DELIVERING AGRO-ADVISORIES THROUGH MOBILE PHONES-REALITY CHECK?

Though mobile phones promise new opportunities for reaching
farmers with agricultural information, its potential remains
unutilised due to several institutional and infrastructural
constraints, argues, Surabhi Mittal and Mamta Mehar

Over the past few years India witnessed several experiments on agro-advisory service
delivery through mobile phones such as IFFCO Kissan Sanchar Limited (IKSL), Reuters Market
light (RML), Kisan sanchar, Fisher Friend, M Krishi, and the recently initiated Kisaan SMS
Portal . These service providers use a mix of text messaging and voice messaging along with
mobile phone based applications. They provide information about weather, market prices,
agro advisories, policies, government schemes, new technologies. Some of the service
providers such as IKSL has reached more than 13 lakh farmers spread over 18 states in India.

Though several studies (Aker 2008, Aker 2010, Aker & Fafchamp 2010, Mittal et. al 2010,
World Bank, 2011) have demonstrated the potential of mobile phones in improving the
capacity of farmers to cope with agricultural risks, many others (Mittal, 2012; Fafchamp &
Minten, 2012) have questioned its real impact on farmers. If farmers have to benefit, the
messages delivered through the system have to be “actionable” and available at the right
time. It should also be able to create awareness, strengthen capability of farmer to take
informed decisions and give alerts in case of emergencies like frost, hail storm, floods.
Moreover the information has to be relevant to his/her farming context and the model of
mobile phone based agro-advisory should be sustainable. But how are we faring on these
aspects?



The Reality Check

Content: Most of the mobile phone based agriculture information services have not been
able to function effectively or meet the requirements of the farmers. Although farmers are
getting information through these sources, they realise only little add-on gain from this
information vis-a-vis the information received through traditional information sources
(Mittal, 2012). The broad categories of information required by farmers are the same,
irrespective of their location and crops (Mittal and Tripathi, 2009). However the messages
delivered should be based on the information needs of farmers so that it can be used by
them for daily agricultural activities. A better understanding of farmer’s local context is
needed to develop locally relevant content/advice that farmers need.

Sustainability: Various services started under different projects supported by different
NGQ’s and development programs still require continued financial assistance. Sustainability
issues had not been taken care of in most cases. Often the project support had been short
term leaving the targeted group feel cheated resulting in loss of trust in information delivery
through mobile phones. Most of the initiatives are scattered and not connected with each
other and this also acts as a constraint to realize its potential. There is a need to assess the
willingness of farmers to pay for these services and develop sustainable business models.

Trust: Building trust and relationship with farmers is another aspect that can’t be neglected
(Kumar, 2005; Mittal et.al 2010, Lokanathan and De silva, 2010). Farmers generally trust
face to face interactive sources of information such as fellow farmers and input dealers
more compared to information provided through modern information sources such as
mobile phones. A clear shift towards modern information sources requires the service
providers to closely interact with farmers, developing trust on their motive and provision of
reliable information to farmers.

Equity: Despite the increasing availability of mobile phones and supply of agricultural
information the benefits are not reaching the poor (Bhavnani et. al. 2008). The main
beneficiaries of the mobile phone revolution are the ones with skills and infrastructure. The
poor and those living in distant areas are left behind further making them information poor
(Mittal et.al, 2010). Despite the increasing penetration of mobile phones in rural areas,



there is need for significant improvements in supporting infrastructure like markets,
institutional credit, storage and warehouses, roads and capacity development programmes
for farmers to attain the full potential of mobile phones in agriculture (Mittal and Tripathi
2009).

Harnessing the potential of mobile phones

The four main components of any service delivery model are: What to deliver? When to
deliver? Whom to deliver and How to deliver? In this case, agro advisories have to be
delivered to the farmers using mobile phones. This looks simple! But is it that simple?

What to deliver- The information to be delivered or the content is the “soul” of the model.
This content can’t be developed only by subject specific experts; it has to be validated and
has to be generated on time when the crops or other agricultural activities are in a
particular agricultural cycle. This knowledge has to be converted into simple language that
can be understood by the target farmer groups. The local language, appropriate content
creation and its validation are important parameters to be considered. The information
delivery has to be demand led and not supply driven by what is available with the scientific
community.

In a CIMMYT survey (2011) with 1200 farmers in Indo-Gangetic Plains (IGPs), it was
highlighted that the most important information needed by farmers is about ways of
addressing pest attack and advice on the right variety that can better adapt to changing
climatic conditions. However the information they commonly get from various sources
(including the service providers through mobile phones) include standard prescriptions on
input use (pesticides, weedicides, etc) and general seed varietal recommendations.
Monitoring and assessment of farmer needs therefore has to be a continuous process with
provision for a feedback loop. Also the content needs to be gender sensitive.

When to deliver- The timing of delivery of content has to be in the cropping cycle which the
farmer is operating in, but it also has to be backed up by day to day details of each of these
activities and respective actions to be taken also need to be properly timed e.g., information
on choice of variety needs to be timed much before the sowing period. The timing of
delivery of information (giving farmer enough information to make informed decision) is
crucial. One of the examples of this was saving farmers’ wheat crop from the attack of rust
mainly in PBW 343 variety in 2011. Farmers got alert information from SMS service



providers about the traces of rust noticed in few fields and were advised to take
recommended measures. Those farmers connected with the SMS service could take prompt
action to save their crop.

Whom to deliver- The database of farmers to whom specific information is to be delivered
is to be created based on some predefined criteria. If a farmer does not want the
information or is not accessing information on the mobile phone in the database, then this
information delivery is not useful. Some service provides like RML, IKSL and the recently
launched Kisaan SMS portal attempt to create database with farmers cropping pattern and
accordingly form communities for information dissemination. The database has to be
dynamic in nature so as to track changes mobile numbers and change of service providers.
The information about their land size, cropping pattern, soil type, geographical location,
types of inputs used, variety of seed used, irrigation facility etc has to be an integrated part
of the database to deliver precise information.

These types of information are not available with KVKs, research institutes, state extension
machinery, mobile service providers or NGOs in most cases. It is thus important to create a
platform to integrate these databases and also regularly update it with information
collected by the field staff on the ground and tele-feedback systems. Similar attempt is
being done under the CCAFS project in selected villages of Karnal, Haryana and Vaishali,
Bihar. Otherwise we are just delivering what the traditional mode of ICT had been informing
farmer in a conventional style.

How to deliver- The information sent on mobile phone in the form of text message or voice
message has to be based on the preference of the targeted consumers. Merely receiving
messages over mobile phone will not motivate the farmers to start using this information or
apply as recommended.. Awareness has to be created among farmers about utility of this
faster means of communication and its utility for their benefits. This has to be
supplemented with demonstration of new technologies on farmer’s fields and through field
trials. In CCAFS project a similar approach is introduced in selected treatment villages where
climate smart technologies are introduced along with information dissemination through
voice messaging. Efforts have to be made to build trust with the farmers. To strengthen the
relationship it is important to find synergies between the various public and private partners
and also with other ICT models.



The effectiveness of the different extension systems (public and private) that are using
mobile phones based intervention plays an important role in the impact of mobile phone
interventions in agriculture. Sometimes, institutions and policies in these organisations
constrain the development of an effective knowledge sharing system. One should also note
that over time as information flow increases and information gap reduces, the noticeable
change in impact will be less. This is so because as farmers become more aware, the utility
of the information they receive declines. For instance, market price information through
SMS is not valued by farmers who have access to price information via internet. Overall the
impact will be a function of good technology, policy, efficient markets and institutions.
Moreover, the financial sustainability of service provision is crucial for its long run
operations.

Conclusions

The process of integrating mobile phones into the traditional mode of extension to farmers
is slow and still at an early stage of development. The key challenges that mobile based
information system face are- its sustainability, up-scaling to wider operations, building trust
with farmers, delivering required information on time. But with increasing penetration of
mobile phones and development of new applications and services many of these issues are
getting addressed. These in turn will catalyze rural development and economic growth.

Mobile phone-enabled information delivery mechanism should try to address the
information needs of small farmers by reducing their knowledge gaps. However, enhancing
the potential of mobile based advisory services will require significant improvements in
supporting infrastructure, content development, client targeting, development of farmers’
skills and a suitable policy environment. To enable these, appropriate policies, right
incentives and institutions need to be developed.



Ways Forward

1. The service should be able to meet the varied and increasing demand of farmers. An
assessment of the farmer’s need for information should be done at the village level
and continuous evaluation of needs should be an inbuilt part of the system. This will
help service providers to keep track of the existing socio-economic situation of
farmers and prevailing market and infrastructure constraints.

2. Accuracy and timeliness of service is an important factor. To fully utilize the potential
of two-way communication facility on mobile phones, help lines should be created to
provide customized solutions and to enable feedback from farmers.

3. Modern service providers should build synergies with existing extension services (as
envisaged currently under the Farmers’ Portal) so that information gaps at various
levels could be better addressed.
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