RAILS consultation (23/09 – 05/10) on 
audio based farmer information systems
Agricultural informatics is a new concept that has arisen following the rapid development in information and communication technologies, and of the Internet. Recently, referred to as e-agriculture, agricultural informatics is an emerging field in the intersection of agricultural informatics, agricultural development and entrepreneurship, referring to agricultural services, technology dissemination, and information delivered or enhanced through the Internet and related technologies. e-Agriculture, however, goes beyond technology, and ensures to promote the integration of technology with multimedia, knowledge and culture, with the aim of improving communication and learning process between various actors in agriculture locally, regionally and worldwide.
Currently most farmers’ information is provided either by extension workers, through libraries or via websites. Those website can be intended to have as major beneficiaries the farmers but in practice will be mainly consulted by researchers or information specialists. Besides, the number of extension workers has been going down over the years while farmers have been left to fence for themselves.  As a consequence one can say that the majority of agricultural information consists of messages that farmers are sharing directly among themselves. 
Some web web-based initiatives are successful. To mention only one: INFONET has proven to be a successful farmer information hub [sponsored by the Swiss]. It is a web-based service promoting organic farming. Nevertheless, seeking information from these and other platforms becomes an onerous task for the farmers as it entails ploughing through many publications or surfing a large number of web-pages.
FARA is currently working on an inventory of projects about audio based farmer information systems and on Agricultural Information on Demand using mobile phone.
Purpose of this RAILS consultation:

1. Creation of an inventory of ongoing projects on Farmer Information Systems of actors who do not necessarily know one another.

2. To complement the 300+ page report - entitled Building Pathways out of Rural Poverty through Investments in Agricultural Information Systems but with a greater focus on audio based farmer information systems. The report of the Cornell University and partners known as the a 'WorldAginfo' Design Team (April 2008) provides a summary of activities undertaken and recommendations for areas of investment.
3. Participation of FARA at the Global Summit about Mobile Technology for Social Impact October 13-15, 2008 Johannesburg, South Africa http://www.mobileactive08.org/agenda
4. The next FARA bi-monthly Bulletin (October-November) will have as theme audio based farmer information systems.

5. Organization of a RAILS/FARA 2009 conference on Innovative Farmer Information Systems.

We are particularly interested in Farmer Information Systems in Africa which are going beyond Market Information Systems.
1. VOICE ENABLED INFORMATION DELIVERY SERVICES
A telephone based information delivery service that provides guidance on improved farming methods and advice on market access to improve the lives of rural farming communities. Answers to many of these problems may well be on the internet – but with connectivity, literacy and language barrier, this is way beyond the reach of the vast majority. So a simple telephone – community fixed phone or mobile – serves as the medium of information exchange, while sophisticated communication technology and computing applications have been configured at the back-end platform to provision of requisite information service. The solution comprises of a unified messaging platform incorporating Interactive Voice Response (IVR) functionality, integrated with a Customer Relationship Management application to support integrated call handling and management of very large audio database.

Example: Interactive Voice Recording Systems (IVR) and pre-recorded Question and Answer Services (QAS) is used since since 2006 in India using Hindi. LifeLines India  (< OneWorld South Asia)
2. NATIONAL FARMERS INFORMATION SERVICES
National Farmers Information Services are a promising new field of research and application in the emerging field of e-agriculture. 

Example: Such a pilot project, The National Farmers Information Service (NAFIS), was launched in Kenya on 29 April 2008 to enable farmers receive timely agriculture information through their mobile phones in national languages Kiswahili and English. This project will develop comprehensive tools and resources to improve the versatility and user-friendliness of NAFIS. These are text-to-speech systems, Automatic Speech Recognition systems, multilingual agricultural terminology banks, easily-navigable agricultural content and an expert system to make NAFIS user-driven and hence more responsive to farmers' queries.

3. DIAL-UP RADIO: AGRICULTURAL INFORMATION ON DEMAND
A series of short segment audio programs that provide small-scale farmers telephone access to relevant information through an automated voice system. This “dial-up” radio system is an information hub featuring a regularly updated, diverse menu of pre-recorded agricultural content.

Example: Kubatana - the Zimbabwean NGO Network Alliance Project. This project will develop pre-recorded agricultural content in Shona, Ndebele and English and a series of flexible audio magazines that will enable farmers to leave messages and ask questions thereby creating two-way communication with other farmers, suppliers, consumers, transport networks, support services and agricultural extension workers.

4. EXTENSION SERVICES BASED ON MOBILE PHONE AND DATABASE MONITORING
A media channel that allows anyone anywhere to affordably share market information via mobiles. By tracking activities and profiles, the service becomes a crucial profiling and business monitoring tool, as well as an advertising medium. By focussing on profiling, this service that can minimize risk in transactions, offer some brokerage services, and provide a revenue stream by permitting advertising and data mining. To date, most licensees have been donor projects.

Example: TradeNet began development in 2005, but was officially launched in 2007. TradeNet’s BusyLab has spent three years building an openAPIstructure which allows any entrepreneur to leverage their network of users and mobile operators and get a service launched quickly. TradeNet projects to be operational in 25 countries by 2011.

5. E-LEARNING FOR BASIC SKILLS, AGRICULTURAL EDUCATION AND MARKET INFORMATION 
The provision of information and learning material for market and agricultural skills.

Example 1: Collecting and Exchanging of Local Agriculture Content (CELAC) is a project of BROSDI (Busoga Rural Open Source and Development Initiative) aiming at use of ICT methods and knowledge sharing to enhance poverty reduction and food security. CELAC operates in all the four regions in Uganda. The CELAC Project seeks to collect and exchange this local agricultural content that works from the farmers.

Example 2: Fruiléma, a business venture consisting of 5 mango producers, recently launched a web platform with help from the International Institute for Communication and Development (IICD) - an international NGO based in the Netherlands and Manobi - a private sector company based in Senegal. The platform enables potential buyers to follow the whole production chain, right from where and how the mango was grown to as far as the company that is offering them for sale. Thanks to this platform, the fruits sold by Fruiléma can be compared with the quality criteria defined by GlobalGap (formerly known as EurepGap); a European certificate that guarantees insights into the origin of the product, the way it was grown, the circumstances under which it was grown, the way it was treated (fertilizers, pesticides), and how it was packaged, etc. The platform will help Fruiléma enter new markets and should attract new importers for their produce.

6. Video based approaches
The video based approach has several important advantages to traditional forms of agricultural content, which is typically not in the local language, intended for a literate audience, uses expert terminology, lacks grassroots level practicalities, and remains inaccessible in a sea of scattered media.

Example: Digital Green is an agricultural training and advising system in India that seeks to benefit rural farmers by disseminating targeted information through digital videos. Digital Green aims to build a system that can scale agricultural advising support to even the smallest subsistence farmer. Digital Green bootstraps on the local expert knowledge of existing NGOs and farmers by capturing and distributing the widest selection of content in the most targeted, practically-oriented format – videos.

Exemple: The 'Zooming-in Zooming-out' approach of WARDA helps extension service providers create regionally relevant learning materials that are locally appropriate. See: Rice and videotapes
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