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Abstract 
 
Africa’s farmers are one of the most disadvantaged groups of people as far as access to online 
information is concerned. According to the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), 
about 800,000 villages globally representing one billion people still lack access to information 
and communication technologies (ICTs)i. More than half of these villages are in Africa. This 
lack of internet access is of concern as access to information is one of the factors that 
contributes to improved food security, rural livelihoods and incomes. It is therefore important 
that those involved in providing information services to farmers come up with innovative 
ways in which Africa’s farmers can access the global online community. 

This paper will describe the merits of a system that the Technical Centre for 
Agricultural and Rural Cooperation (CTA) in collaboration with partners in Uganda and the 
German Federal Agency for Agriculture and Food (BLE), Information Systems for 
International Cooperation in Agricultural Research and Rural Development (ISICAD) are 
providing to circumvent the problems that farmers’ face accessing the internet. The system is 
called the Question and Answer Service (QAS) Voucher System (VS). Each voucher entitles 
a farmer to ask a new question and receive an answer. It employs a number of actors who act 
as a bridge between farmers and the global online knowledge community. Field Agents’ 
(FAs) distribute vouchers to farmers. They collect the questions from the farmers and pass 
them on to Rural Information Brokers (RIBs) who have access to the internet. RIBs publish 
farmers’ questions on the internet and download answers when they are provided by experts. 
They then get in touch with FAs who collect the information and take it back to the farmers. 
All steps along the voucher’s pathway are recorded and monitored on an online platform.  
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Introduction 
 
Reliable and timely access to agricultural information is still a challenge for most of Africa’s 
farmers. Presently, the World Wide Web provides a powerful medium for communication and 
access to information the world over. In Africa however, despite a one thousand and thirty 
point two percentage (1030.2%) growth of the Internet between 2002 and 2008ii, the rural 
community the majority of whom are farmers, have still been left out. This is due to the fact 
that growth has largely been confined to major cities where a minority of Africa’s total 
population lives. ITU estimates that some 55 % of the total rural population of Sub-Saharan 
Africa remains without access to ICTsiii. 

Some of the factors that have led to limited internet penetration in Africa’s rural areas 
are: 
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• Different and sometimes inadequate ICT policies in relation to rural and remote 
areas 

• High costs of interconnectivity 
• Lack of access to electricity 
• High risks for ICT investments projects in rural and remote areas 
• High operational and maintenance costs that exceed possible revenues 
• Poor infrastructure including geographical terrain challenges 
• Lack of competition in access networks 
• Limited ICT technical and management skills  

 
Overcoming these barriers requires considerable investment. Multiple efforts aimed at 
achieving widespread access to ICTs in Africa are ongoing. For instance, in Western Africa, 
there are a number of regional optical fibre links that could constitute the first step towards 
creating a terrestrial regional network. Eleven countries in Western Africa are connected 
together with access to the South Atlantic (SAT) 3 cable. Eastern Africa on the contrary is 
comparatively not well-placed in terms of regional connectivity. When realised however, the 
Eastern Africa Submarine Cable System (EASSy) submarine cable will likely change this 
situation. Southern Africa shows a better developed pattern of intra-country connections 
coordinated by the Southern African Telecommunications Association (SATA). In Central 
Africa, there is a lack of broadband infrastructure. Proposed projects include fibre optic cables 
between Liberville-Franceville-Lekoni-Oyo-Brazaville and the Cameroon-Chad-Central 
African Republic to connect the countries to the SAT-3 landing station in Douala. In Northern 
Africa, broadband inter-country links are almost not available. The Libya section of the 
Algiers-Tripoli link is microwave and needs to be upgraded. Presently the Algiers-Zinder-
Abuja trans-Saharan link is undergoing a detailed feasibility study. This link will provide 
many opportunities for upgrading connectivity in Northern Africa, as well as in Western 
Africa.  

In spite of these challenges to accessing internet based information, rural Africa can not 
afford to wait until they are all overcome before it begins harnessing some of the benefits of 
the global information/knowledge online community. Presently knowledge based goods and 
services make up over 60% of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) countries wealth production and its knowledge economy. Knowledge based goods 
are now the fastest growing part of the global economy and they are using the internet as a 
medium. Benefits are not just economic. They are also political, cultural and educational 
(Christopher, 2000). 

Being able to access agricultural information quickly and easily over the internet 
contributes towards better farming practices leading to improved food security and rural 
livelihoods. It is thus essential that information providers come up with innovative approaches 
to bridging the digital divide today for Africa’s farmers. Towards this end CTA is 
collaborating with BLE-ISICAD and partners in Africa through its QAS project to implement 
a voucher system (VS) that uses a number of actors to bridge the digital divide and bring 
modern day benefits of internet access to African villages. 
 
 
What is the QAS 
 
In the course of carrying out their daily agricultural activities, farmers face all kinds of 
challenges that need solutions. These challenges may be called “Questions” and the required 
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solutions “Answers”. The provision of information does not necessarily guarantee that its 
recipient will understand it or find it useful especially when dealing with farmers. Information 
needs to be repackaged and information providers need to take into account the characteristics 
of the recipient. User characteristics include for example their education level, financial 
capacities to implement suggested solutions and language proficiency.  

The QAS being provided by CTA and its partners to farmers and other agricultural 
information users in Africa, the Caribbean and Pacific regions takes the fore mentioned issues 
into consideration. Information is repackaged (the Answer) according to the characteristics of 
the user and channelled through the most appropriate means to the person who made the 
request to meet their information need (the Question). Some of the channels used to exchange 
information (Questions and Answers) are: face-to-face interaction, email and traditional postal 
services and the voucher system. 
 
 
The QAS Voucher System (VS) 
 
The QAS VS uses vouchers to collect questions from farmers and give answers back to them. 
A voucher is a request form which is handed out to a farmer. Each voucher in the case of the 
present ongoing project in Uganda which is the subject of this paper entitles a farmer to ask a 
new question that corresponds to his/her information need and receive an answer. 

The QAS VS uses a number of information channels/actors including the internet to 
complete the process of receiving farmers’ questions and answering them. The Internet 
platform upon which the QAS VS project is based, was developed by BLE-ISICAD in 
collaboration with partners in Benin, Jamaica and South Africa. This was done within the 
framework of the Rural Universe Network (RUN - http://www.runetwork.de) project whose 
objective it is to give rural people a voice on the internet. RUN was one of the first internet 
websites that made use of interactive web technologies to facilitate communication between 
providers of information and those seeking information. Initially when using the internet the 
trend was towards a one way flow of information. However, today, the internet is used more 
interactively and the orientation is less on technology and more towards the people using the 
technology (OECD, 2007).  

Collaboration between CTA and BLE-ISICAD through CTA’s QAS project, has led to 
the introduction of the VS to more communities and the improvement of the software behind 
the RUN platform. CTA has also supported the development of a controlling and accounting 
module that tracks the different steps undertaken by involved actors that work together to 
respond to each question submitted by a farmer. The following sections will give more insight 
into the roles and responsibilities of the different actors. 
 
 
The Uganda QAS VS Project 
 
The ongoing QAS VS project in Uganda is benefiting from experience gained during the CTA 
supported projects in Benin, Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda between 2004 and 2006. 
During the pilot phase of the QAS VS in Uganda, CTA supported its successful 
implementation in two districts in Central Uganda; Kayunga and Mukono. 

The Rural Empowerment Network (REN), also known as the project coordinating (PC) 
unit, is a Non Governmental Organisation coordinating the project in Uganda. REN worked 
with farmers within its network to test the VS during its introduction to Uganda in 2006. This 
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phase of the project aims to benefit three hundred (300) farmers who will be targeted directly 
in three districts (Kayunga , Kyenjojo and Nebbi). Two counties will be served in each district. 
Each of the six communities participating in the project has a dedicated web space called a 
journal. BLE-ISICAD has designed and maintains the project website: 
http://www.isicad.org/cta-run/. Projects are defined in the administrative area of the website 
by BLE-ISICAD. This includes the definition of: 

• The project (title, purpose, target group, available funds, project duration) 
• Registration of project actors and their tasks 
• Task lists 
• E-spaces for each participating community and the number of vouchers that will 

be distributed within the community 
• Questionnaires for information requests, forms for answers and evaluation forms 

for answers. 
 
Together with CTA, BLE-ISICAD also provides technical support to the local actors 
implementing the project. Local actors that form the components that make up the chain that 
bridges farmers and the internet are: the Controlling Agent (CA), agricultural experts (EX), 
six farmer field agents (FAs), the project coordinating unit (PC) and three rural information 
brokers (RIBs). Each of these actors has different roles and responsibilities that are critical 
towards the success of the initiative. 
 
 
Bridging the Digital Divide - The Role of the Farmer Field Agents (FA)  
 
According to Global Reach (Global Reach, 2004), over 80% of the information found on the 
internet is in international languages. These languages are in most cases not spoken or 
understood by Africa’s farmers. FAs are the language part of the chain that forms the bridge 
between the internet and the farmers who are being served through the QAS VS. 
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Fig. 1: Global Reach (source: global-reach.biz/globstats) 

 
FAs are farmers or people who reside in the project’s farming communities and 

understand both English and the local language. They are responsible for distributing 
vouchers to farmers and do not need to have computer skills to carry out their function. The 
FA captures the farmer’s information request using a standard form. The FA also takes 
photographs that match the information request and photographs of the farmer and their 
environment. A minimum of three photographs are taken and used when publishing the 
request online. The FA hands over the farmers questions to the RIB to publish online. When 
questions are answered, the RIB prints the answer and gives it to the FA. Answers to 
questions are provided in English. The FA has the responsibility of going back to the farmer 
and explaining the response to him/her in the local language. FAs also help farmers to 
complete evaluation forms related to the appropriateness of the answer.  
 
 
Bridging the Digital Divide - The Role of the Rural Information Broker (RIB) 
 
Farmers’ information requests are published online by RIBs. Each request is published in the 
e-space dedicated to each participating district called an e-journal. RIBs are usually people 
who own cybercafés in the rural towns of the districts where the project is being implemented. 
They are identified in advance and trained in how to publish the farmers’ questions on the 
project’s website. This can either be done using an online form or an off-line publication form. 
Once a question has been answered and the answer has been published online, the RIB who is 
responsible for the two e-journals of the participating counties within each district is alerted 
by email. They then go online and download the answer which they give to the relevant FA. 
They also publish evaluations made by farmers and captured by FAs on the project’s website. 
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Bridging the Digital Divide - The Roles of the Answering Service (AS) and Agricultural 
Experts (EX) 
 
Once the question is published online, the project’s information centre or Answering Service 
(AS) is alerted by email that a new information request has been published. They then access 
the internet and download the question. Should the question be one they can provide a 
suitable response to using information resources at their centre, they are free to do so. 
However, if the question requires a technical response, the AS seeks to identify an expert. The 
AS is also responsible for ensuring that answers provided by experts they identify are 
simplified to a level in which they can be understood by the FA and the farmers.  

A special aspect of the VS is that when questions are published online, the interactive 
nature of the project’s website allows any global expert in any part of the World with internet 
access to give a response to the question. Given that experts in all parts of the world can 
respond to the farmers’ questions creates a powerful and interactive medium which provides 
the farmer with valuable information and experiences from all parts of the globe. In this way, 
Africa’s farmers are enjoying the benefits of the global online knowledge community through 
the QAS VS. 

Secondly, the publication of questions and answers online contributes to the 
development of African content on the internet. In the area of Internet content development, 
Africa is still behind but catching up. The African web-space is expanding rapidly and almost 
all countries have some form of local or internationally hosted web server, unofficially or 
officially representing the country with varying degrees of comprehensiveness. However, 
there are still few institutions that use the Web to deliver significant quantities of information. 
While increasing numbers of organisations have a 'brochure' Web site with basic descriptive 
and contact information, many are hosted by international development agency sites, and very 
few actually use the Web for non-promotional activities. This is partly explained by the 
limited number of local people who have access to the Internet (and thus the limited 
importance of a web presence to the institution), the limited skills available for digitising and 
coding pages, and also the high costs of local web hosting services. French speaking African 
countries however have a higher profile on the Web and greater institutional connectivity than 
the non-French speaking countries. This is largely due to the strong assistance provided by the 
various Francophone support agencies, and the Canadian and French governments, which are 
concerned about the dominance of English on the Internet (Jensen, 2002).  
 
 
Bridging the Digital Divide – the Controlling Agent (CA) and the Project Coordinating 
Unit (PC) 
 
Once a question is published on the project’s website all steps undertaken by the RIB, AS, 
EXs and FAs are monitored by the CA at the project’s coordinating unit (PC) at REN. This is 
done through the back end of the project’s website in closed access. Once a question has been 
successfully answered, the CA makes the evaluation form related to the question available for 
download by the RIB. The RIB is then able to access the form, print it out and give it to the 
FA. The FA takes the evaluation form with the answer and helps the farmer to complete it. As 
part of the evaluation process, the FA is required to take a photograph of the farmer receiving 
the response. This picture is then used when publishing the evaluation form online. Once all 
these processes are completed and the farmer gives his approval, the CA approves the 
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payments that are to be made to the different actors involved in the process. Project accounts 
are also updated in the backend of the online accounting system.  
 
 
Bridging the Digital Divide - Sharing Answers with Other Farmers 
 
Once answers have been provided and approved by farmers, RIBs in conjunction with FAs 
identify suitable places within the participating communities where copies of the answers in 
local languages are printed and made available. These local archives are places where farmers 
have unrestricted access. 

To further increase the outreach of questions and their answers, depending upon the 
frequency by which questions are asked, topics are selected and radio programmes developed. 
Radio programmes are developed by journalists who work in collaboration with the project’s 
coordinating unit, REN. These programmes once developed are translated into the local 
languages spoken by farmers in the three districts (Luo, Luganda and Runyakitara). They are 
then broadcasted through local stations that cover the project area. English versions of the 
programmes are also broadcasted through radio stations with wider national coverage. In all 
12, fifteen minute radio programmes will be produced over a eight month period. The MP3 
files will also be uploaded on the project’s website. In this way, other farmers facing similar 
problems can also benefit from the answers provided originally through the internet. 
 
 
Conclusion  
 
Merits of the QAS VS as discussed are: 

• The generation of Africa related content on the internet 
• Providing experts from around the world the opportunity to respond to or peer 

review responses given by other experts 
• The remote monitoring/tracking of project activities by project managers 

within and outside Uganda  
• The possibility of real time and distance collaboration of partners within 

Uganda, the Netherlands and Germany 
• Overcoming the internet’s language barrier for Africa’s farmers by using FAs 

and  
• The creation of employment, skills and means of income which did not exist 

previously 
 
Bridging the digital divide and using the internet as a medium to benefit farmers in Africa and 
other developing countries requires innovation and is wrought with challenges. Surmounting 
these challenges and developing innovative approaches is what will contribute to improved 
food security in Africa and other regions of the world as farmers have better access to 
information. The QAS VS described here is a small response to this challenge and provides a 
tool and approach that can be developed further to address the needs of farmers in the field. 
Farmers in the project’s implementing region in Uganda are already beginning to enjoy the 
benefits of the internet as they receive the information they need. The QAS VS is a present 
day solution to bridging African farmers’ digital divide. It is recommended to information 
service providers as a means of bridging the digital divide and bringing present day benefits 
of the global online community to farmers. 
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