include: providing training and basic
technical support to members of the SIG on farming techniques;
encouraging other farmers to form SIGs; monitoring members’
farms; collecting marketing information and assisting in the
formation of marketing centres. ELFs also organise exchange
visits among themselves.

The National Agricultural Advisory Services
In 2000, the Ugandan government launched the “Plan for
Modernisation of Agriculture” (PMA). The PMA is meant to be
a holistic strategic framework for eradicating poverty through
multi-sectoral interventions enabling people to improve their
livelihoods in a sustainable manner. The PMA has got seven
priority areas for action, one of which is the National
Agricultural Advisory Services (NAADS).
The NAADS aims to be an agricultural advisory service
owned by all stakeholders, and to be an effective, efficient and
sustainable organ, responsive to the needs of farmers. The
programme aims at engaging farmers into critical thinking and
discussions regarding their agricultural endeavours and the
management of their farms as a business enterprise rather than
simply delivering messages and inputs for their own sake. The

underlying principle is to be responsive to the needs and demands
as identified by farmers themselves, who then determine the
work programmes and activities of advisors. In other words, the
government has now moved away from service-driven extension
to demand-driven extension services, just like UNFFE.

The role of UNFFE vis-à-vis government
The role of UNFFE is complementary rather than competitive.
UNFFE has purposely recruited only a skeleton staff for coordination purposes, in order to also utilise the available
government staff. Hence, in the implementation of UNFFE’s
advisory services, government extension staff has participated
as subject matter specialists, resource persons, facilitators, and
consultants. UNFFE, in turn, has also been used by government
staff to mobilise farmers to benefit from government extension
services.
UNFFE participated in the Task Force and was very actively
involved in the formulation of the NAADS policy. Many of
UNFFE’s ideas were incorporated into the NAADS document.
The NAADS is also working on the principles of being demanddriven and aiming for cost recovery. The only difference is that
with UNFFE, individual farmers do the cost recovering while
with the NAADS, farmers will cost recover as a group, subcounty and district.
UNFFE is a member of all NAADS institutions starting from
the NAADS Board, the farmers’ fora at district and sub-county
levels, and in farmers’ groups. UNFFE members and staff are
members of the various committees and task forces of the
NAADS. The federation participates in NAADS workshops and
other extension service-related seminars.

The future as UNFFE sees it
Since its founding in January 1992, UNFFE has made steady
progress. In its early years, UNFFE funded its activities using
membership fees. From 1994, the federation started getting
financial, technical and moral support from DANIDA (the
Danish government’s international development agency). This
enabled it to acquire office premises, transport, office furniture
and equipment. It also helped UNFFE to serve a growing
farming community.
However, these days donor support is declining though
demand for UNFFE’s services is growing. The federation
therefore needs to find ways to continue offering services to its
members while keeping an eye on its cost-recovery plans.
■
Uganda National Farmers’ Federation, P.O.Box 6213, Kampala, Uganda.
E-mail: unfa@starcom.co.ug
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Cost recovery is not easy in practice
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Stephanie de Kool worked for some years as field level advisor for UNFFE. We asked her how cost-recovery for extension services works at the
field level. Here is her reply.
UNFFE’s structure and cost-recovery plan for its services appear to be the solution to guaranteeing a demand-driven (bottom-up) and sustainable
agricultural advisory service. However, the cost-recovery of advisory services at the grassroots level of UNFFE district organisations has not been realised
to the extent envisioned. Only a small percentage of the costs of extension services are actually covered by the farmers.
Lack of cost-recovery makes the district organisations dependent on donor funds. Besides this threat, the organisations are presently weakened
because staff do not get the expected percentage of their salary out of cost recovery and are therefore underpaid.
There are several factors that seem to hinder cost recovery at the grassroots level in Uganda:
• In the first place, the economic situation of average Ugandan farmers is very weak. They use the small income that they earn from marketing their
produce for basic household needs and school fees for the children, rather than for agricultural training and advisory services.
• Secondly, the level of education amongst the farmer community is low. As a result, it is likely that many farmers do not value knowledge as something
that can improve their livelihood. Therefore, they might be less willing to pay for knowledge than they would for something tangible.
• Thirdly, the UNFFE district organisations are limited by funds and available manpower whilst attempting to serve and organise their members, who are
spread over extensive rural areas. The organisational structure is, therefore, not well established everywhere. Yet, the organisational structure of Extension
Link Farmers (ELFs) leading Special Interest Groups (SIGs) at the grassroots level, is a pre-requisite for realising cost recovery of the services.
Hopefully, the NAADS will result in a solution to the problem, since it provides funds that can be used by farmer communities to pay for the agricultural
services they demand. The NAADS will, however, have to prove itself in the coming years. Its performance will depend to a great deal on the success of
organising farmers at the grassroots level to function independently and on making the right decisions on the way funds are spent.
S.A.M. de Kool can be reached at s.de.kool@ppo.dlo.nl.

“Ground up”: facilitating networking
and sharing in sub-Saharan Africa
Parkie Mbozi

Participatory Ecological Land-Use
Management (PELUM) Association is a
regional network of 138 civil society
organisations with over 15 development
partners working in nine countries in
eastern and southern Africa. They are
Botswana, Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi,
Uganda, South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia
and Zimbabwe.
The members are involved in a wide
range of activities in sustainable
agriculture, food security, and natural
resource management The activities
include training, information
dissemination (including gender,
HIV/AIDS), drought relief, seed
multiplication and delivery, financial
support, advocacy and lobbying.

Launching “Ground Up”
PELUM Association launched its
regional magazine, Ground Up, in March
2000, five years after the Association was
formed. Ground Up was a response to the
information needs of its members. They
wanted a magazine, which would enhance
their capacity to deliver extension

Ensuring sustainability
The planning workshop produced a fiveyear business plan, which projected that
the magazine would attain financial
sustainability by the third or fourth year
of publication. While many development
publications are given out free, we
decided to take a different route:
combining information service delivery
with business. We wanted to look ahead
to the time when donor support would fall

away, particularly after the period of our
current strategic plan (2000-2004).
In the firm belief that there was a
niche for a regional development
magazine, we planned for a commercial
publication from the outset. We printed
the magazine in colour, signed up
designers, originators and printers, and
went in search of subscribers, advertising
agents, distributors and editorial
contributors throughout the region.
The magazine sells at US$1.50 on the
newsstands and at US$5 to subscribers,
against a production and distribution cost
of around US$2.7. This means that the
difference of US$1.2 on the newsstand
price is a subsidy to popularise the
magazine.
The editing and printing of the
magazine is done in Harare, Zimbabwe,
the base of the regional office of PELUM
Association. The magazine is then sent to
country-level commercial distributors and
bookshops and to country PELUM
offices to be distributed through the
PELUM network at a commission of 10%
for members and 20% for country
PELUM offices.
While we commission experienced
journalists to write on given themes, we
also encourage PELUM members to
contribute their experiences, in line with
our aim to “sing our own song” in the
magazine. Ideally, the content should be
dominated by contributions from the
members. This is in line with PELUM
principles and values and intends to give
the members greater control of the
magazine.
Realising that not many members have
had journalism training, we have been
running training courses in basic writing
skills every year since 1999.

Content of the magazine
In deciding the themes for Ground Up
editions we have been mindful of the core
business of the members and partners,
and problems specific to the eastern and
southern African region. To make the
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PELUM members have joined hands
in forming strategic alliances to fight
poverty and remedy other social
injustices in the region, and to enhance
capacity building. The PELUM mission
statement reads in part: “We aim to build
the capacity of members to respond
appropriately to changes and challenges
towards the empowerment of
communities.”

messages through the sharing of
experiences and information across the
region. The magazine was to be a vehicle
for networking in participatory ecological
land-use management (pelum) across
eastern and southern Africa and with likeminded partners and organisations
beyond the region.
The magazine was also meant to fill a
gap in development literature which
focuses specifically on agriculture and
environment at a Sub-Saharan regional
level, and which is rooted in the region
and looks at development from a southern
perspective.
The specific objectives of the
magazine are to:
• popularise the participatory ecological
land-use use management (pelum)
approach among communities in
eastern and southern Africa;
• influence policy-makers to think
pelum and to lobby and advocate for
sustainable communities;
• provide a forum for critical analysis
and evaluation of pelum approaches;
• share pelum approaches in the region
and beyond and to promote
networking;
• encourage research in the area of
pelum; and,
• to provide a voice for the South, giving
a southern perspective to development.
After a series of consultations, a
feasibility study and a week long
planning workshop, and armed with a
dummy edition, we finally published the
maiden issue in April 2000.
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magazines more relevant we ask the
members to suggest themes, which reflect
the information demands of the farming
communities they work with. The
previous issues of the magazine have,
therefore, focused on:
• farmer innovations
• participatory methodologies and
concepts
• seed security
• issues and experiences in advocacy
and lobbying
• farmer-to-farmer extension
• organic farming and marketing
• micro-irrigation and water harvesting
• measuring impact of development
programmes.

For the rest of 2002 we will focus on
mainstreaming gender in agricultural
programmes, the World Summit on
Sustainable Development, in particular the
Farmers’ Convergence which PELUM is
organising, and biotechnology and food
security. These themes are intended to fill
information gaps and enhance the capacity
of the members in those specific areas.
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Achievements
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Two years of publishing Ground Up has
been a mix of opportunities and
challenges. We have just over 100
subscribers at present and a little under
30% of the copies produced are sold
through newsstands across the region.
We have some structural achievements
in producing a regional magazine and in
facilitating networking across the region
and beyond. Firstly, the Association has
gained invaluable experience in
producing such a magazine, which can be
shared with others in the region and
beyond. This experience also adds to the
learning and growing process of the
Association.
Secondly, the magazine has managed
to bring together experts with different
backgrounds and has facilitated
networking. To an appreciable extent,
through the magazine, we have also
managed to provide an avenue for linking

experts with the communities on the
ground and between policy makers and
those affected or afflicted by those
policies.
Through the magazine we have also
created a pool of journalists and media
who are friendly and sympathetic to the
cause of PELUM and are now working
closely with us on a number issues in
sustainable agriculture. The journalists
are paid US$60 for an article and US$10
for a photograph or cartoon used.

Testimonies of Impact
From the beginning, comments like the
following have been received regularly:
“I realise the importance of the
publication your organisation is
producing. The magazine is very relevant
and essential to my field of agricultural
extension and rural development in my
country. I am a civil servant in the
Ministry of Agriculture in Ethiopia ...” We
realised that this type of feedback was not
enough; we wanted some deeper insights.
We decided to have a comprehensive
external review of the magazine, which
was carried out in Tanzania, Zambia and
Zimbabwe in March and April this year.
From the preliminary results of the
review we have deduced that the magazine
has been instrumental in selling the
PELUM values, principles and methodologies in sustainable agriculture. The
Tanzania Ground Up review report reads,
“Ground Up successfully documents the
achievements and constraints of various
experiences, e.g. in micro-irrigation,
thereby allowing farmers and development workers to share across the region.”
James Mwami, an extension worker in
Uganda, says, “I find Ground Up useful
because it tackles grassroots mobilisation
and participation. The magazine is proving to be very useful to our organisation.”
There is also a reported trickle-down
and multiplier effect from Ground Up.
Mark Maseko, the Zambian reviewer,
reports that, “Some member organisations
use it (Ground Up) in community
workshops while others use the
information from the magazine to develop
course materials for their community
education projects. Worldwide Fund for
Nature (WWF) and the Catholic Diocese
of Lusaka reported this kind of utilisation
of information from Ground Up.” Ground
Up has also been used for compiling
teaching material in universities. The
School of Agriculture at the University of
Zambia, for instance, has asked for back
copies to distribute among its students.
The magazine’s use of research findings
seems to be one of its major attractions
among academic and research
institutions.
Some members describe Ground Up as
the flag-bearer for the Association and in
campaigning, advocacy and lobbying.

Through Ground Up, PELUM
Association has raised awareness about
the issues that need to be brought to the
attention of politicians and policymakers.
The magazine has also enhanced
networking and the sharing of
information and experiences throughout
the region. A number of respondents state
that they read the magazine specifically
to learn about the experiences of other
members or about organisations involved
in similar work or facing a similar
problem. Through Ground Up we have
been able to link organizations and
individuals wishing to learn from each
other. For instance, a number of farmers
wrote to us or directly to the International
Development Enterprise inquiring about
an innovative treadle pump, which we
featured in Volume 1, Number 1.
The magazine has facilitated
networking by providing sources of
information and contact details of
authors, individuals and organisations
involved in particular areas of interest.
One farmer reader based in Hurungwe,
Zimbabwe, wrote, “I was interested in the
article about micro-irrigation technology
for small-scale farmers (Ground Up, Vol.
1, No. 1). Please send more information
about how I can get a quotation or terms
of payment and the address of the agent of
treadle pumps. I have been looking for
this type of pump to boost my farming
business.” The theme of organic farming
in Vol.1, No. 6 was eagerly taken up
among organic farmers, marketers and
consumers in the region and beyond.

Challenges
Although it is evident that the magazine
ranks highly among its readers, we still
face a number of challenges. We are yet to
expand the reach and penetration of the
magazine in the region. Postal charges are
prohibitive, and customs regulations
differ from country to country. In some
countries educational materials attract
duty and value-added tax which cost as
much as the price of a copy. These

researchers, journalists and partner
organisations. We believe this reduces the
extent to which experiences are shared
among members of PELUM, though not
necessarily between PELUM and similar
organisations.
Our biggest challenge remains to be in
assessing the impact of the magazine in
the area of advocacy and lobbying and,
more fundamentally, its impact on the
livelihoods of farmers and farming
communities.

The future

problems have restricted the number of
copies sent out.
Being a relatively young publication,
copy sales, subscriptions and advertising
are still limited. We are also recognizing
that development information and
products do not sell as much, particularly
in this part of the world where purchasing
power is limited among households and
development information is known to be
free.
The less than expected number of
contributions from members has also
been a source of concern. We aimed to
have at least 75% of the content from
members of the Association. The best we
have done is 50% with the rest of the
articles coming from academics,

The Tanzanian reviewer of Ground Up
writes, “Despite some structural
weaknesses, the magazine has filled a
gaping hole in African media, and serves
as a vital means of realizing the vision of
PELUM and raising the Association’s
prestige and visibility. If Ground Up
remains sensitive to the needs of its target
group, and flexible enough to adapt its
editorial policies, there will always be a
need for such a publication. In terms of
meeting market needs, Ground Up has
good prospects.”
This is an encouraging observation.
We intend to use the review to strengthen
the magazine, particularly in marketing,
distribution, advertising and member
participation. We want the country desks
to become more involved in the magazine
and assume its ownership. Two country
offices are already producing their own

newsletters, largely inspired by, and
learning a lot from, Ground Up. We
would like to see such developments
scaled up and replicated in the other
countries.
One of our strategic priorities is
enhancing the capacity of members,
extension workers and farmers in the
region to document their experiences for
the magazine. This would facilitate not
only the sharing of information and
experiences but also increase the
magazine’s market base and make the
magazine more relevant on the ground.
One major lesson we have learnt in the
last two years is that it is not easy to attain
financial viability of a developmentoriented magazine. However, Ground Up
being the only agriculture and
environment magazine produced and
circulated in the region currently is the
magazine’s greatest strength. We intend to
capitalise on this strength to keep the
PELUM flag flying.
■

Parkie Mbozi, Communications Manager of PELUM
Association and Editor of Ground Up. Address below.
For subscriptions and contributions to Ground Up
please contact:
Communications Manager, PELUM Association
Regional Desk, P.O. Box 1059, MP, Harare, Zimbabwe.
Tel: 263-4-310763/4 Fax: 263-4-310765
E-Mail: pelum@ecoweb.co.zw Website:
www.pelum.org

Market rates flow out of the cradle of a telephone
Given the glamour of information technology, we are led into believing that
costly hi-tech tools are essential for harnessing the power of IT. But VIIT
(Vidya Pratishthan’s Institute of Information Technology), a young engineering college in the small town of Baramati, India, has been working out a
way of offering agricultural information via the much-overlooked phone.

Telephone - effective medium

Market rates by phone
“So far a voice engine in the regional language was not available,” says the
VIIT. Now, the system is being set up around the area of Baramati. It offers

Frederick Noronha, Saligao, Goa, India. Email fred@bytesforall.org
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VIIT recently has been putting together its interactive voice response (IVR)
system, meant to benefit the rural population. This IVR system is meant for
use in Indian conditions - where connectivity is often not available, computers are few, telephone lines could be noisy, and there is a lack of literacy
among the rural population.
Phones have spread out to large areas of India particularly over the past
decade-and-half. VIIT points out that telephone links today cover 70% of
India’s geographical area, and could, thus, play a vital role in ensuring that
IT has a wider penetration across the many small villages that dot India.
The telephone is, in fact, the most penetrating medium of communication in rural India. “It can be used in conjunction with computers to provide
updated information to the people who are not acquainted with the use of
computers and IT,” argues the VIIT. That’s the solution they’ve tried to put
forward.

market rates of various commodities via the phone. The service is called
‘aaj ka bazaar bhaav’ (today’s market rates), and is being used by the
Baramati Marketing Society. Rates can be dynamically updated, and the
user can choose the preferred language. This means that the information
can be accessed via a normal phone line.
What are the advantages? Users can have instant access to the changing
market rates at an affordable price, and in their own language. There is
‘time management’ on both sides. Resource-management is also stepped
up. Besides, there is a report generation facility.
It works quite simply. For starts, the user dials into the telephone number
of the Marketing System. The system - without human intervention - picks
up the call and plays the welcome message; it then waits for the user’s
response. This done, the user has to dial the code for the category of information needed. The system then plays the rates of the required category.
Then, the user has the option of dialling ‘0’ to stop the conversation, or dial
another code to listen in to more details. Following this, the system disconnects and gets ready for the next call.
IVR systems could be the way to revolutionise the access to digital information (across a context like India). It ensures availability of information,
by investing limited resources. Once the framework is ready, it is easy to
implement this system according to the need of the user in no time,”
argues Prof. Amol C.Goje, the Director of VIIT.
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“Farmer to Farmer”: Participatory radio
for Dekhon farmers in Tadjikistan
Armorer Wason

Farmers in Tajikistan have only recently begun to farm with a
measure of independence from the state and collective farms of
the Soviet era. They face enormous challenges: breakdown of
the rural Soviet infrastructure, lack of effective structures to
support private farming, lack of finance, endemic corruption,
poor rule of law, and during 2000 and 2001 very severe drought.
Moreover, there has been almost no discussion in the media of
the real problems they face. Farmers do not have reliable sources
of information, even on the most basic, uncontroversial,
technical aspects of farming.

essentially an arm of the state, with no public service
responsibility. There is no commitment to programmes that
honestly reflect the preoccupations or concerns of audiences.
The role of programme managers is to control programme
content, while programme quality, especially in terms of
relevance to audience concerns, is not considered important.
Journalists exercise significant self-censorship, as indeed they
did in the Soviet era. Self-censorship is so effective that the people
of Tajikistan survive with almost no detailed information beyond
what government wants them to know. The impact of this is very
deep: this is a society that does not have a dialogue with itself. As
in Soviet times, the very act of asking questions becomes
uncomfortable, even on the most uncontroversial themes.

Farming in Tajikistan
Tajikistan is in a stage of transition from the Soviet economic
model, with much of the economy still controlled by the state
and most farmland under a high degree of state influence.
Between 1995 and 1999, 120 (out of 600) state controlled farms
were privatised, mainly into lease farms, joint stock companies
and some private peasant ‘dekhon’ farms.
A ‘dekhon farm’ is generally either a small to medium-size
family farm (2-50 ha.), or a large ‘collective dekhon farm’ or
‘dekhon association’ (50 to 500 ha.). Dekhon farms are created
with a lifelong inheritable dekhon lease. From June 1999 land
privatisation was accelerated, with a further 160 collective farms
to be converted into private dekhon farms through the issue of
land share certificates to collective farm employees. By
November 1999 there were 13,000 dekhon farms.
The main priority for the Tajik Ministry of Agriculture is the
revenue from the cotton crop, and it is almost entirely taken up
with administering the production and delivery of cotton from
large state farms through a modified form of central planning.
Some of these farms have been nominally privatised, but in
reality they are not free to make their own decisions: they must
sell to the state at prices determined by the state. Cotton
comprises 30% of exports and 30% of total state tax revenues,
but the actual returns paid to producers, and the wages of much
of the rural population working on the cotton-producing state
farms, are close to zero. In lieu of unpaid wages, farms
commonly “rent out” land to their workers.
Most of the rural population relies for its basic livelihood on
self-production on household plots of land. These provide 45%
of the total consumption of rural households. Households
implement a complex form of integrated agriculture and land
productivity is high. Vegetables are grown for market and for the
household’s own consumption, and crop residues from the plots
partially sustain small and large livestock.
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Upon independence from the former Soviet Union, Tajikistan
descended into a civil war that claimed some 60,000 lives out of
a population of 6.7 million. A power-sharing agreement
concluded between the warring parties in 1997 established an
uneasy peace. The short period of relative openness subsequent
to independence from the Soviet Union is popularly believed to
have been a major contributing factor in the outbreak of the civil
war. The Minister of Agriculture expressed the opinion that
giving information to farmers was a very dangerous thing to do,
and that freedom of information was one of the causes of the war.
At present, there are no independent national television or
radio stations in Tajikistan. There have been several attempts to
gain licences for independent broadcasting projects, but no
licences have been granted to transmit nationally. Tajik Radio is

“Farmer to farmer” radio series
The radio series Farmer to Farmer aims, despite the very
considerable constraints, to respond to the concerns and questions
of private dekhon farmers through interviews with farmers and a
range of agricultural experts. It is broadcast once a week as part of
Tajik Radio’s lunchtime programme for rural listeners, and then
repeated in the evening. Initially, programmes were 15 minutes in
length, but now run for 20-25 minutes.

Radio producer interviewing farmers in the Kulyab province of
southern Tadjikistan. Photo: FAO

With support from the Swiss Agency for Development and
Co-operation (SDC), the local office of the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) manages
the production of the radio series. This is part of a larger project,
based in the capital Dushanbe, which trains veterinarians,
supports veterinary services, and distributes seeds. The Project
Co-ordinator and national staff have close links with the
Ministry of Agriculture, which supports the project.
The series is transmitted throughout the country by Tajik
Radio. It is a significant departure for Tajik Radio, which has
never broadcast an independently produced radio series before.

Implementation strategy
The FAO radio project required attention to four areas in order to
be effective: a workable degree of control over production,
participatory audience research, journalism training for the radio
producers, and, at a later stage, a campaign to promote the series.
It was essential both to recognise the very real limits on the
editorial independence of the radio programmes and to attempt
to ensure that the project had as much influence as possible over

the production of programmes. The agreement was that the
radio producers recruited to the project would plan, record and
script materials under the supervision of the FAO Project Coordinator, and then edit and mix the final programme at Tajik
Radio. Inevitably, Tajik Radio managers would have an ultimate
veto over programme content.
To meet the information needs of the target audience, to
ensure the credibility and reputation of the programmes among
farmers, and to stimulate and encourage farmers to work
together to find solutions to their problems, it was essential to
build the project on a solid basis of effective, participatory,
audience research. In Tajikistan, however, it was clear from the
outset that compromises would have to be made in order to
protect both the programme producers and the project. It was
decided that radio programmes should initially concentrate on
non-controversial technical questions, and that gradually the
programme producers would feel their way towards covering
more difficult areas.
Focus groups were used to inform and mediate the agenda for
the programmes and to fulfil two other invaluable functions.
Firstly, they were to provide an objective process for evaluating
the success of the programmes - an opportunity to test the extent
to which farmers understood, liked and made use of the material.
Secondly, the focus groups were intended as a powerful force to
re-orientate the radio producers to a new view of their role.
Programme producers in the former Soviet Union did not solicit
the needs and concerns of their audiences and were not expected
to take them into account. Their key function was not to ask
questions but to give their audiences an officially sanctioned
view.
It was clear that the radio project was a valuable opportunity
to support the general development of good journalism practice
in Tajikistan, in a relatively uncontroversial subject area. Apart
from the two programme producers recruited to the project,
training seminars on journalistic research were given to
interested parties.
As the audience for Tajik Radio’s programme for rural
listeners is very small, it was evident that some effort would be
needed to promote the radio series once it had achieved an
acceptable standard.

Successful initiative

The future
Tajik Radio is pleased with the project but like other
governmental institutions in the country, they barely survive in
economic terms. They have no resources to support the
continuation of the project. Sustainability of the project
inevitably derives from the availability of donor funding. If
economic transition proceeds successfully it may be possible to
achieve longer-term sustainability through private-enterprise
sponsorship.
Through ‘Farmer to Farmer’ great strides have been made to
improve the responsiveness and relevance of radio to farmers’
needs and problems. This is a good beginning, given the
constraints of the wider political context. But for farm radio in
Tajikistan to be genuinely farmer led, the new programme
approach will need to be matched by political change
concerning the role of journalists.
■
Compiled from the report “Az Dekhon ba Dekhon (Farmer
to Farmer): A participatory radio series for private farmers in
Tadjikistan” by Armorer Wason (International Consultant
in mass media, communications and public affairs) in
collaboration with the Communication for Development Group,
Extension, Education and Communication Service, FAO, Rome
Italy. 2002.
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The arrangements for producing and transmitting programmes
have been very successful. Programme scripts are finalised with
the project coordinator before being edited at Tajik Radio. This
has worked well, and there has been a steady improvement in
both production values and journalism standards. Tajik Radio
representatives welcomed the programmes and have appreciated
the variety and new approaches they inject.
There has been valuable synergy in locating the series in an
existing agricultural project. The agronomists and veterinarians
have provided valuable background information, contacts and
stories for the programme producers and have welcomed the
radio producers on trips to rural areas. They have been
extremely supportive in the research process and sensitive to
professional and editorial boundaries.
The lack of journalism training and a decision to concentrate
on ‘safe’ technical themes ensured that the early programmes
did not pose a challenge for Tajik Radio. As the series has
become established it has gradually become more adventurous
thematically, and the questions put to interviewees are more
focused.
The participatory audience research has been partially
successful. The facilitation in some focus groups has been better
than in others. The groups have been well attended, which could
be an indication of the motivation of farmers. Participants
generally felt that the programmes gave useful information, but
that at times they lacked dynamism and did not always provide a
rounded view of a subject. The groups stressed the need for

appropriate technical information, i.e. plant and animal
diseases, warnings of disease outbreaks, coping in drought
conditions, assessing quality of livestock, sources of reliable
seed material etc. There were also requests for information on
the prices of produce, fuel, fertilisers, pesticides, and ideas for
alternatives to increasingly costly pesticides, fertilisers and
other inputs.
Broader subjects of concern included rights to land use and
legal regulation, relationships with the collective farms, finance
and credit etc.
It is clear from the programme scripts that the radio
producers have endeavoured to adjust their work to respond to
these constructive criticisms. There is no doubt that the radio
producers were strongly affected by the experience of observing
focus groups, and that they worked hard to meet the needs they
heard expressed.
The agenda for the radio series clearly reflects most of the
concerns of the focus group participants. Programmes have
been made on all the technical subjects requested by the
farmers, with close attention paid to ensuring that they are
seasonally and regionally appropriate. Increasingly, the
programmes are covering the frustration and problems faced by
farmers, eg. taxation, corruption, credit, land registration. An
excellent “Question and Answer” section in later programmes of
the series has given clear and helpful answers to farmers on
specific questions. It is very encouraging that the experience
and voices of farmers themselves are at the heart of the
programmes.
The radio producers have made significant progress in
producing well-structured, clear, accessible materials and there
has been considerable success in using new production ideas.
The producers now have a far better grasp of the strengths and
limitations of radio as a medium, and of how to ensure that
listeners can take in the information that they seek to
communicate.
Staff of the larger FAO project has actively promoted the
radio series, distributing 1,500 promotional leaflets in rural
areas in many parts of the country. Leaflets promoting the radio
series were also sent to the international agencies operating in
Tajikstan. However, there have been very few letters and
telephone calls from farmers, and it is likely that audiences have
remained fairly small in the absence of a structured mass media
campaign to advertise the programmes.
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I N T E R N E T
Accessing the Internet in the Sou
Web Access by Email

Search the Web by Email

In most developing countries, access to the
Internet is expensive, slow, or both. Very often,
many people share a single Internet-connected
computer. To surf the web in the conventional
way requires a stable power supply and
continuous Internet connection while the user
visits one page after another. If this is not
possible or practical, web access by email is a
solution that allows you to access web pages
using only email. You can prepare the emails
before you go online to minimize the time you
are connected.

Send a message like the following:
To: www4mail@access.bellanet.org
Subject: [leave blank]
Body:
GET http://www.google.com/search?q=ILEIA+Agri
culture&num=100
Try it, or replace ‘ILEIA’ and ‘Agriculture’ with
your own keywords, as many as you like,
separated by +

What you need: Access to email, and a web
browser such as Netscape or Internet Explorer.
1. Compose an email message addressed to
www4mail@access.bellanet.org
In the body of the message, type the address
(URL) of the web page you wish to receive.
Send the message.
Searching the Internet with Email.
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2. You will receive in reply an email message
containing an attachment. Open the
attachment in a web browser. The web page
contains only the text, no pictures, because
images on the web contain a lot of data and
take longer for you to download.
3 To follow the links, or request to see the
pictures, just click in the boxes and press
“send.” Later on, check your mail and you will
have received the requested pages.

You can use a similar technique to search
ILEIADOC, ILEIA’s online bibliographic
database:
As an example, send a message to:
www4mail@access.bellanet.org
with
http://ileia.cust.iaf.nl:8080/Ileiadoc.html?pg=q&q=
sheep+goats
(replace ‘sheep’ and ‘goats’ with your own
keywords) in the body of the message.

More on Web Access by Email
- Accessing the Internet by E-Mail: Guide to Offline Internet
Access
- Full instructions on surfing the web by email, ftp by email,
and much more. Available in many languages. By Bob Rankin
and Gerald Boyd. To receive a copy, send a blank email to:
accmail-faq@expita.com
- See also: How to Do Just About Anything by E-Mail, by
Gerald Boyd http://www.expita.com

uth: some tools and techniques
Translation of Email by Email

Reading and Converting PDF Files

Send an email as usual to a colleague in your
own language. In the “Cc:” line, send a copy of
the message to the Universal T-mail Translator.
The way you format the address will determine
how the message is translated.
The format of the cc address is: (Original
language)-(Final translation)@t-mail.com, where
the language codes can be: English (en or an),
French (fr), German (ge or de), Italian (it),
Spanish (sp or es), Portuguese (pt or po).
To get from an English to a French translation
you would use cc: en-fr@t-mail.com
The person you mail to will receive both your
original email and the translation.

Many scientific and other documents on the web
are saved in Adobe PDF format. To read these
documents you need the free software Acrobat
Reader (See p.33 on how to get it) However, you
don’t need to the PDF reader if you use the
“PDF Conversion by Email”. This service allows
you to convert PDF files to a plain text format
that is easier to read and send by email using
older computer technology.

You can receive pdf files from the Internet as text files.
Here an article from LEISA magazine vol. 17, no. 4,
page 6-8 is requested.

Automatic translation of your Email using the
free t-mail.com service

If the PDF is on the Internet (tip: the web address
or URL ends with .pdf), mail the URL in the body
of an email message to pdf2text@adobe.com. The
converter will mail back the plain text of the file.
If the PDF file is on a diskette or on your
computer, send it as an email attachment to
pdf2text@sun.trace.wisc.edu
Viruses

Most new operating systems (e.g. Windows) include a web browser. However, you
may want to try one of the alternative free ones. Lynx (http://lynx.browser.org/) is
a text-only browser that run fast on even the oldest computer. Since it ignores
graphics you can surf very fast. It allows you download graphic files to you hard
disk if you want but Lynx itself will not show them.
Opera (http://www.opera.com/) is a highly-rated free web browser Opera that
is much smaller than other major browsers and includes an FTP client and Email
program. A good choice for those using older hardware. The only problem is that
the free version download adverts and thus keeps you online for a longer time.
Netscape Communicator (http://browsers.netscape.com/browsers/main.tmpl)
Netscape’s web browser comes with a set of free tools: Netscape Mail (an email
client), Netscape Instant Messenger, and Netscape Composer (for creating web
pages).
Microsoft Internet Explorer (http://www.microsoft.com/windows/ie/
default.asp) Microsoft’s IE web browser comes with a similar set of
complimentary tools: free email client (Outlook Express), instant messaging, and
web page editing. Outlook Express is frequently targeted by viruses and is not
recommended as an email client.

Viruses (and also Worms and Trojan Horses) are programs designed to harm
your computer and spread from one computer to another. They will not destroy
your computer physically but can change or delete software and your files so
the computer becomes useless until the software has been installed again. It is
wise always to keep backup on floppy disks or CDs.
Typically, you contract a virus by opening an email attachment from an
unknown person, or by sharing computer diskettes with another person. The
best way to protect against viruses is to install Virus protection software on
your computer and to update it regularly. If you receive a file you did not ask
for, especially with the extension .exe, it may contain a harmful virus.
Infection occurs once you click on the file to open it. The best solution is to
delete the file without opening it.
Free virus protection software include: “AVG AntiVirus” (http://www.gri
soft.com/html/us_downl.htm) and VCatch (http://www.vcatch.com/download.html)

More on p.33
Compiled by: Katherine Morrow (Bellanet)
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Radio brings information to many rural communities worldwide. Photo: Danielle Baron, JHU/CCP

Connecting farmers worldwide
through radio
Nancy Bennett

Radio has long been used as a tool for learning and community
adhesion. Particularly in remote regions without telephones,
people use radio to announce arrival dates, funerals and
weddings. People learn about their government’s policies and
plans on radio, and hear about events and issues in their
communities. They also use their local or community radio
stations to voice their own views.
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In Canada, with thousands of communities isolated by the vast
distances between them, radio has been an important tool for
rural development. National public radio, the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation (CBC), was formed in the first half of
the 20th century to strengthen the nation. Canadians needed a
way to get Canadian perspectives about Canadian and
international issues, especially because of their proximity to the
powerful and far-reaching media networks of the United States.
In the 1950s, the CBC launched a new programme that was
intended to specifically address the needs of farmers who were
spread across the country. The National Farm Radio Forum was
an interactive programme that brought farmers together on
Monday evenings to listen to the weekly broadcast. In groups, in
the kitchens or living rooms of their neighbours, farmers
discussed the programme and answered questions in a workbook
that was distributed to these organised groups. Their answers,
and their questions, were then sent to the CBC office to be used
in the following week’s programme.

By the 1970s, the CBC’s farm radio programmes no longer
included the Forum – but the daily farm reports were still
immensely popular and important to rural listeners, and CBC’s
farm programming had gained international renown.

Taking the experience beyond Canada
In 1974, CBC farm commentator George Atkins was invited as a
resource person to a conference in Zambia for African farm
broadcasters. There, the idea for Developing Countries Farm
Radio Network was born. Speaking with his African colleagues,
Atkins was struck by their need for practical, relevant
information for their radio programmes. Without a variety of
reliable information sources, African broadcasters were
dependent on the brochures of commercial agricultural suppliers
– often biased to promote sales of products that their listeners
could neither use nor afford. Without accurate and appropriate
information sources, how could the broadcasters provide
popular, important programmes?
On his return to Canada, Atkins devoted his efforts and time
to his idea of a network of farm radio broadcasters – a new kind
of forum that would enable them to exchange information that
was useful to their listeners, and that would support the
development of viable and environmentally sustainable
agriculture. With start-up funding from Massey Ferguson,
Atkins enlisted 36 participating broadcasters in 24 countries.
Soon, agriculture researchers and extensionists joined the effort
by providing information that was relevant to small-scale
farmers in Africa, Asia and Latin America. By the 1980s, Atkins
had left the CBC and was working full-time to achieve his vision

of farm radio broadcasters working in concert for rural
development and food security. The radio programmes and
scripts developed and distributed by the Toronto office, based on
contributions from the field, was limited only in number, due to
limited finances – never by information, ideas or energy.

Worldwide radio network
Today, five hundred radio broadcasters, stations, and training
organizations in almost 100 countries participate in Developing
Countries Farm Radio Network. Almost one-half of
participating stations is in Latin America and the Caribbean;
one-third is in sub-Saharan Africa. Their programmes are heard
from the Andean mountains to the African savannah in 300
languages, and are changing farm practices all over the world. A
community garden in South Africa experimented with a bamboo
irrigation system developed by a farmer in Thailand after
hearing about it on a local farm radio programme – and has
improved its management of a scarce resource. This kind of
success is repeated over and over – a testament to the value of
information, communication, and networks.

crop production, animal husbandry and nutrition, we now take a
more integrated approach that includes, for example, how smallscale farmers can cope with HIV/AIDS, how to get and use
information about markets, or how cooperative community
models can improve rural incomes and quality of life.
Skills and capacity development also includes training. With
each package of scripts and stories we share amongst our
partners, we include training and professional development
materials. Background articles sensitize broadcasters to issues
affecting their listeners, and increase their comfort in covering
these topics. Few journalists have in-depth subject knowledge
and must be alerted to opportunities for new programming. We
regularly make organisations and other resources on specific
subjects known to our partners, both in our newsletter and on
our web site. A current project in partnership with ISNAR
(International Service for National Agricultural Research) aims
to promote increased cooperation and collaboration between
radio broadcasters and their national and local agriculture
research services.

Keys to success
The success of any network is based on the participation and
skills of its members, and Developing Countries Farm Radio
Network is no exception. Indeed, we refer to our members as our
partners in recognition of the contribution they make. Network
partners must regularly assess the needs of their listeners and
develop radio programmes that respond to those needs. They are
responsible for finding and filtering appropriate information for
their programmes, often translating it into the local language of
broadcast, and producing entertaining and informative
programmes that attract listeners. They take a globally-relevant
topic (such as pest management, or soil conservation) and add
local information and perspective to make it understandable and
practical for the farmer tending her small plot. In a world that is
increasingly complex and interconnected – even small-scale
farmers are affected by international agreements and protocols –
the demands on farm radio broadcasters are daunting.

Changing with the times

Building the skills and capacity of partners
Increasingly, our programme aims to develop the skills and
capacity of our partners to understand and respond to local
needs. This means that the scope of the information we deal with
is broader than it was a quarter-century ago. Once focused on

A women’s listener group in India. Photo: JHU/CCP

Other training materials promote effective communication
approaches, with an emphasis on involving the listeners as
information providers as well. While many people think of radio
as a one-way medium, we encourage broadcasters to begin with
listening, and to provide forums - through panel discussions,
taped community meetings, call-in shows, and even the on-air
reading of listeners’ letters – for public discussion and debate of
issues of interest and importance in their communities.

Radio - unrivalled in its outreach to rural communities
Because of its unrivalled access and its low production costs,
radio is the technology that best meets the information and
communication needs of farmers, world-wide. At Developing
Countries Farm Radio Network, we will continue to support
radio broadcasters so that they can meet those needs,
strengthening small-scale farming and rural communities as
they work toward food security.
■

Nancy Bennett, Developing Countries Farm Network, 416 Moore Avenue, Suite 101,
Toronto, Ontario M4G 1C9, Canada. E-mail: nbennett@farmradio.org
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In response to the increasing and evolving role of radio
broadcasters working for rural development, Developing
Countries Farm Radio Network is changing. We continue to
provide reliable and relevant information – in the form of
scripts, stories and programme ideas - to broadcasters who have
limited resources for local research and production. Many of our
partners are community or small local radio stations operating
with volunteer labour, basic equipment and shoestring budgets.
They do not yet have regular access to the Internet.
We also provide custom research services to our partners who
are preparing programmes about specific issues or are
responding to listener enquiries. In the 25 years we have been
gathering information, we have built up a library that we believe
is unique in the world. With contributions from the 1000
extensionists, educational and research institutions, NGOs and
others – mostly in developing countries - with whom we have
established regular contact, we have a collection focused on
small-scale (usually tropical) agriculture, practical approaches,
experimentation and innovation. We hope, one day, to make our
catalogue available on-line and our library services available to
others working for food security and rural development.
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Communicating innovation:
the ‘In the Field’ project
Monica Janowski and Kaz Janowski

Under an apple tree in our garden in 1998, we talked about
innovation and communication. Monica is a social
anthropologist at the Natural Resources Institute (NRI) of the
University of Greenwich, whose staff need and want to
communicate the results of ground-breaking projects to a wider
audience who are not scientists or specialists. Kaz is a radio
producer at the BBC, which needs depth and really good content
in programmes. We decided that there was potential
complementarity there; and that we would try to make
something happen.

Two years later, after discussions within NRI and between the
NRI, the BBC and the UK Department for International
Development (DFID), we succeeded in getting a series of 12
programmes commissioned by the BBC World Service, and in
getting funding from DFID to support NRI’s part in the
collaboration. We called the series `In the Field’, with the
subtitle ‘Exploring Innovative Improvements to Livelihoods
around the World’.

Making ‘In the Field’
Building on earlier discussions, Monica put out the word at NRI
asking for researchers to volunteer their projects as topics for
programmes. The idea was that the researchers themselves,
where possible, would act as ‘barefoot reporters’ and would
carry out the interviews themselves, with villagers and local
researchers in their project sites. At the core of each programme
we wanted to have local people telling their own stories and
talking about their feelings about the particular problem they
had faced and how this had been tackled.
To act as reporters, NRI researchers needed practical training
in using the equipment and in face-to-face interviewing skills.
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Programmes in the “In the Field” Series
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• The Buabeng-Fiema monkey sanctuary, Ghana
• Tree pods - a new way of feeding goats, India
• The need for agricultural land in the city, Ghana
• Stepping off the pesticides treadmill, India
• Vegetable gardens in the city, Zimbabwe
• Farmers who just don’t farm, Poland
• Introducing ethical trade, UK and Ghana
• Different ways of understanding ethical trade, Ghana and UK
• Fighting the rat problem using new traps, Mozambique
• Alternatives to “slash and burn” agriculture, Bolivia
• Trading cocoa fairly, Ecuador
• Training “barefoot vets” to treat village animals, Indonesia

We arranged this at the BBC. The training was enjoyed by all;
BBC staff found the topics of the research projects very
interesting and the researchers were excited at the prospect of
communicating their results to a wider and more general
audience through their input to the programmes.
Once the researchers returned from the field, we used
excerpts from the interviews, local music and sound effects to
make the programmes, held together by a script read by a
presenter. Where voice-overs in English were necessary, we used
people from the countries concerned, so as not to distance them
from the interviewees themselves. We also interviewed the
researchers and included excerpts from these interviews in the
programme, so that the researchers became `characters’ in the
story too. Topics covered in the programmes were wide-ranging,
both geographically and in terms of subject matter, from
tackling the rat problem in Mozambique to trading cocoa fairly
in Ecuador (see box on this page).
We worked closely with the NRI researchers, and through
them their local research partners, to ensure that they, and local
informants, were happy with what went into the programmes.
We decided that this was very important since researchers told
us that that in the past when they had been in touch with the
media, whether print or broadcast, their work had often been
misrepresented.

The ‘In the Field’ booklet and websites
To partner the radio series, we produced a booklet with the aim
of consolidating what was in the programmes and to raise other
related issues. The booklet was funded by DFID, and was sent
out by the BBC free of charge to listeners, who were prompted
to write in.
We tried to make the booklet as attractive and engaging as
possible, with photographs of many of the villagers who talk to
us in the programmes and of the villages they live in and maps
showing the location of villages. The double page spread for
each programme is separated into sections for ease of reading,
entitled ‘Setting the Scene’, ‘Defining the Problem’, ‘Taking
Action’, ‘Global Relevance’, ‘Cast and Key Quote’ and
‘Thinking Points’ (see example on p.24). There are also two
double page spreads looking at cross-cutting issues related to
tackling livelihood problems. To ensure that the text for the
booklet was accessible, we brought in a popular science
journalist to work with Monica on it.
In addition to producing the booklet, we presented the text,
photographs and maps in downloadable form on a series website
at the NRI (http://www.nri.org/InTheField/). The audio of the
programmes is on a series website at the BBC
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/sci_tech/features/field/index
.shtml).
The series was first broadcast on the World Service between
January and March 2001. It went out for the second time
between January and March 2002.

Who was listening and what did they think?
Our hope with the series was to increase appreciation of the
common issues and problems affecting people in different parts
of the world, and how these can be tackled effectively. We also
hoped that this would stimulate and encourage local initiative to
tackle problems of this kind.
Our potential audience for these programmes was very wide,
since they were going out through the BBC World Service,
which has a diverse audience all over the world, ranging from

farmer at a small mountain village about 140 km SW of X’an.
At that time I grew vegetables for making money. Nowadays I
usually grow vegetables on the balcony of my house for
enjoyment. Anyway, I love looking at and caring for vegetables.’
Another from Huthyfa H. Mohammed in Baghdad, who has
‘an interest in global issues and self-improvement’: ‘I am
enormously grateful and thankful for the significant help you
afford me throughout your fundamental informative programmes
broadcasted by your unique World Learning. In the Field, one of
these lively and provoking programmes to which I keep listening
intensively, since it enhances my knowledge and invigorates my
experience as long as I live in the modern world’.
From Anish Damodaran a livestock inspector from Kerala in
India, who was attracted by the programme on paravets in
Indonesia: ‘I have been working in villages as a livestock
inspector for about 5 years. I will try to become a barefoot vet.
This article has been a great source of inspiration. This has been
an idea I have been keeping for a long time. At some point in my
life I will go back to teaching. Then these notes can be a study
material. I will share these notes with anybody who is interested
to do first aid for animals, to love them or as a hobby’.

An educational role for ‘In the Field’

Reaching down to village level
We haven’t heard as much as we would like from listeners right
down at village level, although most of our correspondents seem
to have close contact with villages either personally or
professionally. In order to ensure that we are succeeding in
reaching into villages, we are hoping to go more local through
rebroadcasting. We have received several requests to allow
rebroadcasting of the series on local radio stations, which the
BBC allows free of charge.
We are particularly interested in an initiative in Zambia,
where rebroadcasting is being combined with setting up Listener
Groups to discuss the programmes at village level, whose
members use wind-up/solar-powered radios.

Conclusion: the benefits of partnership and the future
We feel that the ‘In the Field’ collaboration between the BBC
and the Natural Resources Institute has been a great success.
The two sides brought very different backgrounds, skills, and
networks to the table, and we found that these were
complementary in many ways. From the BBC’s point of view,
the collaboration with the NRI has meant access to a network of
knowledge and village-level research; from the NRI’s point of
view, the BBC has access to a wide audience of people in all
walks of life, also at village level, far beyond the NRI’s project
areas.
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opinion leaders to people at village level in countries where
English is spoken as a second language. To find out whether we
had been successful in our aims, we wanted first of all to try to
find out who was listening to the programmes, who was writing
in for booklets and what they thought about the series, website
and/or booklet. We were particularly interested to know whether
people at village level were listening to the programmes and
writing in for the booklet.
Since we didn’t have funds to do research locally on response
to the programmes, we relied on response to the booklet, with
which we enclosed a feedback form. In this we asked
listeners/readers to let us know something about who they were,
how they might use the material and what they thought of it. We
had a healthy response, from all over the world, to the offer of
the notes, both on the feedback form and by email. The initial
print run for the booklet was quickly exhausted and a reprint was
arranged in early 2002, in time for the second transmission of
the series in January that year.
We have had a number of requests from people at institutions
who see the material as a valuable resource for teaching and for
teacher training, both in the South and in the North. This
includes teaching in schools, at university level and teaching
extension workers at village-level.
We have also had many responses from people who were
interested on a personal level in the programmes. These
demonstrate the chords which the programmes seem to have
touched in relation to individual work and also in relation to
interest in how people live in other parts of the world, and how
these parallel respondents’ own experiences. For example, a
comment from Chun-Quan Meng in X’an in China: ‘I enjoyed
‘In the Field’ very much. It is an interesting and practical
agricultural programme. On January 30th’s programme you
review vegetable farming in Harare. It is a wonderful topic.
It reminds me of my farming activities in the 1970s when I was a

Because we received so many responses from educational
institutions saying how much they liked the programmes and
notes and that they were already using the booklet in teaching,
we decided that it would be worthwhile to formally pilot the use
of the notes and radio programmes in teaching.
We have therefore set this going in a number of institutions
around the world, both in the North and in the South. We
identified schools, colleges and universities to pilot the material
both through the responses which the BBC received from
listeners and through contacts which the NRI has with
institutions around the world.
As well as making class sets of the booklet available to
teachers piloting the material, we wanted to make it possible for
them to use the radio programmes themselves in teaching.
Although the radio programmes are posted on the BBC series
website, it is not always easy for institutions, particularly in the
South, to play these in a classroom. We have therefore produced
cassettes containing the radio programmes, which we are
sending out free of charge to educational institutions involved in
piloting.
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Crucially, as far as the NRI is concerned, the BBC has the
ability to make interesting and lively programmes that have a
wide popular appeal, translating the findings of research
projects into something that is human and accessible. This is
something which NRI scientists do not have experience in, and
consequently it is difficult for them to communicate the findings
of their projects directly to the people they most want to reach
– potential beneficiaries of their new knowledge at village level
around the world.
The fact that the programmes have been transmitted on the
BBC World Service all-English stream is both a help and a
hindrance to communication. A major plus is that programmes
can be made which are listened to around the world, and that the
drawing of parallels between problems and solutions in different
places is encouraged in a way that would not be possible through
a purely locally-focused series. However, most people in most
countries do not understand English and they can have access to
the programmes only through an intermediary. We hope that in
many countries where English is a second language there will be
at least a few people in each village who will listen to the
programmes and tell others about them. However, we do have
concerns about the exclusion of many people because the means
of communication is English. Rebroadcasting in languages other
than English, maintaining the original interview village-level
extracts and translating the script and voice overs, is a way of
overcoming this problem.
The feedback forms and emails we have received are only
partial commentaries on response to the material. We do not
have very much information on the kinds of people who are

responding in this way, and on the responses of groups of
people, in particular within communities at village level. It
would be very useful to be able to carry out research at village
level in conjunction with local broadcasting of ‘In the Field’
through a local radio station. This would enable us to make an
assessment of the responses of different categories of people
– for example young/old, women/men, poorer/better off – within
communities.
This in turn would allow us to begin to see how this kind of
approach, combining broadcast information with printed
information, can be used at village level to disseminate
information on useful technologies and to stimulate debate on
important topics. A particularly exciting idea would be to set up
links between discussion groups and/or interest groups (with,
for example, the same technical problems) in different parts of
the world through an initiative where the same material is used
in different places. This could potentially be linked to the
connection of villages to the internet which is developing in
different parts of the world.
■
Monica Janowski, Natural Resources Institute, University of Greenwich, Chatham
Maritime, Chatham, Kent, ME4 4TB, United Kingdom. m.r.janowski@gre.ac.uk
Kaz Janowski, BBC, Bush House, Strand, London WC2B 4PH, United Kingdom
kazimierz.janowski@bbc.co.uk
Copies of the booklet can be obtained free of charge from : World Learning,
BBC World Service at the address above or e-mailing world.learning@bbc.co.uk
They can also be found on www.nri.org/InTheField
For class sets of the booklet and the cassettes contact Monica Janowski at the above
address.

“In the field” will be transmitted for the third time
on the BBC World Service in mid-October 2002

Radio browsing the Internet:
an option for rural communities
Modern information and communication technologies (ICTs),
more specifically the Internet, has the potential to offer a new
generation of tools for rural development. However, it requires
special efforts to create appropriate access models for those who
can neither afford internet access nor have the language capacity
to understand the content. The purpose of the Kothmale
community radio internet project was to test and demonstrate an
access model that could overcome these barriers and make
information accessible to otherwise marginalised communities
in rural areas. UNESCO implemented the project in
collaboration with the Sri Lankan Ministry of Posts,
Telecommunications and Media, Sri Lanka Broadcasting
Corporation, Sri Lanka Telecommunication Regulatory
Commission and the University of Colombo.

Kothmale community radio
The Kothmale community radio station is located in the central
hill region of Sri Lanka and serves a population of 200,000. The
area of coverage includes around 60 villages with an average of
400 residents and three rural towns with around 175,000
residents. The station began broadcasting in 1989 and in ten
years has become an integral part of the community and the
most popular FM radio in the area. Currently, it has morning and
evening broadcasts; the morning broadcast is commercialised
and the revenue generated covers 75% of the station’s
operational costs.

Combining Internet with radio

Successful initiative
The project has succeeded in accomplishing its goals - it has
brought the benefits of ICTs to a rural population. Many people
are benefiting from the increased access to information and the
examples are as diverse as the users. A local farmer has obtained
information on organic farming of tomatoes and improved
storage methods. Another farmer was delighted with the housing
diagrams and feeding information for geese he gathered from the
Internet. A group of local producers of “jaggery” (sweet made of
palm treacle) found markets for their product. A group of youth
used internet sources to network with other organisations in
setting up an environmental NGO. Having mobilised resources,
they have launched a reforestation programme in their
community. A local health worker was able to find information
on mosquito-borne diseases directly relevant to her work.
The project has led to an increased awareness on the benefits
of ICTs within the community. Many within the community have
opened e-mail accounts to keep in touch with their relatives
working abroad. Younger members of the community are
enthusiastic users of the computers and the internet facilities at the
radio station. Many of them have gained computer literacy and are
a bridge for the rest of the community in the learning process.
Apart from expanding the knowledge base of the people, it is
also contributing to increased participation of the community in
economic and social development.

Keeping it going
The Kothmale project was implemented with an initial grant of
US$ 35,000, which covered project management, costs for
internet connectivity, equipment and installation, training,
research and workshops for project partners. The existence of a
well-equipped radio station in Kothmale reduced the setting up
costs significantly.
With the UNESCO funding coming to an end, the future of
Kothmale internet community radio depends on whether it can
finance itself. The station would have to generate an additional
US$ 1000 per month to maintain the present activities. Many
income generating options are being tried out. Already work has
begun on hosting a number of commercial web sites on the
station’s internet server. The local youth have been trained to
design and develop web sites for the private sector. The server
can provide seven additional access points, which the station
intends to rent to government or non-governmental
organisations. The “radio internet browsing” programme is
expected to increase the volume of radio advertising. Listeners,
who have formed an Internet listeners club, are raising funds to
support the facility.
Meanwhile, UNESCO is developing a global programme
drawing on the experiences of Kothmale. This programme on
community multimedia centres offers a global strategy to
address the digital divide in the poorest communities of the
developing world.
■

This article has been compiled from UNESCO information sources with permission from Wijayananda Jayaweera, Regional Communication Adviser,
UNESCO, P.O.Box 12544, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. More details can be found on www.unesco.org
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The community radio internet project introduced three features,
which combine new information technologies with conventional
radio.
a. “Radio browsing the Internet” programme The radio
station broadcasts a daily two-hour programme during which
broadcasters supported by resource personnel browse the
internet on-air together with their listeners and discuss and
contextualise the information in the local language. Listeners
direct queries to the station (in person, by mail or by telephone),
and the broadcasters surf the Internet on their behalf and
transmit the information. Resource persons (agricultural
extensionists, doctors) who are invited as studio guests help to
put the information in context.
b. Provision of internet access Besides its own internet café,
the station’s server provides free internet access at two nearby
public libraries. This is quite attractive to people who cannot
afford the facilities of a computer and are unable to pay for longdistance telephone calls. Trained volunteers take turns to assist
the visitors in using the computer facilities.
c. Development of a community database The community
radio develops its own information database based on the

requests of listeners. This database attempts to package
information that meets the needs of the rural population in the
local languages on the Internet. In addition, the station provides
skills to help the community to develop their own web sites and
encourages them to produce content for the Internet.
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Sowing seeds of peace. Artwork: Eric Drooker

Using the Internet for advocacy:
the ETC perspective
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Katherine Morrow

For more than thirty years, Pat Mooney has worked with civil society organisations (CSOs) on international trade and development
issues related to agriculture and biodiversity. The author of several
books, he is co-founder and Executive Director of ETC Group (formerly Rural Advancement Foundation International - RAFI), a
small international CSO addressing the impact of new technologies, especially biotechnologies, on rural communities. “Any major
new technology introduced into a society that is not, by its nature, a
‘just’society, will exacerbate the gap between rich and poor” is its
position as stated in The ETC Century.
ETC Group is known for its hard-hitting critique of frameworks
for technological innovation that put profit ahead of people. For
this reason ETC Group is sometimes seen to be ‘anti-technology’,
but the Group has appropriated information technology and has
used it very effectively. The success of the Group’s advocacy work
depends on credible research, combined with effective and fast
dissemination to the media, policymakers, and citizens at large. In
addition to offering “cheap mail” for an organisation that consists
of seven people located in three countries, information technology
plays a key role in every aspect of the Group’s strategy. The
Internet helps researchers gather evidence and collaborate on
papers. It also provides the dominant platform for research dissemination, and for the critical business of supporting the efforts of
individuals wishing to voice their concerns in their own countries
or at the international level.
In a recent interview Pat Mooney shared his views on
information technology and the ways that ETC Group uses the
Internet to disseminate research and conduct global advocacy on
biotechnology issues. What emerges is a picture of an
organisation that has wholeheartedly included the Internet in its
communications toolkit, while remaining alert to the limitations
of the technology and the problems encountered along the way.

Supporting citizen engagement
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The interactive nature of the Internet, the way it enables people

to instantly connect with each other, is perhaps its most
significant characteristic. CSOs such as Amnesty International
have pioneered the use of email and the web to promote citizen
engagement through direct action. The Internet is an inexpensive
and highly effective tool to support letter-writing campaigns, the
gathering of signatures for petitions, donations, and online
discussion forums. ETC Group uses basic web technology to
help visitors to its website write letters (or emails) of concern to
legislators and policymakers.
MOONEY: We started to use computers back in the early
eighties, around 1982, when the first IBM-DOS computers
came out. At the time, other groups were horrified that we were
actually using computers. We got a lot of criticism for using
this “obscene, dangerous” technology. But I think it’s fair to
say that advocacy organisations have been more effective in
using the Internet and computers, than, for example, the
corporate world. That may well change in the years ahead, but
for the moment, at least, we’ve gained by it all.
In our advocacy work, the Internet enables us to do things
we couldn’t do before, ways of creating interest, discussion
and participation. In the ‘Take Action’ section of our website,
we suggest ways that people can put their concern into
further action, including model letters. It’s been great to be
able to say not only “here’s some news”, but also “here’s
what you can do about it.”
While dynamic websites undoubtedly enhance advocacy efforts,
simple email offers a cheap, effective way to communicate
directly with decision-makers. In the South, where web access is
not widespread, email is more widely available and can be just
as effective - when the right message reaches the right person.
MOONEY: I think many of our southern partners underestimate their capacity to use email to reach policymakers.
Most policymakers and their staff have email addresses.
They are seeking support and information. Email is a way to

get critical information to them quickly, for example by
sending information to the Agricultural Committee of the local
congress or parliament. When a negotiator in an international
meeting gets an email message from a CSO back home it
counts for something. That message has more impact than if it
came from us.

in the middle of a UN meeting in Rome! In the South it’s still
hard to get online and download information. We depend on
our partners in the South to download, print, and disseminate
our material. We also encourage them to adapt the material,
to make it locally relevant. We don’t copyright any of our
information. People can take it and use it as they want,
translate it and pass it around.

Using the web for publishing and research
Pat Mooney describes the central role of the ETC Group’s
website as a low-cost publishing tool for the group’s research.
Publishing on the web allows organisations to disseminate
content in less time, and at a lower cost, than is possible with
print publication.
Mooney notes, however, that as a tool for researchers, the
web presents some drawbacks. One is the tendency of websites
to keep only the latest information, discarding their archives.
Another problem is that while the web presents a wealth of
sources, it is often difficult to assess the quality and reliability of
online information. These difficulties point to the need for
organisations to put more time into quality control of their
websites as well as the need for Internet users to develop
specialized online research skills.
MOONEY: The Internet has been a critical tool for getting
information out about breaking issues and circulating it as
fast as possible among our partners in the South. Virtually
everything we publish is up on our website before it’s
available in paper.
The web is critical for our research function, but whereas
we felt pretty relaxed a few years ago, thinking “everything’s
on the web,” we now realise that’s not true. One of the
shortcomings of the web is the lack of historical information.
We’ve gone back to books and magazines to get a perspective
on how things compare over time.

Measuring impact
Computers originated as number crunchers, and Internet-based
tools offer a distinct advantage when it comes to tracking usage
data. These data, when analysed, can provide organisations with
very detailed quantitative measures related to their online audience.
MOONEY: Web statistics allow us to know who is using our
information, which is extremely important. We count on
average 15,000 people actually downloading data from our
website each month, with an even balance between
corporations, academia, governments, and civil society
groups. We also measure how many other websites link to
ours, which I think is a pretty good indicator of impact. The
Alta Vista search engine lists 1655 external links, which is
high for a civil society organisation of our size.

Reaching audiences in the south

MOONEY: We don’t use the Internet as effectively as we
could, but that’s at least in part because it’s much harder to
work online if you’re in Chiapas, or rural Zimbabwe, or even

MOONEY: One of our frustrations is that the speed of communications
cuts into our ability to do research. What’s dragging us down, of course,
is the amount of email we get. We get hundreds of requests a week.
Responding to everyone means less and less time to do research. All of
us are cutting back on the number of listservers we’re on, preferring to
communicate one-on-one and by phone. We’ve had to develop form
responses to email queries; otherwise we’d spend our entire lives
answering emails. We have a form letter that says, “Go to our web site
and look for these keywords.”

Working with the media
No matter what the issue, in order to reach a wide audience it is
essential to reach the media. This means developing a
relationship of mutual respect and trust with journalists
reporting on agricultural and development issues. ETC Group’s
experience points to the limitations of email in communicating
with journalists. Email, an exchange of text between people,
lacks the subtlety and richness of face-to-face and telephone
interaction. Some situations simply demand more interpersonal
contact than email can provide; communicating with journalists
seems to be one of them. However, email and the web play an
important role in making these relationships more productive by
supporting the exchange of background material and the
dissemination of press releases.
MOONEY: The press rely on one-on-one contact by phone
with key parties. We talk to three to five journalists a day,
sometimes more. Journalists have to know that they can rely
on us for accurate information and good quotes. It’s a
combination of accurate information, good quotes, and being
known in general, not just on the Internet. The more you have
that combination, the more they contact you, so success in
working with the media is cumulative over time.

Technology concentration
The ETC Group’s broad premise is that it is not technology itself
that poses a risk, but the concentration of power over its
development and application in society. We asked Pat Mooney
to reflect on this premise as it applies to information and
communication technology, now and in the future.
MOONEY: As time goes on, we see the issues surrounding
technology as issues of governance more than anything else.
And governance means who controls the media and
communications technologies. We are seeing what we describe
as the merger of conduit and content. The hardware conduit
services of informatics are merging with the content side, so
that you have concentration of providers of both the substance
and the technologies for communication, for example the
AOL-Time-Warner merger. We think that monitoring this is
extraordinarily important for the future of good governance
and democracy, and for the preservation of dissent.
■
- Katherine Morrow, Bellanet, PO Box 8500, Ottawa, Canada. kmorrow@bellanet.org
- Pat Mooney, ETC Group, 478 River Avenue, Suite 200, Winnipeg, MB R 3L 0C8
Canada. www.etcgroup.org
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Adopting the Internet as a primary dissemination tool cannot be
done without taking into consideration extremely low rates of
access in most of the developing world. Given ETC Group’s
mandate to address issues that affect farmers in the South, this is
a major challenge. The Group frequently relies on telephone for
communication with staff in the field, and makes use of
Internet-connected partners in the South to relay information to
and from the grassroots level. Many international efforts to
“bridge the digital divide” give specific priority to improving
Internet access and providing technology training to
nongovernmental actors working in developing countries, in part
due to the critical role these organisations play in ensuring that
the concerns of local people are heard internationally.

Information overload
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Information villages:

Connecting rural communities in India
Katherine Morrow

The Information Villages project was started in 1998 in
Pondicherry, South India, by the M. S. Swaminathan Research
Foundation. The project links 10 villages near Pondicherry
into an information network connected to the Internet. The goal
is to develop community ownership and collective action around
the use of new technologies, in keeping with a “pro-poor,
pro-nature, pro-women” approach to development.
M.S.Swaminathan, the chairman of the Foundation, is guided by
an insight regarding technology dissemination that he puts in a
nutshell, “From my long experience in agriculture, I find that
whenever poor people derive some benefit from a technology,
the rich also benefit. The opposite does not happen,” he says.
Pondicherry is a former French colonial area in southern
India, on the Bay of Bengal. The main language of the rural
people is Tamil. Almost a quarter of the families in this region
earns less than a dollar a day. It is predominantly a paddy or
sugarcane producing area.

Hub and Spokes model
The Information Villages project has established a rural
information network along a hub and spokes model. Ten villages
constitute the network. In each village is a small, communityowned and operated Village Knowledge Centre, staffed by
trained volunteers and equipped with several computers, printer,
telephones, and Internet access. The centres provide supervised
free access to those who wish to find information, learn about
computers, search the Internet, communicate by phone or email,
or use other services such as word processing, printing, and fax.
At the centre of the wheel is the project headquarters in the
town of Villianur, where staff scour local sources and the
Internet for information that is relevant and useful to the rural
people of the region: information on agriculture, health,
government policies, educational opportunities, the weather, and
more. This information is put into a format that makes it more
accessible to rural communities with a low level of literacy,
translated into Tamil, and transmitted to the info shops
electronically, via the network.

LEISA MAGAZINE . JULY 2002

Technical infrastructure
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With the help of committed volunteers, the villages around
Pondicherry, beginning with Veerampattinam, were brought
online starting in 1998. The near absence of a modern electrical
and telephone infrastructure in the region led to some creative
solutions: solar panels for electricity and wireless transmission
systems where communication lines didn’t reach. Costs were
minimised. The emphasis on low budget technologies
undoubtedly enabled more villages to be connected, and freed
up funds for a greater emphasis on training and evaluation
aspects, which are often neglected in technology projects.

Building the network
Site selection was accomplished after a process of participatory
rural appraisal in 13 villages. Villianur, a market centre and
administrative node, well connected by roads, was chosen as the
headquarters of the project and the hub of the information
network. The Villianur hub is equipped with a computer,
modem, telephone, a small telephone exchange, and wireless
equipment. It is here that the project staff produce, translate, and
update information that is fed into the network.
The “spokes” or sub-centres in nearby villages were chosen
with care. In each village, participatory rural appraisal was

Women have not been excluded from ICTs.
Photo: M.S. Swaminathan Foundation

carried out in order to identify an accessible rent-free building,
electricity and volunteers. At each centre, the Foundation
entered into a written agreement delineating the responsibilities
of the Foundation to provide equipment, expertise and training,
and the community to maintain and staff the site with
volunteers, pay the telephone bills, and ensure prejudice-free
access to all members of the community.
Each village is unique, and the project has experienced the
closing of some centres and the opening of new ones. Some
knowledge centres established in private homes were closed when
they did not allow socially underpriviledged people to visit, and
when the managers exhibited reluctance to share knowledge
freely. These experiences made the project team realise how
critical community ownership is to the success of each knowledge
centre. The community as a whole must endorse the project so
that it does not become associated with one group or caste.

Staffing and training
Staffing is by village volunteers identified by the community
members. At least half of the volunteers must be women, under
the terms of the agreement with the Swaminathan Foundation.
The Foundation provides training in Windows 95/98, MS Office,
web site construction, voice recording, file compression and
wireless data transmission. The volunteers also learn to send and
receive email and fax messages, and some receive training in
desktop publishing, computer programming and design, which
enables them to produce letterheads, posters, visiting cards and
wedding invitation cards. The provision of such services is seen
as one way in which the centres can generate an income.
Working with newspaper reporters, the Foundation is also
providing journalism skills training to the volunteer knowledge
centre employees in writing and presenting information clearly
and crisply.

Mapping the rural information landscape
When the project began in 1998 there was almost no modern
telephone infrastructure and a three-to five-year wait for
standard telephone lines. A survey of 11 villages targetted by the
project revealed two reading rooms, six post offices, 12 public
telephones and 27 private telephones for 22,000 people. There
were also 1,129 television sets, of which 424 were connected to
cable TV broadcasting in Tamil.
Television and radio were generally regarded as sources of
entertainment, not practical information. For useful information
farmers turned to other farming families, local shopkeepers, and
suppliers of farm inputs. They expressed a low opinion of local
government functionaries.
There is high demand for agricultural information: the costs
and availability of agricultural inputs, including seeds, fertiliser
and pesticides, and grain prices in different markets throughout
the Pondicherry area. 121 farmers interviewed in 2000 reported
that grain prices are the most important piece of information
they receive. “Now that [villagers] have access to market rates,
middlemen are not able to exploit the farmers or fishermen,”
says Raja Mohan, the head of the information technology hub in
Pondicherry.
The knowledge centres provide detailed weather forecasts
downloaded from the Internet in audio format and broadcast
over a speaker system outside the knowledge centres. The
knowledge centre in Veerampattinam downloads wave height
predictions from the US Navy web site, which provides 12-hour
predictions for wave heights in the Bay of Bengal. The centre
prints out detailed maps from the site that are posted outside the
centre, and broadcasts the information over a speaker system for
the benefit of fishers who cannot read. The fisher families of
Veerampattinam, most of whom use non-motorised catamarans,
consider this information life saving.

magazines, individuals, research stations, and indigenous
farming practices shared by the farmers in magazines. The diary
for animal husbandry aims to give information on animal health
practices suggested by Tamil Nadu Veterinary University,
research stations and farmers’ indigenous animal health
practices. Project staff have so far developed 135 items related
to agriculture and 59 animal husbandry health practices.

Linking with Extension
Greater cooperation with the Department of Agriculture is being
discussed, and a partnership is taking shape. The Department
wants to link their farm clinics to the Villianur hub so that
extension staff can communicate more quickly with
Departmental headquarters. Farm clinics in three villages will
begin sharing agricultural information via the knowledge centre
located in their assigned village. The Foundation is also
developing a web site which will bring together all the relevant
agricultural information in the region, including
• the schedules of Agricultural Officers and the training
programmes they plan to conduct
• IPM methods developed in consultation with agricultural
extension officers, university professors and people with
indigenous knowledge

Value Addition: local content is the key

Farmers’ Diary
Staff at Villianur have recently initiated a daily news item sent to
the knowledge centres called “Farmers’ Diary.” The bulletin
provides information on technologies and techniques relevant to
agriculture and animal husbandry, with an emphasis on
sustainable approaches such as Integrated Pest Management,
Integrated Crop Management, and Integrated Nutrient
Management Practices relevant to the main crops grown in the
region: paddy, sugarcane, cotton, pulses, cereals and horticulture
crops. The information comes from the agricultural university,

Village knowledge centres are run by community volunteers.
Photo: M.S. Swaminathan Foundation

• Information on vermiculture, biopesticides, biofertilisers and
bioremediation agents
• Crop and livestock integrated farming systems
• Conservation, sustainable use, and equitable sharing of water
and the establishment of community water banks
• Government entitlements related to farmers.
Once the website is in place, it will provide a rich source of
information to extension workers, other Department staff,
members of the communities in which knowledge centres
operate, and many others who have an interest or need for such
information, in the Pondicherry region and elsewhere in the
world.

Power and gender impacts
The Swaminathan Foundation and the project’s funder, the
International Development Research Centre, took great pains to
ensure that the technology was not appropriated by the powerful
to further exclude women, the Dalit caste, and the poor.
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Along with access, a key component of the project is “value
addition” – collecting, creating and disseminating locally
relevant information in Tamil. This activity mainly takes place in
Villianur, the network hub. Recognition of the need for
“intelligent intermediaries” based in the communities to
interpret and package information for local use is seen to be one
of the major success factors of the project.
Information compiled by community volunteers and
provided in the village knowledge centres is locale specific. It
relates to prices of agricultural inputs (such as seeds, fertilisers,
pesticides) and outputs (rice, vegetables), market (potential for
export), entitlement (the multitude of schemes of the central and
state governments and banks) health care (availability of doctors
and paramedics in nearby hospitals, women’s diseases), cattle
diseases, transport (road conditions, bus and train schedules,
cancellations), weather (appropriate time for sowing, areas of
abundant fish catch, wave heights).
There is growing evidence that farmers are using the
information. For example, 14 farmers who had had their sugar
cane crops devastated by “red rot” disease in two consecutive
years were able to contact an entomologist through the
knowledge centre. The preventive measures prescribed by him
helped them save the sugarcane crop in 2001.
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Unlocking information that was previously inaccessible to
the rural poor can be threatening to those for whom knowledge
is the key to exercise their power. Local bureaucrats are often
reluctant to give up their monopoly on information, which can
be a source of power.
Before setting up the knowledge centres, the Foundation
required participating villages to agree to certain criteria. Each
centre had to guarantee access to members of the Dalit
population (formerly known as ‘untouchables’), and ensure
that at least half of the trained volunteer operators are women.
The key to success has been the integration of gender
analysis and awareness at the earliest stages of project design,
and making it a part of ongoing training, evaluation and
monitoring. The knowledge centres track the number of men
and women visitors to the centres on an ongoing basis,
providing a changing picture of how rural women are using
ICTs. Statistics kept by each shop indicate that between 34%
and 50% of users are women, depending on the village.
The terms of the agreement with the Foundation that at least
half of the volunteers must be women, helps ensure that
women feel at home in the centres and continue to visit. The
experience of handling and maintaining computer equipment
and answering men’s questions gives women new confidence
and status in the community and helps ensure that technology
is not thought of as “man’s domain.”

should be on what is operable locally without cumbersome
licenses or power requirements.”
Balaji and Arunachalam note, however, that direct
economic benefits from this type of enterprise are difficult to
quantify, although they certainly exist. They see potential for
ICT to support micro credit and community banking.
Empowerment of local communities can be seen in the
increased level of awareness that rural families have about
their rights and entitlements under publicly funded schemes,
and the improvement in their bargaining power in the
marketplace.

Sustainability through partnership
Sustainability of the network in a context where most users are
below the poverty line is one of the most difficult hurdles to
overcome. Most of the knowledge centres are partially selfsustaining, thanks to the efforts of volunteers. A key to
sustainability is the fact that the centres are valued community
assets. When repairs are needed, they are made, not always
with external financial assistance.
The tangible social benefits of the project are compelling to
the Indian government. The Department of Science and
Technology wants to see the experiment replicated in most of
the villages in Pondicherry, and is covering the cost of
connecting five more villages through wireless technology.
Other avenues to sustainability that are being explored are the
sale of services such as desktop publishing and online banking,
and partnerships with the departments of Education,
Agriculture, Statistics, and the District Rural Development
Agency.
The positive media attention the project has received since
1999 has helped to bolster the Information Villages Research
Project. Internationally, the project received coverage in the
Human Development Report 1999, the New York Times (May
2000) and in 2001 won the Stockholm Challenge, an award for
pioneering ICT projects that benefit people and society.

Going Global?
Photo: M.S. Swaminathan Foundation

Women primarily visit the knowledge centres to obtain
information about family income supplements and public
welfare schemes, low-cost insurance, and health issues,
especially child bearing and rearing. Some women have also
explored ways to start up new family enterprises. Grain price
information is of interest to women agricultural workers who
receive part of their wages in grain.
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Lessons learned
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Several constraints have been noted by project staff: lack of
local language content on the World Wide Web, the weakness
of both telecommunications and electrical infrastructure in the
region and especially in rural zones, and the reluctance of local
bureaucrats to give up their monopoly on information on
government services and programmes.
In an earlier phase, project leaders Balaji and Arunachalam
summed up the lessons thus: “ICTs can make a positive
contribution to improving the quality of life in ultra poor
families in rural areas. It is essential that community
ownership of ICT devices and training is established in the
initial phase to prevent influential sections from appropriating
all the benefits. Special efforts are needed to identify
knowledge and information needs both of men and women.
Local level “intelligent intermediaries” are an essential
component in any such project. There is a need to maintain a
continuous dialogue with the actual users to assess changing
needs vis-à-vis the network derived information. A wide variety
of access technologies are available now, and the emphasis

The emphasis that the Information Villages Research Project
places on community ownership and local content is reflected
in an ambitious international initiative being undertaken under
the auspices of the G8. The Open Knowledge Network seeks to
build on the Pondicherry approach in order to create a global
network of locally-based knowledge centres together with
sectoral hubs, engaged in production and exchange of practical
information for development. Oneworld International, a UKbased media organisation, is leading this experiment, which is
currently at the stage of technical pilot. If successful, the
Pondicherry approach will be the basis for expanding the reach
of ICTs to rural communities in many parts of the world.
■
Katherine Morrow, see p.10 for contact details
For more information on the Information Villages Project contact:
S. Senthilkumaran, M.S. Swaminathan Research Foundation, Third Cross Street,
Taramani Institutional Area, Chennai 600, 113, India; Tel (91-44) Ph: +91 - 44 2541229, 2542698, 2541698 Fax: +91 - 44 - 2541319; Email: senthil@mssrf.res.in
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Information Revolutions - How information and communication
management is challenging the lives of rural people by Mundy P and
Sultan J. 2001 234 p. ISBN 92 9081 2289CTA, Technical Centre for Agricultural and Rural
Cooperation, Postbus 380, 6700 AJ Wageningen, The Netherlands. cta@cta.nl
This book could be called a tribute to several enterprising individuals and
organisations in Africa, the Carribbean and the Pacific who have taken steps
- some modest, some bold - to help revolutionise the management of
information for agricultural development. CTA’s intention in publishing
these experiences is to raise awareness and thereby motivate others to
follow these examples in the context of their own lives. The authors have
done a wonderful job in selecting the best examples -those that are real local
or national initiatives, having a proven track record and are sustainable.
Approximately 40 of them are described in the book. The book has nine
sections on radio and television, newspapers and newsletters, literacy and
local languages, computers and telecommunications, farmers’ groups and
markets, farmers’ knowledge, research and extension links, research
networks and libraries. Written in a simple and straightforward style, the
stories will certainly capture the attention of many and stimulate them to
take on new initiatives - and thereby get them to communicate, without
which development efforts are doomed to fail. (CW)

The appropriateness and effectiveness of drama as an agricultural
extension tool by Munro J. 1998 30p. Occassional Publications Series No. 26,
Network on Bean Research in Africa, CIAT, Kampala, Uganda
The Network on Bean Research in Africa serves to stimulate, focus and
coordinate research efforts on the common bean. The network is organised
by CIAT, International Center for Tropical Agriculture, which is one of the
international agricultural research centers (IARCs). CIAT tries to find
different ways of disseminating information on new technologies together
with its partners. This paper is the result of a study of a project in Uganda
that used drama as a method of technology transfer. The findings revealed
that drama had been effective in communicating the message. Among those
who had been at a performance and then interviewed, 68% had learnt
something new from the drama, and 65% had made a change in their
agricultural practice (i.e. planting beans, planting trees etc.) as a result of
the drama. Apart from the success, the paper also covers the limitations of
drama as a tool for extension and provides recommendations for
overcoming these limitations. (CW)

Picture supported communication in Africa Fundamentals, examples and recommendations
for appropriate communication processes in rural
development programmes in Sub-Saharan Africa

ICTs in Developing Countries Crede A. and Mansell R. (eds) 1998 ISBN 90
804322 1 0 International Institute for Communication and Development (IICD),
PO Box 11586, 2502 AN The Hague, The Netherlands.

Development and the
Information Age - four
global scenarios for the
future of information and
communication technology
Howkins J. and Valantin R.(eds) 1997
59 p. ISBN 0 88936 835 X
International Development Research
Centre (IDRC), P.O.Box 8500, Ottawa,
ON, Canada, K1G 3H9.
The Information Revolution is producing
astonishing transformation in virtually all spheres
of human activity. But how can these technologies
help to balance the scales of development
between the countries of the “industrialised”
world and those of the “developing” world? Will
they narrow the existing gap, or will they widen
it? These were the questions debated by many
experts from around the world at a workshop cosponsored by UNCSTAD (United Nations
Commission on Science and Technology for
Development) and IDRC in June 1996. The four
scenarios envisioned are described in the book
and offer a glimpse into the future of the
information age, particularly on its impact on
reaching the goal of global sustainable and
equitable development.

Correction LEISA Magazine Vol.18 No.1 Livestock: which way?
The e-mail address of the publisher of the book “Utilizing
different aquatic resources for livelihoods in Asia: a
resource book” mentioned under “Sources” on page 31
should read bookstore@iirr.org
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by Hoffmann V. 2000 352p. ISBN 3 8236 1342 1 Margraf Verlag,
PO Box 1205, D-97985 Weikersheim, Germany. CTA, Postbus
380, 6700 AJ Wageningen, The Netherlands.
This book is an English translation based on the second,
updated and completely revised edition of the original
version published as a habilitation thesis in 1990 by the
author in German. What the author tries to examine quite thoroughly in this
book is the perception that pictorial communication, which is omnipresent
in industrialised countries, is a universal, language-independent and
supracultural means of communication, particularly for development
programmes in the Third World and for reaching people who are not literate.
The book does have a lot of theoretical content, which is balanced with two
extensive case studies from GRAAP in Burkina Faso and CFSME, Rwanda,
both of which have used pictures as an aid to the African oral tradition
through low-cost techniques such as flannelgraphs. In conclusion, the
author gives some recommendations for the production of pictorial
material, training of facilitators, use of media in different settings etc. This
is a book that is suited to those who are willing to spend time in going
deeper into communication practise. Also available in French. (CW)

A series of four booklets published by the IICD
focuses on the significance of information and
communication technologies (ICTs) for
sustainable development. The first booklet titled
“The importance for sustainable development”
explains what ICTs are and why they should be
considered very important for the sustainable
development of developing countries. Two
important issues in this context - building of
human capacity and setting in place a policy
framework - are discussed. Booklet II is called
“Gaps in provision” and examines the major
imbalances in the provision of ICT in developing
countries, i.e. inadequate infrastructure, the
urban-rural divide etc. Suggestions to overcome
the ICT gap are presented. “The basis for a
national policy framework”, the third booklet,
focuses on issues related to setting up a national
policy framework for ICT, including policies for
learning, funding etc. The fourth booklet contains
case studies and is titled, “Examples of ICTs in
practise” and covers six areas: education, health,
commerce, public information, environment,
agriculture and rural development. An
informative series presented in a simple-to-read
style. Get copies through information@iicd.org
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The World Bank ICT Department
http://info.worldbank.org/ict/
If you want an overview of donor funded ICT
projects and ICT companies that are active in
your country, this is a good starting point. For
projects and companies basic information like
objectives, size and contact persons is provided.
In some cases the website also provides access to
more comprehensive project documents.

National Community Radio Forum
http://www.ncrf.org.za/
This site is focused on South Africa but will be of
interest for people from elsewhere who are
interested in rural radio. It is an example of how
the Internet can be used to support networks
using other media – in this case radio that support
the poorest of the poor. You can read their
manifesto, see how they organise collaboration
and the experience they have gained since their
inception in 1993.

indigenous knowledge. On their website you can find research papers and a
database with farmers’ innovations.

The Association for Progressive Communications
http://www.apc.org/
The Association for Progressive Communications (APC) is an international
network of civil society organisations dedicated to empowering and
supporting groups and individuals working for peace, human rights,
development and protection of the environment, through the strategic use of
information and communication technologies (ICTs), including the
Internet. The website has many resources for small internet service
providers working with civil society. APC also develops free software.

Itrain Online
http://www.itrainonline.org/
ItrainOnline is a joint initiative of six organizations with expertise in
computer and Internet training in the South. The website aims at being a
single source on the web containing a selection of the best and most relevant
computer and Internet training resources for development and social
change. You can find practical information about anything ranging from
“how to use Email” to how to do advanced programming for your own website.

Developing Countries Farm Radio Network
http://www.farmradio.org/
Please read the article in this issue of the
magazine for more information about the Farm
Radio Network. On their website you can find
scripts that are distributed to radio stations. If you
are involved in rural radio broadcasting this is a
site to check. They do not charge for their scripts
and library services.

OneWorld

PEOPLink

The African Virtual University (AVU)

http://www.peoplink.org/
This is another example of new opportunities
provided by ICT. PEOPLink is a nonprofit
marketplace benefiting grassroots artisans and
their communities around the world. They
manage to bring buyers in contact with producers
in developing countries and involve many NGOs
in promotion.

http://www.avu.org/
AVU is an example of how ICT can enhance education. Since the launch of its
pilot phase in 1997, AVU has provided students and professional in 17
African countries over 3,000 hours of interactive instruction in English and
French. More than 24,000 students have completed semester-long courses in
technology, engineering, business and the sciences and over 3,500
professionals have attended executive and professional management seminars
on topics such as strategy and innovation, entrepreneurship and e-commerce.
AVU provides students access to an on-line digital library with over 1,000
full text journals. Over 45,000 free AVU e-mail accounts have been created
and the AVU website currently receives more than 1 million hits per month.

Digital Dividend
http://www.digitaldividend.org/
A website dedicated to exploring creative
business approaches, public- private partnerships,
and other sustainable ways to bridge the global
digital divide.
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Women in the Information Age

32

http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/witia/
This site, developed by the Women in the
Information Age Project at Harvard University’s
John F. Kennedy School of Government, aims to
address the gender issues in ICT.

Honeybee
http://csf.colorado.edu/sristi/honeybee.html
The Honeybee network of India is one of the
pioneers in using ICT for capturing and sharing

http://www.oneworld.net/
OneWorld is a network of more than 1200 organisations focused on human
rights and sustainable development. The website is a good entrance to
information on these topics. Most of the resources consist of reviews of
resources elsewhere on the Internet and is organised in “channels”. There is
for instance a channel named the “Digital Opportunity” channel that is good
if you want to keep up-to date with ICT and development.

Bellanet
http://www.bellanet.org/
Bellanet is an international non-profit initiative focused on helping the
international community to work together using ICT. Their website is an
entry point to the activities of Bellanet that ranges from defining technical
standards to compiling experience in knowledge management and web-toemail service as described in the centre spread of this magazine.

The International Institute for Communication and Development
http://www.iicd.org/
The International Institute for Communication and Development (IICD)
assists developing countries to realise locally-owned sustainable
development by harnessing the potential of ICT. On their website you can
find many documents about the latest developments and experiences in ICT
for development.

Visit our website: www.ileia.org

Free Software
Basic software applications for an office computer include: operating
system (the main choices are Windows, Linux, or MacOS), word processor,
spreadsheet, email client (to send and receive email), web browser, and
utilities for file transfer (FTP), file expansion and compression (Zip) and
viewing of PDF files.

Pegasus Mail (http://www.pmail.com) is a free
electronic mail client that enables several people
to maintain private accounts on the same
computer. Pegasus Mail donates manual sets to
non-profit organisations. Euroda light
(http://www.eudora.com) is another free and
feature-rich Email program.

Operating Systems: Linux or Windows?
The operating system (OS) is the software platform on top of which other
applications run. The choice of OS determines to a great extent the
applications that will run on a personal computer. Most of the products listed
below are compatible with both Linux and Windows operating systems.
Linux (http://www.linux.com and http://www.linuxiso.org) is a free, reliable,
and secure operating system that can be a good alternative to Windows,
especially for those using older computer hardware. However, it is
considered more difficult to set up than its main rival, Windows. Popular
Windows applications such as Word and Excel will not run on Linux. For
more information visit: http://www.seul.org/docs/whylinux.html
Windows (www.microsoft.com) is the most widespread operating system for
personal computers worldwide. Microsoft’s commercial dominance means
that much of the world’s software is designed for computers running
Windows OS. Windows is not free, but free software is available for
Windows users.

Office applications
OpenOffice (http://www.openoffice.org) is a free office suite that includes
word processing, spreadsheet, graphics, and presentation applications.
OpenOffice has every feature you could ever dream of. For basic word
processing consider AbiWord (http://www.abisource.com/). It is free, fast
on old computers and easy to learn.

Ftp
If you have direct access to the Internet and want to download computer
programs and documents FTP (File Transfer Protocol) is often the fastest
method. Most browsers have limited support for FTP transfers so it is better
to use a dedicated FTP program If you make your own web pages you can
also use FTP to upload them to an Internet server.
WS-FTP LE http://www.ipswitch.com is the classical FTP program. It is
fast, small and efficient and includes a list of good ftp sites. You can buy a
version with more features but don’t worry; the LE version is more than
enough for even advanced users. The download page is on:
http://www.ftpplanet.com/download.htm.

Compression
Many files on the Internet are compressed so they can be transferred faster.
To use them they have to be uncompressed. The most common method for
compression is Zip. These files have a “.zip” extension and can be
uncompressed with Winzip (http://www.winzip.com/) or “StuffIt Expander”
http://www.alladinsys.com. Both programs also handle a number of less
known compression methods.

Pdf (portable document format) is a popular format for distributing electronic
documents. The advantage is that the layout is preserved, e.g. if you download
an article from the LEISA Magazine as a pdf file and print it, it will look
exactly as the printed magazine. The disadvantage is that pdf files are big and
you need special software to view and print them. You can download the free
pdf reader at: http://www.adobe.com/support/downloads/main.html.

Email
If you have Internet access you may chose to use the Email program in your
browser. However, if you only use Email or if you want more features that
the simple features in the browsers, then a dedicated Email program is
worth considering.

Spam is the word for the unwanted advertising
Emails that become still more widespread. If you
don’t want to waste time to download them to your
computer you can check the subject and sender of
the Emails and delete the unwanted ones on the
server. With web based Email like Yahoo and
Hotmail this is straightforward. However, if your
Email uses the common POP3 protocol then you
will need a program like “Harvester”
(http://spazioinwind.iol.it/neutronstar/mysoft.html).

Check web-sites for updates
Some websites offer to notify you by Email when
they change the content. However, if the site you
are interested in does not offer that facility
consider using a free utility like WebMon
(http://www.markwell.btinternet.co.uk/webmon/).
It can quickly check the sites you are interested in
and tell you if they have changed. It is much
faster than checking the sites manually.

Download websites and browse off-line
If there are many people accessing the same
websites from the same computer it may be worth
downloading the whole site and browsing offline. In particular libraries and documentation
centres can benefit from this. “Ttrack Website
Copier” (http://www.httrack.com) can download
whole websites. It rebuilds the web pages on your
hard disk so all links will still work when you are
off-line.

UNESCO Free Software Portal
http://www.unesco.org/webworld/portal_freesoft
UNESCO has collected a large number of links to
free software for communication, library
management, office applications, and science and
education. The site also contains information for
users who wish to understand and follow the Free
Software movement, and for software developers
themselves.

Nonags software
http://www.nonags.com/ is a software site with
thousands of free programs well organised and
described.

For French speakers…
Boîte à outils du CIDIF is a CD-ROM containing
over 150 free software programs for Frenchspeaking computer users in the Caribbean,
Eastern Europe, Africa, the Middle East, and the
South Pacific region. For information contact:
Centre international pour le développement de
l’inforoute en français (CIDIF), 165, boulevard
Hébert, Edmunston NB, Canada E3V 2S6.
http://www.naviguer.org/boite | http://www.cidif.org
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Actor-led change for efficient agrifood
systems : handbook of the participatory actorbased CADIAC approach by Bourgeois R, Herrera D.
2000. 136 p. ISBN 979 9317 10 X EU 22.87. Regional
Coordination Center for Research and Development of
Coarse Grains, Pulses, Roots and Tuber Crops in the Humid
Tropics of Asia and the Pacific (CGPRT)
CIRAD, Avenue Agropolis, 34398 Montpellier Cedex 5,
France / librairie@cirad.fr ; www.cirad.fr. (CGPRT Centre
Monographs no. 39).
This book is intended as a practical handbook for
scientists, analysts, and students working on the
definition and implementation of policy changes
that contribute to real economic and social
agriculture-based development. The objective is to
promote competitive and sustainable agrifood
systems that broadly benefit society.
The commodity-chain analysis and actionoriented dialogue approach (CADIAC) is meant to
be a tool to achieve policies, measures and actions
that contribute to improving the competitiveness of
agriculture. This handbook presents and describes
the CADIAC method and ends with the
formulation of concrete proposals. The book is also
available in French and Spanish. (WR)
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Land rights under pressure :
access to resources in
Southern Benin by Edja H. 2001.
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23 p. ISBN 1 899825 82 7.
International Institute for
Environment and Development (IIED),
London. GRET. (Land Tenure and
Resource Access in West Africa). SMI
(Distribution Services) Ltd, P.O.Box
119, Stevenage, Herfordshire SG1 4TP,
UK / orders@earthprint.co.uk
This paper forms one of the four 2001 outputs of
the series ‘Land Tenure and Resource Access in
West Africa’. The objective of this IIED series,
jointly financed by DFID and GRET, is to enhance
the research capacity of West African researchers
and their institutes and to further the level of
knowledge on land tenure and resource access
issues in West Africa and their implications for
policy and practice contributing to sustainable
development. The French version of this series can
be obtained GRET.
Rising population density and degradation of
soils increase the pressure on land, which in itself
often causes degradation, and is one of the main
constraints in the West African region.
This report about Benin examines the diverse set
of arrangements by which people gain access to
land and trees, through a widespread system of
rental, loans, sharecropping, mortgage and
guardianship contracts.
The other three papers are about access to land in
the cotton zone in Burkina faso, land management
in Ghana, and share contracts in Ghana.(WR)

The Prosopis juliflora - Prosopis pallida
complex : a monograph by Pasiecznik NM [et al].
2001. 162 p. ISBN 0 905343 30 1. HDRA, the organic
organisation, Ryton Organic Gardens, Coventry CV8 3LG,
UK / kcadoret@hdra.org.uk

This is a manual with information and research on the Prosopis genus, and
specifically on the two most widespread species in tropical regions, Prosopis
juliflora and Prosopis pallida. The two species are covered together due to
continuing taxonomic confusion, and similar biology, ecology and resource
characters. Native to South America they are now widespread in many arid and
semi-arid areas in Africa, the Middle East, Australia and Asia. Prosopis trees
are a valuable source of fuelwood, timber, animal fodder, bee forage, medicines
and other raw materials to local people.
The monograph is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 - People and
Prosopis, contains sections on Prosopis as a resource, the history of
exploitation and world Prosopis distribution in the year 2000. Chapter - 2 The
species, includes systematics and nomenclature, a description, biology,
ecology of, and environmental requirements of the Prosopis juliflora - Prosopis
pallida complex. Chapter 3 - The complex as a resource, provides information
on Prosopis as a source of fuel and wood, fruit, foliage, plant extracts (honey)
and other benefits. Chapter 4 - Husbandry and management, includes nursery
propagation, field establishment, stand management, and exploitation of the
resource. Chapter 5 - Recommendations, covers use of improved genetic
material, improved management, development of processing technologies,
commercialisation of Prosopis tree products. An extensive reference list is
included.

The genus Prosopis : a reference database 2001. HDRA, the organic
organisation, Ryton Organic Gardens, Coventry CV8 3LG, UK / kcadoret@hdra.org.uk ;
www.hdra.org.uk.
The reference database is distributed with the monograph and contains 6443
non-abstracted references. It is the largest single collection of references
covering the genus Prosopis. Each reference has been keyworded from a
selection of 41 subject areas for ease of searching.
The above publications together are a useful resource to anyone working
specifically with Prosopis, especially to research and development workers,
students and land-users in the worlds arid and semi-arid zones.

Bamboo in the high forest of Eastern Bhutan : a study of species
vulnerability by Messerchmidt D, [et al]. 2001. 32 p. ISBN 92 9115 314 1. International
Centre for Integrated Mountain Development(ICIMOD), GPO Box 3226, Kathmandu, Nepal
/ www.icimod.org ; distri@icimod.org.np
This booklet is a clear case study from eastern Bhutan on how policies that
ignore traditional forest and species management systems that have evolved,
and worked well from generation to generation, do so at the risk of the
disappearence of not only sustainable locally acceptable management and
harvesting systems, but also at the risk of species disappearing. Bamboo is an
important alternative forest resource harvested from the high forests of Bhutan.
This study was conducted to determine the significance of bamboo in the local
subsistance and commercial economies, with particular attention to factors
affecting the risk of extinction of the species. (WR)

Ten million trees later : land use changes in
the West Usambara mountains : the soil
erosion control and agroforestry project in
Lushoto district 1981-2000 by Johansson L. 2001.
163 p. USD 15: GTZ, Dag Hammarskjöld Weg 1-5, 65760
Eschborn, Germany / www.gtz.de
Can be ordered from www.maneno.net ; lars@maneno.net ;
secap@tanga.net.
The first chapter can be downloaded from www.maneno.net
‘Ten million trees later’ tells the story of the
SECAP project towards the background of
dramatic land use change in Tanzania. It combines an account of project
activities over a twenty-year period with a discussion of underlying theories
and a critical analysis of the achievements. The book was written for two
different kinds of readers: people who live, work or visit in Lushoto District,
and as a case study for people who study or work with rural development.
Most of the chapters can be read independently, which is why main ideas and
conclusions re-occur in different forms. It starts with the description of the
case study. The following chapters provide the historical context and describe

how the project changed over the years. Chapters five to eight discuss the
different sectors and technical aspects for readers working with development
or extension, like soil conservation, livestock and forestry. In the end, the
author summarises the lessons learnt. This very interesting long-term case
study is well illustrated with colour photographs, maps and charts, and written
in an appealing style. However, it lacks an index and a list of references.

Water rights and empowerment by Boelens R,
Hoogendam P (eds). 2002. 256 p. ISBN 90 232 3764 1 :
EURO 25.00. Van Gorcum, PO Box 43, 9400 AA Assen,
The Netherlands / assen@vangorcum.nl.
In the Andean region, most irrigation systems have
been built by local users, organised into peasant or
indigenous communities, who also manage their own
systems under collective control and norms of their
own.
This book emphasises the issues of internal water
rights within irrigation systems, but since collective
rights between irrigation systems or between these
systems and other types of water users are becoming increasingly important, a
chapter on collective rights within the context of water management in
watershed or catchment areas is added. Further chapters reach beyond the
system level: discussing the issue of local collective rights regarding other
normative frameworks, regarding other groups of local, regional or national
interest, within the perspective of national legislation. With this book the
authors seek to contribute to the development of methodological proposals that
strengthen local water control and empower peasant and indigenous
communities. Recommended. (WR)

Review of the agricultural knowledge system in Fiji : opportunities and
limitations of participatory methods and platforms to promote
innovation development by Bachmann L. 2001. 275 p. ISBN 3 8236 1350 2.
(Kommunikation und Beratung, Sozialwissenschaftliche Schriften zur Landnutzung und
ländlichen Entwicklung 44). Margraf Verlag, Postfach 1205, 97985 Weikersheim, Germany
margraf@compuserve.com.
The author describes the articulated agricultural knowledge system of the
small island country Fiji. The focus of this study is the agricultural research
and extension department of the Ministry of Agriculture. A participatory
action research methodology was used to investigate the potential of
participatory methods to improve information flows between farmers and the
ministry, in order to achieve systematic user integration in the knowledge
system. Furthermore, several project cases were analysed to investigate the
potential of platforms, to bring together different actors, and to improve
innovation development and diffusion. The book provides methodological
tools for tackling the complex issue of agricultural development. By promoting
multiple perspectives, better integrating farmers and their knowledge through
participatory methods, and the use of platforms as joint learning opportunities
for all relevant actors, the book highlights new ways for innovation
development, and improves the chances for wider adoption.

Managing manure to sustain smallholder livelihoods in the East African
highlands by Lekasi JK [et al.]. 2001. 32 p. ISBN 0 905343 336. Henry Doubleday

Negotiating poverty : new directions, renewed debate by Middleton N,
O’Keefe P, Visser R (eds.). 2001. 239 p. ISBN 0 7453 1822 3. ETC International. Pluto Press,
345 Archway Road, London N6 5AA, UK / www.plutobooks.com

Paysans du sertâo : mutations des agricultures
familiales dans le nordeste du Brésil by Caron P,
Sabourin E (eds.) 2001. 243 p. ISBN 2 87614 449 2 EU
39.03. CIRAD, Avenue Agropolis, 34398 Montpellier Cedex
5, France / librairie@cirad.fr ; www.cirad.fr
This book presents the results of a number of studies
of the family-based agriculture in the northeast of
Brazil. Though the
agriculture in this region is
generally considered
unproductive, unadapted to
liberalisation, and unable to
innovate, these studies
show that family-based
agriculture in reality is
undergoing drastic
technical, economic and
social changes. The authors
analyse the role and the
functions of development
oriented research by looking at the results and the
methods developed. Several examples of research
and action operations are used to illustrate this: the
implementation of a local credit system and support
of municipal planning of rural development.(WR)

Handpump : operation, repair and
maintenance by Kamble V, Pate G. 2001. 16 p. Rs 20.-.
BAIF Development Research Foundation, BAIF Bhavan, Dr.
Manibhai Desai Nagar, Warje, Pune, Maharashtra 411 029,
India / baif@vsnl.com. (BIAF Barefoot Technician 1).
This small manual is an useful guide to handpumps,
and provides proper instructions on handling. In
many places, damaged handpumps have been
abandoned due to lack of repair skills and the
unavailablity of suitable tools. This manual explains
the design and operation of the handpump. It
provides guidelines to repair defects; causes and
remedies for defects
have been presented in
the form of pictures and
tables. The last part
shows how to do repairs
with the help of fishing
tools. The drawings are
meant to explain the
method of handling
tools. A clear and cheap
publication.(WR)
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Research Association (HDRA), Ryton Organic Gardens, Coventry, CV8 3LG, UK /
kcadoret@hdra.org.uk
ILRI, KARI.
The scope of this research report on manure management in the central
Kenyan Highlands was to evaluate manure management options that could
best conserve nutrients and improve manure quality. Livestock make an
important contribution to the sustainability of intensive smallholder farming
through their contribution to soil fertility. This research shows that increases in
crop yields on smallholder farms gained from simple techniques for better care
of manure during collection and storage, can be substantial and enduring.(WR)

This policy document on global poverty provides a
critical account of Western aid policies. With
contributions from leading academics and activists
who debated with the politicians, it offers a radical
analysis of the real issues. The authors argue that
before any effective strategy can be put into action,
the poor themselves must be included in the debate.
For those in the developed world, resposibility must
be taken for contributing to the creation of poverty
before it can effectively be eradicated. Chapters
cover the aims and framework of poverty reduction;
the role of the global market; the problems of
employment; human security; environmental
security; legal aspects; and the practical problems
of implementation.
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Despite advances in telecommunication, printed magazines remain the
only source of information for many people (Lalomama, Ethiopia).
Photo: Flemming Nielsen

Story of a tattered
newsletter
Ann Waters-Bayer

The young man, a recent university graduate, has enthusiastically
started his first job as agricultural advisor with a local NGO.
He works “in the bush” (although there are precious few bushes
there), in a dry and dusty area with no paved roads, no telephone,
no short-wave radio. In the NGO office in the regional capital,
there is a computer, but no modem.
He is based 350 km from the capital. After dark, he has
electricity for five hours. It is hard to read the small letters of the
newsletter in the dim light. Nevertheless, he continues reading,
because the article is about farmer-developed methods of
harvesting water, methods that would interest farmers in his area.
In one village is a youth group that is particularly keen on
experimenting with new ideas. He lends the newsletter to the
group leader. By the time the newsletter is returned, it has
passed through several hands. Comments by the young people
reveal that they have read not only the water harvesting article
but also several others. The village has no library, no bookshop,
no newspaper. They have nothing new to read, except this. The
NGO advisor explains that the newsletter is available free of

charge. The group would have to arrange that it be brought
somehow from the post office in the capital, because there is no
postal service to the village, but the NGO vehicle often comes
from the capital, so that’s a possibility.
In the Networking section of the newsletter, a website is
mentioned. One of the young women had seen a website when
visiting her sister, a secretary with an international aid agency in
the regional capital. It took a long time until the colourful
pictures appeared on the computer screen. But then they
disappeared again. Her sister explained that it was difficult to
“stay connected”. The young woman couldn’t bring the pictures
back to show in the village. Something had been written with the
pictures; she couldn’t recall what. But she has read the
newsletter twice, happy also to practise her English, and has
discussed it with friends.
The youth leader shows the article to the village development
committee. The committee head asks the NGO advisor if the work
described in the article can be visited. The advisor says it is too far
away, but a friend who also read this article knows of farmers in
this very region who are doing something similar. Maybe the NGO
vehicle could be used to take some members of the development
committee and the youth group to visit these farmers.
Low-external-input technologies and farmer experimentation
to adapt new ideas to local conditions are most needed in the
more marginal and risk-prone areas of rain-fed farming.
Information about such technologies and experiences can
stimulate local innovation. When we in the North spend much of
the day communicating with our computers, we can get carried
away with the wonders of the new information and
communication technology, like children with new toys. In large
parts of Africa, when you leave the cities, when you reach the
more remote areas, when you see a well-worn and well-read
copy of an old ILEIA newsletter as I did recently in Ethiopia,
you are brought down to earth.
This is a plea to all information and networking services and
donors: in your enthusiasm to explore new paths in electronic
communication, don’t forget that a large number of people who
are hungry for information still depend on the printed and
spoken word. Please don’t starve them.
■
Anne Waters-Bayer, Röhnsweg 56, D 37085 Göttingen, Germany.
E-mail: waters-bayer@web.de

Issue 18.4, December 2002
LEISA MAGAZINE . JULY 2002

Feminisation of agriculture needs appropriate responses
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The feminisation of small and marginal agriculture is
increasing rapidly in many parts of the world due to processes
such as labour migration, part-time farming, urban life focused
education and HIV/AIDS. This has an enormous impact on
women, their households, rural communities and farming.
Supporting women in their role as farmers requires many
changes and adaptations. These relate to property rights, access
to productive resources as well as to adaptations, i.e. decision
making, labour division, crop management, animal husbandry
and production of tools. Also research, extension, information
management, input supply, financing and marketing etc. have
to become more women-focused and have to develop

methodologies and procedures adapted to the specific
conditions and needs of women. Often, women as the main
managers of change have to cope with ecological degradation.
What specific needs do women in such conditions have and
what adaptations have been developed by women to cope with
these processes? What are the experiences of participatory
programmes that have been supporting women to cope with
change? What are good examples of technologies and
methodologies suited for use by and with women? We invite
you to share your experiences on these and other relevant
questions with other readers of the LEISA Magazine. First
deadline for contributions 1st of September 2002.

You are invited to contribute to these issues with articles (about 800, 1600 or 2400 words + 2-3 illustrations and references),
suggest possible authors, and send us information about publications, training courses, meetings and websites.
Editorial support is provided by ILEIA. Authors of published articles are entitled to a standard fee.

