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Preface 

This review of international extension trends has been prepared by Phuhlisani as background research 
to inform dialogue around the direction of public extension services for agriculture, forestry and 
fisheries in South Africa. Phuhlsani acknowledges the contribution of Mafa Hara from the Institute of 
Poverty, Land and Agrarian Studies who wrote the fisheries section in the Malawi country case study. 

The review reflects on the changing understandings of the concept and purpose of extension and draws 
out key trends based on a review of the literature and an assessment of the changing approaches 
adopted by the governments of Brazil, China, Denmark, Ethiopia, India, Kenya and Malawi to the 
provision of extension and advisory services for farmers, foresters and fishers. 

The review is a companion document to an in depth assessment of extension and advisory services in 
South Africa which contains analysis of the history and evolution of services for agriculture, forestry and 
fisheries development. 

The research has been made possible by a grant awarded to Phuhlisani by the Ford Foundation to 
facilitate the development of a new and integrated national extension policy in partnership with the 
Department of Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries and the Agricultural Research Council.   
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Summary 

Introduction 
1. The strategic plan  of the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries  (DAFF) commits the 

Chief Directorate of National Extension Support (CD:NESS) Department to develop a National 

Extension Policy. This review is designed to contribute to public dialogue around the content and 

priorities to be addressed by this policy in a setting characterised by a deregulated agricultural 

sector and increasing polarisation between large scale estates and poorly supported smallholder 

and sub-subsistence producers and beneficiaries of land reform. The report identifies general 

trends shaping the evolution and changing focus of agricultural, forestry and fisheries extension 

worldwide through the lens of selected country experiences which are set against a complex 

backdrop of globalising agri-food and commodity chains and mounting agro-ecological and 

sustainability constraints. It draws out key issues from diverse international approaches to the 

provision of extension and advisory services for policy and practice in South Africa. 

General trends 
2. In the context of modern agriculture, forestry and fisheries, extension means the provision of 

advisory services to producers. Such services range from supply-driven transfer of technology to 

demand-driven response to diverse requests for support. The thematic scope of extension is 

widening, beyond production and resource conservation methods to fields such as marketing, 

business management, institutional development and regulatory frameworks. Extension is thus 

more than the simple delivery of information, although the two functions are closely related. In 

some circumstances it has grown beyond advice into facilitation, so that the extension worker 

becomes a broker, rather than a provider, of a wide range of support services from diverse public 

and private sector sources. 

3. As extension has evolved, it has become more pluralistic. Conventionally, it is a function of state 

agriculture, forestry and fisheries agencies. As these sectors become more prosperous and 

governments restrict their own budgets and roles, the private sector plays an increasingly important 

part in extension. In many countries and contexts, non-governmental organisations also deliver such 

services. Last and definitely not least, extension can be provided by producers themselves, through 

their own organisations and sometimes informally as they advise and learn from each other. 

Experiential learning, farmer to farmer extension and participatory research-extension processes 

have become common approaches to the promotion of enhanced production and conservation 

methods, notably where development agencies have committed themselves to the participation and 

empowerment of their intended beneficiaries. 
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4. New extension approaches have often prospered in the framework of time- and area-bound projects 

that could devote special resources and intensive management to their development. Typically, they 

have later failed after projects ended and they were expected to continue with normal levels of 

resourcing and management in state extension systems. Good extension needs strong 

management – a scarce commodity. Management challenges are compounded when there are 

separate extension services for each commodity or issue, such as crops, livestock, fish or soil 

conservation. Many countries have sought to defragment their extension services. The logical result, 

especially as extension shifts from technology transfer to facilitation, may be an integrated rural 

development advisory service. In some contexts, the era of agricultural extension may be drawing to 

a close. 

5. Forestry extension has sometimes been a specialised and intensive sector involving huge cadres of 

field staff, often focusing at least as much on regulation as on enhanced production. In many 

countries, it has been absorbed into broader efforts to assure sustainable land management, 

and/or the general agricultural extension service.  

6. Fisheries extension is naturally divided along two axes: between capture fisheries and aquaculture, 

and between marine and inland production. Some small-scale inland efforts are part of broader 

rural development programmes aimed at enhancing the incomes and nutrition of the poor. Marine 

fisheries extension combines a broader range of functions, including enhanced production 

techniques, conservation and associated regulation efforts, and institutional facilitation to help 

poorer fishers strengthen their enterprises and market share. 

7. In both theory and practice, it is important to assess the sources of knowledge on which the 

extension process is based, and to understand the circumstances in which people will be prepared 

to innovate. Models of agricultural knowledge and innovation systems have proved more useful on 

paper than in the field, however, particularly as the emphasis shifts from the transfer of new 

technology to the facilitation of advisory service provision. 

8. There are other ways in which extension is evolving. There is a growing recognition that one size 

does not fit all, and that extension should be tailored to the location and specific circumstances of 

the user. This may match the common process in which state extension institutions and their parent 

sectoral agencies are decentralised. Other important trends concern the accelerating 

transformation of information technologies. There are more and more ways in which information, 

advice and ideas can be transmitted, at greater and greater speeds. Less encouragingly, the 

standard of resourcing and management in some state extension services has been declining, to 

the extent that the complete closure of such services might only be noticed by the people they 

employ. 
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9. There are important thematic trends in extension, too. Sectoral extension for farm, fish and forest 

producers is increasingly absorbed into integrated rural development extension efforts, which are in 

turn strongly linked to the themes of environmental sustainability and the concept of sustainable 

livelihoods. Many governments have striven to make their extension approach more pro-poor, 

ensuring that it reaches smaller-scale, lower income producers and creating more space for 

extension service provision to more prosperous producers by the private sector. In some countries, 

extension is noticeably dualistic, with the state continuing to work for the rural poor and the private 

sector servicing agribusinesses on the other side of the rural wealth divide. 

Country case studies 
10. Brazil has a highly dualistic agricultural sector and has undergone multiple political and economic 

upheavals over recent decades. In 2007, as part of the current project to ‘reconstruct the 

democratic state’, it adopted a new National Policy for Rural Extension and Technical Assistance 

that integrates agricultural extension with a broader, pro-poor suite of support services for rural 

development, emphasising ‘the pursuit of social inclusion of the poorest rural population’. National 

legislation requires that these services be provided free to the poorest producers. Rejecting 

conventional technology transfer approaches, current policy promotes participatory methods in 

which the extension agent plays the role of rural development facilitator. Forestry and fisheries 

extension have been at least partially absorbed into this broader effort. In fisheries, the emphasis of 

policy and institutional development is on resource management and conservation, rather than on 

technical extension and advisory services to fishers. 

11. China has the largest extension system in the world, with over one million trained staff. After rural 

economic reforms were launched in the late 1970s, a comprehensive and increasingly 

decentralised hierarchy of Agro-Technical Extension and Service Centres was set up at national, 

provincial, county and township levels, linking through demonstration farmers, co-operatives and 

associations to the agrarian population at large. There were various specialist services for different 

crops, and for forestry and fisheries, within this system. Some efforts have since been made to 

reintegrate them. Over the last two decades, public sector extension has been increasingly 

complemented by private sector services, while state extension workers also partly commercialised 

their operations – with indifferent results. An initiative was launched in 2005 ‘to promote a more 

demand-driven public agricultural extension system’. In this approach, extension workers are 

expected to supply a much wider range of services than had previously been the norm, offering a 

more proactive and flexible response to the diverse needs of producers. Part of the challenge to a 

more integrated and responsive extension system in China is the rapid pace of economic growth 

and consequently of demand for higher-value market crops in which rural producers have not 

previously specialised. 
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12. Denmark, unlike most of the other case study countries, has a small, relatively homogenous group 

of producers, distinguished by the sophistication of their operations and the extent to which they are 

linked through co-operative structures – in which their extension system is rooted. Through their 

local co-operatives, the approximately 45,000 Danish farmers own a network of some 38 advisory 

centres, served by one national agricultural advisory centre. This system aims to provide producers 

with advice on every technical, institutional, regulatory and business issue they might encounter, 

backed up by sophisticated research facilities co-ordinated through the national centre. Producers 

are owners, users and customers in this extension model, paying for most of the services they 

receive.  Government funding has been withdrawn. Many services are obtained through the 

internet. 

13. Ethiopia has a long and diverse history of agricultural extension, having experienced several modes 

of political organisation and multiple approaches to development design and delivery from 

numerous international agencies. Recently there have been massive efforts to increase the number 

of extension agents, who multiplied almost threefold over the five years to 2011. Aiming for one of 

the highest extension worker to farmer ratios in the world, government has been establishing 

numerous Farmer Training Centres, each to accommodate at least one extension worker in each of 

the fields of crops, livestock and sustainable resource management (including social forestry) 

respectively. These services are managed through a decentralised system under the federal 

constitution.  Almost all extension is financed by the public sector. Various reviews have warned that 

the continuing quantitative emphasis on the number of extension workers, the number of farmer 

contacts, the amount of inputs used etc. risks the investment of scarce resources in relatively 

ineffective extension. In late 2010 the Ethiopian Agricultural Transformation Agency was 

established, aiming inter alia to triple the number of farmers receiving relevant extension services 

but also intending to strengthen the quality of extension workers’ training, performance and 

management. 

14. India has a population of 1.22 billion people of whom 58% work on increasingly fragmented 

landholdings, reliant on agriculture as their principal source of livelihood. Smallholder farmers 

operating on less than 2 ha produce 40% of total cereal crops and have the largest share of 

livestock. India has a history of single minded technology transfer to drive the ‘Green Revolution’ 

which quadrupled its grain outputs but which racked up significant environmental costs and failed 

to end hunger for the poor. India’s approach to extension is in transition from standardised centrally 

determined technological solutions to a farming systems and demand led approach which enables 

a better understanding of the needs and livelihood priorities of resource poor farmers. Extension 

policy promotes a multi-agency pluralist approach in which private sector extension services serve 

better-off farmers with access to irrigable land, while the public sector focuses on small marginal 

farmers in rainfed areas. India has developed an increasingly decentralised extension system which 
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places a great deal of emphasis on the organisation of small farmers. There has been a significant 

investment in information and communication technologies (ICTs) for extension purposes. India has 

large areas of forest which it sets out to manage using participatory forest management approaches 

which have met with mixed levels of success. It is the third largest fishing nation in the world and 

has a well developed fisheries research programme. However concerns exist about the adequacy of 

the links between research, extension and fishers. Aquaculture has increased dramatically and has 

been integrated into agricultural practices in many areas. The provision of technical advice in the 

commercial aquaculture sector is largely the preserve of the private sector. 

15. Kenya offers interesting comparisons with South Africa. It is a multi ethnic society which 

experienced colonial occupation and the creation of reserves. It underwent a land reform 

programme which originated in the colonial period to privatise and individualise land held under 

communal tenure. This was continued largely unchanged by the post colonial state where land 

grants became an instrument to dispense patronage and secure political influence. Extension in 

Kenya has been the domain of successive World Bank and donor supported programmes which 

have included integrated rural development approaches and the training & visit (T&V) system. The 

oil crisis in the 1970s coupled with droughts and other factors pushed Kenya into a recession which 

led to the adoption of economic structural adjustment programmes. These had a major impact on 

government spending and extension.  Agriculture accounted for 13% of government expenditure in 

1983 but had fallen to just 1.5% in 2005. Cut backs in public sector expenditure and a moratorium 

on recruitment forced government extension and research services to operate on a substantially 

reduced budget and a declining base of experienced personnel.  Recent attempts to reorient 

extension see government continuing to provide extension services to subsistence producers but 

seeking to commercialise extension services for market-oriented enterprises. Government also 

plans to contract out some services to the private sector on a competitive basis. A generally 

pluralistic extension service has been created which is increasingly demand led and which 

combines public, private and NGO sectors in the delivery of services. Management of forestry and 

fisheries resources in Kenya appears to be poorly supported and significant pressure has been 

placed on these resources.  

16. Malawi has a very high population density and a shortage of arable land. It has approximately 2, 7 

million farming households and more than 80 per cent of Malawians live in rural areas with access 

to 5.3 million hectares of arable land. Agriculture accounts for 39 per cent of GDP. Of this the 

smallholder sector on land under communal tenure contributes more than 70 per cent while larger 

scale agricultural estates on freehold and leasehold land contribute the balance. There has been an 

increasing amount of communal land converted to the estate sector which comprises farms of 10 

hectares and above. Malawi produced an agricultural surplus in the 1970s but by the 1990s, the 

country faced a significant food deficit leading up to a full blown food crisis in 2001/2002 and 
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2004/2005. Like Kenya, Malawi was also forced to adopt successive structural adjustment 

programmes which cut budgets and negatively impacted on the extension and research services. 

The implementation of state subsidies on fertiliser and seed which ran counter to World Bank 

advice helped improve outputs dramatically. However food insecurity persists in Malawi which has a 

poorly diversified economy that is largely dependent on agriculture and remittances by migrants 

working elsewhere in the region. More than 40 per cent of rural households produce food (primarily 

maize) on land portions of less than half a hectare. Historically extension in Malawi was based on 

the top down relay of technical solutions and models from agricultural research institutions to 

extension officers who passed them on to farmers. Variations of the T&V system were practised with 

a focus first on individuals and then on groups through a block extension approach. Current 

attempts are to make extension more pluralistic and demand driven. Malawi has developed policies 

and legislation around participatory forest management and has extensive fresh water fisheries on 

Lake Malawi. 
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1 Introduction  

According to Alex et al., FAO’s global consultation in 1990 on agricultural extension concluded that all 
governments should have a national extension policy. They state that  

National extension policy statements generally include a concise statement of: rural sector 
policy and objectives; role and objectives of extension services; target coverage and clients 
for different extension activities; organization and financing structure - whether centralized 
or decentralized, whether under a unified extension system or independent agencies, 
whether implemented by government or other agencies, etc.; procedures for planning, 
priority setting, and governance at national and local levels; role of private extension service 
providers; role of users; extension methods and approaches to be used; and arrangements 
for support services for field extension - extension worker training, technology support, mass 
media, and monitoring and evaluation. Extensive consultations with stakeholders provide 
important input to and build political support for a national extension strategy.  

(Alex et al., 2002: 25) 

The strategic plan  of the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries  (DAFF) commits the Chief 
Directorate of National Extension Support (CD:NESS) to develop a National Extension Policy. Strategic 
objective 4.4 (DAFF, 2012b: 37) sets out the envisaged steps in the policy development and 
implementation process: 

• Develop a national extension policy (2012/13). 

• Coordinate the approval and implementation of national extension policy (2013/14). 

• Draft a National Extension Bill (2014/15). 

• Facilitate the legislative process (2015/16). 

• Establish a National Council for Extension (2016/17). 

Phuhlisani has been awarded a one year grant by the Ford Foundation to facilitate the collaborative 
development of an overarching policy on extension and advisory services to be provided by DAFF in 
partnership with private sector and civil society actors. This seeks to ensure that producers active at 
different scales in the agriculture, forestry and fisheries sectors can progressively access appropriate 
extension support and technical advice to underpin their growth and development. The policy should be 
consistent with the vision and objectives set out in the DAFF IGDP (2012a), which in turn aim to give 
effect to the trajectories articulated in the National Development Plan: Vision 2030 (NPC, 2011) and the 
New Growth Path (EDD, 2011). 

1.1 Terms of reference for this review 

This background review of international extension policy and practice with particular reference to the 
experiences of Brazil, China, Denmark, India, Kenya, Malawi and Ethiopia has been commissioned to 
help shape the development of South African policy options and frame a national dialogue on the future 
of public extension services. This document has been written as a companion document to the review of 
the state of extension and advisory services in South Africa.  

The international review sets out to track the key shifts in international thinking and practice around the 
design and delivery of extension and advisory services. The country case studies are designed to 
illuminate these shifts in different development settings and identify issues of relevance to the 
development and targeting of sustainable and effective extension and advisory services in South Africa. 

In reviewing the international experiences we aim to explore key questions: 



Key trends in international agriculture, forestry and fisheries extension and advisory services: Discussion document 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 2 

• What is the purpose of public sector extension? 

• What should we expect from an extension service? 

• How have the responsibilities for the provision of extension and advisory services shifted over 
time? 

• What is the role of the State in extension provision and how has its relationship changed in 
relation to producers, the private sector and NGOs?  

• How does the State best enable provision of effective, efficient and sustainable extension, 
research and related advisory services?  

While the experiences of other countries are context specific and cannot be exported wholesale to South 
Africa, the approaches taken by different countries in Africa, Latin America, Europe and Asia offer 
important lessons and comparisons which this report will analyse and assess. 

2 Extension in context 

Vorley (2002: 9) draws attention to the dynamics of rural change driven by globalisation and the 
accelerating rural differentiation which results, arguing that this is creating three rural worlds: 

Rural World 1 Globally competitive, agribusinesses, commodity producers and processors, politically 
connected, export-driven, adopters of Green Revolution and transgenic technologies. 

Rural World 2 Locally orientated, with access to and control of land, multiple enterprises, 
undercapitalised, declining terms of trade, the ‘shrinking middle’ of agriculture. 

Rural World 3 Fragile livelihoods, limited access to productive resources, multi-occupational 
migrants straddling rural and urban residencies, unskilled and uneducated, 
dependent on low-waged, ‘casual’ family labour, redundant relative to global food 
and fibre production. 

Table 1: Three rural worlds: (Vorley 2002)  

In their analysis of agricultural markets and the rural poor, Orden et al (2004: 2) note that smallholders 
can be found in each of the three rural worlds and that scale of production does not necessarily 
disqualify small producers from access to Rural World 1. They argue that “smallholder farmers within 
countries differ significantly between those competitive in world markets (rural world 1), those engaged 
in primarily local and national markets (rural world 2), and those who are marginalized even from their 
local economy (rural world 3)” but argue that “the basic issue is to increasingly integrate smallholder 
farmers into those markets.” 

We suggest that discussion on trends in global extension needs to be anchored in an understanding of 
the dynamics driving rural change and the roles that public, private, NGO and farmer to farmer extension 
play in relation to people and their livelihood strategies across the three worlds. This needs to be linked 
to an analysis of the relative degree of livelihood dependence on agriculture across the three rural 
worlds. In many contexts, this degree of dependence diminishes as we move from World 1 to World 3 in 
which most poor rural people depend on multiple livelihood strategies to which agriculture makes a 
limited contribution. 

2.1 The concept and purpose of extension 

2.1.1 Definitions 

Extension has traditionally been seen as the transfer of information, knowledge and skill from and by 
institutions and individuals possessing those resources and attributes to people who lack them. In recent 
decades, as will be shown below, the concept of extension has broadened. Nagel (1997) defined it as 
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“the organised exchange of information and the purposive transfer of skills”. A decade later, Davis 
defined agricultural extension as: 

The entire set of organizations that support and facilitate people engaged in agricultural 
production to solve problems and to obtain information, skills, and technologies to improve 
their livelihoods and well-being… 

(Davis, 2008: 16) 

Another modern definition comes from the Philippines: 

Agriculture and fisheries extension work is essentially a communication and educational 
activity designed to capacitate stakeholders, particularly farmers and fishers, to use new 
knowledge and technologies to improve the productivity and income of their livelihood 
enterprises.  To accomplish this objective, extension work involves improving the ability of 
stakeholders to access information and knowledge through mass media, training, 
seminars/workshops, farmers’ cross-visits, market and credit encounters, exhibits and fairs. 
Extension, along with R&D, has the highest return of investment (ROI) among policy 
instruments. 

(Ellis, 2010: np) 

A recent FAO study defines extension as 

All the different activities that provide the information and advisory services that are needed 
and demanded by farmers and other actors in agrifood systems and rural development. The 
term extension, as used here, is taken to be synonymous with rural advisory services. 

(Christoplos, 2010: 2) 

2.1.2 Sources of information, knowledge and skill 

Implicit in the concept of extension is the availability of information, knowledge and skill (related but not 
identical commodities) that can somehow be delivered to those who are believed to need them. In the 
agriculture, forestry and fisheries sectors, there are several sources of this material: 

• universities (usually state owned) and their research programmes, both at their own facilities and 
in the field; 

• research institutions and facilities dedicated to these sectors, such as laboratories, agricultural 
research stations, on-farm research programmes and fisheries research centres – these may 
belong to the state or the private sector; 

• Highly significant, but more recently recognised, is the fact that the intended beneficiaries of 
extension can themselves be important sources of information and knowledge. They are, after 
all, the people most intimately associated with the subject matter that the extension process 
aims to illuminate. 

2.1.3 Information services and extension services 

It is helpful to distinguish information services from extension services. 

• Information services deliver what are assumed to be facts. Examples are agro-meteorological 
services, commodity market data and bulletins about crop pests and livestock disease. 

• Extension services have a didactic or advisory character, helping their users to overcome 
constraints such as lack of awareness of enhanced production or conservation techniques, or 
inadequate access to facilities that support the production enterprise.  
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These distinctions are far from absolute. In practice, there are two important areas of overlap. 

• ‘Agricultural information’ services have often had an extension function, and Departments of 
Agricultural Information in Africa are often dedicated to the delivery of agricultural extension 
messages through radio programmes, poster and leaflet campaigns and other media. 

• The advisory function of extension can blend into a facilitation function, in which the extension 
worker (or other source of information advice) does not directly provide the advice the user 
needs, but advises the user on where to find it. Another important mode of extension support is 
institutional facilitation, when the extension worker helps groups, organisations or institutions to 
overcome disagreements, enhance internal communication and structure or redress social or 
political dysfunction.  

2.1.4 Four major paradigms 

In their introduction to the nature of agricultural extension, Swanson and Rajalahti (2010: 2 – 5) identify 
four major paradigms. 

• Technology transfer is the conventional, typically top-down approach to delivering information, 
knowledge and skills, with the intention of redressing perceived deficits in these areas among the 
targets of the extension process. In this standard mode of extension, the knowledge and 
information – for example about superior crop varieties or enhanced cultivation techniques – are 
generated at research facilities and delivered – via the all-important research – extension 
linkages – to the producer. 

• Advisory services are more reactive and offer greater scope for user initiative and discretion. 
Whereas conventional technology transfer traditionally identified the problem on behalf of the 
farmer, advisory services more often assume that the user will identify the issue on which she or 
he needs support. The implication is that extension workers, sometimes grouped at resource 
centres, have a repertoire of information and advice with which they can readily respond to what 
some extension models have termed ‘client demand’. 

• Non-formal education, in the extension context, involves a more focused learning process by a 
group of producers, with links back to the original extension approaches adopted by British 
universities in spreading learning to rural people without formal education (section 2.2). Swanson 
and Rajalahti cite the example of farmer field schools (FFS), an innovative learning approach for 
mutually reinforcing groups to practise experiential learning methods on selected priority topics. 

• Facilitation extension places the extension worker in a more subordinate or responsive role as 
‘knowledge broker’ or guide through unfamiliar institutional or technical landscapes to identify 
the advice or information that the user needs. She or he may help build systems of mutual 
learning among groups of interested people, or help identify sources of expertise from the state 
or private sectors. In modern African livelihoods, where agriculture is often only one of several 
livelihood strategies, ‘agricultural’ extension workers may increasingly adopt this role. If they are 
sensitive enough to ask what knowledge or advice people need, the responses may identify 
social protection, health or infrastructure rather than farming. An effective extension facilitator 
responds by helping people towards the answers in the relevant sectors, rather than saying that 
she or he is there only for agricultural extension. 

2.1.5 Innovation 

A fundamental characteristic of extension is that it aims to stimulate innovation. Effective extension must 
therefore be based on an understanding of why and in what circumstances farmers, fishers or forest 
producers will innovate – or will be unwilling to innovate. This demands multiple insights into the target 
group’s perceptions of risk and opportunity, and into the livelihood structure and context that frame 
these. Misunderstandings and false assumptions about such perceptions and attitudes have been the 
most common causes of extension failure.  
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2.1.6 The delivery of extension 

As well as differentiating the types of extension approach outlined above, policy must also identify the 
various people and institutions who can deliver them. 

• Most conventionally, the state is assumed to be responsible for delivering extension 
programmes, through cadres of public servants employed by agricultural, forestry or fisheries 
extension services. 

• Commercial farming, forestry and fisheries may instead receive their extension services from the 
private sector. As part of their strategy to maintain and expand their markets, companies selling 
inputs and equipment, or buying produce, may establish advisory relationships with producers, 
drawing the required information and knowledge from their own research facilities and other 
sources. State research facilities and programmes may be transferred to parastatal or private 
sector entities. (South Africa’s Agricultural Research Council, for example, operates on a partly 
commercial basis.) There is sometimes also scope for the privatisation of extension services to 
subsistence or small-scale producers. 

• Non-governmental organisations sometimes play a major role in extension, notably when state 
systems are moribund or otherwise inadequate. In some countries, development orientated 
NGOs have been funded to develop new extension approaches and/or to deliver extension 
services over large areas, typically within a project framework. 

• In an overlapping implementation category, producers themselves can be the principal agents of 
the extension service. It has often been argued that people will learn more readily from their 
peers than from outsiders, and that the local demonstration effect can be powerful and effective. 
Producers may also be organised into co-operatives or other groupings that design and deliver 
extension content to their members. 

2.1.7 Participation and empowerment 

These last two modes of extension delivery have been strongly associated with a broader emphasis on 
the empowerment of poor farmers and of poor rural populations as a whole (Alex et al.: 17). This 
paradigm emphasises the value of indigenous knowledge and skill, the effectiveness of farmer-to-farmer 
extension (also typically true in more prosperous commercial farming) and the innovative and productive 
potential that can be unlocked from supposedly ignorant people if their dignity is respected and their 
self-reliance is promoted. At this end of the spectrum, the extension worker is the servant, rather than 
the patron, of the target group. Not surprisingly, it is hard for bureaucratic and hierarchical state 
extension services to achieve this transformation. 

2.1.8 Extension and regulation 

While much recent development in the field of extension has focused on participation and 
empowerment, it is also important to recognise the relationship between extension and regulation. 
Colonial and post-colonial assumptions about the ignorance of rural resource users and their consequent 
need for technology transfer through extension were linked to another group of assumptions about their 
irresponsibility and the necessity of regulating their behaviour. People’s cultivation, tree felling and 
fishery practices were therefore monitored in terms of state regulations, and contraventions were 
punished. Official attitudes to resource users’ knowledge and behaviour have evolved, although 
regulatory systems quite appropriately persist. Harvest rates from forests and fisheries, for example, are 
controlled in the interests of sustainability. From the extension perspective, one challenge is whether 
field staff responsible for regulation should also undertake extension, or whether the former function will 
make people reluctant to accept the latter if they are undertaken by the same person. Extension content 
may promote sustainable offtake rates, for example, while related regulatory systems enforce them. 
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2.1.9 Gender 

As in other fields of development effort, the design and delivery of extension has typically failed to 
appreciate the gender dimensions of the challenge. There has been only slow recognition that, in many 
modes of agriculture, forestry and fisheries, the principal producers are women – and that extension 
content and approaches should therefore be responsive to their circumstances and attitudes. With the 
exception of specialist extension services in fields like nutrition, the large majority of extension workers 
have traditionally been men – which has constrained the effectiveness of their programmes.  

2.1.10 Management, logistics and implementation 

Delivered at scale, an extension system is a major management and logistical challenge. As part of the 
‘development’ process in Africa and elsewhere, extension has often been enhanced, restructured and 
implemented within a project framework. While such arrangements are often conducive to innovation, 
they have usually proved unsustainable after the special funding and staffing of the project end. The 
‘training and visit’ (T&V) extension system, for example, made good progress in several countries – but 
mainly with the special resources that agricultural or rural development projects provided for the 
purpose. After the projects closed, it typically lapsed because of its heavy budgetary requirements. 

More generally, the quality of any extension service depends on the quality of its management – of 
people and of resources. Especially in the public sector, ambitions about enhancements to extension 
services must always be tempered by realism about management capacity. Lack of the latter is a 
fundamental reason why the general public in many countries castigate extension workers as lazy, 
corrupt and/or ineffective. 

2.1.11 Fragmentation and integration 

As government services and development efforts expanded and intensified through the 20th century, a 
common consequence was the fragmentation of extension services into multiple specialist cadres such 
as crops extension agents, livestock or veterinary workers, forestry extension, soil and water 
conservation agents and so on. Several reasons have since been identified for trying to unify and 
integrate extension services, although this is typically a major institutional and administrative challenge. 

• A more integrated extension service can be more cost-effective. 

• The chances of conflicting extension messages, and/or multiple extension contacts that irritate 
rural people, are reduced. 

• If producers’ constraints in various sub-sectors are more institutional than technical, it may not 
be necessary for them to be addressed by different extension cadres. 

• The different production and resource management sub-sectors are typically integrated, rather 
than segregated, in rural livelihoods. It is therefore more logical, and should be more effective, to 
offer an integrated package of extension support. 

As the pace of livelihood change accelerates in Africa and elsewhere, it is increasingly relevant to 
consider whether public sector extension should even be designed to serve a broad sector like 
agriculture, forestry and fisheries – or whether it should instead aim to inform and advise on the broader 
social, institutional, economic and technical spectrum of livelihood challenges that poor people face. 

2.2 Emergence and development of extension services 

The transfer of knowledge and advice to agricultural producers is probably as old as farming itself (Jones 
and Garforth, 1997). Fishers and producers of forest products have doubtless received similar support 
across the centuries. The modern concept of extension is built partly on these ancient foundations and 
partly on the emergence in 19th century Britain of a commitment by universities to extend knowledge to 
the still largely uneducated rural masses – both through lectures at local centres and through the work of 
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travelling instructors. In response to a number of agricultural and food security crises in Europe during 
that century, systems of itinerant advice and instruction to farmers began to develop in various 
countries. 

As the concept of imparting new or improved agricultural knowledge to rural people developed structure 
and momentum across Europe, it became part of the growing social and economic drive towards 
‘development’ – a concept that was transferred, although arguably distorted, to Europe’s colonies in 
Africa and elsewhere during the first half of the 20th century. It was widely assumed that the indigenous 
farmers in these territories lacked knowledge and understanding, that their production systems and 
output were consequently sub-optimal, and that the appropriate information and knowledge should be 
transferred to them by the colonial authorities. Settlers, too, needed technical advice and support as they 
developed agricultural commodity production. 

By 1950, therefore, key elements of an extension system were in place in many parts of Africa and other 
continents: 

• knowledge about agriculture (and to a lesser extent about forestry and fisheries) was being 
generated and refined through research activities at universities and on government research 
stations; 

• training was being provided to future specialists, officials and extension workers at universities 
and colleges; 

• these staff were beginning to operate extension programmes that carried messages to producers 
– using a variety of methods, but with considerable emphasis on face to face presentations and 
demonstrations. 

Through and beyond the era of independence, these initial elements of extension systems have been 
maintained, reinforced and refined. At least until recently, they have continued to be based on the 
assumption of the 19th century British universities: that information, knowledge, understanding and skill 
had to be transferred from those who possessed these attributes to those who did not. The notion that 
the recipients of extension services might themselves possess useful knowledge, or could play a role in 
knowledge transfer, only emerged towards the end of the 20th century. 

Towards the latter part of the 20th century, two major trends began to affect the established character of 
extension services in agriculture, forestry and fisheries. 

• The private sector’s role in delivering extension support became stronger. Input and equipment 
suppliers, as well as providers of financial and insurance services, now provide most of the 
advisory support that commercial producers need. As many countries’ agriculture, forestry and 
fisheries have experienced a transition towards larger-scale production for the commercial 
market, private sector support services have shown corresponding growth. Often, the provision of 
extension advice is linked to companies’ marketing efforts as they strive to sell their inputs or 
equipment to producers. At the same time, the government extension sector has often 
experienced deteriorating management and morale as well as dwindling budgets, in the context 
of shifting governance paradigms that diminish the role of the state and promote the role of the 
market. 

• For the reasons mentioned in section 2.1, some extension strategies have begun to emphasise 
roles beyond agriculture for what had, until recently, been operated as agricultural extension 
services. Guided partly by deeper insights into the nature of rural livelihoods, analysts and policy 
makers have concluded that a focus on agricultural development may not be enough to help 
people out of poverty, and that a more explicit pro-poor strategy should drive the design and 
delivery of extension programmes. Another key global trend over recent decades has been 
concern about land degradation and environmental sustainability, leading to an emphasis in 
some cases on extension that works with land users to reverse the former and ensure the latter. 
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As will be shown in chapter 3, these calls for a realignment of extension services are a significant 
challenge. 

2.3 Extension in the forestry and fisheries sectors 

In the broad field of rural development, the most extensively implemented and documented mode of 
extension has been general agricultural extension, sometimes fragmented into various themes and 
cadres such as crops, livestock and horticulture and sometimes – especially in commercial agriculture - 
focused on specific commodities such as citrus or sugar. In some countries, as mentioned in section 2.1, 
the evolution of agricultural extension has led to related fields of extension effort, such as soil 
conservation, nutrition and rural finance. Extension systems have also been developed in the other two 
sectors with which this study is concerned: forestry and fisheries. 

2.3.1 Forestry 

Forestry, in particular, has a long tradition of extension work spanning paradigm shifts similar to those 
experienced in the general agriculture sector. From an early concern with promoting tree planting and 
regulating inappropriate use of forest resources (as well as collecting forest revenues from users, in 
some countries), forestry extension has moved to more participatory paradigms focused on sustainable 
enhancements to the livelihoods of the poor, through approaches such as community forestry and social 
forestry. Forest rangers and guards have been replaced by forestry extension facilitators. The newer 
approaches have sometimes been linked explicitly with extension content on preventing land 
degradation or rehabilitating degraded land. Participatory extension approaches have also been widely 
used to promote agroforestry – the planting and use of trees on farms for a combination of production 
and conservation purposes. In 1984, the FAO forestry journal argued in an editorial that 

the recent broadening of the objectives of forest management to increase the contribution 
of forestry to rural development has had profound implications for many aspects of the 
practice of forestry, but especially for the relationship between forest services and the rural 
people. Traditionally, foresters have had only limited contacts with other people. Forest 
products were consumed at one remove, as the processed or manufactured outputs of 
industry. Entry into the forest was resisted because it posed potential conflicts with the 
protective values of the forest. What contact foresters did have with people was thus all too 
often of a policing rather than supportive nature.  

If forests are now expected to contribute more widely and effectively to meeting the needs of 
the rural poor, forest services must work with people. Local populations must be encouraged 
and assisted to participate as widely as possible in production activities in the forest. 
Forestry must reach out to the much larger numbers of people inside and outside the forest 
who still depend upon the products of forest trees in their daily life. The task of forestry is no 
longer confined to the growing of trees on forest land; equally important is to make available 
to others the knowledge and inputs necessary to enable them to participate in growing trees 
on their land. Extension is thus fast becoming one of the priorities of forestry programmes.  

(Unasylva, 1984: np) 

Three years later, Falconer wrote that  

community support or participation is a central concern of all social forestry projects, for 
without local participation, sustainable resource management cannot be assured. Forestry 
extension systems provide the means for encouraging or inducing local participation. 

(Falconer, 1987: 1) 

In 1996, Anderson and Farrington defined forestry extension as:  
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a systematic process of the exchange of ideas, knowledge and techniques leading to mutual 
changes in attitudes, practices, knowledge, values and behaviour aimed at improved forest 
and tree management. 

(Anderson and Farrington, 1996: np) 

They went on to forecast that 

Forestry extension will need to become more environmentally minded and deal with a 
broader variety of differing audiences and situations, including the urban/rural interface 
and emerging private foresters and small-scale private forest owners…  The numbers and 
types of actors involved in forestry are changing, requiring the development of broader 
consultation and new partnerships and institutional linkages.  

Changes in forestry extension are also coming from within, partly because of the recognition 
of extension failures in general and in forestry in particular. "The weakest aspect of ongoing 
forestry projects is commonly the extension mechanisms - the contacts with people..." 
(Guggenheim and Spears, 1991). 

(Anderson and Farrington, 1996: np) 

2.3.2 Fisheries 

From the perspectives of development and extension, it is important to distinguish inland fisheries from 
marine fisheries. In both sectors, production ranges in scale and sophistication of technology from the 
capture of a single meal with rudimentary equipment to the harvest of many tonnes of fish through 
capital-intensive technologies. Like agriculture, fisheries thus span subsistence and commercial 
production by very poor households and large corporations respectively. Like agriculture, fisheries 
therefore pose diverse extension challenges. However, fisheries extension has not been developed to the 
same extent as extension in agriculture and forestry. 

Broadly speaking, extension for inland fisheries has had a rural development function, sometimes linked 
to agricultural extension or similar programmes and often focused on the promotion of aquaculture in 
village ponds. In Africa, at least, decades of investment in such projects achieved relatively little, due in 
part to inappropriate, top-down and bureaucratic extension approaches. Even a decade ago, many 
African countries’ aquaculture programmes were reportedly still using variants of the T&V system 
“wherein researchers attempting to meet national fish production targets develop technology that seeks 
primarily to maximize fish production as opposed to meeting the personal development goals of farmers” 
(FAO, 2004). In Zimbabwe, “target groups in small water body fisheries are not full-time fishermen but 
farmers who fish occasionally. They do not have intentions to become full-time fishermen. Most of the 
fisheries development projects are formulated using the top-down approach whereby the target groups 
are not involved or consulted. Often these projects have been inappropriate and irrelevant. Decisions 
made without liaison with target groups have led to recipients becoming alienated from some projects” 
(Songore, 1998). In the Philippines, on the other hand, where inland fisheries extension is well 
developed, there is emphasis on basing extension programmes on “people’s need as well as on 
technical and national economic needs” (Republic of the Philippines, nd). 

Marine fisheries extension can have a conventional technical advisory function, as in the Bay of Bengal, 
where the reduction of post-harvest losses was cited as an example of extension content (Jungeling, 
1993). Often, however, extension has had a more regulatory character, typically aiming to ensure that 
harvest rates remain sustainable. This is also true of fisheries extension on large inland water bodies 
such as Lake Malawi (Hara, 2004). More recent, participatory approaches have promoted self-regulation 
by fishers organised into production and marketing groups. A typical example comes from Samoa: 

Making laws and regulations to control small scale commercial and subsistence fishing has 
had a history of absolute failure in the Pacific Islands. Command and control techniques are 
impractical... Without the understanding and willing support of the village people there is no 
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possibility of management of coastal resources. In recognition of this need, AusAID funded 
The Samoa Fisheries Extension and Training Project. The project… began in 1995 by 
producing a series of information sheets… intended for the Village Councils. Project 
personnel met with Village Councils and explained the need for local management and 
suggested the National Government would be willing to assist the villages in producing local 
management plans. By 1998 54 villages had joined the plan. Many had created and 
approved fisheries management plans. The plans include bans on use of explosives and 
chemicals, a reserve area, recognition of size limits and other restrictions. The plans also 
provide for strict enforcement of the regulations.  

(Chesher, 1998: np) 

Fisheries extension in the Caribbean has also focused on facilitation and support for ‘fisherfolk 
organisations’ (CRFM, 1995).   



Key trends in international agriculture, forestry and fisheries extension and advisory services: Discussion document 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 11 

3 Current international trends  

3.1 Agriculture 

3.1.1 Pluralistic extension 

The most marked current operational trend in agricultural extension is towards pluralistic approaches – 
especially in countries, like South Africa, where the sector spans subsistence and commercial 
production. Rather than the original model in which agricultural extension services were provided solely 
by the state, this trend involves other types of service provider too – often, all four of the categories 
specified in section 2.1.6 above. The typical trend in many countries’ agriculture has been for farm 
production to be concentrated in fewer and fewer hands, practised at steadily larger scales, and 
undertaken more and more for the national (and international) commercial market rather than for home 
consumption and local markets. All this means that an increasing proportion of the agricultural sector 
can seek and obtain its extension support from commercial firms supplying inputs and equipment. 
Commercial farmers are also often able to interact directly with advanced research facilities in the state 
or private sector, such as South Africa’s Agricultural Research Council. Meanwhile, recent decades have 
seen the emergence of a stronger national and international NGO sector, willing and able to undertake 
agricultural extension among smaller-scale, poorer farmers. In parallel, extension paradigms have put 
greater emphasis, as noted in section 2.1.6, on farmer-to-farmer extension. 

3.1.2 The shrinking public sector 

Partly as a result of all these trends, many countries have seen – or arranged – a reduction in the scope 
and scale of state agricultural extension services. Another strong reason for this has been shifting policy 
with regard to the role and funding of state services in general. In many developing countries, for 
example, structural adjustment processes greatly reduced the budgets available for state programmes of 
all kinds, including agricultural extension. Successive subsequent economic crises and policy 
developments have led to greater emphasis on value for money in the public service and a reduction in 
the number of civil service posts. As in South Africa, this has led to a critical reappraisal of what a state 
agricultural extension service should be for, and how big it should be.  

3.1.3 Knowledge, information and innovation 

At the level of agricultural extension paradigms, key recent trends have involved the linkages between 
research and extension, and the concept of innovation (section 2.1.5). The concept of agricultural 
knowledge and information systems (AKIS) posits a triangular relationship between universities and 
other research facilities – the two key sources of the knowledge that extension transacts – and the 
extension process itself. It also recognises the various roles that farmers, NGOs and the private sector 
can play in the communication of extension content (Eicher, 2007: 3). Making research-extension 
linkages function effectively, and with minimum distortion or delay between the suppliers and users of 
knowledge, has been one of the greatest challenges in agricultural extension. Overlapping this challenge, 
and addressing some of the inadequacies of the AKIS paradigm as a one-way transfer of knowledge to 
farmers, has been the more recent focus on innovation: trying to understand and support the ways in 
which people (in this case farmers) appraise and adopt new information, knowledge and approaches. 
Any review of farmer innovation, especially at the smaller-scale and less commercial level, will show that 
it is undertaken more readily when generated and stimulated from among the innovators’ peers, rather 
than from external agencies that rural people may be less able to understand or trust. 

3.1.4 Other operational trends 

While the development of these various paradigms has been a significant conceptual contribution, what 
matters most is the operational optimisation of state agricultural extension services, in the light of the 
shifting fiscal frameworks outlined above and the growing potential contributions of the private sector, 
NGOs and land users themselves. Three key sets of developments can be identified in this regard. 
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• The first concerns localisation and specificity of extension processes and content: recognising 
that agricultural conditions differ from place to place and that delivery of standard packages of 
extension content across whole regions or countries is rarely appropriate. Instead, agricultural 
extension services – particularly those delivered by the state to poorer, smaller-scale producers – 
should be flexible and responsive to local difference. Institutionally, this is likely to involve the 
decentralisation of agricultural extension services – which may make good operational sense but 
has typically been a huge institutional challenge as national ministries of agriculture resist the 
redistribution of their resources. Operationally, it has often meant a trend towards a more 
responsive extension stance, from the one way transfer of knowledge to the provision of advisory 
or facilitation services in response to client demand.  

A recognition of the locale-specific nature of farming systems and the agricultural 
information systems which support them is an important source of the pressure 
towards the debureaucratization and devolution of extension services… 

The future will call for more able, more independent, more client-oriented extension 
workers. The emphasis will be on the quality of interaction between agent and client 
rather than on the movement of "messages" through a hierarchical system.  

Flexibility and adaptability will be seen as virtues rather than aberrations. 
Paradoxically, these trends will bring us full circle to the early manifestations of 
modem extension in Europe. The itinerant agricultural teachers, unencumbered by 
large bureaucracies and tall hierarchies, will find their modem counterparts in the 
computer-carrying extension workers who are at ease helping farmers to identify the 
information they need in order to realize the potential of their farming operations. 

(Swanson et al., 1997: np) 

• The second set of developments concerns information technologies and the consequent 
opportunities for the transmission of extension content. While the value of face to face 
communication should continue to be recognised, the technical options for delivering extension 
messages are expanding fast, as are the opportunities for instantaneous, flexible and responsive 
interfaces between extension agencies and their clients. Radio broadcasts have long been a 
mainstay of agricultural extension. More and more farmers, even in poor communities, now have 
access to television too. Access to mobile phones, and the opportunities they have for 
communicating agricultural information and simple extension messages, is spreading across 
even remote rural areas. These developments are inspiring a reappraisal of extension interfaces. 
The obvious inference may be that it is no longer necessary to station cadres of field staff across 
the agrarian landscape. But, as noted above, a genuine human interface will remain invaluable in 
the extension process – even if it is in facilitation mode rather than teaching mode. 

• The third operational trend is more depressing. Effective extension depends on a conducive 
political dispensation; adequate resourcing; and competent management. Declining public 
budgets have already been mentioned. Political stability certainly cannot be taken for granted, 
and it is easy to name countries where agricultural extension, like virtually all rural public 
services, has ceased to function because of various upheavals. But especially in Africa, declining 
standards of management in the civil service, combined with shrinking recurrent budgets, mean 
that agricultural extension has little visibility or impact for its target group. Institutional systems 
may still be in place; (modest) salaries may continue to be paid; but the only noticeable effect of 
a complete closure of the extension service would be for the extension staff themselves. 

3.1.5 Thematic trends 

In addition to the conceptual and operational trends outlined above, there are also important shifts with 
regard to the thematic content of agricultural extension. Many of these can be attributed to greater policy 
recognition of the integrated nature of rural livelihoods, in which agriculture is typically only one strand. 
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Extension programmes that focus on agriculture without acknowledging the broader context and 
challenges of the whole livelihood of the ‘farmer’ are, from this perspective, fundamentally unrealistic. 
Meanwhile, as noted above, many governments are now finding it operationally unrealistic to run parallel 
extension cadres for agriculture, community development, land reclamation and similar rural 
development themes. An emerging perception of an optimal new dispensation is for agricultural (and 
other) extension workers to become generalist facilitators, helping their clients to organise themselves 
for mutually supportive purposes and making sure that they can link to the relevant sources of specialist 
advice on themes as diverse as pest control, seasonal finance, marketing opportunities and insurance. 
This is easier said than done, of course. Just as decentralisation has proved a perennial frustration for 
decades because of resistance by powerful central ministries and lack of local institutional capacity, the 
idea of integrating and reorientating several cadres of extension service into a single team of rural 
facilitators has so far proved too huge a challenge – except in the limited context of specially funded, 
area-specific projects. 

Stepping back from this ultimate challenge of thematic integration and reorientation, two slightly more 
specific new areas of extension emphasis have been identified in many countries (Alex et al., 2004: 10). 

• The first is to make agricultural extension more pro-poor. Poverty reduction has been a central 
strategic emphasis for many governments over the last two decades, and this has been reflected 
in some agricultural extension strategies – although, because of the institutional inertia that 
typifies state extension services, the emphasis has tended to be more apparent on paper than in 
practice. A pro-poor focus for agricultural extension resonates with the emerging consensus that 
services operated by the state should focus on the poorest, smallest-scale producers, while 
private sector extension can be expected to cater to most or all of the needs of larger-scale 
commercial farmers. 

• The second thematic emphasis concerns environmental sustainability. It is manifested in two key 
ways. First, as part of a more integrated approach to the whole context of the production 
enterprise, efforts are made to ensure that every aspect of farming practice minimises adverse 
environmental impacts  and, where possible, strives instead for a positive result for biodiversity, 
soil and water resources. Secondly, many extension programmes have put greater emphasis on 
production for conservation. The spread of approaches like agroforestry has transformed the 
content of some programmes, and has typically been accompanied by a shift to more 
participatory learning approaches. 

3.1.6 Funding trends 

Another current international trend concerns the funding of extension (Alex et al., 2004: 6). A broader 
range of funding sources and models becomes necessary as public budgets shrink and donors withdraw 
their support from some countries.  

The new financing mechanisms are defined in terms of the actors involved, the flow-of-funds 
and services, and conditions for use of funds, as outlined by the Neuchatel Group…  Most of 
these mechanisms combine empowerment of users with cofinancing for specific services, 
member fees paid to farmer organizations, or levies on agricultural production. They also 
involve competition between service providers and contractual relationships between the 
financing agency and service provider, or a tripartite contractual arrangement among the 
financing agency, the users, and the service provider. 

(Alex et al., 2004: 7) 

In some cases, levies on export commodities can help to fund extension services – typically to 
commercial producers of the commodity in question. In others, governments may contract with private 
service providers for the delivery of specified extension services. As with any public procurement, this 
raises significant issues of management, transparency and performance audit. Alternatively, as in the 
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case of the South African Agricultural Research Council, commercial producers may contract with state or 
parastatal agencies for the provision of technical advice. 

3.1.7 Some summary comments 

An international workshop on recent approaches to revitalising extension services (held in 2002)  

confirmed a general trend toward pluralistic extension systems and contracting out publicly 
funded advisory services, with a decline in the role of the public sector in delivering front line 
extension systems. However, the public sector retains a key role in setting overall policy, 
coordination, facilitation, and oversight of the pluralistic system. These activities generally 
require the public sector to lead the formulation of a national vision and strategy, monitor 
quality, and offer quality enhancement to upgrade extension services in both the public and 
private sectors. In addition, …public funding for extension will continue to be crucial to 
provide public goods, although often through private delivery. 

(Alex et al., 2004: 14) 

Blum summarised recent international trends in agricultural extension as shown in Table 2 below. 

Table 2. Recent institutional and operational trends in agricultural extension 

From To
One main public system Pluralistic system with public and private service providers 
Extension as public good Redefinition of roles and tasks of stakeholders (public, civil society, 

private) 
National coverage by the public 
sector 

Private sector driven by markets and funding – needs for tools to identify 
gaps and for co-ordination mechanisms 

Centralised Decentralised (need for co-ordination, role and influence of national level 
needs to be redefined) 

Technology focus Problem, demand and market focus (requires new strategies and 
procedures, instruments, mechanisms etc.) 

Mandate for agricultural 
development 

Broader mandate for agricultural and rural development 

Hierarchical lines of command Horizontal collaboration and multidisciplinary teams (different and more 
management capacities needed) 

Entirely public funded system New funding mechanisms, clients share costs according to their 
capacities 

(Blum, 2007: np) 

A major FAO study on agricultural extension recently identified “ten overall challenges that need to be 
addressed if the potential of agricultural extension is to be realised”: 

1. Proceeding with normative reform without relying on a single, grand model… there is no simple 
answer to questions about who should provide extension and how; 

2. Moving towards pluralism while retaining public financial commitments and co-ordination; 

3. Increasing accountability; 

4. Creating service provision markets; 

5. Facing up to and addressing human resource limitations; 

6. Transcending projects… the sustainability of… projects has generally been very poor; 

7. Balancing investments in extension supply and demand; 

8. Focusing on institutions rather than grand methodological or technological solutions; 
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9. Moving from standard packages to tailored advice; 

10. Addressing gender, age and ethnic differences and the specific needs of these groups of farmers 
and entrepreneurs. 

(Christoplos, 2010: 6-9) 

3.2 Forestry 

In developing countries, forestry extension has mirrored a recent key trend in agricultural extension. Its 
earlier focus on the transfer of tree planting and forest products technologies has broadened into a more 
general commitment to promote the contributions that trees can make to rural livelihoods. New modes of 
forestry extension are more participatory and gender-sensitive in nature, as well as better integrated with 
target group priorities. In 2005, the FAO described the theme of its forestry extension work as:  

to promote problem solving and participatory and multistakeholder approaches to enhance 
the contribution of trees and forests to sustainable land use and food security. These 
approaches tackle issues of social justice, using principles of dialogue, mutual respect and 
learning among stakeholders, balanced with parameters of environmental sustainability. 

FAO’s forest extension strategy focuses on the facilitation of flexible multistakeholder 
partnerships pertinent to the livelihoods of producers and gatherers of forest and tree 
products. With the growing and accelerating move towards market economies, FAO is 
emphasizing partnerships that facilitate access to markets and market information for these 
producers. 

(FAO, 2005: np) 

The implication of these trends is that forestry extension should be treated as a discipline, rather than as 
an institution (Anyonge, 2002: 8). The content of forestry extension may be delivered as part of 
agricultural extension; within programmes to promote the rehabilitation of degraded land; or as an 
element in broader facilitation efforts to make rural livelihoods more sustainable. Furthermore, that 
content is increasingly assessed in terms of its livelihood outcomes rather than its forestry results. 
Higher incomes, better nutrition of people and/or livestock and more sustainable domestic energy 
systems are more likely to be seen as the targets of forestry extension, rather than the number of trees 
planted and surviving or the quantity of forest products marketed. 

This broader perception of the roles of forestry extension has led to an emphasis on partnerships 
between various research and service providers, large- and small-scale producers and organisations in 
the public and private sectors. 

Forest extension is about the facilitation of farm foresters, farmers’ organisations and rural 
communities to access information and technology when needed. The desired mechanisms 
for these processes is [sic] through partnerships: partnerships between service providers; 
partnerships between farmers, and between farmers and the private sector, partnerships 
between research, extension and farmers associations and communities. 

(Anyonge, 2002: 11) 

It is symptomatic of the trends outlined above that, despite the 2005 material quoted above, forestry 
extension no longer features as a theme or sector within the organisation of FAO’s current forestry work, 
whose headline title is ‘sustainable forest management’. ‘Core activities’ listed on the organisation’s 
forestry web pages include ‘people and forests’ with sub themes such as ‘participatory forestry’, ‘forests 
and poverty reduction’, ‘conflict management’ and ‘gender’; and ‘policy and governance’ activities, 
including sub themes like ‘forestry institutions’ and ‘forest finance’. Forestry extension does continue as 
a separate function in some countries, and sometimes with enormous cadres of dedicated field staff, as 
in India under the National Forest Policy of 1988 (Negi, 2008). Forestry, and its supporting extension 
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function, are increasingly seen as vitally important endeavours in the face of current and future climate 
change. But the most dominant current trend is for forestry extension to be integrated within broader 
extension efforts that promote sustainable livelihoods and the integration of conservation with 
production. 

3.3 Fisheries 

At the start of the last decade, a review of global fisheries and aquaculture undertaken for the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID) noted the importance of institutional strengthening 
in the context of co-management and community-based approaches to management of common 
property resources and the sustainable development of marine and inland fisheries. The study called for 
explicit recognition that “management needs to focus on human behaviour, not physical stocks of 
natural resources such as fish, land or water” (USAID SPARE Fisheries and Aquaculture Panel, nd: 16). 
Reflecting the emphasis on research-extension linkages in agricultural extension, it argued that “an 
improved, and more participatory, applied research process can stimulate a greater momentum for 
change and increase the effectiveness of aquaculture/fisheries extension approaches”. Participatory 
technology development, the study recommended, is a fruitful way to combine the research and 
extension functions into an experiential learning and development process centred on producers 
themselves – “making the reversal of traditional extension roles a given which should be embraced as a 
set of unique opportunities for collaborative work” (ibid.: 16). 

Taking stock of sub-Saharan African inland fisheries extension in 2004 with special reference to five 
case study countries, an FAO review concluded that: 

• Accurate and current information on aquaculture technology should be available to 
research and extension. Libraries and information access are crucial components. 

• General extension materials have limited usefulness for extension. More illustrations 
make them better for farmers, but the emphasis should be on adaptation of 
technology rather than memorization. 

• If credit is a constraint, commercial bankers and/or local credit agencies should be 
enlisted as partners; extension per se should not be engaged in allocating or 
monitoring credit. 

• Research should be actively engaged with both farmers and extension agents to 
ensure that (i) research relevant to user’s needs is being conducted and (ii) the best 
available information and technology are made available to farmers. 

• Experiential learning and participatory methods can be effectively used to improve 
the adoption of technology and should be compared for cost-effectiveness. 

• Rural development is good for business and opportunities should be found to link 
the private sector with public development goals. 

(FAO, 2004: 20) 

Decades of extension effort to promote small-scale production from individual or communal fish ponds in 
Africa were largely unsuccessful (section 2.3.2). New extension approaches take a more integrated 
approach to agriculture and aquaculture. In Malawi, for instance, the WorldFish Centre has worked with 
the Fisheries Department to promote ‘integrated agriculture-aquaculture’, setting aside small parts of 
people’s farm land for ponds in which fish are fed on farm and kitchen waste – an approach also 
adopted successfully in Bangladesh (WorldFish Centre, 2012). 

A recent review assesses the broad range of service provision that the aquaculture sector provides, from 
small-scale producers in poor communities to large commercial operations. The required services include 
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extension advice, financial facilities, market information and access facilitation, input provision and 
technical services in such fields as pathology and water quality. Overall, the trends match those towards 
pluralistic extension in the agriculture sector: 

Public and private sectors, including non-government agencies, are involved in provision of 
various aquaculture services, although roles and responsibilities differ and indeed have 
changed significantly in recent years. For example, the traditional roles of government in 
extension services are now shifting towards a more private-sector “user pays” orientation, 
including, in some countries and regions, an increasing role of private-sector organizations 
and farmer associations (such as the Federation of European Aquaculture Producers 
(FEAP)), non-governmental organizations (NGOs) or public-private partnerships in service 
delivery. The emergence of large aquaculture companies in nearly all regions, including 
recently Africa, has also facilitated their own development of a range of services covering in 
some cases all categories listed, for their own operations but also for aquaculture suppliers 
and producers associated with them… 

Extension: The public sector traditionally leads, but there is increasing private sector 
involvement, albeit with an emphasis towards larger enterprises. NGOs may also be active 
through donor investment projects, but these often lack sustainability. At the local level, 
farmers’ organizations may play a role, through the development of farmer trainers, 
resource persons or other services. A key issue is sustaining farmer organizations requiring 
a steady income stream. 

(Phillips et al., 2012: 630) 

The authors observe that, in the aquaculture sector,  

In many countries, the government role in extension services has reduced during the past 
ten years, while the role of private business has increased. Public and private services 
available (e.g. government extension systems, private feed and pharmaceutical companies) 
tend, however, to be oriented towards the larger enterprises and currently do not adequately 
support the smaller-scale enterprises and farmers, let alone provide a mechanism for 
improvement. This is partly because small-scale farmers are considered “difficult” and often 
because the necessary skills and investment required for the service envisaged are not 
available or well targeted. In the agriculture sector, the business opportunities among many 
millions of small-scale rural farmers have been recognized… and products and services 
oriented towards small-scale rural consumers. There is a need for business models of 
services for smaller-scale aquaculture farmers, perhaps in cooperation with smallholder 
oriented agriculture or other rural services. 

(Phillips et al., 2012: 634) 

Although there has been little sign of such developments in South African marine fisheries to date, some 
countries have developed training facilities and programmes for smaller-scale, lower income fisherfolk 
(as they are known). In the Philippines, for example, the extension and training functions are merged in 
this way. In India, Village Knowledge Centres have been established in some fishing communities, so that 
national remote sensing facilities can feed data on fish aggregations off the coast to local fishers 
(Sharma, 2003: 93). In Taiwan, fishermen’s associations are reported to play a central role in marine 
fisheries extension, with a portion of revenue from joint marketing arrangements helping to fund this 
work (Huang, 2003: 126). Relatively few of the fisheries extension workers are employed by government; 
most work within these associations. 

In commercial marine fisheries, current trends integrate the provision of technical advice (the original 
extension function) with a broader range of services to producers, provided increasingly by the private 
sector itself – although the state retains key roles that are linked in part to its regulatory function. The 
work of Seafood Services Australia (established in 2001) is instructive. Recognising the increasing 
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regional and global competition facing the Australian fishing sector, government and the Australian 
seafood industry joined hands to support the new venture, whose goal is “to enhance the profitability, 
international competitiveness, sustainability and resilience of the Australian seafood industry”. Priority 
areas of effort are trade and market access; addressing the costs of regulatory compliance; 
environmental accreditation; strategic alliances; and the production costs (Phillips et al., 2012: 637). 
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Country reviews 

4 Extension trends in Brazil 

4.1 Agriculture 

With the fourth largest agricultural land area of any country in the world, Brazil has seen its farming 
sector benefit greatly from the economic reforms of the last two decades, which brought inflation under 
control, abolished most import controls and producer subsidies, deregulated domestic markets, 
eliminated non-tariff barriers to trade and privatised state-owned agricultural enterprises (OECD, 2005: 
1). 

The 2005 OECD review noted that Brazil provides a relatively low level of support to its agricultural 
sector. Much of the assistance that is provided takes the form of continuing subsidies, for example of 
agricultural credit – on the grounds that it is essential for poor rural farmers to have access to affordable 
credit. At that time, the OECD warned that 

Although support to the agricultural sector in Brazil is low, the structure of that support is 
becoming less conducive to long-term development. A large and growing share of total 
support is used to subsidise producers, with expenditure in crucial areas such as research 
and extension, training, and the development of rural infrastructure becoming less 
important. 

(OECD, 2005: 4) 

As in its fellow BRICS member South Africa, agriculture in Brazil continues to display dualistic tendencies. 
(Indeed, it was described in 2006 as “probably the only country in the world with two ministries of 
agriculture”, the separate Ministry of Agrarian Development focusing on small-scale, poorer producers 
(Chaddad and Jank, 2006).) Deep rural poverty persists in many farming communities, despite the 
commercial and export success of some big producers. At the same time, the OECD noted, the future for 
many semi-subsistence farm households is likely to lie outside agriculture, as rapid urbanisation 
continues. While the rural poor in Brazil need better extension support, it is an illusion to suppose that 
improved agricultural extension will be their principal path out of poverty. 

The roots of Brazilian agricultural extension lie in United States approaches based on linkages between 
teaching, research and extension, which began to be adopted in the country after the Second World War. 
Not surprisingly, the early decades of extension work only reached some parts of this vast agricultural 
sector. The emphasis shifted towards support for larger-scale, more commercial and export-oriented 
agriculture in the 1960s, before swinging back to a focus on poor, small-scale producers in the 1970s 
(Arboleya and Restaino, 2004: 16).  

The new century has brought continuing political, economic and social transformations in Brazil. In the 
context of what it calls the “reconstruction of a democratic state”, a new National Policy for Rural 
Extension and Technical Assistance was adopted in 2007 (Ministry of Rural Development, 2007). It is 
known by its Portuguese acronym, ATER. With its institutional base in the Department of Family Farming, 
the new extension strategy has a pro-poor emphasis and diverse sectoral concerns, “devoted to small 
holders, family farmers, settlers, fisherfolk, indigenous peoples and others” and aiming to meet “the 
aspirations of society, in particular those people who live and produce in a small-scale, household 
system, whether in agriculture, fishing, extraction, handicrafts and other rural activities”.  

Effectively, the new policy integrates agricultural extension with a broader, pro-poor suite of support 
services for rural development, emphasising “the pursuit of social inclusion of the poorest rural 
population”. It aims to redress the neglect reportedly suffered by agricultural extension in the era of 
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structural adjustment when the federal government “practically abandoned the public ATER system”, 
leaving it to the provincial authorities to fund it as best they could. It builds this commitment on the fact 
that both the federal constitution of 1988 and the Agriculture Act of 1991 require state provision of free 
ATER services to small-scale farmers.  

Brazil’s new extension policy rejects conventional technology transfer approaches. 

It is known that sustainable development desired by the country involves developing styles 
of farming, fishing and also sustainable extraction, which cannot be achieved solely through 
technology transfer. In fact, the agroecology transition, which has been occurring in various 
regions, indicates the need for rescue and construction of knowledge about different 
agroecosystems (including the various aquatic ecosystems) and varieties of cultural systems 
and socioeconomic conditions. This implies that the ATER services, as an instrument of 
support for rural development, adopt a mission, goals, strategies, methodologies and 
practices consistent with the requirements of this new process. 

To address these challenges, public services of ATER (performed by state and non-state 
agencies) should be conducted using participatory methods, and their agents play an 
educational role, acting as coordinators and facilitators of sustainable rural development 
processes. At the same time, the actions of ATER should focus on the endogenous potential 
of the communities and territories, and rescue and interact with the knowledge of farmers 
and other people who live and work in the field in a small-scale system, and encourage the 
sustainable use of local resources. Unlike the practices of conventional rural extension 
services, which is structured to only transfer technological packages, the new public ATER 
must first act from knowledge and analysis of agro-ecosystems and aquatic ecosystems by 
adopting a holistic and integrative development strateg[y], besides a systemic approach able 
to focus the search for equity and social inclusion as well as the adoption of technological 
bases bringing together the dynamics of ecological processes. 

(Ministry of Rural Development, 2007: np) 

As can be seen, this approach to extension emphasises participatory methods and user involvement in 
the management and content of the process. Users and civil society more broadly are meant to 
participate in council structures at municipal, state and federal levels for this purpose. Brazilian 
extension is managed on a decentralised basis, co-ordinated by the federal Department of Technical 
Assistance and Rural Extension. Technically, as shown above, the principles of ‘agroecology’ are meant 
to guide extension content, with local realities and indigenous knowledge as the starting point. In some 
areas, agroforestry has therefore become a major part of extension content (Cardoso-Leite et al., 2010). 
Overall, extension content is to be framed by guidelines issued by the National Council for Sustainable 
Rural Development. Various agencies and entities wishing to provide ATER services to the rural poor may 
apply for accreditation with the Department of Technical Assistance and Rural Extension. This may lead 
to the allocation of federal funding. 

Brazil’s new extension policy is ambitious in many respects. Converting its intentions to results will be the 
work of decades. As the document acknowledges, “a starting point is a massive process of training of 
extension workers and technical advisors that can ensure the implementation of an ATER approach 
based on educational processes which can foster the development of the human being as a citizen”. The 
Brazilian extension worker is in future to serve as a facilitator and co-ordinator, not a trainer or instructor. 

Meanwhile, the Brazilian Agricultural Research Corporation (EMBRAPA), which has a major role in 
support to large-scale agricultural enterprises, is also engaged in a different mode of extension as it 
promotes Brazilian engagement in African agriculture. Its regional office in Ghana has “the main purpose 
of sharing scientific and technological knowledge for the whole continent, and thus contribute to 
sustainable development, social and economic, to food security and to combat hunger across the region. 
The activities are concentrated in the transfer of technology, emphasizing the specific demands of each 
country on projects for agricultural development. Moreover, EMBRAPA Africa develops actions of 
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technical assistance and opportunities for training and development of human resources as well as the 
exploration of opportunities for Brazilian agribusiness” (ISHS, 2012). According to EMBRAPA, quoted by 
Wolford (2012), this is a win-win scenario: “Brazil expands the reach and competitiveness of its 
agricultural technology and profits from the development of new crop varieties, particularly in rice and 
soybeans, while African countries improve crop production and build their agrarian sectors”. 

4.2 Forestry 

Forestry extension services are poorly developed in Brazil. Lele et al. argued that the general rural 
extension services  

have little, or more often, no technical expertise in forest management. In the Atlantic and 
Amazon forests, technical extension services to forest management do not reach forest-rich 
areas with high potential for management. Similarly, there is an absence of technical 
extension for reforestation and agroforestry systems in forest-poor areas… the availability of 
forest management technology to small farmers is particularly problematic… Most extension 
agents… take an agronomic view of rural production systems that sees forests as 
impediments rather than assets to sustainable rural development.  

(Lele et al., 2000 : 73-74) 

According to Hirakuri (2007): “a lack of forest-sector organisation that offers forest extension to conduct 
forest management has resulted in low compliance with forest laws because forest workers do not know 
what they are supposed to do. This lack of a forest extension service has jeopardised the sustainability of 
forests. Forest extension services are just beginning on a pilot project basis through private initiatives in 
the Amazon region…”.  

In the conditions that affect Brazil’s rural poor, the World Bank concluded from its Minas Gerais Forestry 
Development Project that “forestry extension is most effective when combined with agricultural 
extension” (Lele et al., 2000: 98). The trend towards a more integrated extension paradigm, inclusive of 
(social) forestry, is evident in other recent discussion of forestry extension in the country. Shanley and 
Medina (2006), after 12 years’ work in the Amazon, wrote that there was little or no forestry extension 
contact with the (often remote) rural poor, whose indigenous knowledge systems were no longer 
adequate in the face of rapid expansion by commercial timber, ranching, farming and mining operations. 
They called for participatory technology development approaches, while acknowledging that it would be a 
major, long-term challenge to reorient forestry extension training and delivery for this purpose. 

4.3 Fisheries 

In an undated paper evidently produced on a typewriter some decades ago, Lupin wrote that Brazil had 
large-scale extension services to artisanal fisheries, and that there were several institutions providing 
such services at “artisanal level”. Rosa (nd) also describes a well organised extension service to 
‘colonies’ of small-scale fishers under the then Superintendency of the Development of Fisheries. In the 
State of Santa Catarina, for example, there were 14 fisheries extension units in operation. However, 
fisheries extension is reported to have been “almost completely dismantled” as a result of funding cuts 
by the federal government in the 1990s (Ministry of Rural Development, 2007). To the extent that inland 
fishery extension still exists or has been re-established, it are now expected to be an integral part of the 
decentralised public ATER system outlined in section 4.1 above. 

In the marine sector, small-scale operations are reported to generate up to half of total production, and 
strong local fisheries institutions have emerged over the past 20 years (Pedrosa and Silveira, nd). While 
a Fishery Development Agency operated from 1962, this was absorbed into the new Brazilian Institute 
for the Environment in 1989, shifting the policy emphasis from production to conservation. This 
emphasis diminished after the transfer of fisheries responsibility back to the Ministry of Agriculture in 
1998 and the ultimate creation of a Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture in 2009. A new law in the 
same year strengthened the rights and recognition of small-scale fishers, including women. Opportunities 
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for resource user participation and co-management have steadily increased. As in South Africa, it would 
appear that the emphasis of policy and institutional development is on resource management and 
conservation, rather than on technical extension and advisory services to fishers. 

Research institutions have a weak link with the institutions responsible for fishery extension, 
which act primarily in developing projects aimed at credit to fishers and very little in the 
diffusion of technologies and good practices. 

(Pedrosa and Silveira, nd) 
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5 Extension trends in China  

5.1 Agriculture 

China has the largest agricultural extension system in the world with over 1 million trained 
extension staff. These extension workers include about 370,000 trained staff in crops 
extension, 375,000 in livestock extension, 40,000 in fisheries extension, 175,000 in 
agricultural (economic) management, and about 180,000 in farm mechanization... An 
additional one million farmer technicians (FTs) at the village level work half-time in providing 
advisory services to other farmers in their respective communities. 

(Swanson and Rajalahti, 2010: 102) 

China’s agricultural extension system was originally focused on support to communes and collective 
farms on the communist model (Zhang and Kempenaar, 2009:3). From 1978, rural economic reforms 
introducing the ‘household responsibility system’ required a major overhaul of the extension service, 
which had been achieved by the mid 1980s. A comprehensive hierarchy of Agro-Technical Extension and 
Service Centres was set up at national, provincial, county and township levels, linking through 
demonstration farmers, co-operatives and associations to the agrarian population at large. “By the mid-
1980s, China had established [extension] stations in every rural county and township, even in remote 
regions, and this system provided high-quality AES [agricultural extension services]”. This system 
employed more than one million staff by the mid 1990s. (Hu et al.,2008). In this public agricultural 
extension system, many sectoral divisions and agencies emerged, leading to separate extension stations 
for crops, livestock, agricultural machinery, aquaculture etc. Over the last 15 years there has been a 
counter-tendency, to amalgamate some of these specialised stations into more integrated services. 
These mergers into ‘one-stop stations’ are ongoing, and predictably challenged by administrative barriers 
between the various sectoral services such as crops, livestock and aquaculture (Zhang and Kempenaar, 
2009: 5). 

With further market reforms in China from the late 1980s, the public agricultural extension system came 
to be complemented by private sector services and by extension from research and development 
institutes and producer associations. Meanwhile, the public system was itself partially commercialised. In 
the early 1990s, government classified extension agents into fully funded, partially funded and self-
funded categories.  

Tasks which have strategic importance and strong public good character will be fully funded 
by the government, while tasks that perform commercial activities will be stimulated to 
commercialize. Partially funded agents are somewhere between. The national government 
does not define which sub-sector to which categories [sic]. The final decision is up to the 
local governments. Thus each county has its own freedom to implement this policy. In most 
cases, crop protection stations are categorized as fully funded agents while input supply 
stations such as seeds and pesticides are classified as self-funded agents. Sub-sectors, 
such as livestock and aquaculture, are often classified as partially funded agents. 

(Zhang and Kempenaar, 2009: 4) 

One method adopted in China to help recover extension costs from farmers is to establish a commercial 
agricultural service centre, where a farmer can get individual advice about a wide range of production 
issues. She or he is then likely, although not obliged, to purchase inputs from the centre, where the 
quality of the materials is guaranteed and generally considered more trustworthy than that at many small 
private dealers. In this way, “most of these advisory service costs are recovered through the sale of the 
production inputs” (Swanson and Rajalahti, 2010: 50). 

Linked to efforts to integrate at least the sub-sectoral components of crops extension, the Chinese 
government undertook a major decentralisation effort, intended to create integrated agro-technical crops 
extension centres at county level, under the authority of county governments. Another part of this effort 
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has been to promote extension priority setting by farmers, and in particular by organised groups of 
producers specialising in various high value crops and products (Swanson and Rajalahti, 2010: 103). 

According to Hu et al. (2010), the partial commercialisation of China’s agricultural extension services had 
a number of undesirable effects. They quoted studies that found that government extension agents were 
being pushed to increase their sales of pesticides and fertiliser to farmers, and that “many township-level 
extension organisations have collapsed and millions of small-scale farmers have difficulty in accessing 
the remaining agricultural technology extension services”. Decentralisation reforms, it was reported, 
meant that government extension workers had to spend more time on administration and less on 
contact with farmers. A study “of 7 provinces, 28 counties and 363 PAES stations found that in 2002, 
except at a handful of national extension centers, most funding comes from county and township 
governments, and is often highly inadequate.” (Hu et al., 2008: 2). 

In 2002, Chinese agricultural extension agents spent an average of only 81 days actually 
bringing [agricultural extension services] to farmers, and the township agents, who ought to 
be in closest contact with the farmers, spent even fewer days. This study found that the 
main factor determining how much time Chinese agricultural extension agents spent serving 
farmers was whether their agent's salary came from the government or from commercial 
activities. 

(Hu et al., 2008: 6) 

The conclusion was that  

to improve the service of the PAES in delivering AES to farmers, the recent government 
policy to separate commercial activities from extension services is a step in the right 
direction and should be expanded. 

(Hu et al., 2008: 8) 

An initiative was launched in 2005 “to promote a more demand-driven public agricultural extension 
system”. This was meant to address increasingly common problems of extension agents focusing on 
paperwork rather than field work with farmers, spending time on local government duties and 
commercial activities, concentrating their efforts on grain to the exclusion of other production sectors, 
and working mostly with demonstration or model farmers rather than the general farming population and 
smaller-scale, less educated producers. 

The goal is to meet the diverse technology and marketing information needs of farmers at 
the village level by implementing better mechanisms for identifying their technology needs 
and by establishing an accountability system to encourage the extension staff to provide 
targeted services. 

(Hu et al., 2010: 1) 

In this approach, extension workers are expected to supply a much wider range of services than has 
recently been the norm, offering a more proactive and flexible response to the diverse needs of 
producers. These innovations are accompanied by stronger accountability and incentives systems for the 
extension cadre, and the agents are expected to use participatory techniques to establish what the 
priority extension needs are in their areas. The latter aspect, and the greater diversity of services to be 
offered, imply substantial challenges to extension workers, and the need for major (re)training 
programmes. 

Part of the challenge to a more integrated and responsive extension system in China is the rapid pace of 
economic growth and consequently of demand for higher-value market crops in which rural producers 
have not previously specialised. “Agricultural extension systems that begin focusing on and facilitating 
farmer/market-driven innovations can play a significant role in increasing farm incomes, improving rural 
livelihoods and accelerating the agricultural development process” (Swanson, 2010: 63). The question in 



Key trends in international agriculture, forestry and fisheries extension and advisory services: Discussion document 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 25 

a country like China is whether “the public agricultural extension system (and its staff) [are] prepared to 
organize small-scale men and women farmers into producer groups so they can begin pursuing 
appropriate high-value horticultural crops, livestock, fisheries, and other enterprises that will help 
increase their farm household income” (Swanson and Rajalahti, 2010: 103-104). 

5.2 Forestry 

In 2001, Yamane wrote that “since the mid-1990s China’s forest policies have changed dramatically. 
These changes could be characterized as the results of an attempt to simultaneously achieve two 
inconsistent goals - rapid economic growth and forest conservation”. At that time, three sets of forestry 
policies had recently been introduced, focusing on forest conservation, improved efficiency in 
sustainable domestic forest production, and free trade in forest products. These developments came 
against the backdrop of the ‘three fix’ (three reforms) policy that transferred large amounts of state- or 
collective-owned forest land to individuals, forest co-operatives and foreign investors, among others. But 
an overarching concern in Chinese forestry has been resource depletion and land degradation, and the 
need to strive for sustainable use. 

Forestry extension in China forms part of the overall agricultural extension structure outlined in section 
5.1 above. Forestry Technology Extension Stations form the backbone of the system, and the network of 
these stations was steadily expanded as forestry was decollectivised from the 1980s onwards. 

Over the last 20 years, there has been growing interest in empowering local communities, 
decentralizing decision-making to local government units and increasing private sector 
involvement in forest management. This interest has been paralleled by significant shifts in 
forest tenure and innovative institutional arrangements aimed at increasing local 
stakeholders’ direct involvement in forest management… 

The main mandate of township technical extension stations is to support farmers’ 
afforestation, management, fire control, pest and disease prevention, and harvesting 
efforts. In some places, particularly in collective forest regions, this mandate includes 
assisting county forestry bureaux in collecting forest charges for harvest permits… During 
the 1990s, the increased costs incurred by these new local government agencies and staff 
were paid by the forest sector using revenue collected as forest charges. 

(Liu and Lixia, 2009: 1) 

According to Liu and Lixia, the forestry extension system in China remains top-down and technology-
driven. A “centralized administrative and technical extension system continues to function in spite of 
government liberalization initiatives” (Liu and Lixia, 2009: 6). Overall, Chinese forestry extension 
combines three functions: promotion of environmentally responsible production practices, transfer of 
other technological advice, and licensing and taxation activities. 

5.3 Fisheries 

In 2004, 65% of China’s total aquatic production came from aquaculture, and 35% from capture 
fisheries. In that year, 55% of marine production came from capture fisheries – some of it in distant 
waters. The fisheries and aquaculture country profile for China on the FAO website states that “the 
fisheries sector is an integral part of agriculture, and the sector is important for optimising agriculture 
[sic] structure and increasing farmer income” (FAO, 2012a).  

The literature on agricultural extension services in China includes reference to extension in support of 
aquatic products. In the 1990s, fisheries extension was co-ordinated through the National Fisheries 
Bumper Harvest Plan. Key extension methods within this plan included direct demonstrations of 
recommended technologies and mass training programmes for often illiterate fish farmers leading to the 
issue of ‘green certificates’ of competence (Zhiwen, 1997). Zhang and Kempenaar (2009: 4) state that 
there were 28,000 specialised extension workers in this sector in 2006. They are employed in a network 
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of Fishery Technology Extension Stations. A 2008 review of fisheries extension in selected Asian 
countries stated that 

China has [a] very strong extension service, with about 2,800 stations employing over 
15,000 field staff… China has advanced the furthest in human resource development, with 
a fisheries educational system able to underpin its strong extension and support system. 

(WorldFish Centre, 2008: np) 

A more recent study summarises fisheries extension as follows. 

In China, education and research in the area of fisheries, as well as extension efforts are 
dominated by the public sector... The National Fisheries Technical Extension Station was 
established in 1991 in order to promote fishery development through the introduction of 
advanced technologies and scientific research to the fishermen by means of training, 
conferences, on the spot demos, etc. There are Extension Agencies throughout the whole 
country: in 2004, there were 13,514 fisheries technical extension services, 10,000 more 
than in 1999. The China Academy of Fisheries Science controls the Fisheries Research 
Institutes of the three regional seas management authorities (Yellow and Bohai Seas, East 
China Sea, and South China Sea) as well as some others. Moreover, every region or city 
under the jurisdiction of the central government has its own fisheries research institute. 

(Blomeyer et al., 2012: 18) 
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6 Extension trends in Denmark 

6.1 Agriculture 

Like South Africa, several countries covered by this review have dualistic agricultural sectors in which 
prosperous agribusinesses co-exist with subsistence (or sub-subsistence) farmers. Denmark, on the 
other hand, has a more homogenous, and much smaller, group of agricultural producers (average farm 
size 57 hectares), distinguished by the sophistication of their operations and the extent to which they are 
linked through co-operative structures. Indeed, farmer co-operatives in Denmark have often served as a 
model for the development of co-operative movements elsewhere (Bjorn, nd). 

The development of Danish farming co-operatives in the 19th century laid the foundations for the largely 
decentralised extension system that operates today. Through their local co-operatives, the approximately 
45,000 Danish farmers own a network of some 38 advisory centres, served by one national agricultural 
advisory centre that employs 550 people (Chipeta, 2010). Described by its director as “Denmark’s 
largest consultancy”, the Danish Agricultural Advisory Service employs about 3,500 staff (Pedersen, 
2008). The service provides advice to farmers on what is described as a ‘360 degrees’ basis, aiming to 
surround them with all the support they might need on any pertinent subject – from production to 
legislation, banking, insurance, taxation, environmental impacts and accounting. It is backed up by 
sophisticated research programmes that are co-ordinated by the national centre. Clients are described 
as ‘members’ because of their participation in co-operatives: mostly local farmers’ unions, but also 
‘family farmers’ associations’. Pedersen also calls them “owners, users and customers”. Various 
structures are represented in the elected oversight system and board of directors of the national centre. 
These include the Danish Cattle Federation, the Danish Poultry Council, the Committee of Organic 
Farmers and the National Committee on Fur Animals. Pedersen describes the roles of the national centre 
as: 

• specialised advisory services; 

• knowledge and information dissemination; 

• development activities; 

• trials and studies; 

• education, in-service training and courses; 

• operational and service tasks 

(Pedersen, 2008: np) 

Although owned by farmer organisations, Danish agricultural advisory services were, until recently, partly 
funded by government. As shown below, this support has now been withdrawn – as it has in the United 
Kingdom and the Netherlands. Danish agricultural extension is now wholly privatised. 

In United Kingdom and Netherlands, former public extension services have been privatized 
– respectively in the early and late 90s – leading to the emergence of many private 
consulting firms selling their services. Nowadays, they are major actors of the national 
agricultural advisory sectors, offering extension support along with the former traditional 
actors of the sector (input suppliers in United Kingdom, trade partners, cooperatives and 
input suppliers in Netherlands). This commercialization process is occurring in Denmark too, 
where, after many years of progressive lowering – the DAAS experienced a recent (2006) 
definitive withdrawal of public support, leading this organization to charge the farmers for its 
services even if remaining in a non-profit perspective. The Danish farmers are now paying its 
on-farm services on an hourly basis, while small private consulting companies are gaining 
importance in the main production sectors. France is the only country – of our study still 
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having departmental and regional public agricultural extension agencies (Agricultural 
Chambers) offering free of charge extension to the farmers. 

(Blanc et al., 2010: 1867) 

In 2008, 61% of the national centre’s income came from user fees and sales; 17% from “tax 
reimbursements”; 19% from project funds, and 3% from “Danish agriculture” (Pedersen, 2008). The 
work of local advisers is paid for entirely by user fees. 

As might be expected, Danish agricultural advisory services rely heavily on the internet for 
communication with their clients. The national centre’s website offers 50 interactive programs through 
which farmers can obtain information and guidance. 

A recent presentation described “The Danish Way” of providing agricultural advisory services as follows. 

• Well educated farmers. 

• Strong organisation of farmers. 

• Clear division between private and public responsibilities. 

• Strong knowledge based services. 

• Strong co-operative sector. 

• Strong agricultural research system. 

• Agriculture’s own funds finance research and development projects (US$ 60m). 

(Chipeta, 2010: np) 

The ‘Danish Way’ is now pursued in the context of a growing emphasis on rural development in European 
Union agricultural policy. The Common Agricultural Policy increasingly emphasises its ‘second pillar’ of 
rural development, and not just the process of agricultural production. A small but growing number of 
Danish agricultural extension agents now perform broader rural development functions alongside their 
more conventional roles. This implies a significant reorientation. According to Christensen and 
Sriskandarajah (2008), the Danish agricultural advisory service has so far made only limited progress in 
this regard. 

6.2 Forestry 

The structure and approach of Danish forestry extension resemble those of the country’s agricultural 
extension. Advisory services are provided by a network of local forest owners’ associations 
(Skovdyrkerne, 2012). This federates some 5,000 forest owners, with holdings between 0.5 and 1,000 
hectares, in a number of co-operative bodies. Like farmers, Danish forest producers own their Danish 
Forest Extension Service. In 2001 the service had 14 district offices, each a co-operative owned by its 
members (Bogetoft et al., 2008). 

Our main product is extension - providing unbiased advice and knowledge to the members. 
On top of that, we offer help with the practical work on the properties, including the selling of 
timber, wood chips, Christmas trees etc., and providing seedlings, fertilisers, pesticides etc. 

(Skovdyrkerne, 2012: np) 

The organisation employs about 100 staff, and has a central office in Copenhagen that undertakes policy 
work and advocacy as well as co-ordinating the work of its local extension branches. It also operates an 
international consultancy company that specialises in forestry extension. 
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About 40% of the Forest Extension Service’s income is earned by marketing members’ products. A 
further 40% comes from membership fees and payments for extension services, with a small 
government subsidy. The balance comes from contracted services like those mentioned above, and 
other commercial activities like the sale of seedlings (Plantations for Australia, nd). 

According to Bogetoft et al. (2001), the Danish forestry sector has been facing increasing economic 
pressure due to growing competition from eastern European producers. As it strives to remain viable, the 
forestry extension service has recognised some inefficiencies in its operations, as forest owners 
outsource some of their management functions to it.  

6.3 Fisheries 

Denmark is the world’s sixth largest exporter of fish products (FAO, 2012b). Much of the technical 
concern in its capture fishery and aquaculture sectors arises from the growing government and European 
Union commitment to environmentally sustainable production, and the corresponding need for advisory 
services on increasingly stringent and complex environmental regulation of the industry. The country’s 
National Institute of Aquatic Resources (now part of the Technical University of Denmark (OECD, nd)) 
provides some of the research and advisory services required by its fishing industry and by the Ministry 
of Food, Agriculture and Fisheries. Other support comes from the Innovative Fisheries Management 
centre at Aalborg University. Research and advisory services increasingly focus on the promotion of 
sustainable fisheries and aquaculture production (OECD, nd). The Danish Institute for Fisheries Research 
provides research and advisory services to government and to the marine and freshwater aquaculture 
sectors.  

Danish fisheries extension is structured, funded and delivered in much the same way as extension in the 
country’s agriculture and forestry sectors. Advisory services are provided through local branches of the 
Danish Fishermen’s Association, backed up by its central office. However, in the fisheries sector some 
public subsidy continues to be provided for these services. 
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7 Extension trends in Ethiopia 

7.1 Agriculture 

Ethiopia’s agricultural extension system is one of the largest in the world, with over 60,000 
Development Agents (DAs) working in nearly 10,000 Farmer Training Centres (FTCs) 
throughout the country’s nine regions. 

(ATA, 2012: np) 

Having experienced several modes of political organisation and multiple approaches to development 
design and delivery from numerous international agencies, Ethiopia has a long and diverse history of 
agricultural extension, dating back to the establishment of the Ministry of Agriculture in 1943 (Kassa, nd: 
5) and the work of what is now Haramaya University from 1953 (Spielman et al., 2011: 25). Over the 
decades, there have been intensive efforts to reach greater proportions of the large rural Ethiopian 
population. The Participatory Demonstration and Training Extension System (PADETES) adopted a T&V 
approach to promoting a package of fertiliser, seed and credit facilities between 1993 and 1999. This 
was scaled up by the National Agricultural Extension Intervention Programme (NAEIP), which reportedly 
reached some 40% of the country’s ten million farm households over a ten year period  and continues to 
operate, with a coverage of some nine million farmers in 2007-08 (ibid.: 5, 25). 

Spielman et al. report that the federal and regional extension programmes increased the number of 
extension staff (‘Development Agents’ (DAs)) almost threefold over the five years to 2011.  There were 
almost 47,500 of these staff in 2008. They are based at a rapidly growing number of FTCs, each of 
which is intended to accommodate three DAs and offer a range of demand-responsive advisory services 
and short-term training programmes. IFPRI (2012) refers to a “government commitment to developing 
the largest agricultural extension system in sub-Saharan Africa”, and reports that by 2008, some 63,000 
DAs (of whom 12% were women) had graduated from training colleges. Reflecting the current emphasis 
on quantity in extension delivery is the estimate that “when the extension system reaches its goal of 
60,000 DAs placed in the field, there will be roughly 1 DA for every 476 farmers. This would then be one 
of the strongest extension agent–farmer ratios found in the world today” (IFPRI, 2012). It should be 
noted that these efforts have taken place in the context of a federal constitution. Agricultural extension is 
largely decentralised to the district or woreda level, although co-ordinated by the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Rural Development. Work at local level is carried out through the woreda Office of Agriculture and 
Rural Development. 

Agricultural extension services in Ethiopia have traditionally been financed and provided 
almost entirely by the public sector. Thus, these programs represent a significant public 
investment, amounting to over $50 million dollars annually, or almost 2 per cent of 
agricultural GDP in recent years—a figure that exceeds expenditure in most other developing 
countries and regions... 

But real progress on the ground has been mixed with respect to DA deployment and FTC 
start-ups... DA recruitment and training has largely succeeded in meeting its numeric 
targets, while FTCs have lagged behind. Meanwhile, the expected impact of DAs and FTCs 
remains unclear due in part to the near absence of any rigorous impact evaluation… 

…evidence on agricultural extension suggests that the impact on productivity and poverty 
has been a mixed experience to date. Although many farmers seem to have adopted the 
packages promoted by the extension system, up to a third of the farmers who have tried a 
package had discontinued its use …poor extension services were ranked as the top reason 
for non-adoption. 

Part of the problem is that the success of the extension services has been traditionally 
measured in terms of numeric targets for physical input use, often at the cost of 
emphasizing the efficiency and profitability of input use. In fact, most extension agents view 
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their role primarily as distributing fertilizer and credit, a role that hampers the provision of 
technical advice... 

The hierarchical “culture” underlying the extension system does little to encourage and 
exploit the inherent resourcefulness of those who work closely with farmers and rural 
communities... And although extension has been decentralized to the administrative control 
of regional governments and woreda administrations, continued imposition of targets from 
above and weak local capacity have not yet permitted the emergence of a dynamic demand-
driven system. 

On the positive side, several reforms have been introduced to address these deficiencies. 
First, in an effort to get beyond a focus on cereals, new packages have been developed to 
support other crop and livestock enterprises, improve post-harvest technology adoption, and 
encourage natural resource management. Second, in recognition of the diversity of 
smallholder farming systems in Ethiopia, classifications have been developed to divide the 
country into several distinct agro-ecological zones to aid in the development of more 
appropriate zone-specific packages... Third, input distribution is being shifted away from 
extension services to co-operatives, thus freeing extension agents to provide more technical 
advice. Finally, there are moves being made to strengthen and diversify the curriculum 
provided by the 25 Agricultural Technical and Vocational Education and Training… colleges 
that are responsible for preparing DAs for deployment throughout the country. 

(Spielman et al., 2011: 25, 27) 

Unlike some of the other countries reviewed here, Ethiopia continues with a largely state-funded 
agricultural extension system. The private sector and NGOs make only a small contribution so far. 
Spielman et al. argue that major improvements are still needed: 

…deep reforms in the extension system should be explored sooner than later. Such reforms 
would need to extricate the system away from single-minded, top-down, package 
approaches to cereal intensification, to more dynamic, responsive, and competitive service 
provision. These approaches will require greater flexibility within the current system that can 
only be done by investing time, effort, and resources in changing the cultures and practices 
of the extension system, and are likely to yield results over a much longer-term period. 
However, without such changes, the extension and education system in Ethiopia will 
become increasingly irrelevant to the needs of intensive, commercial smallholder production 
systems. Again, the signs suggest that the government is pursuing reforms in this area, 
although close monitoring of progress is vital to success. 

(Spielman et al., 2011: 29) 

Kassa (nd) criticises Ethiopian extension for having generally been planned and designed without the 
participation of the target group; for having given insufficient attention to livestock production; and for 
having failed to reach remoter farmers.  

A short list of the causes for the poor performance of the agricultural extension system 
includes: the distraction of extension workers by their involvement in input supply, collection 
of taxes and loan repayments;  the limits of standardized packages, and the emphasis on 
input targets rather than affordability and profitability; failure to involve farmers in research 
problem identification, problem prioritization and extension program planning;  extension 
agents’ ignorance of farmers’ traditional and experience-based knowledge system; lack of 
relevant research results; inadequate planning and coordination, and lack of interaction 
with research; and the formulation of extension programs and policies without due 
consideration to the farmers’ opinion and traditional knowledge system. 

(Kassa, nd: 7) 
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The Ethiopian Agricultural Transformation Agency (ATA) was established in late 2010 to help achieve the 
targets defined by the national Five Year Growth and Transformation Plan, 2011 – 2015, which include 
an annual growth rate in the agricultural sector of at least 8.1 per cent. Another target is to triple the 
number of farmers receiving relevant extension services (ATA, 2012). Extension and Research is one of 
the ‘system programmes’ of the ATA. Building on a 2009 study of bottlenecks in Ethiopian agricultural 
extension, this programme is redoubling efforts to increase extension capacity and performance, 
including a revision of the DA training syllabus, strengthening the services offered at Farmer Training 
Centres, improving the incentives to DAs and introducing better monitoring and performance evaluation. 
Linked to these efforts are measures to strengthen agricultural research and make it more relevant.  

7.2 Forestry 

Ethiopia loses 62,000 hectares of forest and woodland per year (World Bank, 2008: 28). There have 
been several decades of effort to address land degradation in Ethiopia through tree planting. Forestry 
extension for this purpose has thus been integrated with broader, typically top-down programmes to 
promote the rehabilitation of degraded land. While land rehabilitation officially remains a high 
government priority, forestry has been downgraded institutionally. It is now handled by a ‘case team’ 
within the Natural Resource Management Directorate in the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development. Soil and water conservation, too, has become a ‘case team’ in the same Directorate. (It 
previously fell under Forestry, which was one of two Departments in a Forestry and Wildlife Authority.) 
Berry (2003: 10) reported that extension services promoting land rehabilitation were weak and had 
limited coverage.  In Ethiopia’s federal system, the institutional arrangements differ from one region to 
another. In Oromia region, for example, there is a Forestry Development and Utilisation Agency. 

The main extension emphasis on tree planting now is the promotion of agroforestry within the 
agricultural extension programmes outlined in section 7.1 above. Participatory forest management 
receives increasing emphasis in the Ministry’s programmes (Winberg, 2010), as government advocates 
community responsibility for tree planting and forest management and no longer promotes the plantation 
forestry that it imposed under earlier regimes. Within an FTC, one of the three DAs is meant to cover 
natural resources and their conservation, working on forestry, small-scale irrigation, soil and water 
conservation and related themes. Partly through a German-funded sustainable land management (SLM) 
programme, efforts are being made to strengthen the training of DAs in these fields. The World 
Bank/Global Environment Facility’s current SLM programme takes a similar extension approach (World 
Bank, 2008). 

7.3 Fisheries 

Ethiopia and Malawi are the only countries covered by this review that are land locked. Ethiopia’s inland 
fishery sector is estimated to be producing about 30 per cent of its potential. There has been little 
aquaculture to date, although its potential as a means of enhancing food security and nutrition is 
recognised (FAO, 2012c). In 2009, there were only about 200 fish farmers in the country (Abegaz, 2009). 
There have been some project interventions to promote and develop lake fisheries, e.g. on Lake Tana, 
but overall very little fisheries extension has been practised in Ethiopia. Government does now reportedly 
have plans to promote aquaculture. A pilot project in four of Ethiopia’s nine Regions includes the testing 
of a “cluster/village based fish farming extension approach”, promoting the establishment of village fish 
farming groups and co-operatives (Abegaz, 2009). 

Fisheries extension, where it does occur, is part of the general extension portfolio of the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development and the corresponding agencies at Regional and local levels. A recent 
report noted that “fisheries is not given enough priority at the higher political levels and hence sufficient 
resources are not allocated to management activities e.g. few extension staff, fisheries officers lack 
transport to monitor and implement existing legislation, office facilities…”. It also criticised the “weak 
relationship between fisheries extension and research” (Cardno, 2011: 9). 
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8 Extension trends in India  
 

In 2012 the population of India stood at approximately 1.22 billion people.  According to the 2011/12 
Annual Report of the Department of Agriculture and Co-operation, 58% of this population remain reliant 
on agriculture as their principle source of livelihood.  

As with the case of China the sheer scale of the population requiring appropriate research, sustainable 
and affordable technologies and advisory services to improve output and productivity is hard to 
comprehend, especially when compared with the relatively small number of people engaged in 
agriculture, forestry and fisheries related activities in South Africa. 

Gross capital formation reflecting investment in agriculture and allied sectors relative to GDP is reported 
to have risen from 13.5% in 2004/5 to 20.1% in 2010/11. Despite this the contribution of agriculture, 
forestry and fishing to GDP has declined from 16.8% in 2007/8 to 13.9% of India’s GDP (Government of 
India, 2012b: 3) – even though there has been rapid expansion in aquaculture and catch fisheries (FAO, 
2010). This declining share is “an expected outcome in a fast growing and structurally changing 
economy” (Government of India, 2012b: 4). 

8.1 Agriculture 

India has some 360 million farmers of whom 88% are cultivating 2 hectares or less and account for 44 
per cent of the operated area. Compared to South Africa where farm size is increasing and the number of 
producers declining “the trend in India is towards fragmentation rather than consolidation. The average 
size of landholdings declined from 2.2 hectares in 1970-71 to 1.06 hectares in 2003.” (Gulati et al., 
2008) 

These small farms are reportedly more efficient as evidenced by the share of marginal and small farmers 
(of less than 2 hectares) in the total value of agricultural output which is about 51 per cent, substantially 
higher than their 44 per cent share of area operated (Srivastava, 2008 in Gulati et al., 2008). 
Smallholders account for 40% of total food grain production. They possess the highest shares of 
livestock—more than 55% of cattle, buffalo and goats and 70% of pigs (Orden et al., 2004) 

Overall agricultural production is characterised by a sharp divide between rainfed agriculture on marginal 
land and irrigated production on high value land. Farmers working small portions of land in rainfed areas 
experience much higher levels of poverty and vulnerability than those in other areas. Areas with low 
levels of agricultural potential have higher percentages of women farmers. The ratio of extension workers 
to farmers can vary widely from between 1:300 in Kerala to 1:2,000 in Rajasthan. (Glendenning and 
Asenso-Okyere, 2010) 

8.1.1 Changing extension and development paradigms 

Approaches to extension have changed significantly in India over the last sixty years. As the section 
below indicates, these shifts are characterised in different ways. However it is important to note that 
while the chronologies typically tend to emphasise shifts from decade to decade, in practice elements of 
the different paradigms persist long after they are deemed to have been eclipsed. While tables and time 
lines which attempt to narrate shifts in policy and practice are useful at a conceptual level they should 
not be construed too literally, as messy day to day realities seldom fit neatly in a two column matrix. 

Subramanian and Chand (n.d.) identify the following broad shifts in the evolution of approaches to 
extension in India:  

From To
Input intensive Knowledge and information intensive 
Research > extension > farmer based information 
flows 

Extension > Farmer Organisation > Market based 
information flows 
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Top down Bottom up participatory
Commodity and supply driven Market driven
Donor accountable Farmer accountable
Table 3: Changing extension approaches to extension in India 

Other commentators opt for a time line which identifies change across the decades since Independence. 

Community development 

Maredia (2007) highlights how the writings of Gandhi and Tagore during the 1930s and 1940s focused 
on village self sufficiency and the promotion of co-operative farming for local food security. This 
endogenous focus on community development was replaced by an exogenous variant vigorously 
promoted by the USA following President Truman’s 1949 inaugural speech in which he announced “a 
bold new program for making the benefits of our scientific advances and industrial progress available for 
the improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas”. Esteva (1993) argues that this concept of 
underdevelopment infiltrated both northern and southern development discourse and served to render 
the poor and the marginal as objects of state development interventions which routinely ignored and 
devalued local knowledge and practices.  

The community development era in the 1940’s saw the recruitment of village development workers who 
were employed to promote ‘self help’ initiatives to address a mix of primary health, agriculture and local 
development needs. (Interestingly the breadth of focus which characterised the community development 
paradigm is enjoying resurgence 60 years later as extension services are increasingly located within an 
understanding of broader livelihood needs.)  

Experts, technology transfer and the Green Revolution 

India’s first Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru was a great believer in planning and the modernist project. 
He is reported as saying:  

“Under modern conditions we must have experts. If we want to utilise them to the full we 
must allow them a free hand and there should be as little interference as possible with 
their work”. 

(Healey and Upton, 2010: 81) 

Kilani (1991) in Healy and Upton (2010) observes that Nehru succeeded in establishing the State at the 
core of Indian society. State led, expert driven planning and development agendas quickly replaced more 
organic Gandhian style thinking. Agricultural development strategy was soon directed by a single minded 
focus on technology transfer to increase food production. This ushered in the ‘Green Revolution’ in India 
in the late 1960’s. Assessment of the overall impacts of the Green Revolution remains the subject of 
longstanding dispute. 

In the early 1950’s India’s cereal harvest stood at about 50 million tonnes a year. By 1987 this harvest 
had expanded to 167 000 tonnes. India doubled its wheat output in 15 years (Myers, 1993), eventually 
becoming self sufficient in food.  However these dramatic increases in output had social and ecological 
consequences. The Green Revolution sharply increased inequality in the countryside and despite 
producing more food failed to end hunger (Woluchem, 2012, Shiva, 1993, Dreze and Sen, 1989).   It has 
also racked up significant environmental costs. Monocropping utilised a combination of technologies 
anchored by hybrid seeds bred for a high response to chemical fertilisers, pesticides and controlled 
irrigation. In the areas selected as part of the Intensive Agricultural Development Programme (IADP), 
systems of intercropping utilising local seed stocks and cultivation techniques were replaced with 
systems based on standardised inputs, intensive cropping and irrigation.  

Hazell (2002) argues that critics overstate the social and ecological problems associated with the Green 
Revolution and overlook the “counterfactual” of its impacts on hunger and poverty resulting from the 
quadrupling of food grain outputs between 1950 and 2000 in a period when the Indian population 
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tripled from 350 million to a billion people (Government of India, 2000). While some still promote a 
largely uncritical modernist narrative in which agri-biotechnology increases food grain production and 
reduces poverty and food insecurity (Choudhary and Guar, 2008) the Indian Department of Agriculture 
has reflected that the Green Revolution “remained restricted to the well endowed irrigated areas” and 
that “success has been restricted to selected crops” (Government of India, 2000: 1-2). 

Thompson and Scoones (2009) acknowledge the increase in grain output but argue that that the Green 
Revolution failed to increase food availability for the poor. They also highlight how the massive increase 
in fertiliser use, pesticides and hybrid seed stocks resulted in  “a significant simplification and 
homogenisation of many of the world's ecosystems, affecting both biological and cultural diversity” 
(2009: 390). This also contributed to loss of soil fertility and increased salinity associated with intensive 
irrigation. 

From an extension perspective the Green Revolution was the pinnacle of the World Bank sponsored 
public extension Training and Visit system promoting the transfer of approved technologies. This was 
primarily a top down and supply driven model in which scientists provided technical packages and 
production specifications to extension workers who set out to transfer them to selected farmers - those 
who had sufficient land and could afford the inputs to adopt new methods. However this model largely 
excluded non cereal production sectors such as horticulture, livestock and fisheries which were essential 
elements of rural livelihood systems. The T&V system persisted in India well into the 1990’s (Government 
of India, 2000) before a gradual shift took place towards a Farming Systems Approach (FSA). 

Farming systems approach 

The development of the FSA marked a move away from standardised, centrally determined technological 
solutions. This in part stemmed from the realisation that the Green Revolution formula could not be 
applied in rainfed, marginal areas utilised by resource poor farmers. The approach recognised that 
researchers and extension workers first needed to better understand the diverse components in the 
production systems developed by small farmers if they were to be able to identify technical solutions 
which could better mesh with their production practices and priorities. The FSA drew on rapid rural 
appraisal and survey methods to profile local innovation and production practices. Social scientists and 
anthropologists began to contribute to research processes which had hitherto been a hard science 
domain. For the first time extension and research systems sought to involve resource poor farmers in the 
research and extension system. (Biggs, 1995). 

8.1.2 Department of Agriculture and Co-operation Extension Policy Framework (2000) 
The Extension Policy Framework (2000) identified FSA priorities as: 

• Responding to farmer’s needs; 

• Involving farmers in the research and extension processes; 

• Strengthening linkages between research and extension; 

• Recognition of farmer livelihood strategies which combined both on and off farm economic 
activities. 

Farming systems research was part of a gradual shift to extension approaches which aimed to recognise 
complex and diverse production settings in which the farmer and their knowledge of local conditions 
were the key element. The Extension Policy Framework (2000: 4) explicitly states that: 

“Research and extension agendas should be determined by explicitly defined farmers' 
needs through an understanding of the existing farming systems rather than perceptions 
by research scientists or extension functionaries”. 

However these shifts were also accompanied by serious questioning of the capacity of public extension 
to “respond to the multifarious demands of farming systems” (Government of India, 2000: 2). These 
concerns, which are consistent with policy agendas associated with economic liberalisation and 
globalisation, emphasised the rollback of the State in favour of the market and led to the promotion of a 
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mix of public and private extension services. The policy seeks to promote a “multiagency dispensation” in 
which private sector extension serves better off farmers with irrigable land while public sector extension 
focuses on those whom the for-profit sector will ignore – “the economically backward regions and small, 
marginal farmers” (Ibid: 5). 

The reformed extension model seeks to recast public extension officers as “knowledge information 
agents” and focus on the growth and consolidation of producer organisations at local level as part of a 
process of building more “demand driven and farmer accountable extension”. 

The policy envisages a new extension professional who can draw on a mix of technical and social skills. 
So called soft skills are required for managing conflict and building local organisation to enable active 
farmer engagement while access to information enables improved production knowledge and market 
access.   

The policy attempts a balancing act which envisages:  

• The progressive removal of subsidised agricultural goods and services by public agencies in order 
to stimulate networks of private sector ‘agrodealers’ to serve established producers who can 
afford to pay for inputs and services.  

• Retaining targeted subsidies and social safety nets which address the needs of resource poor 
farmers in marginal areas. 

The policy envisages a range of interventions including:  

• Public funding for private extension services, NGOs, farmer associations and private foundations.  

• The retention of a minimum public sector extension presence in those areas deemed to be 
effectively serviced by the private sector. 

8.1.3 Decentralised institutional arrangements for public extension 

The extension policy framework establishes District level Agricultural Technology Management Agencies 
(ATMAs) which are responsible for improved intergovernmental relations and co-ordination with local 
level farmer organisations. The policy envisages central government funds being directly disbursed to 
District ATMAs which also have relationships with state funded agricultural universities. 

The policy envisages extension and research planning being decentralised to the Districts which are 
responsible for preparing Strategic Research and Extension Plans (SREPs). Extension staff engage with 
Farmer Advisory Committees which bring together local stakeholders. The policy proposes the 
establishment of “multi disciplinary technology teams” at District scale staffed by a professional cadre of 
Farm Advisors with a BSc Agric degree and which provide a bundle of services relating to grains, 
horticulture and livestock together with technical support relating to water, soils and enabling market 
access. 

Farmer led group extension and research models 

The policy provides incentives to NGOs to mobilise local Farmer Interest Groups (FIGs), self help groups, 
co-ops etc. Districts are subdivided into Blocks – similar to the ward system in South Africa. The policy 
enables the Department of Agriculture to outsource the provision of extension services in certain blocks 
to NGOs. However where this will take place the Department aims to provide training and technical 
referral services to NGOs appointed to take on this role. The policy seeks to promote an increasingly 
closer interface between researchers and farmers and requires that part of the agricultural research 
agenda is directly farmer led. 
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8.1.4 Competitive extension and research grant funds 

The policy makes provision for public and private sector institutions to compete for public funds for 
agricultural research and extension. However the policy appears silent on the process of ‘curation’ – how 
these research outputs produced with public money are managed and disseminated. The introduction of 
competitive grants has major implications for monitoring and evaluation and the transparency of systems 
for the procurement of services.  

8.1.5 Capacity building for extension 

The policy recognises the importance of developing a professional extension cadre and places emphasis 
on the development of extension training plans and the design of a mix of foundation and professional 
courses. This function is overseen by a National Institute of Extension Management (NIEM) and a 
network of State Agricultural Management Extension Training Institutes (SAMETIs)  

8.1.6 Women in agriculture 

The policy contains a section on the need for “mainstreaming women in agriculture” which focuses on a 
range of measures to increase the number of female extension workers and enable women farmers to 
better access training and support services which “take into account women’s time, mobility and cultural 
situation” (Extension Policy Framework: 15). 

8.1.7 ICTs 

When the policy was drafted in 2000 there was recognition that information technology was a potential 
force for agricultural extension but noted that it remained largely an urban phenomenon which as yet 
remained untapped. The policy commits Central Government to support States to improve their access to 
information technology and expand the necessary infrastructure. 

8.1.8 Redefining State role 

Overall the extension policy framework seeks to cast the State in the role of:  

• Legislative enforcer; 

• Provider of public extension to the poor and marginalised; 

• Ensuring economic competition in the agricultural sector and monitoring the development of 
monopolies and cartels; 

• Building farmer associations; 

• Provision of infrastructure; 

• Improving communication and information flows between organs of state and other development 
actors. 

8.1.9 India’s 10th Five-Year Plan 2002 
India’s 10th five year plan (2002-2007) identified agriculture as one of the key development “thrust 
areas” which would require “revamping and modernizing the extension systems and encouraging the 
private sector to take up extension services” (Anderson and Birner, 2007: 6). 

In 2010 the State reviewed extension reforms and released new support guidelines. These proposed 
State, District and Block level structures and set out the institutional arrangements for the management 
of public sector extension and advisory services. The guidelines provide ‘a cafeteria of activities’ 
(Government of India, 2010: 17) to guide local implementation. 

The document also sets out guidelines for a complex and cascading set of plans comprising:  



Key trends in international agriculture, forestry and fisheries extension and advisory services: Discussion document 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 38 

 
Figure 1: Cascading plans (Government of India, 2010:16) 

• Five year Strategic Research and Extension Plans (SREP) identify District research and extension 
priorities;  

• SREPS provide the basis for Block Action Plans (BAPs);  

• BAPs are combined to prepare the District Agriculture Action Plans (DAAPs); 

• DAAPs are in turn a subset of Comprehensive District Agriculture Plans (CDAP); 

• DAAPs also form part of the State Extension plan which in turn forms part of the State Agriculture 
Plan.  

The guidelines also outline the institutional framework for extension and advisory services which is set 
out in the diagram below. 
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Figure 2: Source: (Government of India, 2010:14) 

The Guidelines put in place local intermediaries known as Farmer Friends between the block technology 
team and the farmers on the ground. The Farmer Friend concept outlined in the Guidelines is interesting 
for two reasons.  

The Guidelines note that: 

It is necessary to identify and groom progressive farmers to act as focal points at village 
level. A progressive farmer identified as Farmer Friend (FF) will be placed @ one FF per 
two census inhabited villages. The FF will help in activating the much-needed village-
based, bottom-up planning process and serve as vital link, between extension system and 
farmers at village level. Farmer Friend will lead by example and is expected to have up-
graded skills and would be available in the village to advise on agriculture and allied 
activities.  

(Government of India, 2010:24) 

The notion of the “progressive farmer” as ‘farmer friend’ has its roots in various colonial extension 
systems. Despite its paternalistic origins the concept is remarkably resilient and continues to have 
traction in 21st century extension systems. Viewed from a Southern African perspective this resonates 
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with the concept of supporting and developing ‘Master Farmers’ which has frequently informed state 
smallholder extension strategies in different country settings.  

Perhaps it is not coincidental that the concept of a Farmer Friend is how food and beverage 
transnational Pepsico brands its contract farming schemes1 in India. In 2009 these involved 21,000 
farmers in growing “high-yielding varieties of tomato”, direct seeding of rice and “high-quality potatoes”. 
Pepsico plans to increase the number of contract farmers to 50,000 by 2012. 

8.1.10 Annual report 2011/12 
Chapter 9 of the most recent annual report of the Department of Agriculture and Co-operation 
(Government of India, 2012b) provides current State perspectives on progress in implementing the new 
policy framework. It refers to the organisation of Farmer Field Schools as a preferred extension method 
and the promotion of Public Private Partnerships for extension. The report places emphasis on attempts 
to organise farmers and the provision of rewards and incentives for the best organised farmers’ groups. 
It appears that charges are being considered for users of public extension service as the report makes 
reference to an anticipated 10% contribution from beneficiaries. Importantly the report also highlights 
advances made with call centres and mobile phone technologies which enable the Kisan call centres to 
provide toll free agricultural information 7 days a week 6am - 10 pm - similar to the Chinese system. 

8.1.11 Recent literature on extension and advisory services in India 
There is a vast literature on agriculture and changing approaches to extension in India over the last 60 
years which cannot be reviewed in any depth here. We have chosen to highlight the analysis and findings 
of selected articles and conference presentations published in the last decade. 

Birner and Anderson (2007) have analysed the Indian experience from the perspective of how to make 
agricultural extension demand driven. They note that while India has set out to transform extension from 
a supply driven top down intervention to a service which is responsive to local farmer needs, producer 
access to extension services remains extremely limited. As noted above, in the period following the 
Green Revolution there was a downscaling of public extension services linked to economic liberalisation 
policies reflecting the diminishing role of the State in development.  

More recently however extension has once again received attention as part of a renewed focus on 
agriculture and its potential for poverty reduction. Birner and Anderson highlight the need to clarify the 
respective roles of the public, private and NGO sectors in a rapidly changing agricultural context.  In this 
new globalising setting small holders are connected with global markets and must anticipate shocks and 
stresses associated with climate change and new, rapid spread animal health pandemics. 

The analysis examines how difficult it is to translate policy intentions into the design of institutions and 
practices to make farmer-led extension a reality. Data from a situation assessment survey carried out in 
2003 highlights the enormous gap between policy objectives and Indian realities. This survey which 
collected data from 51,770 households in over 6,600 villages showed that in the past year 60% of those 
interviewed had not accessed any form of new information about agricultural technology. Of the 
households which reported accessing new information of any kind, the majority (16.7%) obtained this 
from other farmers, while sellers of agricultural inputs were the second most consulted source (13.1%). 
Only 5.7% reported getting information from an extension worker. Private agencies and NGOs featured 
way down the bottom of the list accounting for just 0.6% of attributed information. 

The review assesses India’s attempts to reorient extension services through decentralisation and the 
contracting out of certain extension functions to the private sector. It highlights continuing low levels of 
farmer organisation and the difficulty in providing extension services with the flexibility and depth to 
respond to the complexities and local specificities associated with diverse small holder production 
systems and settings. The review highlights the transaction intensive nature of extension and how 
extension managers struggle to effectively monitor what frontline staff actually do in the field and 

                                                      
1 See www.youtube.com/watch?v=blu1BPaePmk for a promotional video on the Pepsico Farmer Friend 
programme 
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determine what it is that small holder farmers practically need and want. While extension requires 
flexibility and adaptive capacity the state officials who are responsible for providing these services are 
often constrained by bureaucratic and rule bound institutional cultures.  

While extension is often cast as a technical function in practice it is often more of a social activity which 
reflects relations of power and gender and which is located within a matrix of services provided by other 
line departments. Birner and Andersen observe that extension agents often are accorded a lower status 
than other public sector officials and that the services and associated public goods which they provide 
are susceptible to capture by local political interests or elites. At the same time even lowly government 
officials do exercise some power and many tend to see small holder farmers as dependent state subjects 
rather than people to whom officials should account. 

Approaches to research and advisory services 
India has opted to develop technology centres “for single window extension” - a variation of the ‘one stop 
shop’ concept which features prominently in South African policy but has had limited practical traction. 
There is a focus on the development of District farm science centres (KVK) established by the Indian 
Council for Agricultural Research which provide a range of services including: 

• Equipment hire;  

• Consultancy;  

• Training;  

• Trials and demonstrations; 

• Soil and water testing, diagnostic services;  

• Access to market info through interactive voice response. 

These KVK initiatives aim to provide localised knowledge repositories and district specific databases of 
information. At the same time there are incentives provided to NGOs to stimulate the formation of local 
Farmer Interest Groups (FIGs) and self help groups. 

ICTs 
There has been a sharp spike of investment in the use of ICTs to provide a range of free services to 
farmers. This has been backed by programmes to improve information literacy skills. 

ICT services include: 

• Weather and agro advisories by SMS 

• The development of Agropedia which can be accessed by mobile phones 

• The distribution of Wiki readers which enable farmers to access to pre-packaged collections of 
web based resources without access to the internet. These packages can be updated with newer 
materials at intervals. 

8.2 Forestry 

Forestry is a significant sector in India with forests covering 23% of the total geographical area. The state 
controls 97% of forest lands. Only 3% of the total forest land is privately owned and statutory land 
ceilings prevent the private sector from developing large scale plantations. Nevertheless, about half of 
the wood produced in India originates from non forest sources – trees grown on farm lands.   
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8.2.1 Shifts in forest policy 

As noted above there have been global shifts in forest policy from approaches that were tree and 
protection centred, technical and which sought to control access to forest resources to those that were 
more people and livelihoods centred and which sought to develop local institutions to involve people 
adjacent to forests in their management. 

Colonial forest policy in India viewed forests as Crown lands and by 1900 20 million ha of forests were 
categorised as reserve forests exclusively managed by the Forest Department. Following Independence 
India’s first forest policy passed in 1952 regarded forests as a national asset and sought to control and 
limit access by villagers who lived close by and exercised de facto use rights (Saxena, 1999). 
Government subsequently acquired private forests and set about developing plantations and a timber 
industry.  

In 1988 forest policy underwent a major shift from the previous focus on commercial exploitation to new 
priorities of environmental conservation and promotion of mixed forests which could better contribute to 
local livelihoods. This was in direct contradiction to the forest policies of the World Bank and the Asian 
Development Bank which favoured the development of the timber industry (Saxena, 2005). 

This stemmed from a growing recognition that the State could not ensure the sustainable management 
of forests on its own. Measures to involve forest users in forest management began with early 
approaches to social and community forestry during the 1970s. The 1988 Forest Policy provided 
impetus for the Joint Forest Management (JFM) approach which was piloted during the 1990s and by 
2002 had extended to almost 20% of forest lands (Saigal et al., 2002). This took into account how about 
15% of the population live adjacent to forests and recognised the livelihood contribution of timber and 
non timber forest products including a wide variety of medicinal plants used in ayurvedic medicine. 

This approach involved a move from State protection to a system of shared responsibilities in which 
“specific community forest users protect and manage state forests in some form of partnership with the 
government” (Hobley 1996). The development of a National Forest Policy in 1988 gave impetus to 
forestry extension and a national focus on community afforestation initiatives.  

The Indian Forestry Department has since extended JFM to comanage more than 22 million ha of natural 
forests through 63,000 local forest management committees and community groups (Saigal et al., 
2002). Despite the move to more participatory and localised management approaches it should be 
noted that reviews of these initiatives (Agarwal, 2001, Mansuri, 2004) highlight that local management 
structures are frequently dominated by wealthier and better connected individuals and that women are 
frequently marginalised because of their relatively weak power to influence local institutions. This 
remains a challenge in many participatory planning and development processes. 

8.2.2 New demands on extension 

The shifts outlined above have demanded new approaches to forestry extension. Garforth (1991: 1), 
draws on Gronow and Shreshta (1990  ) to argue that:  

This shift in policy from looking after trees to working with and through the users of tree 
products implies considerable changes in the jobs which forestry staff are expected to do. 
This suggests that changes may be needed in the training which forestry staff receive, in 
terms both of content and of method, and in both pre-service and in-service training. 
Some would go further and argue that the hidden curriculum of the internal procedures 
of their employing organisation acts as a powerful constraint on the way they interact 
with their ‘clients’: foresters will only learn to work with rural people in a participatory 
manner, in a way which stresses listening and consensus and compromise, if the same 
processes are adopted in the internal workings of their own departments. 
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8.2.3 Forestry research and state institutions 

There is a long history of forestry research in state forest research institutes, herbaria and universities. 
The state has invested in forest technology centres. Responsibility for forests in India falls under the 
Ministry of Environment and Forests. The Ministry consists of a Forest Conservation Branch; a Branch 
which manages externally aided projects and a National Afforestation and Eco-Development Board. A 
directorate of Forest Research and Training oversees the operation of at least ten specialised forest 
research institutes countrywide (Government of India, 2012a). 

8.3 Fisheries 

A recent review highlights the importance of marine fisheries and aquaculture to the Indian economy and 
to the livelihoods of millions of people 

India ranks third in total fish production in the world and second in the aquaculture 
production (FAO, 2007; Eknath et al., 2009). Fisheries and aquaculture are the sources 
of livelihood for over 14 million Indian people and also contribute to foreign exchange 
earnings considerably, constituting about 1% of the total gross domestic product (GDP) 
and 5.3% of the GDP from the agriculture sector of the country (DAHDF, 2007). 

(Kumaran et al., 2012: 248) 

India has an enormously diverse fishing sector. The country has a long tropical coastline and numerous 
estuarine systems which support capture fisheries and mariculture activities at different scales. There is 
a Government supported fisheries training and extension service which is responsible to conserve and 
manage marine resources and support aquaculture development while the  Fisheries Division of the 
Indian Council of Agricultural Research aims to  “provide technological inputs for sustainable growth of 
Indian fisheries and aquaculture by interfacing research, education and extension initiatives through 
institutional and policy support and play an important role in providing the much required food, 
nutritional, socioeconomic and livelihood security”. 

The Fisheries Division runs research and development programmes related to  

• Capture Fisheries (Marine & Inland); 
• Aquaculture: (Freshwater, Brackish water, Mariculture & Cold water); 
• Fish Genetics & Biotechnology; 
• Harvest & Post- harvest technologies; 
• Fishery Engineering; 
• Fishery Education. 

For example the coastal province of Kerala has a developed marine fisheries sector which has grown 
substantially in the last four decades to land about 26% of the national marine catch. These fisheries are 
dominated by the large  capital intensive mechanized sector which accounts for 66 per cent of the catch, 
followed by the motorized sector contributing 27 per cent and a small artisanal sector contributing 7 per 
cent.  

Inland the micro scale community based padu fishing system in Kerala defines the group of rights 
holders and allocates resource boundaries and fishing sites through a long established “caste-specific, 
gear-specific and species specific system”(Lobe and Berkes, 2004)  

India has significant inland fresh water resources suitable for intensive aquaculture, which has grown 
650% over the last two decades (Kumaran et al., 2012). A number of firms are involved in aquaculture, 
manufacturing fish feed and pharmaceuticals and processing fish. These companies provide technical 
information to farmers/producers, supply them with production inputs, provide  training and facilitate buy 
back arrangements (De and Sahu, 2001).  
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The marine fishing industry has changed rapidly as a result of intensive mechanisation of large operators 
which has placed artisanal fishers under increasing economic pressure. This led to the motorisation of 
the artisanal fleets during the eighties. This enormous intensification of fishing effort is placing pressure 
on the fishing industry with reports of declining catches and threatened fish stocks. 

There are concerns about the performance of the fisheries extension service although this scope of this 
study is too narrow to properly assess the evidence. These concerns seem particularly relevant for 
aquaculture where 90% of fishers surveyed in two leading aquaculture provinces reported that they 
depend on private sector extension resources.  (Kumaran et al., 2012). 

The table below compares aqua farmer perceptions of public and private extension which highlights 
widespread negative assessment of public extension support services in this sector. Fishers reportedly 
approached the Department of Fisheries for licenses and subsidy benefits (Ibid). 

 

 

The level of investment in fisheries R&D seems significant. However the extent to which this research is 
demand or supply driven and the nature of the links between research extension and fishers remains 
difficult to gauge from a rapid desktop review. 
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9 Extension trends in Kenya  

9.1 Agriculture 

Overall the agricultural sector experienced a steep fall off in growth between 1980 and 2000. This 
mirrors declining state and donor support for agriculture which saw the percentage of total government 
expenditure shrink from about 11.2 per cent in the 80s to about 4.7 per cent in 2001. (Nyoro, 2002). 
However from 2000 growth rates have picked up sharply. 

 
Figure 3: Economic and agricultural growth rates 1964 – 2006 (Gitau et al., 2008) 

In 2005 Kenyan combined agricultural production, processing and trade contributed 40% to GDP, 
accounted for 60% of export earnings and was the principal source of livelihood for 80% of population 
(van’t Land et al., 2007). Primary agricultural production on its own contributed 24% of GDP. 

The development of agriculture in Kenya offers interesting comparisons with South Africa as Kenya had a 
settler population which started to occupy the Highland region following the formation of the British East 
African protectorate in 1895. The protectorate became a British Crown colony in 1920 under the 
administration of a British governor until Kenya achieved independence from Britain in 1963. During the 
colonial period ‘native reserves’ were created. However during the 1950’s the colonial government 
began a land reform programme which set out to privatise land and displace indigenous tenure systems 
with land titles.  

 

However, contrary to the expectations of the colonial authorities, the reform led to more 
problems than those it aimed to solve. It generated more disputes over land ownership 
and resulted in a more skewed distribution of land. It also produced and reinforced 
ethnic-based interests in land, and made the Land Question more complex than ever. 

The post-independence government simply retained the colonial land laws and pursued 
the same land reform objectives without any major alterations. 

Besides the land reform policy, land market and political patronage have, over the years, 
become major instruments for regulating access to private and public land. With regard 
to public land, granting of rights tends to be linked to concerns about procuring and 
maintaining political support. 

(Kanyinga, 2000: 9) 

Contestations over land and access to natural resources are a key feature of the Kenyan socio-political 
environment and the provision of extension services needs to be located in this setting. 



Key trends in international agriculture, forestry and fisheries extension and advisory services: Discussion document 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 46 

9.1.1 The evolution of extension in Kenya 

Agricultural extension during the colonial period was authoritarian and regulatory as the State attempted 
to coerce small producers to grow certain crops and prevent them from growing others like coffee.  
Initially extension staff were employed by District Councils before Central Government took over this 
responsibility in the late 1960’s.  

Extension services have been organised in many different ways in response to changing (frequently 
externally influenced) development policies and priorities over time. These have included:  

• A World Bank led focus on Integrated Rural Development in the 1970s which set out to 
address constraints of smallholders “by working synergistically in health, nutrition, 
agriculture, and education ...(but)...  the focus was all technical, however, and left out crucial 
issues such as training, linkages with research, and management” (Davis, 2008:18). 

 
• The establishment of commodity boards for cotton, pyrethrum, tea and coffee with attached 

extension support services. 

• The introduction of the T&V extension system in the early 1980’s and the development of the 
first and second national extension programmes with World Bank and SIDA funding support.  

• A mandatory economic structural adjustment programme overseen by the World Bank and 
IMF, introduced in 1989, involved a freeze on new recruitment that was not lifted until 2005.  

Kenya experienced many of the same problems with the T&V system as described elsewhere in this 
review. Extension and advisory services primarily served better resourced farmers while extension 
coverage of smallholder farmers remained negligible. The system as a whole remained supply driven and 
centrally defined. The T&V system was abandoned in 1998 after reviews found a poor fit between the 
offerings of the service and farmers’ needs. The strategy of identifying local ‘progressive’ farmers as the 
conduit for local information dissemination was also found to be ineffective (van’t Land et al., 2007). 

Structural adjustment had a major impact on extension, leading to dwindling capacity as when 
experienced personnel retired they were not replaced. Agriculture accounted for 13% of government 
expenditure in 1983 and just 1.5% in 2005. Cut backs in public sector expenditure forced Government 
extension and research services to operate on a substantially reduced budget. Where extension was 
concerned, budget constraints meant that minimal resources remained for actual operation of the 
service after salaries had been paid.  

Although the staffs are paid their salaries, there is no money left for operating expenses 
such as stationery and fuel. The extension service in the country has therefore been run 
almost exclusively through the donor funds. 

(Nyoro, 2002: 34) 

Donor funded partnerships with government did create some opportunities for the development of more 
innovative and demand led extension approaches. The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development 
(MoARD) operated a National Soil and Water Conservation Programme with SIDA support which made 
use of more participatory approaches to identify the support needs of local farmers. These included 
“stakeholder inclusion, bottom up planning and the development of farmer common interest groups 
(CIGs)” (Davis, 2008: 20). These approaches were subsequently adapted for crop and livestock 
extension under the auspices of the National Agriculture and Livestock Extension Programme (NALEP) 
which commenced in 2000.  

The National Agricultural Extension Policy (NAEP) which was formalised in 2001 outlined its goals as 
“promoting emergence of extension systems that are demand-driven by farmers and other clients and 
deliver high quality services, a greater role for the private sector in delivery of services, and progressive 
commercialisation and privatisation of public sector extension” (Government of Kenya, 2007). 
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NAEP proposed three models of extension management: 

• Model 1: Fully funded public extension by public and private extension providers; 

• Model 2: Clientele partially offsets service costs; 

• Model 3: Provision of private sector fee for service extension. 

Overall NAEP set out to introduce a pluralistic extension service which recognised the role of the private 
sector in the delivery of extension services supervised by a regulatory body to accredit and oversee the 
operations of registered Extension Service Providers. It assumed that targeted finance would continue to 
ensure that public sector extension catered for marginal groups which would remain unserviced by the 
market.  

However, as discussed below, while it is relatively easy to change policy it is much more difficult to 
institutionalise new practices. 

Despite declining state expenditure, agriculture was the focus of much economic and policy development 
activity in Kenya during the first decade of the new millennium, featuring prominently in: 

• The Economic Recovery Strategy for Wealth and Employment Creation (2003 – 2007) 

• The Strategy for Revitalising Agriculture (SRA) (2004 – 2014). 

The slow progress in implementing NAEP led to its review. The SRA acknowledged that while NAEP had 
advocated a demand led extension service in Kenya:  

The current extension system is ineffective and inadequate, and is considered as one of 
the main causes of poor performance in the sector. Indeed, the general feeling by the 
majority of the farmers is that the extension service system is virtually dead, because 
they no longer see the extension worker as often as they would wish. The government is 
implementing the NAEP, which advocates a demand driven extension service and 
participation of other players in the delivery of these services, but its operational 
framework is weak, and does not sufficiently link with the research.  

(SRA, 2004: 14) 

The SRA proposed that government would continue to provide extension services for smallholders in the 
medium term but that partial privatisation would be encouraged to complement government services. It 
also promised reform of extension systems to “facilitate multi-stakeholder  participation in extension 
service provision” (Government of Kenya, 2007: 13) 

The decline of public sector extension raised the profile of private companies, farmer organizations and 
non-governmental organizations in the provision of the extension service. This saw a rise in commodity 
based extension where private sector operators provided extension services to producers deducting 
costs from the payments to the producers.  

The emergence of a pluralistic system of extension has not been without problems as “beneficiaries of 
extension have complained of receiving contradictory messages due to lack of coordination from and/or 
between the different agents” (Nyoro, 2002: 34). The challenges of co-ordinating diverse extension 
actors and services was highlighted by a 2006 inventory  which “identified almost 1100 different service 
providers engaged in agricultural extension, ranging from small NGOs to the Ministry of Agriculture to 
international research organisations (such as ICRAF, ILRI, etc.)” (ETC East Africa, 2006). 
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Table 4: Inventory of extension service providers. (ETC East Africa, 2006 in Dege Consult, 2007:74) 

The SRA attributed the national decline in agricultural productivity to an inadequate legal framework, 
poor governance in agricultural institutions, inappropriate technologies and lack of adequate expenditure 
for research and extension services. The strategy focused on legislative rationalisation and institutional 
reorganisation. It set out to amalgamate some 60 statutes regulating aspects of the agriculture sector 
into a single Act. It planned to merge 31 parastatals into four institutions:  

• An Agricultural Development Board; 

• A Livestock Development Board; 

• An Agriculture and Livestock Regulatory Board; 

• Kenya Animal and Plant Health Promotion Service. 

In practice van’t Land et al (2007: 74) argue that “agricultural extension is delivered in a very 
traditional/hierarchical de-concentrated model, with staff at the various levels (Province, district, 
division)” in assigned roles. 

Two policy documents followed in quick succession: The draft National Agriculture Sector Extension 
Policy (NASEP) 2005 and the draft NASEP Implementation Framework (NASEP-IF) 2007. 

NASEP-IF provides a clear summary of the proposed approach to extension and research services: 

The Government will continue to provide extension services to subsistence producers and 
to groups of smallholders, and for public good services. Extension services will be 
commercialized if the enterprise(s) are market-oriented, commercial in nature and 
competitive enough to create demand for extension services at full cost recovery. Some 
public services will be contracted out to the private sector on a competitive basis. 
Services and clientele will be categorised to determine which services will remain free 
and which clients will continue to receive free extension services.  

To ensure seamlessness in agricultural research, extension, education and training 
institutions, linkages will be enhanced by Agricultural Research Extension and Education 
Council (AREEC). The Council will be established under the Agricultural Sector 
Coordination Unit (ASCU) and will operate through committees. A National Extension 
Coordination Unit (NECU) will be established under the Council Secretariat.  

An Extension Regulatory Body (ERB) will register and license Extension Service Providers 
(ESPs). A code of practice will be developed, which will include principles governing 
choice of extension methods, approaches and content. ESPs will be required to be 
members of a relevant professional association. A participatory monitoring and 
evaluation framework will also be put in place.  

Stakeholders’ fora at the location, division, district, province and national levels will 
coordinate the planning and delivery of extension services. Empowerment of clientele will 
be enhanced through capacity building in order to improve their access to information 
and microfinance facilities. Stakeholders will also set up information resource centres at 
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village, location, division, district and province levels in order to improve access to 
information and knowledge relevant to clients’ enterprises. Research institutions will 
establish technology dissemination units to improve access to new research-based 
knowledge and information. Training and capacity building for ESPs will improve 
knowledge and skills in value addition and marketing. This will support the SRA’s aim of 
producers increasingly recognising farming as a business and improving enterprise 
management.  

(Government of Kenya, 2007: 10) 

In a review of lessons and practices which can be derived from Kenyan agricultural extension Muyanga 
and Jayne (2006: ii) argue that: 

Private extension provision is generally skewed towards high agricultural potential regions 
and high-value crops. Remote areas and poor producers, especially those growing low-
value crops with little marketable surplus, are poorly served...The government should 
consider contracting the private sector to offer extension services in the disadvantaged 
regions. Contracting out extension services makes it possible to take advantage of all of 
the talent and experience existing in the field but does not eliminate a government role 
which, in addition to funding, ensures quality assurance, oversight, and provision of 
training and information to contracted services providers.  

While there is a fair amount of emphasis on the privatisation of extension in the Kenyan literature it 
seems that that a generally pluralistic extension service has been created which combines public, private 
and NGO sectors and which is increasingly demand led. 

As Kirsten (2008: 21) observes: 

The increasing number of players and stakeholders makes the issue of co-ordination and 
regulation crucial and underlines the need for government to remain involved in 
extension.  

9.2 Forestry 

Both the forestry and fisheries sectors in Kenya confront a complex array of social, economic and 
ecological pressures. Forests in Kenya cover a total area of 37.6 million hectares out of which 2.1 million 
hectares are woodlands, 24.8 million are bushlands and 10.7 million are wooded grasslands. Out of the 
total forest cover, only 1.7 million hectares are gazetted and managed by Kenya Forest Service (KFS) 
(Mathu, 2007). 

The KFS argues that over the past three decades the level of illegal charcoal burning, harvesting of forest 
products and excision of forest land has increased although there is no effective monitoring system to 
assess the extent of these trends. 

Up until recently forestry management was hampered by: 

• Outdated forest policy and legislation based on an exclusionary paradigm and Presidential bans 
on the felling of indigenous trees instituted in 1986 and 2007 and a 1999 ban on the felling of 
timber in government forests. This ban which appears to have been selectively applied had major 
economic consequences in direct and indirect loss of jobs and livelihoods which impacted on 
smaller firms and resulted in the proliferation of unlicensed sawyers who fell and process timber 
from private farms and illegally fell timber from forest reserves (Mathu, 2007: 14). 

• Inadequate participation of key stakeholders in management and conservation of forest 
resources due to the restrictions placed on neighbouring communities to make legal use of forest 
resources.  
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• Uncertainty in relation to overlapping legislation relating to forests, water, agriculture and the 
environment. 

• A 50% reduction in staffing at forest stations as a consequence of structural adjustment 
programmes. 

A Rural Forestry Extension Programme has been in existence since the late sixties to promote the 
planting of trees on private land, particularly in high potential areas. This has promoted and supported 
the development of private tree nurseries and woodlots for commercial purposes.  

A new Forests Act (2005) came into effect in February 2007 which established the semi-autonomous 
Kenya Forest Service with a mandate to manage forests and woodlands nationwide. The Act makes 
provision for the expanded role of local communities and other stakeholders in management of forests 
and requires the KFS to develop forest management plans. Three subsidiary regulatory frameworks are 
under development on participatory forest management, private sector involvement in forest 
management and on regulation of the charcoal industry.  The Act also seeks to Increase forest and tree 
cover on farm land to meet increased timber demand.  Similar to the National Forests Act in South Africa, 
the Kenyan legislation confers substantial powers to forest officers to make arrests. The Kenyan Act also 
contains minimum fines and terms of imprisonment for forest offenders. 

Currently the KFS Extension Programme focuses on farm forestry training and extension, communication, 
urban forestry, conservation and management of dryland forests and woodlands which extends beyond 
the gazetted forest reserves. 

However many obstacles prevent effective implementation of the new policy and legislation. These 
include continuing weak institutional capacity to implement and enforce legislation in an environment 
characterised by mounting pressure on forest resources. 

9.3 Fisheries 

Fisheries in Kenya include marine fisheries along the extensive coastline, the troubled inland fisheries in 
the environmentally degraded Lake Victoria and attempts to revitalise fresh water fish farming with Nile 
tilapia and African catfish. Capital intensive commercial trout rearing operations also exist. There are 
widely differing estimates concerning the importance of fisheries and the number of people who derive 
their livelihoods from marine and freshwater resources. The Ministry of Fisheries Development website 
states that:  

Over 500,000 people are directly employed by the sector, while over 1 million benefit 
from it. The freshwater fisheries, especially Lake Victoria supports about 35,000 fishers 
and marine fisheries over 8,000 fishers. The majority of these fishers are artisanal using 
un-mechanized fishing vessels. 

Fondo (2004) calculated that the fisheries sector contributed almost 5% of GDP and that 40,000 people 
depend directly on marine fish production. While there is a Ministry of Fisheries Development and a 
Marine and Fisheries Research Institute fisheries extension per se seems poorly developed. Overall the 
Fisheries sector seems poorly resourced and does not appear to be a government priority: 

The full potential of the sub-sector has not been realized due to low prioritization of the 
sector by the policy makers, perhaps due the poor knowledge of the sector’s potential. 
The current top-down policy decision-making processes, which do not involve 
stakeholders, lack of coherent development plan, and the low priority given to the sector 
in terms of resource allocation, has adversely affected its growth. Frequent movement of 
the Department from Ministry to Ministry, demonstrates the low priority accorded to the 
sector. 
 

(The Ministry of Fisheries Development, 2012) 
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There has been some investment in aquaculture with a renewed interest in the last decade. The 
Directorate of Aquaculture provides some aquaculture extension services and identifies aquaculture 
research needs: 

To be able to provide these services, the Ministry has: 

Trained and posted aquaculture extension officers (Fisheries officers, Assistant Fisheries 
Officers, Fisheries Assistants and Fish Scouts) to regions with aquaculture potential. 

Developed aquaculture demonstration farms in regions with aquaculture potential to 
provide knowledge to fish farmers 

Developed fish seed production facilities to provide the seeds to fish farmers. 

Extension officers provide the link between fish farming information and aquaculture 
investors. 

(Ministry of Fisheries Development, 2012)  
 

Overall it appears that both marine and freshwater fisheries are experiencing a complex mix of 
environmental, social and economic pressures. Inland fisheries on Lake Victoria and Lake Navaisha are 
in decline due to intractable environmental degradation. 
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10  Extension trends in Malawi  

10.1 Agriculture 

10.1.1 Context 
Malawi has approximately 2,7 million farming households and more than 80 per cent of Malawians live 
in rural areas with access to 5.3 million hectares of arable land. Agriculture accounts for 39 per cent of 
GDP. Of this the smallholder sector on land under communal tenure contributes more than 70 per cent 
(Government of Malawi, 2010) while larger scale agricultural estates on freehold and leasehold land 
contribute the balance. There has been an increasing amount of communal land converted to the estate 
sector which are farms of 10 hectares and above. There were just 229 estates on 79,000 ha in 1970, 
rising to 14,335 in 1989 on 759,400 hectares (Tchale et al., 2000: 1). The estate sub-sector is the 
nation’s principal foreign exchange earner. While it contributes only about 30% of the total national 
agricultural production, it provides over 80% of the agricultural exports. Production of burley tobacco, tea 
and sugar were legally reserved for the estate sector for many years while the smallholder sector focused 
on production of food – mainly maize. 

Malawi produced an agricultural surplus in the 1970s but by the 1990s, the country faced a significant 
food deficit (Chinsinga, 2008) leading up to a full blown food crisis in 2001/2002 and 2004/2005 
(Cammack et al., nd). Food insecurity persists in Malawi, which has a poorly diversified economy that is 
largely dependent on agriculture and remittances by migrants working elsewhere in the region. This, 
together with a rapidly rising population and one of the highest population densities on the continent, 
has contributed to increased pressure on limited arable resources leading to declining soil fertility and 
erosion. In 2000 population densities were 104/square kilometre which had risen to 158/sq km in 
2010. More than 40 per cent of rural households produce food, primarily maize on less than half a 
hectare (World Food Programme, 2012) while livestock per capita are lower today than in the 1970s 
(Government of Malawi, 2010). 

The country, like most in Southern Africa, is prone to cyclical drought periods which have a major impact 
on agricultural outputs and food security. Malawi is also experiencing significant pressures on its forestry 
and freshwater fishing resources.  Demand for forestry products is reported to be double what is 
estimated to be sustainable while fish catches declined some 20 per cent between 1987 and 2007, 
leading to a sharp escalation in price (Manda and Makowa, 2012). Poverty is a major factor, with 52 per 
cent of the population living below the poverty line coupled with a 12% prevalence of HIV and AIDS 
(Government of Malawi, 2010). 

10.1.2 Key trends in agricultural and extension policy 
As in Kenya, agriculture extension services originate in the early 1900s during the colonial period and, 
where African smallholders were concerned, the extension approach was fundamentally coercive in 
nature. Farmers could be prosecuted  for their refusal to heed technical advice (Mwangela, 2006). As in 
many other colonial settings extension services sought out those farmers who were deemed to be 
‘progressive’ and focused resources and advice on this ‘master farmer’ cohort which other smaller 
producers were encouraged to emulate. “As a result only better off smallholder farmers were visited and 
their outputs showcased by extension agents” (Mapila et al., 2010: 146). 

After Malawi gained Independence in 1964, two Departments were established:  

• Extension and Training  
• Agricultural Technical Services 

In the first fifteen years after Independence, when the State played an active role in agricultural markets, 
Malawi met its food needs and produced a surplus. However, as we show below, the reach of extension 
was very uneven and excluded poorer farmers.  
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Customary tenure perceived as a barrier to development 
During the 1970’s there was a view in government that customary tenure was a barrier to development. 
This was not uncommon among newly independent states. For example, in Botswana the new 
modernising political leadership argued that customary land administration systems could not 
incorporate “modern concepts and practices in land use” (Ng'ong'ola, 1992) and this fuelled a push 
towards transforming land under communal tenure to leasehold. This was also the case in Malawi: 

As a result, a program aimed at privatizing customary land was developed. First there was 
a systematic adjudication and registration of land rights, then customary land was 
converted into leasehold land. Under the Land Act, leasehold land would be privately 
owned as farms by people prepared to pay leases. The land leases were given for 21, 66 
and 99 years depending on the nature of the proposed development...These programs 
triggered the conversion of extensive areas of land from being smallholder owned into 
estates owned. Starting from the early 1970s, the estate sub-sector has experienced 
tremendous growth and a large percentage of land supposedly suitable for arable 
agriculture was alienated to estate sector. Combined with the pressure from population 
growth, land has become increasingly scarce to smallholder farmers. This is in contrast to 
the large tracts of land that are left uncultivated in the estate sub-sector. 

(Tchale et al., 2000: 8) 

This was accompanied by skewed development and growth which favoured the estate sector: 

Between independence and the late 1970s, the estate sector (farming leasehold land) 
was the engine of growth, exporting tobacco, tea and sugar. The smallholder subsector 
(farming customary land) focused on food production – especially maize for national food 
self-sufficiency. The estate sub-sector grew at an average of 17 percent per annum over 
the period 1964-1977, while the smallholder sub-sector grew at an average rate of 3 
percent per annum (well below the rate needed just to maintain food needs).  

(Conroy et al, 2007 in Government of Malawi, 2010) 

Uneven reach of extension 
It is not immediately clear how resources and capacity within the extension and advisory services were 
distributed between the communal farmers and the growing export focused estate sector. However it 
seems reasonable to assume that much agricultural research was focused on this growing sector with its 
diversifying crop base and that better qualified extension staff would gravitate towards this more 
technically demanding arena. 

Extension in Malawi follows the familiar path of an initial emphasis on technical solutions and models 
being passed from agricultural research institutions down to extension officers and on to farmers. 
Variations of the T&V system were practised, with focus first on individuals and then on groups through a 
block extension approach. As Mapila et al (2010) point out this method was more effective in engaging 
with groups of farmers but created local conflicts as there was competition to secure the benefits and 
free inputs associated with demonstration plots. Overall the reach of the extension service remained 
poor, with the majority of resource poor farmers unable to access extension advice. 

Growth across the agricultural sector in the first two decades of independence was highly 
uneven, with smallholders largely marginalised. The result was widespread poverty and 
environmental degradation. By the mid 1980s there was compelling evidence that, 
despite the well stocked ADMARC retail maize markets, many Malawian households were 
too poor to buy this maize. 

(Government of Malawi, 2010: 8) 
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Structural adjustment 
Ostensibly the Structural Adjustment Programmes initiated in the 1980s “were intended to remove 
market distortions that encouraged too many resources being devoted to maize production and inhibited 
smallholders from participating in crop markets” (Ibid). The adoption of successive Structural Adjustment 
Programmes followed a series of external shocks to the Malawian economy which included dramatic 
hikes in the price of world fuel prices and civil war in Mozambique closing export routes. They came to 
dominate agricultural and economic policy through the 1980s and 1990s.  

The SAP emphasis on “total government deregulation, with a complete removal of farm input subsidy 
and a liberalization of the agricultural market” (Tchale et al., 2000: 3) coupled with export led growth 
privileged the production of cash crops for export in both the estate and smallholder sectors. This 
resulted in a shift of resources away from maize production and a sharp increase in tobacco production 
which became the second most widely grown crop in Malawi and which accounted for over 60% of the 
country’s total export earnings in 2000. 

Freeze on recruitment  
At the same time as policy sought to diversity agricultural production there was a freeze on recruitment 
which affected both extension and research services. In 2001 there were a total of eight agencies 
involved in agricultural R&D employing about 150 full-time researchers (Bientema et al., 2004).  

Expenditure on agricultural research and development was cut from $22 million/annum in the mid-
1980s to less than $13 million in 2001. This meant that spending per scientist was slashed to levels 
much lower than comparable levels in most African countries. As recently as 2003, more than half the 
number of research posts in the Department of Agricultural Research Services (DARS) were vacant 
(Bientema et al., 2004).  

An emerging food crisis 
A combination of factors, including the very low levels of purchasing power of most smallholders 
combined with high input costs and problems in securing market access, contributed to the signal failure 
of SAP policies. Malawi experienced a full blown food crisis in 2001/2002 and 2004/2005 (Cammack et 
al., nd). This was due to a variety of reasons some of which are discussed below: 

These included the collapse of smallholder-farmer credit-clubs; the removal of subsidies 
on fertiliser and hybrid maize seed and the liberalisation of agricultural markets; a sharp 
currency devaluation; persistent adverse climatic patterns over the course of a decade; 
rapid population growth; a land policy that only allowed for one-way transferability of land 
from the customary to the estate sector; rampant deforestation and land degradation; 
and the slow uptake of technology. The civil war in Mozambique further exacerbated the 
situation, because it not only cut food supplies from that country but Malawi also had to 
cope with an influx of about one million refugees. 

(Chinsinga, 2008: 1) 

There are also arguments that the authorities failed to recognise early warning signals and respond 
promptly and that strategic food reserves had been sold off.  It is beyond the scope of this paper to 
provide a more in depth analysis of the causes of the food crisis and the adequacy of state and donor 
responses. Our focus is on extension and advisory services and it is significant that neither feature in the 
listing of causes above. However, it can be deduced from the discussion above that the impacts of 
structural adjustment on the public extension and advisory services were extensive. The freeze on posts 
and cutbacks on research expenditure were not compensated for by a corresponding increase in 
services via the market. As the various country case studies indicate, the private sector can seldom 
make a business case for providing services to resource poor smallholders in marginal areas who require 
continuing state support through public sector extension services.  
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Impacts of generic policy prescriptions 
The removal of input subsidies meant that fertilisers were particularly unaffordable to most smallholder 
farmers. In Malawi the ratio of the price of fertiliser to the price of grain was 17:1 compared to a ratio of 
between 2 and 4: 1 in Europe, America and India (Government of Malawi, 2010).  
 
An ADB review of the Agricultural Sector Adjustment Plan noted that the generic adjustment strategy 
promoted by the World Bank was out of step with the specifics of the Malawi country context and as a 
result the programme had negatively impacted on maize productivity and food security: 
 

In the design of agricultural input and output policies, it is important to have a thorough 
understanding of the social, economic, and resource condition of each country. In the 
context of Malawi, the fertilizer subsidy removal should have provided careful attention to 
land fragmentation and the small size of farms in the country. Removal of the subsidy 
should have been accompanied with finely targeted subsidy to those small farmers that 
cultivate less than half a hectare. Similarly, agricultural pricing and marketing policies 
would need to take account of the severe food insecurity and the fact that close to 30 
percent of farm household is (sic) net buyers of food. 

(African Development Bank, 2001: np) 

In a bid to reboot production the Malawi government reintroduced a Fertiliser Subsidy Programme as a 
part of a broader Farm Input Subsidy programme which, despite its somewhat controversial 
implementation and initial lack of donor support, had a major impact on maize production (together with 
good rains). It contributed to Malawi’s biggest ever maize harvest in 2006, which exceeded the country’s 
annual requirements by half a million metric tonnes (Chisinga, 2008)  

It can be deduced that the SAPs and the food insecurity which has been a dominant feature of the 
agricultural landscape for the past decade have affected extension and advisory services in different 
ways. The focus on the distribution of starter packs of hybrid seed and fertilisers at scale seems likely to 
lead to the adoption of standardised supply driven extension methods. The management of acute food 
insecurity and occurrences of famine is also likely to divert extension agents to play non extension roles 
as locally based functionaries of the State. 

10.1.3 Agricultural Sector Wide Approach 
In 2006 Malawi reviewed a range of development strategies and legislation before developing a National 
Agricultural Policy Framework.  

In 2010 Malawi developed an Agriculture Sector Wide Approach (ASWAp) as a single comprehensive 
programme and budget framework with three focus areas: 

• Food security and risk management; 
• Agri-business and market development; 
• Sustainable land and water management. 

ASWAp seeks to promote commercial agricultural production involving smallholder farmers and attain 
6% agricultural growth annually by allocating at least 10% of total budget resources to the agricultural 
sector. It identifies technology generation and dissemination and institutional strengthening and capacity 
building as key support services  and includes a focus on improving farmer led extension services and 
technical services through “result and market oriented research” to improve efficiency of production 
(Government of Malawi, 2010: xii). 

10.1.4 The current state of extension 
Chisinga (2008) provides an overview of how the return of agriculture onto the international 
development agenda as an engine of growth and poverty reduction gives rise to competing policy 
narratives about the roles and functions of Ministries of Agriculture (MoAs). Cabral and Scoones (2006) 
identify three related policy narratives: 
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• MoAs need to be strong and well funded; 
• MoAs should focus on regulation and oversight and leave the private sector to assume the 

dominant role in the agriculture sector; 
• MoAs should work in partnership with State agencies to improve co-ordination and make markets 

work effectively as part of a public focus on poverty reduction.  

Chisinga argues that the MoA in Malawi has been negatively affected and weakened due to frequent 
institutional changes across the decades that have continually redefined its role. Currently the Malawi 
Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security is structured into: 

• Department of Agricultural Research and Technical Services; 
o 16 experimental sites around the country; 

• Department of Animal Health and Livestock Production; 
• Department of Crop Production; 
• Department of Agricultural Extension Services; 
• Department of Land Resources and Conservation. 

There are also a number of parastatals including:  

• Agricultural Development and Marketing Corporation; 
• National Food Reserve Agency; 
• Smallholder Farmer Fertiliser Revolving Fund of Malawi; 
• Tobacco Control Commission. 

At the same time, Government has attempted to create an enabling environment for the development of 
farmer organisations which form an important part of its rural and agricultural development strategies 
(Mapila et al., 2010). An autonomous national farmers’ union has been in place since 2006. Local 
farmer organisations are important but are also sites of local struggle as leaders may seek to appropriate 
benefits and marginalise others. Mapila et al (2010: 151) argue that “the erosion of public extension 
services systems has placed rural elites as a linkage between technocrats and farmers” as they are often 
trained to provide advice as a stand-in for the extension agent, which provides the basis for the 
emergence of a farmer to farmer extension system.  

Malawi has opted for a decentralised management model where extension services have close links with 
District Assemblies (DA), Area Development Committees (ADC) and Village Development Committees. 
This is intended to enable pluralistic and demand driven extension adapted to local conditions. 

This approach allows farmer organizations to play a far greater role in determining the 
development of their communities than in the past as they have representation in the 
District Development Committees, which are responsible for allocating district 
development funds and for formulating district level development programs. 

(Mapila et al., 2010: 146) 

Officials engage with District stakeholder panels which bring together: 

• Service providers; 
• Agro dealers; 
• Farmer representatives; 
• Traditional leaders. 

The panels are tasked with to undertaking local situation analysis, which sets the agenda for a more 
demand driven extension and advisory service. However there remain significant constraints. Chisinga 
highlights the overall staff shortage and the high incidence of vacant posts. Extension workers generally 
receive very low salaries and are perceived to be low on the government status ladder. This has led to a 
situation where many extension officers take two jobs – one in government as well as private work for 
service providers. This situation stems in part from the enormous salary differentials between employees 
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of the MoA and of international and local NGOs. This means that the public sector extension service 
struggles to retain graduates and is left with weak operational and technical capacity.  

However these challenges notwithstanding, important structural changes are taking place: 

The decentralisation policy reforms have also led to dramatic changes in the funding 
modalities for MoA district level offices. Instead of getting funded directly from MoA 
headquarters, MoA district offices are funded for their operational costs through the 
Ministry of Local Government and Rural Development. The funds are disbursed to MoA 
district offices through the DCs’ offices. The share of budgetary resources is, however 
greatly skewed in favour of the MoA headquarters, with relatively insignificant amounts 
finding their way to the ADD and district levels. 

(Chisinga, 2008: 36) 

According to the preliminary findings from the World Extension Report, the Malawian Department of 
Agricultural Extension Services employs 2,175 extension workers of whom only 20 per cent have 
qualifications higher than secondary school diplomas.  Public sector extension is augmented by 26 donor 
funded NGOs who employ about 600 extension staff, the majority of whom have agricultural diplomas. 
Since NGO staff enjoy significantly better pay and working conditions than State extension workers, this 
has resulted in an outflow of skilled staff from the state extension service. There are also a few farmers’ 
associations and commodity groups which employ just less than 100 extension staff (Swanson, nd). 

10.2 Forestry 

10.2.1 Forestry in the colonial period 
Forestry in Malawi was a long neglected sector before attempts were made in the late 1990’s to 
introduce participatory forest management approaches in policy and law. Forest Reserves were first 
created in the colonial period and various attempts were made to manage forest resources. These 
combined attempts to allocate responsibilities to local traditional leaders to manage forest patches in 
close proximity to their villages, as early as 1926, with hefty fines and punitive measures against people 
making use of forest resources in contravention of colonial controls. The demarcation of Village Forest 
Areas (VFA) expanded rapidly in the colonial period and has demonstrated some resilience over the 
years.  

10.2.2 The decline of VFAs 
According to Kamoto et al. (2008), Government’s decision to expand estate agriculture following 
independence came at the expense of the forest sector. This resulted in extension services being 
diverted to agriculture, leading to the neglect of village forest area schemes, the majority of which 
collapsed. 

By 1963 the number of VFAs established in the villages were 5,108 covering an area of 
105,496 hectares. However by 1994 there were only 1182 left covering an area of just 
3 159 hectares.  

(Kamoto et al., 2008: 4) 

10.2.3 Towards participatory forest management 
Forestry came back onto the policy agenda following the 1992 Earth Summit,  when deforestation was 
identified as one of nine key issues and recommendations were made for a policy and legislative 
overhaul (Forest Governance Learning Group, 2011). A World Bank supported forest policy review in 
1992 led to the development of a National Forestry Action Programme in 1995. This process was 
characterised as consultant driven and largely sidelined local forest actors, including forest extension 
staff, forest guards and forest user groups (Kamoto et al., 2008). Despite these limitations it resulted in 
a new forest policy which was approved in 1996, followed by a new Forest Act which was passed in 
1997. As with the policy, it appears as if the Act was approved after minimal consultation, but it provides 
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the legal framework to promote participatory and more decentralised forest management, even if these 
values were not prominent in its formulation. 

The Forest Act of 1997 creates a Forest Management Board and empowers the Minister to declare forest 
reserves and protected Forest Areas. The Director of Forestry is empowered to carry out a wide range of 
forest management functions including the co-ordination of research and the establishment of Village 
Natural Resource Management Committees (VNRMCs) with legal powers to co-manage village forest 
areas.  

Section 30 of the Act resurrects the old VFA concept and provides for the demarcation of village forest 
areas on land held under customary tenure, while Section 31 makes provision for the Director of Forestry 
to enter into forest management agreements with these committees.  The Act also provides for 
afforestation and forest protection and creates a licensing system to regulate different forest resource 
uses and a Forest Development and Management Fund (Malawi Goverment, 1997). 

The Forest Act has been integrated with the Malawi Decentralisation Policy, which sees the District 
Forest Office being accountable to the District Assembly and responsible for forest management on 
communal land. Recent changes in financial flows create the potential for more resources to be made 
available for District scale CBFM (Forest Governance Learning Group, 2011), although in practice there 
remain strong centralising tendencies where budgets are concerned.  

In 2005 the Standards and Guidelines for Participatory Forestry in Malawi were published, elaborating 
key steps and outcomes of the community based forest management process. This led to a 15 million 
euro programme supported by the EU in support of forest co management. The Forestry Research 
Institute of Malawi (FRIM), in partnership with the Forest Department, has also developed guidelines for 
the co-management of miombo woodlands to complement the 1997 Forest Act, which involves seven 
activities leading up to the signing of a management agreement. (Forest Research Institute of Malawi, 
2010) 

At the same time there is increasing recognition of the important contribution that forestry makes to rural 
livelihoods in Malawi: 

Recent reports show the extent to which timber and non-timber forest products produced 
by small and medium forest enterprises contribute to income generation (ECI, 2000; 
Kambewa and Utila, 2008). For example, Malawi charcoal enterprises sell 231,177 
metric tonnes per year, worth MK 5.78 billion (US$ 41.3 million) with 92,800 people 
employed in the industry as a whole (Kambewa et al. 2007). 

(Forest Governance Learning Group, 2011: 1) 

10.2.4 Challenges of implementation 
Despite the development of policy, legislation and guidelines coupled with investment in social forestry 
extension and training programmes, implementation remains a key challenge. There are cases where 
progress has been made, including the co-management of the Chimaliro Forest Reserve where Village 
and Block Natural Resource Management Committees have been established to facilitate the harvesting 
of non timber forest products in the reserve. Overall, however, it seems that the development of forest 
management plans as envisaged by the Act is an expensive, technical and time consuming undertaking 
which the Forestry Department has been unable to afford or execute without donor support.  

While policy has shifted in Malawi, developing the skills and capacity to implement it has been a slow 
process. 

Partnerships with local communities are part of the new modus operandi, but 
implementation has been marred by uncertainty about rules, slow-moving bureaucracy 
and near-absence of skills relating to participatory processes within the forestry 
department. 
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(Carter and Gronow, 2005: np) 

Despite these supportive policies, standards and guidelines a recent study reveals that 
many district, field level staff members and forest dependent people do not understand 
how to implement all this.  

(Kafakoma, 2008 in FGLG, 2011). 

These uncertainties combined with hugely inadequate devolution of budgets to district offices have 
meant that VFAs have often been established through donor funded programmes.  Kamoto et al (2008) 
argue that many of these new generation VFAs were driven by the expectation of benefits which would 
flow from forest programmes run by NGOs. Unsurprisingly many of the VFAs established in this way have 
not proved to be sustainable.  

10.2.5 Conceptualising forestry extension 
With regard to forestry extension Rudebjer et al (1997) highlight the importance of agroforestry 
knowledge and the need to recognise the multidisciplinary nature of extension work which integrates 
forestry and agricultural concerns with broader livelihood issues. Their study in 1997 highlights the lack 
of formal training in agroforestry, noting that this was a recent addition to the extension curriculum. 

They observed that extension workers “have to handle many issues that go far beyond their formal 
training. Although they have most likely been educated in a single discipline extension workers face 
problems and situations across a range of disciplines in their everyday contact with farmers” (Rudebjer 
et al., 1997: 2). 

Between 1997 and 2003 the EU funded a social forestry extension and training programme for 
community forest management planning. An international consulting firm was appointed to manage the 
programme, designed to develop the capacity of the Malawi Forestry Department to interpret and 
implement national forest policy and encourage participatory social forestry. National and district level 
frameworks were developed for forestry extension to reflect the strategies and priorities of the emerging 
National Forest Programme. The Centre for International Development and Training (CIDT) from the 
University of Wolverhampton posted a Forestry Extension Training Specialist for five years to help 
establish an MSc programme in Social Forestry at Bunda College of Agriculture, a constituent college 
within the University of Malawi. Malawi is also active in the Forest Governance Learning Group facilitated 
by IIED and established in 2003.  

This brief review of forestry policy and extension highlights how forestry extension services have to 
respond to a broad set of issues and require a diverse mix of skills which are social, technical and 
institutional.  It also illustrates that there is no neat division between forestry and agricultural extension 
as both activities are central to rural livelihood strategies. While policies are relatively easy to change, the 
management and institutional capacity required for implementation remains a significant obstacle. 

10.3 Fisheries2 

Fish is an important component of animal protein in the diets of Malawians. As a proportion of animal 
protein, fish contributed about 60% in the 1970s (FAO, 1993). With population growth and largely 
stagnant national fish production, this has declined to between 40% and 50% (Hara, 2001, Njaya, 
2009). Despite its low contribution to GDP, the fishing industry is an important component of the 
national economy, especially in the rural areas near to the fish resources such as lakeshore areas of the 
major fish producing water bodies like Lake Malawi, Lake Chilwa, Lake Chiuta and the Lower Shire.  

According to Malawi’s Department of Fisheries (Government of Malawi, 2009), the artisanal fishing 
industry employed about 60,000 fishers (gear owners and crewmembers). Another 400,000 people were 
estimated to have been working in the post-harvest sector as processors, traders, retailers and also in 
the ancillary industries such as boat building and net-making. Thus capture fisheries contribute to food 
                                                      
2 This section was written by Mafa Hara 
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security (through protein food provision) and the poverty reduction (through employment and income) 
goal of the Government of Malawi (GoM) as highlighted in the Malawi Growth and Development Strategy 
Framework (MGDS) (Goverment of Malawi, 2006). 

The fisheries policy (Government of Malawi, 1987) was stated as being “to maximise the sustainable 
yield from stocks that could be economically exploited from natural and man-made waters.”  The national 
environmental policy goal is stated as being “to promote sustainable social and economic development 
through the sound management of the environment in the country” (Government of Malawi, 1996 ). The 
fisheries policy had been revised (Government of Malawi, 1997) to take into account this change in 
thinking in order to complement national development thinking, which recognises the important role of 
natural resources towards socio-economic development of user communities and the nation as a whole 
other than just preservation of the resources per se. 

10.3.1 Department of Fisheries - Organizational set up  
As part of central government, the Department of Fisheries (DoF)’s specific sectoral mandate is 
responsibility for fisheries management and development. The present day department was formally 
established by an act of parliament in 1974. The department is divided into five sections namely capture 
fisheries research, capture fisheries extension and development, aquaculture (research and extension), 
training and enforcement (fig. 4). The capture fisheries extension and development is by far the biggest 
as it is charged with replication of the department’s management and development mandate at district 
and community level nation-wide. It does this through establishment of District Fisheries Offices in all 
districts that have natural fish resources (nine in total). In recent years, officers have also been posted in 
all inland districts (eighteen in total) to undertaken aquaculture extension activities.  
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Figure 4: Organisation structure of the Malawi Fisheries Department 

A District Fisheries Officer (DFO) has overall responsibility for the District. The DFO oversees the planning 
and execution of all activities in the district and is responsible for field level operational decisions and 
control of the station’s budget provision. The DFO is charged with undertaking extension, data collection 
and fisheries development activities in his/her District. Each district is further divided into geographic 
areas of operation called ‘minor strata’. Each minor stratum is put in the charge of a Technical Assistant 
(TA) who is responsible for fisheries extension activities in his/her area. In addition, each minor stratum 
has a ‘Fish Scout’ working under the supervision of the Technical Assistant. The fish scout is responsible 
for collection of fisheries catch data. Thus extension activities are organised through this network of 
District Fisheries Offices and minor strata in each district. 

Traditionally and conventionally, the fisheries research section (both capture fisheries and aquaculture) 
is supposed to generate technical findings on management measures for capture fisheries (e.g. 
minimum mess sizes, gear lengths, closed season, closed areas) or aquaculture technologies by the 
aquaculture research section (e.g. appropriate species for aquaculture, stocking rates). These are then 
supposed to be developed or formulated into extension messages, together with extension officers, that 
the TAs can pass on to fishers or fish farmers. Also internationally developed technologies such as 
improved fish processing technologies such as smoking kilns, use of ice etc. are obtained from 
organizations such as the FAO and passed on to TAs for dissemination to processors and traders. Unlike 
in the lake districts though, the inland districts usually have one or two officers mainly responsible for 
aquaculture extension.  

What should be noted is that there is a clear demarcation of duties and responsibilities between 
extension officers and enforcement officers. The TAs responsible for extension who live in fishing 
communities are strictly forbidden to enforce regulations. Only the Technical Assistants responsible for 
enforcement (stationed at the District Fisheries Office) can confiscate nets and arrest those that break 
fisheries regulations. The thinking is that an extension officer is supposed to provide advice and should 
therefore maintain working relationships with fishers, traders, processors and other stakeholders that 
would require his or her services. Thus he/she cannot carry both a stick and a carrot.  

The technical assistants are recruited among successful Ordinary Level school leavers and undergo a 
two year fulltime training course in various fisheries related subjects, including a number of months of 
field attachment as preparation for their future duties. All trained TAs are assured of a job within the 
Department of Fisheries after completion of their course.  
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10.3.2 Participatory Fisheries Management (PFM) 
In the 1990s government embarked on a participatory approach to fisheries management. This calls for 
an approach whereby government and other stakeholders (especially fishers) share power and 
responsibility for fisheries management. The institutional arrangements for PFM are that there is 
government on one side and the user community on the other side working in partnership for sustainable 
fisheries management. The District Fisheries Office is the government side in this co-management 
arrangement. It is directly responsible for field implementation of the various components of the 
arrangement that come under the responsibility of the Fisheries Department. At field level, the direct 
actors are the extension staff (TAs) living in the fishing communities. The vehicle for interaction in this 
participatory approach is the community level institutions called Beach Village Committees (BVCs).  

BVCs are composed of gear owners and crewmembers, traders/processors on one side while the DoF is 
represented by the TA responsible for the area where the BVC is located. Village Headmen are ex-officio 
members of the committees in their areas of jurisdiction. The BVCs are supposed to provide two-way 
communication channels between the fishing communities and the Fisheries Department. In addition, 
BVCs act as channels for extension messages and also grievances from fishers to government. BVCs are 
also supposed to form a basis for granting special rights to the communities so as to turn fisheries in 
specific areas into communal access fisheries as opposed to current open access fisheries. With such 
special community based access rights in place, it is also hoped that communities would progressively 
assume greater responsibility for management of the fisheries. 
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11  Implications for South Africa 

So what does this review of international trends imply for developing extension policy in South Africa? 
The review indicates that in many countries extension services for agriculture, forestry and fisheries 
remain fragmented. There are still significant gaps and disconnections between researchers, extension 
staff and producers at different scales. Old paradigms premised on the transfer of technology from 
scientists to extension staff who relay technical messages to smallholder producers are remarkably 
resilient. However there is widespread evidence of improved approaches aiming for better integration 
and more demand led, pro poor, decentralised and adaptive services which locate agriculture, forestry 
and fisheries activities as part of the broader livelihood strategies of smallholders. Alongside this is an 
increasing awareness of the limitations of capital-, chemical- and fossil fuel-intensive industrial 
agricultural production and recognition of the importance of ecologically sound production systems which 
anticipate and build resilience to climate change. 

11.1 The structure of agriculture, forestry and fisheries production 
Any discussion about extension has to be rooted in an understanding of the structure of the agriculture, 
forestry and fisheries sectors in South Africa. These are dealt with in depth in the companion report. To 
briefly summarise here, all three sectors are characterised by an overwhelming dominance of large scale 
agribusiness, timber and fishing companies. These employ industrial production methods and operate in 
a deregulated and liberalised economy which weeds out or marginalises the smaller enterprises that 
cannot compete and creates enormous barriers to entry to smallholder producers and land reform 
beneficiaries.(Hall, 2004, Hall, 2009)  

The agricultural sector has been through an extended period of deregulation and restructuring. Between 
1965 and 2009 the contribution of agriculture to GDP has declined from 9% to 3% (DAFF, 2012). Geyer 
(2012: np) draws on figures from Vink and Van Rooyen (2009) to calculate the Gini income distribution 
in South African agriculture “which is extremely unequal at 0.88% with the top 0.4% of farmers 
accounting for 35.5% of the national agricultural income and commercial farmers, consisting of only 
6.1% of farmers, conservatively earning 97.2% of the total national agricultural income. The remaining 
majority (93.9%) are only involved in subsistence agriculture”. While this statement obscures the fact 
that many smallholders are involved in production for the market it highlights the enormous disparities in 
recorded output.  

11.2 The extension challenge 
Commercial agriculture in South Africa has come to rely almost exclusively on privatised extension 
services while smallholder farmers who primarily operate in the former homeland areas and small rural 
towns (as well as in metropolitan areas), struggle to obtain adequate technical, infrastructural and 
financial support. Appropriate post settlement and development support has been a major challenge for 
the land reform programme leading to widespread project failure and questions about the sustainability, 
relative costs and benefits of the programme as a whole.  

Although state resources have been redirected towards smallholder and subsistence producers since 
1994, DAFF points out that the numbers of producers overwhelm available extension capacity (DAFF, 
2012a). Some support is forthcoming through NGOs and outgrower/contract farming schemes but this 
caters for relatively few producers. Extension support for forestry and fisheries remains negligible. Much 
agricultural research remains focused on the commercial sector. Public extension remains predominantly 
focused on technology transfer and has yet to engage effectively with the profile of smallholder farmers 
and the multiple dimensions which shape smallholder production systems.   

Aliber et al (2010: viii) draw on findings from the Labour Force Survey (LFS) to profile the majority 
involved in subsistence agriculture and distinguish between subsistence smallholders and commercial 
smallholders. Working with a broad definition of agricultural smallholders and employing “the flawed but 
useful distinction between ‘subsistence’ and ‘commercial smallholders’ 
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Of 4 million people (who below to about 2.5 million households) 92% engage in 
agriculture mainly for food production... and the rest mainly for income purposes (either 
as a main source, or an extra source of income, mainly the latter) 

Their analysis of LFS data reveals that 61% of smallholders (using the broad definition) are women and 
that contrary to received wisdom there are more young than old people involved in farming. The 
geographical spread of smallholder farmers aligns closely with former homelands, coloured rural areas 
and small rural towns. Aliber et al observe that there are significant concentrations of smallholders in 
particular districts.  For example just three District Municipalities – Vhembe, O.R Tambo and Amatole - 
account for a quarter of smallholders in the country. There is a close correlation between the spatial 
distribution of rural poverty and the practice of smallholder agriculture which for the majority involves a 
focus on improved food security. 

As noted above South Africa has initiated a land reform programme which seeks to redistribute 30% of 
agricultural land through restitution, redistribution and tenure reform measures. The programme is 
widely regarded as a failure both quantitatively (to date 6.3 million ha or 7.2% of the land has been 
transferred – a figure padded out by the transfer of large tracts of land in the semi arid Northern Cape); 
and qualitatively with much land transferred no longer in production– a consequence of the enormous 
barriers to new entrants to agriculture, coupled with inappropriate planning frameworks and inadequate 
levels of state support. 

As land reform has developed from the initial settlement and land acquisition grants linked to the 
housing subsidy, through to the sliding scale equity formula associated with LRAD and on to the 
Proactive Land Acquisition Strategy (PLAS) where the state retains land ownership, so the numbers of 
people reached by the programmes have shrunk while the costs per beneficiary have risen.  

Critically the acquisition of land by the Department of Land Affairs and its rebadged successor the 
Department of Rural Development and Land Reform has largely been delinked from the provision of 
support services by the National and Provincial Departments of Agriculture. More than ten years ago it 
was argued that while there were budgets for the costs of land the “subsequent needs for agricultural 
extension, credit, marketing and research services, and the role the NDA needs to play in providing 
these, are not specified or budgeted. This is a key omission. Without a policy on how the NDA will re-
orient its services towards promoting agricultural development among land reform beneficiaries, and 
small-scale producers in particular, there is no indication that the functions of the two departments are 
in any way integrated” (Centre for Rural Legal Studies et al., 2000: 5).  

Currently the extension footprint is very small. Aliber and Hall (2012) cite data from the Stats SA 2009 
General Household Survey which indicate that while 13.6% of commercial smallholders had had contact 
with a Government extension officer in the previous 12 months only 1.8% of households active in some 
sort of subsistence agricultural production had received extension advice in the same period. The cost of 
these visits is very high. Aliber and Hall calculate that for the 2009/10 financial year, the collective 
expenditure of provincial agriculture departments for extension and advisory services was about R2.1 
billion. During the same year it was reported that a total of 47 000 agriculturally-active households 
received one or more visits from an extension officer at a cost of R44 000 per visited household for the 
year. While a significant improvement was recorded in 2011 when it was reported that 76,000 
households were visited at an average cost of about R30,000/household, many questions remain about 
the quality, appropriateness and cost effectiveness of public sector extension.  This suggests that there 
are hard questions to consider concerning the possible futures of state extension and advisory services.  

Given the character of South African agriculture we need to discuss what should be the key objectives of 
state extension policy which will define its scope and primary focus?  

• Should extension be primarily focused on supporting the 6% of commercial smallholders involved 
in production for the market?  
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• Should extension prioritise the 92% of subsistence smallholders in a bid to reduce poverty and 
vulnerability, improve nutrition and diversify livelihoods through biodiverse and primarily organic 
farming?  

• Should extension services be focused on making land reform work in order to secure a return of 
State investment in the programme to date? 

Once the primary focus of extension has been agreed and the relative resource allocation between the 
different  extension constituencies has been determined policy will need to address related questions of 
how best to deliver the most cost effective services. This will involve making choices about the relative 
roles of public, private, NGO and farmer led extension and advisory services. This will involve choices 
about whether to expand or shrink public sector extension. 

• Should the state withdraw to play a facilitation role which creates incentives/obligations for the 
market and private extension providers to support the 6% of commercial smallholders together 
with land reform beneficiaries? 

• Should the state create an enabling environment to grow farmer organisation and expand NGO 
and CBO support programmes to increase support to subsistence oriented small holders in 
selected priority districts? 

• Should we expand the public sector extension service in provinces with high concentrations of 
rural poverty and equip extension personnel with broader rural development and development 
facilitation skills? 

Once the broad ‘how’ questions have been decided, extension services will have to be tailored to the 
varied needs of producers at different scales and within different production systems and agroecological 
settings, and a monitoring framework developed to assess effectiveness and impact.  

11.3 International perspectives 
The international experience recounted in this review highlights how contemporary extension systems 
are increasingly multifocal, employing a variety of lenses including: 

• Livelihoods diversification; 
• Rural development; 
• Poverty and inequality reduction; 
• Improved health and nutrition; 
• Gender; 
• Natural resource management and sustainable production systems in a context of climate 

change and increasingly water stressed catchments and loss of biodiversity; 
• The opportunities and risks of the ‘gene revolution’; 
• Improved market access; 
• Value chain analysis;  
• Finance and enterprise management;  
• Institutional development;  
• Regulatory and phytosanitary frameworks.  

The international experience shows how contemporary extension and innovation systems involve 
multiple actors. Public extension personnel are increasingly leaving behind their role of technical 
advisers to become facilitators and brokers to enable the people they serve to access a wide range of 
support services from diverse public and private sources. These include other government departments 
with mandates for water and natural resource management, land reform and rural development, skills 
development as well as other producers, universities, research institutes, NGOs, organised agriculture 
and the private sector.  

In considering our options we need to weigh up the pros and cons of the different approaches identified 
in the country studies and take into account the broad global trends, many of which are already a feature 
of the local extension landscape. 
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For example: 

• How might we learn from the Brazilian model and seek to integrate agricultural, forestry and 
fisheries extension with a broader, pro-poor suite of support services for rural development?  

• What is the appropriateness of the Indian and Kenyan models where the state is encouraging 
increasingly pluralistic extension and advisory services and allocates some public funding for 
NGOs, farmer associations and private foundations to directly provide extension services, while 
retaining public sector extension to service marginal areas poorly serviced by private extension 
providers? 

• Should we further decentralise public extension services to the local government sphere in 
selected districts following the approach which Malawi and several other countries have opted 
for, which involves a decentralised management model where extension services have close 
links with District and local organisational structures to better enable demand driven and 
pluralistic extension adapted to local conditions? 

• What can we emulate from the Danish experience where producer associations and co-
operatives contract their own research and extension services and have invested heavily in ICTs 
to broaden access to knowledge and respond to local challenges? 

• How do we assess the Ethiopian path which has sought to dramatically expand public sector 
extension services and evaluate the concerns about its long term sustainability? 

Clearly we need to draw on all of these ideas. In addition we have to examine how state research 
institutions, including state funded universities, can best support farmers and extension agents in ways 
which go beyond the transfer of centrally designed packages of technology that are transferred from 
scientists to farmers and other producers and which better integrate social and institutional development 
skills. 

The international review highlights that South Africa is not alone in grappling with how to optimise and 
target extension policy. Many other countries face similar challenges to those we experience, and none 
can yet claim to have found all the answers.  

11.4 Local trends 
Our companion report which reviews the history and the current state of extension locally indicates that 
several of the key global trends identified above are already apparent in South Africa, These include: 

• A questioning of the sustainability of public sector extension services; 
• The move to a more pluralistic extension system which combines public and private actors, NGOs 

and producer organisations;  
• The modest but important contribution of NGOs in the delivery of extension support services – 

often within a project framework;  
• Extension self-help by producer co-ops and commodity organisations. 

11.5 Policy choices determining linkages between producers, service content and types 
of provider 

The focus of future extension policy will depend on informed dialogue about priorities, costs and benefits. 
This will help us decide on feasible and cost effective choices which will enable us to make best use of 
available human, economic and natural resources. Future policy must connect three dimensions: 

1. The types of producer.  
2. The types, content and style of service they require (information, technology transfer, training, 

brokerage, facilitation, from a single commodity focus to the ‘360 degrees’ style of the Danish 
system).  

3. The types of provider (the state (at various levels), commercial, producer and commodity 
organisations, NGOs, other farmers etc.).  
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The relationship between these three dimensions will be determined by a bigger set of policy choices and 
reflect the relative weighting of the: 

• pro-poor emphasis;  
• environmental sustainability emphasis;  
• market liberalisation emphasis versus the state intervention emphasis;  
• climate change and biodiversity management concerns;  
• commitment to decentralisation and localisation.  

12 Conclusion 
This review of trends in international extension and the issues and questions it raises is intended to help 
inform public dialogue on extension policy in the months ahead. We need to recognise that good 
extension needs strong and capable management which is a scarce commodity. It is clear that extension 
management challenges are compounded when there are separate extension services for each 
commodity or issue, such as crops, livestock, fish or soil conservation. Many countries have sought to 
defragment their extension services. The logical result, especially as extension shifts from technology 
transfer to facilitation, may be the evolution of an integrated rural development advisory service. In some 
contexts it can be argued that the era of narrow technical and sector specific extension may be drawing 
to a close. Given South Africa’s unacceptably high levels of poverty underscored by widening inequality, 
an area based livelihoods approach could provide the framework to address linked smallholder, rural 
development and land reform development challenges. 
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