Session 6: Plenary

Presentation: The Future of Information

Chris Pal

Questions and Answers

Q.  Pamela expressed the need for skills in use of technologies at universities for both faculty and students.

Q Mary noted that University of Ohio has extension packages- the type that may be needed for universities in Asia and Africa.

Q. Gracien, How do we deal with the many languages in developing countries?

A. Take advantage of the larger density languages only

Q. Information intermediaries such as broadcasters are not agriculture people and may be difficult to put messages across to farmers.
A. Broadcasters of agricultural programs and information intermediaries need access to databases of agricultural experts.

Q. Separating the message from the messenger. Information comes from different sources and farmers may have difficulties on which information to trust.
A. community involvement such as in community radio programs may help build farmers’ trust

Learning Initiatives in Africa (Kenya and Mali)

Two learning initiatives in Africa (Kenya and Mali) were explained to the participants at the request of Carl Eicher. 
Collaborative Master of Science in Agricultural and Applied Economics (CMAAE).

Kosula-Oluoch explained the Kenya initiative that involves collaboration of 16 Applied Economics departments in 12 universities in eastern, Central and Southern Africa. The genesis of the program was a response to concerns of decline in quality, and duplication of programs being offered by the universities in the region. Development of the program involved a consultative process of various stakeholders to determine the kind of curriculum that could meet the needs of employers. The program was reviewed locally and internationally. Workshops are held regularly to review the curriculum. An accreditation process determined each universities capacity to offer the program. There is a scheme whereby specialized fields are held at shared facilities e.g. University of Pretoria in South Africa which has many resources including internet connectivity and computers. However, online training is not possible at the moment due to problems of connectivity in other universities. Most universities use vsat which is expensive. Curriculum reform took five years. Best practice universities were visited and stakeholders consulted. There is regular consultation for continuous improvement of the program. An internship is built into the program. Students are attached to institutions after submitting their thesis. Students testimonials indicate they are happy with the program. The second intake had fifty students, an indication of popularity of the program. A participant noted the need to replicate the program in other disciplines such Animal Science.
Malian Market Information System
Niama Nango explained the Mali initiative. The initiative was started in 1989 to improve competition in the newly liberalized cereals markets by leveling the playing field between the farmers and traders. Its a collaboration with Michigan State University which was approached to develop a market information system after the cereal reform in Mali. The program is funded by USAID and other donors. Technology is limited to desktop computer for data entry and analysis. A needs assessment for different stakeholders was carried out. There are 24 units for collecting information. The units input the information into computers. The units participated in a training program for interpreting market information. They use manuals developed by FAO. The third phase involves scaling up the project across West Africa and incorporating the use of cell phones in disseminating market information. This process will be supported by the West African network of market information system and agri-business network.  The speaker emphasized the need to include farmers in designing programs to avoid being off target. He noted that programs should be flexible to allow for changes. Sustainability and relevance to farmers’ information needs became issues that needed to be addressed as the project progressed. Specifically the question was how to improve the timeliness of information diffusion that meets the farmers’ needs at the local level and to substitute local resources with USAID funds.

Issues that need to be addressed;
Users’ information needs survey all over the country

Decentralization of information processing and diffusion to meet local needs

Transfer of ownership of the program to farmers’ organization

To improve timeliness of information through new technology

Creation of about 24 local data collection and diffusion units linked by FM radio transmitters powered by solar energy

Creation of 20 rural radio networks to diffuse locally relevant information 

Training of rural radio animators in marketing concepts and price information analysis

