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Creating and promoting alternatives

Composting online: using telecentres to share farming expertise

Information and Communication Technology
(ICT) can play a major role in improving
knowledge transfer in small-scale agriculture.
The experience of the Rural Agency for Social
and Technological Advancement (RASTA) in
Kerala, India, shows that farmers are keen to
use online communications, information and
videos to learn _from each other about farming.
When new methods lead to productive results,
farmers are happy to embrace new technological
alternatives.

People have their own solutions
Kerala, one of the southernmost Indian
states, 1s populated mainly by people who
make their living from agriculture —
either as producers or as farm labourers.
The crops used to be subsistence crops,
but agriculture has become more market-
oriented in the past 50 years. Now,
farmers grow spices, coffee and fruit for
sale in addition to paddy rice. While
people have neglected soil and water
conservation, agricultural practices have
become more intensive — there is
increasing use of pesticides and fertilisers.
This has created water shortages,
deforestation and environmental problems
in Kerala. In 2004 there was an
agricultural crisis when these
environmental problems were
compounded by falling prices for crops,
job losses, and pest attacks.

RASTA has worked with Keralan women
for 25 years. It runs thrift and savings
groups and self-help groups for women.
Self-help groups (SHGs) are groups of
10-12 women who meet each week to
mobilise savings and discuss their plans. A
strong leadership and sense of collective
action evolves among group members
within two to three years and this
collective strength is often guided towards
starting new or alternative livelihood
activities. Over the years RASTA has
found that the self-help group approach is
highly effective for empowering women
and finding appropriate livelihood
activities. Since agriculture, the primary
livelihood sector, was facing a crisis,
RASTA has placed much emphasis on
training farmers in sustainable agriculture
production systems, knowledge sharing,
field extension services and diversification
of crops.

Agricultural knowledge transfer
RASTA has been supporting agricultural
knowledge transfer for over 20 years and
has learned the importance of collective
farmer-to-farmer learning for improving
agriculture. Farmers often receive biased
information from e.g. fertiliser sales
people, whose advice focuses on selling
products rather than supporting
sustainability.

To counteract this, RASTA set up a
Village Knowledge Centre in 2004, run
by the local women’s SHGs. This centre
holds documentation of successful
sustainable farming practices, both
traditional and modern, that RASTA has
collected over the years.

Even though farmers have traditional
knowledge and receive some information
from the media, they had not been
satisfied with the available information
before the establishment of these centres.
Farmers are looking for practical
information on solving pest and disease
issues. Many farmers requested
information on marketing as they are
unaware of the market price of the crops
they sell — they are at the mercy of the

wholesale dealers who buy for low prices.

This is very important in a region were
the majority of the crops cultivated are
cash crops. Many farmers also need

information on livestock management.

In 2006, RASTA upgraded the
knowledge centre into a telecentre. The
state of Kerala is very supportive of
exposing the population to the benefits of
technology, and the Ministry of
Agriculture has set up similar information
and networking platforms — but not at
the village level. Thanks to an EU-funded
project, RASTA could involve the local
women’s federation in setting up the
computers and internet access at the
telecentre.

From the field to the net

A telecentre is a public place where
people can access a variety of
communication services. The telecentres
are equipped with computers and the
internet. They focus on facilitating
knowledge exchange between farmers,
community groups, research institutes and
intermediary organisations. In this way,
farmers can ask questions from
agricultural experts in research institutes.
The questions are translated into English
by the female telecentre operator and
emailed to the expert. Farmers can also
phone experts directly.

The information available comes from
both local and research sources. Good
practices in agriculture have been
collected from the villagers, farmers,
experts, research institutions etc. These

good practices are documented
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The information is available in
the village and is visual

systematically and stored in the telecentre
database. The web-based tools at the
telecentre include a website, a database of
examples (including videos) and
adiscussion forum.

An important aspect of the telecentre is
that the information is made available in
the local language (Malayalam), referring
to local conditions and crops (see
www.farmfriend.org). The video clips of
good practice — made by a team of five
local women — are a popular way to
disseminate the knowledge. Farmers are
most interested in viewing the videos and
have shown interest in replicating the
practices.

The results of setting up telecentres for
agricultural information are
overwhelming: there has been a sudden
shift in the ways that the farmers,
especially women, look at agriculture.
Many of the technologies illustrated
through videos and text have been
replicated by local women farmers. One
advantage 1s that the information is
available in their village itself and that it is
visual. There are many cases were women
agriculturalists have learned and applied
new composting methods through the
telecentre — not only in Kerala, but as far
afield as in West Bengal, thousands of
kilometres away.

Local ownership of local content =
success

The experiences from RASTA in Kerala
shows that community-run telecentres
can bridge the gap in knowledge in
agriculture, provided it is supported by a
good content development team and a
pool of experts. Providing content in
local languages and using video clips are
excellent communication tools. Providing
information oftline is also useful in areas
were internet connectivity is weak.
Community ownership and not-profit
ways of working ensure the sustainability
of the centre. One favourable factor in
these areas is strong women’s self-help
groups, which catalyse the successful
implementation of project activities.

Ms Omana Kachukuttan, Director,
RASTA

rasta_k(@satyam.net.in
www.rastaindia.org

Supporting the rights of citizens

Civil society seen as a competitor

Civil society in Nicaragua has been able to
engage politically because citizens have the
right under the Nicaraguan constitution to
organise and engage in political matters.
Using this practical application of citizenship,
Coordinadora Civil, a civil society umbrella
body, has been accustomed to taking an
active role in policy engagement as well as in
service delivery.

However, recently the new government
has started to see CSOs as competitors
for the support of the people, and
competitors for foreign development
funds. The government is able to
marginalise civil society’s constitutional
rights by ignoring the pre-existing
engagement structures.

Hurricane Mitch mobilised civil
society

Reconstruction efforts in the aftermath
of Hurricane Mitch led to the
emergence of an organised civil society
with a new conception of itself.

In October 1988 Nicaragua was
severely devastated by Hurricane Mitch.
At the time, the government’s inability
to deal with supporting the victims and
reconstructing the infrastructure of the
country became very apparent. Citizens’
organisations joined together to respond
to the emergency. They channelled
external funds and cooperated with
government institutions to help reach
many affected citizens and regions.

The 300 citizens’ organisations involved
in the reconstruction joined together in
December 1998 as Coordinadora Civil
para la Emergencia y la Reconstruccion
(Coordinadora Civil or CCER). CCER
is an umbrella organisation of a range of
citizens’ organisations: NGOs, social
sectors, guilds, labour unions, church
organisations, and other sectors of
society characterised by their vocation
to non-profitable service for those in
need, and by their autonomy in relation
to the State, government, churches,
political parties, and entities linked with
market activity. Each member of the
Coordinadora has its own specific
objectives but all unite in the
Coordinadora’s goals of influencing
public policies through building up a
strong citizenship by generating
conviction and consensus.

www.intrac.org

CCER’s political activities
CCERs activities quickly moved
beyond hurricane relief and
reconstruction. CCER conducted a
social audit of the government’s use of
foreign emergency funds and made a
thorough survey, with 10,000
respondents, about the effects of the
hurricane, and the effectiveness and
transparency of the aid people had
received. The survey findings were

widely published.

Civil society strengthened
through clashes with government
Unexpectedly, these successes led to a
clash between civil society and
government officials. The government’s
lack of concern for the population’s
basic needs left it open to criticism, and
created competition over foreign
emergency funds. But in spite of the
government’s legislative attempts to
sideline CSOs and monopolise all the
available funds, CSOs were able to
survive, and to neutralise these attacks.
This was specifically due to the prestige
and recognition they had gained among
the population for their role in the
hurricane emergency. They emerged
more invigorated and with a strong
sense of unity, both from having worked
together on the emergency, and from
having faced the threats from the
government together.

Nicaragua’s constitution:
citizenship for civil society

Several citizens’ organisations worked in
2003 to draft a law on citizens’
participation to take to the National
Assembly — ‘Law 475’. In preparing the
draft, citizens organisations were starting
to conceive themselves as “civil
society”: the organisation of those
citizens who are not part of “the
political class controlling the public
power” and who strive to participate
with the government in their own
legally approved manner in the public
political decisions of the country.

Law 475 has a mandate in the
Nicaraguan Constitution: “Citizens have
the right to participate under equal
conditions in public matters and in the
management of the State”, Constitution
Art. 50.This supported the National
Assembly’s decision to approve the Law.
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by the state

The Constitution’s articles 4 and 50 also
recognise that private citizens — and
groups of citizens — have the right to
engage in matters of managing the state.
Law 475 uses this constitutional right of
groups of citizens to engage in “political
incidence”, interpreted as the right for
civil society to hold political opinions.

However, the members of the political
class see this provision of the Constitution
as a way for civil society to share political
power — and tend to ignore this
constitutional mandate as much as

possible.

One example was seen in the National
Council of Economic and Social
Planning, CONPES. This council was
established by presidential decree and
included substantial civil society inputs.
Under the previous president, CONPES
became the main, well-functioning, body
for civil society representation to the
state. However, this body of people from
outside the political classes was mistrusted
by the National Assembly.

On the inauguration of the current
president in 2006, CONPES was ignored.
In 2007 it was restructured according to
new structures that contradicted the
system under Law 475. It excluded the
most vocal CSOs in favour of more
party-affiliated members. Citizens’
participation in the shape of autonomy,
criticism and debate is discouraged under
the new CONPES, and service delivery is
supported.

Coordinadora Civil has a strong track
record of political comment and
engagement, demonstrations, criticism of
neoliberal policies and support of the
fight against poverty. However, their
autonomy and outspokenness provoked a
confrontation with the current
government in 2007: “We favour that
autonomy and independence because we
feel ourselves being a part of civil society
and believe that our Constitution and
Law of Citizens’ Participation demand
civil society to be autonomous and
independent, and we owe our citizens
that example of integrity.”

But the present government wants civil
society to align with the goals of the
party. And when they feel resistance, they

and the concept of citizenship

ontrac

Finding out more

persecute and try to repress civil society These case studies are only a handful of the

40 presented at the INT
“Whatever Happened to Civil Society”:
The others deal with areas like commmunity

as much as is feasible. Civil society has C confrenee

been accused in semi-official media of
being allied with the campaign of the
“International Right” to discredit and radio in Madagascar, local authorities in
destabilise the Nicaraguan Government. Palestine, partnerships with governiment in
One piece of “strong proof” put forward o
is the use of the slogan “DEMOCRACY,
YES; DICTATORSHIP, NO” in civil

society marches. Coordinadora Civil and

South Sudan, women’s rights in the Middle
East, and the legitimacy of INGO field
offices. All these presentations and case
study papers (five pages long) can be

civil society generally are now treated as
R “raty downloaded at
dangerous enemies of the state. .
. . www.intrac.org/pages/ cstudy.html
Meanwhile, owners of large capital are
appointed as official 'people’s” advisors to The conference also dealt with wider issues
the Supreme Council of Private such as challenges for different types of
Enterprise, and violent gangs who CSOs, how we define ‘eivil society” in
different 1

ways forward for different types of

suppress protests against election fraud yuages, faith in organisations,

have been armed and named patriotic

« - o N }
Sandinista Activists”. stakeholders, and of course — moving

. . beyond “civil society”. These plenary
There is real cause for concern. Will the Y Y p 3

S . session presentations are available at
regime in Nicaragua evolve towards a

o . . www.intrac.org/pages/plenary.heiml
more authoritarian one, in clear disregard & ipigEn /e 3

of the norms of democracy so clearly Don’t miss the inspirational presentations

delineated in Nicaragua’s Constitution from the likes of Kumi Naidoo and Alan

. S T
and in the Law of Citizens’ Participation? Fowler!
You can also read INTRAC’s latest
R R C L ST Ll S T Ol T e O e OtG Il  thinking on civil society by dewnloading
RISt () E I Xl the conference background papers at

WWW.CCer.org.ni www.intrac.org/pages/cseventmain8. hunl

Finally, INTRAC would like to thank lead
facilitator Valli Yanni for her impressive
efforts in making the conference happen.
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INTRAC training

Advanced Monitoring and Evaluation

16-20 February 2009

Duration: 5 days

Location: Oxford (Residential)

Price: £999

Explore monitoring and evaluation in depth.You will learn how
to develop a cost-eftective monitoring and evaluation system that
can generate enough information and quality data to provide a
development agency with a reliable understanding of the
outputs, outcomes and impacts of development initiatives. This
course is for practitioners who already have M&E experience.

Strategic Relations,
Coalition Building, and
Networking

25-27 February 2009

Duration: 3 days

Location: London (Non-residential)

Price: £475

This course looks at the relationships between NGOs as part of
strategic development processes. Learn about the different types
of relationships that have different impacts on development and
on the organisation. Explore your issues, power balances and
expectations in order to improve organisational effectiveness. The
course is for practitioners who already understand the basics, but
need the skills to take their coalitions and networks to the next
level.

Partner Capacity Building

9-13 March 2009

Duration: 5 days

Location: Oxford (Residential)

Price: £999

This course helps you to understand capacity building occurring
at different levels in the context of inter-organisational
partnerships and social partnerships. We will look at cutting edge
issues such as reverse accountability, transparency, and how donor
power affects relationship dynamics. Learn a range of models and
tools associated with designing and implementing organisational
capacity building initiatives with partners. Find out how to
engage in a learning process that brings mutual benefits to the
partnership.
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Advocacy and Policy Influencing

23-27 March 2009

Duration: 5 days

Location: Oxford (Residential)

Price: £999

This course gives you a thorough understanding of how to
influence the policy making process in your own context. You
will learn skills to help you formulate and plan eftective advocacy
strategies. Improve your ability to lobby decision makers, and
gain confidence in relating to the media — give new life to your
campaigning!

So, You Want to be a Trainer?

31 March-2 April 2009

Duration: 3 days

Location: London (Non-residential)

Price: £550

The course is designed for those who have little or no
experience of being a trainer. It will equip you with the skills,
tools, and creative techniques to design and deliver a training
event in a way that makes learning enjoyable and effective. You
will have the opportunity to learn, practice and to improve upon
your presentation and facilitation skills in order to help build
capacity in others.

Had Enough of PowerPoint? A new
toolkit for the experienced trainer

3 April 2009

Duration: 1 day

Location: London (Non-residential)

Price: £200

The course is designed for those who have experience of being a
trainer. The day will be packed with new and creative ideas,
techniques and exercises for ensuring an effective learning event.
This course will be fun and of great use to those of you who
regularly run training events. If you believe that training is about
watching PowerPoint slides whilst a trainer reads the content
then this course is not for you!

INTRAC

PO Box 563 ¢ Oxford OX2 6RZ e UK
T: +44 (0)1865 201851

ONTRAC is the newsletter of INTRAC (the
International NGO Training and Research
Centre). It is published three times a year. The
contents of the newsletter may be freely
reproduced and translated, providing the
source is acknowledged. INTRAC wishes to
thank the NGO Research Programme members
for funding ONTRAC: Concern Worldwide,
Cordaid, DanChurchAid, Oxfam Novib, Save

To subscribe to ONTRAC, please contact
info@intrac.org indicating whether you wish to
receive it by email (English, Arabic, Chinese,
French, Portuguese, Russian or Spanish) or
post (English and Russian only). You can also
subscribe on our website:www.intrac.org/
pages/bulletin.html| where previous issues and
translations can also be downloaded.
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