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The Farm Radio Network is uniquely positioned to bring the information and communication capacity of the Internet to rural communities.  For more than two decades, Network members — broadcasters in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean — have used radio to share information about agriculture, nutrition and other aspects of rural life.  By integrating the Internet with their traditional research and communication approaches, they are appropriate points of contact for millions of people in resource-poor rural communities.

The Farm Radio Network has always emphasized participation of the communities and people it aims to serve.  Network members have direct and frequent contact with farmers who influence their programming.  Their needs, in turn, determine the activities of the Farm Radio Network, and their contributions provide the majority of radio scripts shared through our delivery systems.  People in villages around the world possess considerable and crucial knowledge of their own conditions — the soils they till, the patterns of their weather, the characteristics of their crops and animals.  Our radio programs share their knowledge with others who can apply it to improve their lives.

Radio is still the most appropriate mass medium to reach remote communities and engage them in programs for development.  About four-fifths of the world’s people still don’t have regular access to a telephone line which they could use to link to the world wide web.  In some countries, it can take more than five years to get connected.  Furthermore, connection needs to be complemented with education: among women in rural Africa, the literacy rate is often less than 30% — without education they cannot take part in the information exchange of the Internet.  People must also be trained to use new technologies effectively, and they must come to a comfort level that encourages active participation so that they too will develop web sites, databases and discussion groups.

In contrast, there are few communities without access to a radio.  Radios can be solar-powered, battery-powered, powered by wind-up or electricity.  Penetration is vast, and participation is strong.  Through community-based radio, listeners can determine the content of the programs on their local station.  Production for radio is relatively cheap and the technology (a microphone and recorder) is simple to master — which means that programs can be developed locally to meet local needs and tastes.

By integrating radio with the new communication technologies, we have an opportunity to challenge the emerging global reality: a world without borders, but divided into two nationalities — one nation of world citizens who are connected to the Internet, and a second, who aren’t.  Linking radio to the Internet can ensure that knowledge — which is power — is available to everyone.

The Farm Radio Network’s program strategy aims to (i) ensure that small-scale farmers and rural communities are not further marginalized by lack of access to new technologies, and (ii) capitalize on the unique capacity of the Internet for interaction to enhance the sharing of information for development.

Rural Information Network, Russia
Our first foray into integrating our radio-based development program with Internet technology was in Russia, where the infrastructure to support this type of information exchange was perhaps more developed than other countries in which the Farm Radio Network is active.

In partnership with the Foundation for Agrarian Development Research, a Moscow-based not-for-profit organization that aims to improve agriculture communication and is an Internet service provider for many other Russia-based not-for-profit groups, the Farm Radio Network formed the Rural Information Network (RIN) in 1997.  RIN now has a membership of approximately 200 organizations and individuals active in providing extension and support services to farmers.  The fastest growing segment of the membership is radio broadcasters, who log on to the RIN web site to both upload and download radio programs in written script format and in audio files.  The site also contains a wealth of information that broadcasters can use to develop in-depth coverage of issues for their radio listeners.  RIN provides an on-line library, current market prices, and detailed information about crop and climate conditions.  Members can also join the active on-line forum to initiate or deepen discussions of issues important to broadcasters or to their listeners.  

The RIN project, which was implemented as a “pilot” for further development of the Farm Radio Network’s program in Africa, Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean, has some early lessons:

1.
Radio broadcasters must be provided with training to access the information available on the Internet.  Internet-based research is a skill that requires time and support to develop.  Training must include the technical skills (e.g. keyboarding, surfing) but also analytical skills [corroborating information, sifting through peripheral information].

2.
Radio broadcasters must also be provided training to support their participation in discussions and their sharing of radio broadcasts (audio files) for other members in the Network to share.  The Internet’s potential for interactivity is limited by lack of skill and lack of time.

3.
Many participants (including our partner) and most donors viewed the Internet as an opportunity to disseminate information more widely while at the same time containing costs for distribution.  Education was required to ensure that all stakeholders fully understood the project’s participatory potential.  

These early lessons resulted in some modification to augment the training component of the project, and a number of workshops with broadcasters and with representatives of their intended audience have now been held.  The promising result is that there is greater participation and sharing of information on the RIN web site.  The discussion forums, which highlight the need for additional support for broadcasters (broadcasting techniques, audience evaluation) and for those farmers who “connect” directly to the RIN web site (using the Internet for farm management, identifying pests using RIN archives] will provide direction for further modification of the project as it progresses.

Access to agriculture research on the Internet
In autumn 2000, the Farm Radio Network will launch another project to integrate radio and the Internet.  In partnership with the International Service for National Agricultural Research (ISNAR), a centre of the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), and the University of Guelph, Canada, the Farm Radio Network will (i) identify opportunities to share knowledge about developing agricultural research partnerships and managing projects, and (ii) strengthen the capacity of radio broadcasters to research and produce agriculture programs.

The project will address the needs of both farmers/farmer organizations, and rural radio broadcasters.  Through the identification of common themes and opportunities for collaboration, the project will strengthen partnerships among researchers, agriculture extensionists, community organizations and agriculture communicators.

Proposed activities specifically related to strengthening the capacity of radio broadcasters include developing a training module for radio broadcasters, with a focus on:

 
how to access information (primarily using Internet, national research services and local experts/practitioners as sources);

 
how to adapt that information for radio (effective communication, writing and broadcasting techniques).

The training module will be tested in a workshop with 10 researchers and 10 radio broadcasters.  It is the hope of the partners that further support for this initiative will enable the free provision of this training module, via Internet, to all members of the Farm Radio Network.

Integration of pilot projects into core activities of the Farm Radio Network
The pilot projects outlined above will provide valuable lessons as the Farm Radio Network adapts its core services to members to include Internet-based program delivery.  Of course, the success of this integration will depend on the ability of the radio broadcasters to access and use the Internet effectively, and their acceptance of this medium in their approach to their work.  Members were surveyed and some were selected for in-depth interviews.  They reported both positive and negative experiences using the Internet.  Positive: ease of access and exchange of information; availability of timely, current information; opportunity (“You can find anything you want”); availability of alternative sources of information; opportunity to network and create discussion groups.  Negative: most information is in English; difficult to find the “right” information; difficult to verify the accuracy of information; unreliable connection and/or service; technical difficulties with attachments and downloads; time-consuming and removed from “real” work with farmers; information is often too complex or technical.

 
Approximately half of members surveyed recently said that they would like to receive radio scripts via the Internet, for a variety of reasons: ability to edit the material electronically; timeliness and reliability of delivery; ability to archive and access at later date; ability to share with others via e-mail or web.  Approximately one-quarter would like to receive both electronic and print versions, for the added benefit of portability (of printed version).  One-fifth were not interested in using the Internet to receive the radio scripts.

 
Network members unanimously responded in the affirmative when asked if the Farm Radio Network should provide information on how to use the Internet and e-mail.

 
When asked to suggest components of an Internet-based program, Network members felt the following would be beneficial: availability of radio scripts (85%); availability of member newsletter (83%); member-only directory (65%); facilitated discussion for members (56%); member evaluation of the program (60%); member contributions (66%); urgent or recent news bulletins (25%).  Other suggestions included a photo archive, and hot links to other institutions who are involved in work related to the Network’s activities.

These member responses are particularly useful as we plan our program activities for the coming years.  Our intent is to integrate the Internet in three phases (subject to modification):

Phase I includes: on-line access to Farm Radio Network archival material (farm radio scripts) in three languages with a mechanism to provide feedback on the script format and on the use of the information provided; access to current scripts on web and by e-mail to facilitate sharing of time-sensitive information (e.g. disaster mitigation methods after Hurricane Mitch).

Phase II includes: on-line access to a member directory/database to strengthen networking capacity of members, with streamed and/or moderated discussions on both rural development and development communication; on-line access to the Farm Radio Network library catalogue, with access to reference materials on a request basis, enabling greater capacity for member research.

Phase III includes: training in Internet research and Internet participation (possibly via Internet-based training modules - see pilot project, above), enabling member-posted program components and enhanced capacity for independent networking; development of partnerships aimed at sustainability & local capacity (e.g. linking with rural extension centres to develop telecentres; regionally-focused gateway sites).

The Farm Radio Network understands that information is just one part of the communication for development process.  Information allows farmers to make use of new farming research, markets, and weather conditions. It helps them to manage their crops, livestock and natural resources better.  Information helps rural women become aware of the need to assert their reproductive rights and to understand the importance of their role in developing a just society with equitable access to the means of production and the fruits of their labour.  Communicating knowledge and concerns enables rural communities to have an impact on local, national and international policies and to overcome barriers that inhibit their efforts at food security, poverty reduction and environmental stewardship.

Through their Network “representative,” rural communities will be able to use radio and internet for development. Building on more than two decades of experience in participatory communication, and by converging radio and internet in a communication strategy, the Farm Radio Network aims to involve rural people in the process of knowledge creation and ensure their full participation in decisions that can improve their quality of life.

