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Cornell University
Albert R. Mann Library

15 February 2008

Roy Steiner

Senior Program Officer
Agricultural Development

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
Seattle, Washington

Dear Roy:

The following report summarizes the results of activities undertaken as part of the "21st Century
Agricultural Education and Information Systems Project" (WorldAglnfo), May to December 2007, funded
by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and implemented by A.R. Mann Library, Cornell University.

Project activities included consultations with staff of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation; site visits to
South Asia and Africa by members of the project's Design Team; two international workshops convened
in Ithaca, New York, and Livingstone, Zambia, to bring together policy makers, scholars, instructional
technology and curriculum specialists, and private sector representatives; literature reviews on topics
relevant to smallholder agriculture in Africa and South Asia; and smallholder interviews conducted on-
site in India, Sri Lanka, Mali and Zambia by agriculture undergraduate and graduate students.

The report offers a wealth of ideas for innovations in agricultural education and information systems,
pulling together the creative thinking of the many people who participated in the project. We believe the
unique composition of the project's Design Team, which included members from the fields of agriculture,
information technology, and education, succeeded in facilitating outside-the-box thinking. It is not
surprising that the team did not always come to a complete consensus on all aspects of the report that
follows. However, the report does represent the best thinking of all members of the team.

This opportunity to be of service is much appreciated by all team members. It has been an exhilarating
and productive experience for us all.

On behalf of the Design Team,

Dwight W. Allen Mary Anderson Ochs

Old Dominion University Mann Library, Cornell University
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Executive Summary

New collaborative information technologies offer an exciting opportunity to transform agricultural
education and information systems in Asia and Africa. To evaluate this basic premise, the WorldAglnfo
Design Team was charged by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation with exploring the landscape

of agricultural education and information systems in these regions. The outcome, as specified under

the Terms of Reference, is a set of recommendations for areas of investment that have the potential

to improve the lives of smallholders through better access to agricultural education, training and
information. This report provides a summary of the activities undertaken under the Terms of Reference
and recommendations for areas of investment.

The major components of the project included:

1. Analysis of the agricultural information landscape
2. Site visits to South Asia (India and Sri Lanka) and Africa (Mali and Zambia)

3. Literature reviews on key topics related to delivering agricultural information at the smallholder
level

4. Expert consultation workshops — one focusing on knowledge systems held in Ithaca, New York in

October 2007 and the second focusing on delivery systems held in Livingstone, Zambia in
November 2007

5. Smallholder Survey — over 600 focused interviews with smallholders in India, Sri Lanka, Mali and
Zambia

The scope of this project was vast, covering two continents, multiple stakeholders all along the
agricultural information chain, and all aspects of agricultural information from soil fertility to marketing
mangoes. Thus, the ideas and information presented here certainly are not comprehensive. Rather they
endeavor to provide a more holistic analysis of issues involved in strengthening the smallholder sector by
reflecting input and views from all the key players who have a role in achieving long-term, sustainable
improvements to smallholder agriculture in Africa and South Asia.

While many factors affect the productivity and overall success of smallholder farmers, it is clear that lack
of access to agricultural information presents one of the important barriers. It is also clear that there are
many creative and innovative initiatives already underway, so there is ample opportunity to have impact
by building on ongoing success stories as well as experimenting with new approaches.

Out of the two expert workshops, known formally as the Cornell International Symposium on

Agricultural Education and Information Systems, came many ideas for innovations using new
collaborative information technologies, as well as some “tried and true” technologies implemented in new

vii



Executive Summary

ways. Twelve proposals; over 30 concept notes are included in this volume. In addition more than 50
potential project initiatives are identified for possible future development. Each proposal was developed
with contributions from a multidisciplinary group of professionals who joined the WorldAglnfo team in
this work, almost all of whom are considered leading experts in their field. Key issues such as feasibility,
scalability, sustainability, and overall impact were given major consideration in designing each of the
proposed initiatives.

Although very diverse in terms of technology, target audience, and strategy, the 12 proposed initiatives
share some common themes or operational principles.

* 'The content, value, and quality of information and knowledge are not improved just because
information is offered in multimedia or over the Internet. The importance of quality control is
almost more critical the more accessible and ubiquitous information becomes.

* Building in extensive feedback mechanisms at all levels from all sources is critical. This can help
address the issue of quality control and strengthen the smallholder voice.

* It is important to enable smallholder access to a wide range of support systems so that as many
men and women farmers as possible are reached.

* Many of the proposals cite programs that are already making a difference, and could offer a
model or potential partner for future collaboration. Investments should capitalize on existing
successful programs and innovative organizations, rather then reinventing the wheel.

There is impressive momentum at all levels, from the international to local, to use new technologies to
strengthen smallholder farmers and their support network. This presents an optimal environment for
scaling and impact.
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