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Agricultural Extension in

Text A Problems and Ideas in Agricultural Extension

Until recently, the majority of people in what we now call the developing countries lived a
relatively unchanging life, producing food in the same way as their ancestors. Their methods of
production were usually well adapted to the local environment, involving minimum risk and
ensuring enough food for the family in all but exceptional years. But, in the last 50 years, the
relative equilibrium of traditional societies has been greatly disturbed.

Populations have expanded rapidly as a result of decreased mortality and high birth rates, and
the pressure of human numbers has caused traditional systems of land-use and the conservation of
the fertility of the land to break down. The growth of towns and the number of people involved in
nonagricultural activities have led to an increasing demand for agricultural products. This has
placed an even greater strain on soil and pasture resources which are being used up rapidly,
especially in semi-arid areas.

By far the most difficult problem is how to provide a livelihood for a rural labour force which
is expected to double by the end of the century. A more intensive and productive use of land can
help to solve the problem. To achieve this millions of farmers must be given access to agricultural
education, the necessary production supplies, and markets.

Advice and assistance for farmers to help them improve their methods of production and
marketing is called agricultural extension. However, agricultural extension should not be seen
only in the context of increasing agricultural output. Extension is part of the effort to achieve a
balanced social and economic development of rural areas. This is necessary in order to maintain
the increase in productive capacity.

Early extension programmes

The term extension was first used in connection with education about 100 years ago to
describe the method of spreading knowledge from the University of Cambridge in England to the
great mass of people outside its walls. The earliest exponent of this system was Richard Moulton,
a lecturer in literature. He and his companions travelled from town to town teaching adults, who,
because of their employment in factories and offices, were unable to receive formal university

Unit 1 Agricultural Extension in Developing Countries / 1
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education. Although the early extension teaching was not concerned with agriculture, it featured 4
elements common to modern agricultural extension programmes:

1. the knowledge to be extended

2. the people to be served

3. acentral extension organisation

4. the extension agent or contact man.

The term agricultural extension has come from the USA. Until 1914, lectures by university
teachers to the general public were called extension lectures, but with the passing of the
Smith-Lever Act in that year, the term came to be used mainly for non-formal education for the
farming community. The purpose of the Act was to aid the spread of useful and practical
information to farmers and their families on subjects relating to agriculture and home economics.
State universities and colleges, called land grant colleges, were set up for research, training and
evaluation.

Agricultural extension got going in the British colonies in the late 1920s. At this time it was
realized that farmers were spending a lot of time meeting their subsistence needs; if they could
improve their efficiency, more labour and land could be released for the production of surpluses
for the market. Increased attention was given to the needs of farmers. The emphasis moved away
from crops to the people growing them.

Extension problems in developing countries

At independence, many of the developing countries inherited an administration aimed
primarily at increasing export production, gathering statistics and maintaining law and order. The
goals of new nations related more to community development. There was then a tendency to
modify the organization of extension programmes in order to serve the diverse needs of the
communities. This led to conflicts between departments, poorly coordinated effort and
disappointing results. Governments grew impatient with the slow, plodding extension worker and
his farmer clients, and sought alternative means of increasing the production of small farmers.

Some of the criticism of extension services appears to have been justified. Statistics showing
increases in production as a result of extension work are often exaggerated and conceal
inefficiency. However, much of the criticism of agricultural extension has arisen from inadequate
understanding of the special problems involved in bringing about social and economic change
within rural societies in the twentieth century.

The population problem Increases in population soon swamp any improvements in
services. In economically advanced countries, the ratio of extension workers to farmers lies
between 1:350 and 1:1,000, whereas most developing countries are lucky if they have one to every
5,000 farm families. A Latin American extension worker once complained that despite the 30,000
school teachers in his country, there were still large numbers of children who were unable to read.
‘What could he hope to achieve in the way of agricultural progress with only 30 staff?

Inappropriate content A high ratio of extension workers to farm families is, however, of

2/ Unit 1 Agricultural Extension in Developing Countries
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little practical value if the extension message is inappropriate. Farm improvements well adapted to
surplus labour, unsophisticated skills and scarce capital are generally not available. Setbacks have
been caused by inappropriate technology and institutions borrowed from economically advanced
countries. A lot of money has been wasted on the promotion of techniques which were of little
help to poor farmers. Many recommended practices have been insufficiently profitable to justify
their inclusion in extension programmes. Without a good understanding of farm management,
extension workers have been unable to reassure farmers about the benefits of proposed changes.

Lack of practical skill Extension workers are often lacking in practical ability as a result
of poor training and selection. Frequently their demonstration plots show how much they have to
learn from the farmers they are supposed to teach. A major criticism of the US extension workers
in Latin America was that they were preoccupied with extension methods rather than farm
technology. For example, experts in audio-visual aids were skilled in design and presentation, but
lacked the practical training in agriculture necessary to test and demonstrate agricultural
improvements.

Lack of supporting services The extension services in economically advanced countries
are aimed at rural societies which are highly specialised. For many years, small farmers and farm
workers have been leaving rural areas for employment in the towns. In Britain less than 2 per cent
of the working population are directly employed in agriculture. Those remaining have security of
tenure, and access to credit, markets and farm supplies. Most of them can read and write, receive
the farming newspapers, and have their own radio and television sets. Farming programmes have a
wide audience. The extension worker is also supported by representatives of commercial firms
selling a multitude of products. Farmers are easily reached because roads, telephones and postal
services are well developed. Farming interests are well represented in parliament.

In developing countries the situation is very different. Fifty to 80 per cent of households are
dependent on agricultural employment. The great majority are poor and illiterate. Private
commercial suppliers of seed, agricultural chemicals, tools and spare parts are often absent. Too
often farmers have the frustrating experience of getting less money for their marketed produce
than they rightly expected. Costs of transportation are high and markets for tropical agricultural
produce are highly competitive and unstable. Profits are often siphoned off by moneylenders,
merchants and landlords, or the market may be dominated by large foreign-owned plantation
companies. Peasant organisations are frequently suppressed. In such cases little can be achieved

by the lone extension worker.

The management problem

In most developing countries, extension services are organised along similar lines to civil
service agencies, with offices at the national, provincial (state), district and rural council levels.
Complex organisations such as these have problems of communication between the upper and
lower levels. All instructions and reports have to be transmitted through each link in the chain.
Complex chains of command cause delays and distortion of the extension message.

Unit 1 Agricultural Extension in Developing Countries / 3
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Programmes are usually planned and decisions taken by senior staff who tend to be out of
touch with local problems and the day-to-day difficulties facing the farmer and the extension
worker. There is barely any feedback to the decision-makers because intermediate staff are
reluctant to pass back information which might imply criticism of their superiors.

The extension agent, the most important link in the chain, is often the least supported with
transport, equipment and technical guidance. Supervision is usually inadequate. Too often, salaries
and staff accommodation absorb most of the extension budget.

The workload of an extension agent may be very heavy. Tasks include:

1. writing applications for credit and subsidies for farmers

2. filling in many questionnaires and forms for headquarters

3. setting up and maintaining demonstration plots and distributing supplies.

The extension agent may be the only government officer operating at the local level, and may
thus be given various non-agricultural tasks as well. Very little time is left for working with
farmers or for in-service training. The little agricultural work that is done is rarely systematically
planned or supervised. Extension agents hardly ever have a plan of work, and when they do the
plan is often too vague to be checked and may have little relevance to the needs of the farmers.
Senior staff have neither the means nor the inclination to check on performance.

Extension workers generally spend too much time in their offices and not enough time in the
field. The attempt to implement inappropriate extension programmes meets with apathy and
sometimes hostility from farmers. The extension worker is torn between loyalty to the farmers and
loyalty to his employers and, not surprisingly, takes refuge behind his desk in bureaucratic tasks.

The reluctance of extension workers to identify with farmers and share their anxieties is often
the result of values acquired at school. The educational system is often geared to developing skills
for employment in office jobs in the capital. In fact, education provides a means of escaping from
rural areas. Promotion within the civil service is usually best obtained through an office job under
the eye of the director rather than by hard work in remote rural stations.

Making agricultural extension more effective
There is little that can be said about improving extension that has not been said before. Many
of the so-called new ideas about agricultural extension often tum out to be earlier visions not put

into practice.

Devising solutions

The success or failure of an extension programme depends on the relevance of its content and
the degree of popular interest it generates. It is essential for an extension programme to be
preceded by a field survey in which the management objectives of farmers and their problems are
identified and acceptable solutions devised. This should be carried out by a team of specialists,
preferably from the district headquarters, assisted by local extension staff. Extension programmes
are expensive in terms of the recurrent budget thus justifying thorough diagnosis.

4/ Unit1 Agricultural Extension in Developing Countries
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The need to improve the content of extension, especially in connection with food crops, has
promoted the setting up of international research centres such as the International Rice Research
Institute (IRRI) in the Philippines and the International Maize and Wheat Improvement Centre in
Mexico. Innovations in the production of both cash and food crops are essential if a profitable
programme is to be assembled for subsistence farmers. '

The advances which have been achieved by IRRI and similar institutions are the result of
cooperation between extension and research staff. Innovations can only be adapted to the needs of local
farmers by coordinated effort. Appropriate technology can be evolved only on the fields of farmers.

Coordinating extension with other services

The principal lesson to be learned from agricultural extension over the last 50 years is that
extension programmes succeed only when linked to research, the organised delivery of farm inputs
and outputs, and credit and attractive prices for farmers. National extension services have
contributed little in isolation because technical information without other facilities cannot assist
the farmers. While it is true that extension workers should not get personally involved with
organising credit, distributing supplies and marketing, they should be familiar with the activities of
credit agencies and farm suppliers and be able to coordinate their work with them. In Latin
American countries, officers of credit agencies are a major source of extension assistance.

Recognition of the interlocking nature of agricultural-production systems lies behind such
approaches to rural development as package programmes, contract farming, integrated
development and community development. These approaches involve coordinated action by the
development agency in a number of interrelated areas. Integrated development emphasises the
importance of improved social services as well as the technical improvements of agriculture
within a region. Underlying community development is the recognition that if people are to
change their attitudes to agricultural progress, they must first have a good reason. Learning new
agricultural practices is a means to an end and not an end in itself. Progress must begin with
changes in the attitudes of people themselves.

In all approaches to rural development, the role of the extension worker is basically the same:
to demonstrate acceptable improvements and seek ways of bringing their adoption within the
grasp of farmers. This work has long been central to rural development because extra production
must always come first in order to:

1. increase farmers’ incomes

2. increase off-farm employment by spreading the extra income in various employment-

giving ways

3. increase government revenue and help pay for other services such as clinics, schools and

water supplies.

Most rural development too easily slips into these other services because it is much easier and
more popular to build schools and clinics, etc. than to increase output. The result is that there is no

radical cure of poverty which springs from low productivity.
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The extension worker must coordinate as well as convey technical information. As middle
man between research, marketing, supply and credit agencies, and the farmer, the extension
worker explains the needs of farmers to these agencies and informs farmers of the opportunities
available to them.

Selection and training of extension workers

Extension is often the department in a ministry which holds the lowest public esteem. This
can be improved by more rigorous selection and training of extension workers together with better
pay and conditions to the level of other government workers.

If field staff are to be able to communicate with and motivate farmers and help them solve
their everyday problems, it is essential that they are recruited from rural areas. In some countries,
farmers themselves are being recruited to assist full-time extension workers and act as
intermediaries between farmers and extension staff.

An extension worker must be a good technician and must be kept up to date with changes in
agricultural practice. Training which emphasises participation and involvement is essential so that
extension staff can learn how to help the farmers.

Knowledge of agriculture and a few communication techniques will not be sufficient
preparation work. Extension staff will need to know how their agency is organised. Management

training should also be part of higher-level extension courses.

Extension methods

In areas where there are large numbers of small farmers, group work is more practicable than
individual farm visits. Apart from the large number of farmers, there are other good reasons why
working with groups is more appropriate in developing countries. Farmers often have a high
awareness of group requirements and are controlled by powerful religious and group rules. They
prefer to imitate those with - alues and technical competence similar to their own. Group methods
provide a familiar, secure setting.

Where extension workers have concentrated their efforts on selected progressive farmers, the
average farmer has shown little interest in changing his practices. If contact farmers are needed,
they should be elected by the group and not selected by officials.

The purpose of extension work is to awaken the desire for technical, economic and social
change and to teach practical and managerial skills. All extension work should be based on group
discussion, practical demonstration and participation. Teaching methods borrowed from the school
classroom are not acceptable in non-formal education.

Among educationists in general there is a tendency to confuse education with educational
equipment. In the rural areas of developing countries, the more complex the teaching equipment, the
less likelihood there is that it will be effective. Radio and television can be important in reaching large
numbers of people with useful information. However, their effectiveness depends on close cooperation

between programme producers, extension workers and listening groups at the village level.
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