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Abstract

Accounting for the ways in which ICT initiatives are worked into local
communities  is  part  of  rendering  “the  local  perspectives”  within
ICT4D. This paper is part of that.  Based on in-depth fieldwork, we
investigate the integration of an agricultural information service into a
rural community in Bangladesh. We find that it takes work beyond the
initial  design  and  cursory  introduction  of  the  service  to  make  the
service work in a low-income rural community: it takes the strength of
the  farmers  self-help  groups  to  circulate  the  messages  by  word-of-
mouth, it  takes posters placed at key junctions according to a socio-
geographic  understanding  of  the  village  manifest  in  a  map,  and  it
(ideally)  involves  the  support  of  the  elite  of  the  community  via  the
broadcast of messages at places of high symbolic value. It takes all this
in addition to a well-made information service delivering relevant and
timely messages on for example agricultural matters. Hence, reducing
the issue to one of technical delivery mechanism does not tell the full
story.
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Introduction

Information  and communication technology enabled services has the
potential to increase the reach of for example agricultural extension by
providing  agricultural  advice  to  smallholder  farmers  in  the  Global
South [12]. Previous studies have presented and examined the different
forms that  such agricultural  services  may take,  ranging from mobile
services [7, 16], to radio [4, 14] as wells as Internet portals [2, 3]. These
studies,  then,  suggests  that  farmers  in  the  Global  South  can  benefit
from  agricultural  information  services  receiving,  e.g.  agricultural
advice,  market  information,  and  actionable  information  on  local
climate. However, these studies rarely focus on describing, in detail, the
cooperative work of making these services work locally. Making the
agricultural  information  service  usable  for  the  farmers  may  take
considerable work and may only be achieved as it becomes embedded
into  a  wider,  trusted,  socio-technical  ecosystem.  In  the  words  of
Donovan  “technology  cannot  be  airdropped  into  a  situation  and
guarantee positive results” [9, p.57]. This is because technology is not
really  technology until  it  is  part  of  a  living  practice  [6].  Generally
speaking, research in HCI and HCI4D may (ideally) report on local ex-
periences of adapting and implementing technology, including on how
it may be made to work locally [21]. In this paper, we aim to contribute
to this agenda. Knowledge emerging from explicitly local or indigenous
perspectives, approaches and experiences with ICT in the Global South
has not yet become substantial within ICT4D and HCI4D [1].  Indeed,
there is a lack of research detailing, for example, the cooperative work
of making technological initiatives work in disadvantaged communities
in  the  Global  South.  Arguably,  this  is  a  piece  of  the  puzzle  that  is
crucial to understanding why some initiatives thrive where others fail. 

In  this  paper,  we report  from a  field  study of  the  integration  of  an
agricultural information service into a rural community in Bangladesh.
We  report  from  the  CAIS  project  designed  and  implemented by
Welthungerhilfe, mPower-Social, MMS, and FIVDB. Welthungerhilfe
is  an  international,  German  based,  aid  organization,  mPower-Social
specializes in ICT interventions for development, whereas MMS and
FIVDB are  local  non-governmental  organizations  specialized  in  aid
work.  In  the  paper  we  examine  the  cooperative  efforts  that  enable
smallholder farmers to benefit from an agricultural information service;
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we investigate how the agricultural information service is worked into a
wider  socio-technical  ecosystem.  Our  findings  show  that  it  took
concerted effort past the initial design and introduction of the service to
make  the  service  work  for  the  community:  it  took  the  drive  of  the
farmers self-help groups to circulate the messages by word-of-mouth, it
took posters placed at key locations  according to a socio-geographic
mapping of the village, and it (partly) involved the support of the elite
of  the  community  via  the  broadcast  of  messages  at  places  of  high
symbolic value – although this was soon discontinued. It took all this in
addition  to  a  well-made  information  service  delivering  relevant  and
timely  messages  on  agricultural  matters  to  make  the  service  work
locally. 

The  paper  will  proceed  as  follows.  First,  we  will  consider  related
research. Secondly, we will turn to the field setting and the methods of
the  study.  Third,  we  present  an  analysis  of  the  integration  of  the
agricultural information service into the rural community in question.
Fourth, we will provide a discussion and concluding remarks.   

Related research

Agricultural information services in the global south typically aim to
overcome  the  shortfalls  of  information  within  smallholder  rural
communities  by  supplementing  local  knowledge  with  (expert)
agricultural advice, local weather forecasts, or local market prices for
agricultural  products,  or some combination  of  the three  [9,  12].  For
example,  the  Knowledge  Help  Extension  Technology  Initiative
(KHETI) in Madhya Pradesh,  India,  was used to  raise  awareness of
agricultural extension services among farmers by providing them with
mobile phones with short dialogues and videos [10].  Another example
is Gandhi et al. [17], who developed Digital Green in India to provide
targeted agricultural advice to farmers via video. Using a comparative
experimental  design,  the authors  found that  Digital  Green users had
higher adoption rates for certain agricultural practices as compared to
conventional extension approaches used by another group of farmers.
Christensen et al. [7] examine the use of an agricultural advice service
using  voice  messages  pushed  to  the  farmers  feature  phones
synchronised with the growth stages of their crops. In addition, Patel et
al.  [16] developed  a  voice  message  forum to  foster  the  creation  of
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online  communities  of  farmers  sharing  advice  and local  knowledge.
Some messages were on weather-related issues, others on pest control,
irrigation,  fertiliser use, and the crops cycles in general.  The authors
found  that  the  farmers  were  mainly  interested  in  (expert)  technical
agricultural advice, thereby suggesting the need for such advice. Other
initiatives  have  focused  on  improving  the  bargaining  power  of
smallholder  farmers  vis-à-vis  traders  by  servicing  them with  market
information  for  example  by  sending  text  messages  with  price
information on several nearby markets [12] – thereby ideally providing
farmers with an informed choice on where to sell their produce. A key
assumption of these services is that addressing a key market failure –
that  of imperfect  information – will  help poor rural  populations  sell
their produce at higher prices [3, p.43]. While some studies have noted
that access to markets information services actually have improved the
livelihood of farmers, other studies have found that the lack of trust in
unfamiliar traders, road distances, and long-standing ties with dominant
traders,  often weight  heavy on the farmers  decision making when it
comes to deciding where to sell their produce [9].

ICT initiatives may vary not only in terms of the types of agricultural
services  and  the  information  they  provide  but  also  in  terms  of  the
human and institutional support that they are associated with. The least
supported services offer access to voice-based or text-based databases
of information regarding agricultural practice, weather predictions, or
market prices – but no additional support. More integrated services may
offer in-person technical and agricultural training, support by phone, or
support through e-learning programs [3].  Some services are part of a
larger  socio-technical  environment  comprised  of,  e.g.  physical
facilities, human expert advisers, and access to agricultural inputs. For
example,  the  eChoupals  initiative,  operating  in  Madhya  Pradesh  in
India, provides market prices and weather information integrated with
crop  transportation  facilities,  weighing  and  storage,  and  payment
system  (Kumar  2004).  Another  service  is  Grameen  Foundations
Community  Knowledge  Worker initiative  in  Uganda,  which  equips
extension  agents  with  smartphones  to  act  as  community  agents  of
agricultural information [13]. 
The above studies, then, suggests that farmers in the Global South can
benefit  from  agricultural  information  services  receiving  agricultural
advice,  market  information,  and  actionable  information  on  local
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climate. However, these studies rarely focus on describing in detail the
cooperative work of making these services work locally. Making the
agricultural  information  service  usable  for  the  farmers  may  take
considerable work and may be achieved only as it becomes embedded
into a wider, trusted, socio-technical ecosystem. To reiterate, there is a
lack of research detailing the cooperative work of making technological
initiatives  work  in  disadvantaged  communities  in  the  Global  South.
However,  one  notable  effort  to  fill  this  gap,  albeit  outside  ICT for
agriculture, includes O’Neill et al.’s [15] ethnographic investigation of
the  work  of  making  a  new  digital  loan  payment  service  for  auto-
rickshaw drivers work in Bangalore, India. O’Neil et al.  [15] describe
how making the service useful took considerable cooperative work on
the part of not only the drivers but also on the part of the employees of
the  local  NGOs.  It  was  largely  achieved  because  the  initiative  was
embedded  into  a  wider  established  setting,  and  because  of  the
commitment and work of the human actors within that setting. We take
inspiration from this study. 

Methods and setting

We  conducted  the  field  study  of  the  practices  associated  with  the
introduction  and  use  of  the  agricultural  information  service  over  a
period  of  six  months  in  late  2017  and  early  2018.  We  conducted
participatory  observation  and  carried  out  six  in-situ  semi-structured
interviews as well as three focus groups. The participatory observation
was conducted mainly by the second author, while the focus groups and
interviews, and a lesser part of the observations, was conducted jointly
by  the  two  authors.  The  focus  groups  with  the  farmers  included
questions  on  education;  family;  community;  village  life;  financial
circumstances; income; climate; farming; and their experiences with the
agricultural  information  service.  The  interviews  were  conducted  in
Bangla, the language of Bangladesh. We conducted six semi-structured
interviews  with  NGO  staff  and  local  government  officials.  The
interviews with the NGO staff included questions on background; work
experience; the NGO; relationships with farmers; village life; climate;
and  their  experiences  with  the  agricultural  information  service.  We
conducted observations of the use of the service in the villages. This
included accompanying the NGO staff working in the villages during
their employment of the information service, and it included being with
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the  farmers  as  they  used  the  service,  shared  and  talked  about  the
information, and farmed their land. 

The data was recorded through extensive field notes, audio recordings
and photographs. The interviews were translated and transcribed. Our
analysis took a broadly practice-oriented perspective  [5, 6, 8, 20, 22]
with inspiration from ethnomethodology  [11, 18]. Practice studies, in
our perspective, explicate how participants organise their practice and
emphasise the ways in which technologies and artefacts are an integral
and  indispensable  part  of  the  accomplishment  of  that  practice.  The
authors  read  through  and  discussed  the  data  in  various  analytical
session in person and on Skype. The data was organised into themes as
topics  emerged from the analytical  sessions.  A concerted effort  was
made to have the themes, and in turn, the findings emerge from the data
itself.

The geographical setting of our study is part of the Chalan Beel wetland
in  the  Sirajgonj  District  of  Bangladesh.  Surveys  typically  classify
Bangladeshi smallholder farmers in this area as poor or extremely poor
[19]. Smallholders typically earn minor amounts on a seasonal basis
depending on crop yields  and prices.  In addition to  relying  on their
farms for financial income, the farmers in our study depend on their
agricultural output for sustenance.  Low crop yields, or outright crop
failures, therefore represent a serious challenge to the farmers. During
flooding or other agricultural crisis, the male household member often
seeks  alternative  employment  such  as  running  a  local  tea  stall  or
operating a rickshaw on the mainland. However, this alternative self-
employment is typically inadequate in terms of supporting a household
of often ten members or more. Some of the households that were part
of our study were struggling. 

Working an ICT initiative into a rural community 

It is little more than a truism that working an ICT initiative into the
fabric of a rural community in the Global South requires collaborative
work and effort. Relatedly, the interesting point is what kind of work it
takes,  whose  work,  what  the  modalities  of  this  work  are,  and what
social and technical infrastructure is it  based on.  We may dub such
efforts  integration work. These are the themes that we address below.
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However, before doing so, it is timely to introduce the design of the
agricultural service alluded to above.    

The design of the agricultural information service 

As indicated  above,  the service  in  question  is  a  mobile  service that
delivers agricultural information to the handsets of smallholder farmers
in Bangladesh. It was developed in a collaboration between mPower,
the technical partner, the farmers and the local NGO called MMS. All
funded by the German NGO Welthungerhilfe. During the development,
mPower, the technical partner, visited the field site twice and facilitated
a  co-design  process  with  representatives  of  the  farming  community
together with the local NGO team.  In this process it was agreed that the
service should support smallholder farmers by (1) assembling weather
forecasts from the public domain for the specific village locations, (2)
associate agricultural advice with the weather forecasts, and (3) send
text  messages  to  the  farmers  with  the  weather  forecasts  and  the
associated agricultural advice. The rationale for this new service was
that smallholder farmers in remote rural areas do not have access to
such information. The governmental agricultural extension service does
not have the resources to visit the farmers on the Char islands. Not only
is  the  public  agricultural  extension  service  understaffed  and
underfinanced,  it  is  also  considered  somewhat  dangerous  for  the
extension  officer  to  visit  the  Char  islands.  In  addition,  there  is  no
electricity on the Char islands other than one or two solar panels per
villages. These are mainly used for charging mobile phones. Nobody
owns a TV set. Hence, the farmers in the area do not have access to
local weather forecasts, nor do they have access to expert agricultural
advice. 

The service was designed to send SMS messages to 250 farmers once a
week during normal conditions and up to three times a week during
disasters such as flooding. To make the service operational, basic data
on the names of the farmers, their mobile phone numbers, crop types,
crop stages, and more had to be collected by MMS and entered into the
system. In addition, an initial series of alert types had to be created by
agricultural  experts  working  for  the  project.  That  is,  for  each  crop
types, crop stage, and weather condition an appropriate message for the
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farmers had to be created.  Here is an example of a message sent by the
service:

A cold wave with heavy fog may occur in your area in the next
2-3 days. During that time, to protect your tomato plants from
fungal attack spray fungicide (Dithene M-45) onto the plants.
Use 20 mg in 10 liters of water for every 5 decimals of land.
(SMS sent 2nd Jan 2018)

Another example of the content of the service is a message which is
also concerned with the prevailing cold weather and fog in the area.
The concern here again springs from the fact that fog may leave dew on
the  leaves  that  in  cold  weather  may  lead  to  fungus.  A  method  of
removing the dew drops is advised:  

The mild cold wave with heavy fog will continue this week too.
Due to cold weather do not irrigate in the sweet gourd field at
the flowering stage but do mulching. Remove dew (fog) from the
upper  leaf  of  the  Boro rice  plants  by  using  a string moving
across the field.   (SMS sent 14th Jan 2018)

    
The designers  of the service mapped the connections  between crops
type, crop stage, DAS stage, weather condition, threshold values, and
SMS message texts. First, a list of priority crops was selected by the
farmers in collaboration with the NGO field staff. Subsequently, a list
of  adverse  weather  conditions  was  drawn  up  defined  by  threshold
values. The idea being that if real-life conditions at a given time meet
the values of a defined “adverse weather condition” then the associated
set of SMS messages would be sent to the farmers. The messages sent
to  500  farmers  designate  as  “lead  farmers”,  i.e.  those  individuals
leading a  particular  village  self-help group.  The lead farmers  would
receive only those SMS messages that pertained to his or her group,
that  is,  their  crop  types  and  the  stages  of  these  crops.  This  logic
required  MMS staff  to  record  data  on  the  lead  farmers  (i.e.  name,
location,  phone  number,  group)  and  record  and  update  data  on  the
groups  continuously  (i.e.  crops  types,  sowing  dates,  and  crop
development). If was important to have accurate data on these items for
the  service  to  be  able  to  function  as  planned.  This  data  work  was
assigned to MMS staff.   
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Having presented the service, and the basic features of it, we are now in
a position to consider how it was worked into the fabric of village life.  

Word-of-mouth 

At first,  the main village  studied resembled any other village  in the
Charlands of rural Bangladesh that the authors had visited during their
stay  in  the  Sirajgonj  district.  Yet,  from  talking  to  the  villager's
something about its organisation stood out. Assisted by the local NGO,
the  villagers  had  organised  themselves  into  self-help  groups  each
comprised of about ten farmers with one of the farmers acting as ‘lead
farmer’  for the group.  The lead farmer was someone with a  certain
standing in the local community and was, without exception, the owner
of a mobile phone. Far from all the farmers in a self-help group owned
such a device. 

A shared consensus among the farmers, that village life benefitted from
these  groups,  emerged  from conversation.  The  self-help  groups  had
mapped the village, created a savings scheme, and acted as conduits for
the information delivered by the agricultural information system. The
lead farmer of the group would receive the messages from the service
and in turn relay the advice to the rest of the group (most of which had
no phone). This oral retelling of the advice created a word-of-mouth
network, where the lead farmer would tell  one or two other farmers
from her  group,  and  these  farmers  would,  in  turn,  tell  other  group
members, and perhaps also the neighbours, and so on. In this manner,
the  advice  would  spread  by  word-of-mouth.  Word-of-mouth  would
extend the digital infrastructure of the agricultural information service.
This was necessary to reach more farmers. 

During this process of retelling, of relaying the advice from the phones
of  the  few  to  the  ears  of  the  many,  the  information  would  be
contextualised  through  conversation,  it  would  be  interpreted,  and
instructive conversation sparked by the information would emerge. 

“I could not at first understand the message about the fertiliser,
but  she  explained  it  to  me,  and  showed  me  how to  mix  the
fertiliser and the water right.”
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By word-of-mouth the information from the service would be retold,
lead  to  instruction  and  learning,  and  in  this  manner  be  far  more
valuable than mere ‘objective’ relaying of the messages could ever be.
The  point  is  that  the  engaged  retelling  of  the  information  by  the
members of the self-help groups improved the service, it added value to
the  service.  This  is  because  the  retelling  created  opportunities  for
conversation,  instruction,  and  collaborative  learning.  This  would
happen, for example, in relation to understanding the use of fertiliser as
the quote above indicates, and it would happen in relation to learning
new farming techniques  such as  the  removal  of  dew from plants  to
avoid fungus. One message from the service reads like this on a mobile
phone: 

The mild cold wave with heavy fog will continue this week too.
Due to cold weather do not irrigate in the sweet gourd field at
the flowering stage but do mulching. Remove dew (fog) from the
upper  leaf  of  the  Boro rice  plants  by  using  a string moving
across the field.  (SMS sent 14th Jan 2018)

Figuring out how exactly to move a cotton string across a rice field to
drop dew from rice plants is not obvious if you have not tried it before
a farmer told us. The retelling of a message, such as the one above, by
one  farmer  to  another  may  create  a  collaborative  learning  situation
where the two farmers in collaboration figure out how this is done, or if
need be, ask for further assistance from for example the lead farmers,
who have often been educated in farming techniques by the local NGO.
Another matter for deliberation among the farmers is the accuracy of
the weather forecasts which were often part of the messages as seen
above. On one occasion the weather forecast was off (as such forecasts
occasionally  are),  that  is,  the  message had predicted  heavy morning
fog, and the farmers had taken precautions by covering up some of their
plants  to lessen the risk of fungus,  but in the morning no fog.  This
situation prompted some good-humoured mockery of the NGO staff by
the farmers. The NGO staff who had introduced the service was seen as
vouching for it, as responsible for it. When weather predictions were
right, it would lead to praise of the NGO staff by for example farmers
asking  –  half  in  jest  and  half  in  earnest  -   “are  you  some  sort  of
magicians?”. And when the predictions were off it would as mentioned
lead to good-humoured taunts. This goes to show the degree to which
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the local NGO staff were strongly identified with the service that they
introduced to the farmers (but only in part designed).

The weather  predictions  were more  often right  than wrong,  and the
farmers ended up mostly adhering to them, as ignoring them could have
serious  or  even  devastating  consequences  for  their  crops.  Taking
precautions against adverse weather such as fog (covering plants), or
heavy rain (digging rain gutters), was at worst a waste of time if the
weather  forecast  was  wrong.  It  was  not  a  disaster  as  ignoring  the
weather forecast might be as fungus-induced by fog or rain might take
the plants. In this manner, there was a certain economy of practice is
adhering  to  the  weather  forecasts,  rather  than  ignoring  them.  The
prediction of rain may also save on irrigation, but if the rain does not
come,  the plants are at  risk of drying out.  So, there is something at
stake, and therefore the messages were often the object of reflection,
conversation,  and  deliberation,  rather  than  something  which  was
followed ‘mechanically’.  

Posters

Another way of reaching those without phones where through posters
placed  at  central  spots  in  the  village.  Posters  were  most  often
handcrafted  by  the  lead  farmer,  or  NGO  staff,  and  displayed  the
(phone) messages that were deemed to be of special importance to the
farmers. 
Messages where at  times,  though not  always,  placed at  spots where
they were especially relevant. For example, messages about the risk of
flooding were placed at flood-prone areas, posters on the risk of fog
were placed where fog might gather, and messages about certain crops
were  placed  at  their  fields.  It  emerged  from conversations  that  the
farmers  had very good knowledge of  the layout  of  the village.  The
farmers pointed to the collaborative creation of maps as contributing
towards this understanding. Let us elaborate. 
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Figure 1: Map of the village made by local farmers in collaboration with MMS the locally
active NGO. The map roughly represents an area of 2,25 km2.

The farmers had in collaboration with the local NGO created a map of
the  village  which  depicted  the  village,  its  households,  and  it
(ecological)  vulnerabilities  (see  figure  1).  Lowland  and saline-prone
areas were singled out on the map as potential trouble spots. That is,
areas  that  called  for  vigilance  and  a  concerted  collective  effort.  In
addition, all the households were shown and given a number for easy
reference  on the map.  Furthermore,  important  structures  such as the
village Mosque and the local boat mooring site is also shown. The map
shows all 366 households of the village, it shows what kind of crops are
planted where, and it shows what areas are flood-prone, what areas are
drought-prone,  and  where  fog  may  gather.  Furthermore,  it  contains
information  on the  quality  and nature  of  the  soil  that  are  important
parameters  for  agriculture.  Furthermore,  colour  codes  are  used  to
designate  households  with  for  example  pregnant  women or  children
under the age of five. Both being indicators of a vulnerable household –
someone to  “look extra  out  for”.  Every  six  months  or  so the  maps
where to be updated – to reflect the development in each household and
each crop field if any. 

This mapping of the village, this sense of place, was used by both those
(lead)  farmers  that  placed  the  posters  and  by  those  farmers  that
subsequently read them. The digital information service was extended
by the posters, then, and in this work of integrating the advice into the
fabric of the villages the maps played an important role as enabler. For
example,  from  looking  at  the  map,  it  was  readily  apparent  to  the
farmers that messages concerning maize cultivation, maize pests, and
maize  diseases  belong  next  to  the  maize  fields.  While,  messages
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concerning  fog  were  relevant  to  those  farming the  fields  where  the
morning fog gather, and so on. In this manner (some of) the advice and
forecasts stemming from the service were ‘plotted onto the village map’
and in the process gathered more meaning and significance.  For whom,
what, or where a message might be relevant was partly settled with the
help of the village map. Not necessarily by overtly pointing to the map
but more often by reference to the knowledge that the making of the
map had created. 

That the map of the village, and the knowledge made in the process of
producing it, became a frame for appreciating the messages testifies to
the importance  of framing.  That is,  we may argue that  the (fruitful)
reception of the messages was in part  due to the villagers own high
level  of  self-understanding and appreciation  of  their  situation  which
was  (partly)  generated  in  spatial  terms  via  the  map  and  mapping
process. We should not overemphasise the importance of the map as an
artefact  but  rather  recognise  the  process  of  making  the  map  as  a
contribution to the villages self-understanding and by extension also to
their sense of community and solidarity.  

The  map,  then,  in  its  many  incarnations  and  versions,  is  not  a
traditional map for travel, locomotion or navigation. Rather, the map is
a depiction of the socio-spatial configuration of the village, including
the  vulnerabilities  of  the  farmers,  including  their  flood-prone fields,
their drought-prone fields, their saline soil, and places where fog may
gather  and  in  turn  fungus  may  appear.  Moreover,  one  can  see  the
placement  of  the  posters  as  a  direct  extension  of  this  mapping,  this
spatial view of the village. The poster was placed, assigned places, in
accord with the villagers’ socio-spatial  knowledge of themselves and
their  lifeworld.  Placing  a  poster  well,  where  the  message  might  be
needed, is a way to continue to manifest socio-spatial knowledge.  

The map reaches out beyond the agricultural and includes as mentioned
all households, with an emphasis on vulnerable families with children,
has landmarks such as the mosque and more. The local mosque, in the
midst of the village, was also central to the circulating of the messages
as we shall see next. 
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Public announcements

The village mosque lies at the centre of village life, metaphorically as
well as physically. It is the spiritual, moral and religious epicentre of
the village. Therefore, it was a blow to the project that the local Imam,
after  consideration,  disallowed NGO staff’s  use of the mosque’s PA
system as  a  means  to  broadcast  messages.  The local  Imam did  not
approve of the announcement of messages such as weather forecasts
and associated agricultural  advice, stemming from the service, in his
mosque. The field officer assigned from the local NGO to the village
comes  every  five  days  or  so  and  was  hoping  to  announce  some
messages  and  forecasts  to  the  villagers  using  the  mosque.  Select
messages on for example extreme weather predictions such as drought
or flooding that may be considered important  and even vital  for the
welfare of the village. And the NGO officer was hoping in the process
to promote the service and the work of the NGO. A few messages were
mic’ed in the Mosque – to use the expression of the NGO officer –
before this practice was discontinued. 
Using the Mosque as a platform would have not only potential practical
benefits  - i.e.  a large audience for the messages - but also symbolic
significance. That is, by broadcasting from the Mosque, by using the
mosque as  a  broadcasting platform,  the legitimacy and status  of the
service would be heightened considerably according to the NGO staff.
As mentioned, this was not to be as the practice was soon discontinued
by the intervention of the Imam. By this act the reverse of what the
NGO hoped for happened,  that  is,  the legitimacy of  the agricultural
information  service  decreased  in  the  eyes  of  the  villagers.  In
conversation with the local field officers if became apparent that the
support of the local  elite,  including the Imam, was important  to  the
implementation  of  any  development  initiative,  including  the
agricultural information service in questions here. 

Although the Imam, then, denied the NGO the legitimacy associated
with speaking the messages in the Mosque, the promotion of the service
outside of the Mosque was tolerated by the Imam. He just preferred to
reserve the Mosque for the excursive of religious practice.   
The farmers, for their part, valued the weather forecasts. The records of
the  NGO  show  that  approximately  four  out  of  five  messages  were
accurate in terms of predicting the local weather. One has to keep in
mind that prior to the introduction of the service the farmers had not

14



experienced a digital service of this kind before. Previously their access
to general regional weather forecasts was very limited as the village
had no televisions nor radios. Mobile (feature) phones were the only
communication  technology  available  -  and  the  village  was  without
access to the Internet. Thus, information from beyond the island came
with people coming and going to and from the village by boats and
small ferries and by phone calls. Before the introduction of the service,
accounts of the upcoming weather were anecdotal at best and based on
regional forecasts that the travellers or commuting workers had seen or
heard  in  the  city  perhaps  the  day  before.  In  contrast,  the  weather
forecasts of the service were local, rather than regional, and associated
with agricultural advice such as “cover your tomato plants with plastic
sheets due to upcoming heavy rain”, or “dust your eggplants with ashes
as fog is excepted tomorrow morning”. One farmer told us that he lost
almost an entire field of eggplants the year before the introduction of
the service due to fungus infection,  this year he spread ashes on the
leaves to prevent morning fog from settling on the leaves, this, in turn,
prevented the spreading of fungus and improved his yields. The farmers
tell  us that he hardly lost an eggplant to fungus this year. We heard
many accounts like this. Obviously, the value of the service, especially
in  relation  to  crop  yields,  cannot  be  evaluated  based  on  anecdotal
evidence  alone,   and  therefore  we  will  make  no  sweeping  claims
regarding yields. Rather, we will suffice to say that it emerged through
conversation that the farmers experienced the service as valuable and
worthwhile. 

Moreover,  using  the  service  can  be  characterised  as  a  learning
experience,  rather  than  a  mere  ‘consumption’  of  messages.  For
example, the technique of spreading ashes to prevent fungus was new
to the farmers. It was something that they learned through the service,
and through conversations with peers using the service.  The farmers
also learned to moderate their use of fertiliser and pesticides and thus
save money, safe keep the environment, and improve crop yields. Just
as they learned a  number of other agricultural  techniques  associated
with  the  crop  cycle,  weather,  disease  and  pest  prevention.   In  this
manner, the experience of using the service, the outcome, was to a large
extend educational. For example, once the farmers had learned that fog
threatens  fungus  and  that  spreading  ashes  is  the  appropriate
countermeasure against this threat, then this lesson had been learned,
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once and for all. That is, after having used the service for a while some
of the advice associated with the weather forecasts became somewhat
superfluous to  some farmers.  The weather  forecasts  in  time  became
enough for those of the farmers that had learned the weather-related
advice by hearth.  They had, from engaging with the service, already
learned the techniques and did not need to have them repeated.  This
testifies to the educational value of the service.  

Discussion and concluding remarks

As mentioned in the introduction, research within HCI and HCI4D may
(ideally)  report  on  local  experiences  of  adapting  and  implementing
technology, including on how it may be made to work locally [21]. In
this paper we have aimed to contribute to this agenda as knowledge
emerging from explicitly local or indigenous perspectives, approaches
and experiences with ICT in the Global South has not become substan-
tial  as of yet in our field  [1].  Accounting for the work to make ICT
work locally may arguably be a piece of the puzzle that is crucial to
understanding why some initiatives thrive where others fail. Although
all  good  technology  may  appear  as  magic  to  its  users,  none  was
involved  in  our  case.  Rather,  it  took  hard  work  and  a  concerted
collaborative effort to make the service work. To reiterate, our findings
show that it took concerted effort beyond the initial design and cursory
introduction of the service to make the service work in the community:
it  took  the  vigour  of  the  farmers  self-help  groups  to  circulate  the
messages  by  word-of-mouth,  it  took  posters  placed  at  key  placed
according to a socio-geographic mapping of the village, and it involved
the acceptance of the initiative by the community elite. It took all this in
addition  to  a  well-made  information  service  delivering  relevant  and
timely  messages  on  agricultural  matters  to  make  the  service  work
locally.

Our  finding  resonates  with  the  work  of  O’Neill  et  al.  [15] that
emphasises the collaborative effort of working an ICT initiative into a
community in the Global South. There are many differences between
the two studies, e.g. urban vs rural, finance vs agriculture, and more.
However, common is the acknowledgement that ICT initiatives do not
sort themselves out by default, it takes work to make them work. This
point  echoes  the  slogan  purported  by  Donovan,  namely,  that  “new
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technology cannot be airdropped into a setting” [9]. The work to make
ICT initiatives work, embed themselves, and become an integrated part
of local practice may easily be overlooked. An agricultural information
service in action may metaphorically speaking be described as a living
and breathing entity, that needs nurturing, care, and legitimacy to work
in a community. In the eyes of the users’ legitimacy may be achieved
through the demonstration of practical value as well as through more
symbolic means - two distinct kinds of legitimacy. 
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