Bridging the Gap with High-Tech:
Are We Really?

Theodore Hutchcroft

There is an axiom about a tree falling in the forest: If no
one is present to hear the crash, is there any sound?

This came to mind the other evening as I watched
television news: If there were no television cameras, would
there be any news? I was watching coverage of an activist
burning the American flag. The potential burner was sur-
rounded by several vigorous dissenters. A brawl ensued in
which the parties sought to validate their devotion to their re-
spective points of view. The event was photographed at close
range and soon transmitted to our living room. Had there
been no television cameras, would there have been an event?
Would the dissenter have stood in front of our state capitol to
build his fire? Would his adversaries have bothered to

confront him?

This seems to me to be a good
place to begin a discussion of the role
of electronic communication in in-
ternational agricultural extension for,
like most things in life, our first
experience with “the new” is at home.
I respect the activist's right to ex-
press dissent, though 1 disagree with
his premise. But I also have many
questions about the role of “high-
tech” in that event and elsewhere in
our lives.There is no doubt that we
are in an era of instant worldwide
communication and that this is a
recent occurrence.

Twenty years ago, when I took
my first international assignment in

Costa Rica, 1 depended on cable
messages to keep in touch with the
home office at the National 4-H Center.
Telephone calls outside the country
were a major event requiring plan-
ning and patience. Whenever trav-
eled to other Latin American coun-
tries, [ was out of contact with my
office and my family, often for two or
three weeks at a time,

When | was posted to Bangla-
desh seven years ago, the situation
in that part of Asia was no better. An
international telephone call was a
painful and frustrating experience.
My colleagues and I were on our own
much of the time because of the

Theodore Hutchcroft, Program Officer/ Communication, Winrock International,
presented this article as a paper for the panel on “International Agricultural Extension
— The Role of 'New' Cormununication Technologies in Technology Transfer” at the annual
meeting of the Agricultural Communicafors in Education, July 16-19, 1989, in Portland,

Oregor.

Journal of Applied Communications, Vol. 74, No. 1, 1990/43




difficulty of sending messages back
and forth to our backstopping group.

Within three years the satellite
revolution reached Bangladesh. Di-
rect-dial international telephone calls
became commonplace. The stories
on television news in Dhaka were
nearly as up to the minute as those
appearing in Portland or London or
Melbourne.

The other day [ counted the tele-
communication facilities used by my
Winrock colleagues, who areassigned
to 34 sites in 15 countries. Some are
inlarge cities, but most are in remote
areas. Thirty of the 34 sites can be
dialed directly from my desk. I have
to go through an operator to reach
two others; two are still beyond the
reach ol direct telephone. All but two
of these sites (one of which has no
telephone) have telexservice. Twenty-
three of our Winrock sites—two-
thirds—now send and receive fax
messages.

Quick-service voice and print
communication transformed the abil-
ity of organizations such as Winrock
International to support their tech-
nical assistance personnel around
the world. Those of us at headquar-
ters can answer inquiries overnight.
Just a couple of years ago this was a
one- to two-week process, and there
was little assurance of accuracy or
fidelity of the message exchange.

The satellite has made instant
worldwide communication practical
and economical. Of course, thereare
limitations. Millions and millions of
people still have no telephones — let
alone fax machines; and because of
differing languages, I probably could
not carry on a conversation with
mostofthem anyway. Instantworld-
wide communication is possible, but
its use is limited to a privileged few.

My next selection for a modern

communication miracle is the pho-
tocopy machine. It has been around
long enough in our country that some
young people on our staffs have no
concept of carbon paper, or how
severely limited we were by the five or
six copies that could be made on a
manual typewriter, or how hard it
was to read those last copies, or how
much less paper came across our
desks.

I nominate the photocopy ma-
chine—along with the transistor radio
—for the award for major contribu-
tion to democratizing the communi-
cation process. The transistor radio
has brought entertainment and in-
formation into nearly every village
and farm home throughout the world.
More than any other high-tech de-
vice it has brought together people of
isolated cultures into the day-to-day
life of the global community. With
these two technologies, nearly every-
one now has access to information
quickly and inexpensively.

In fact, photocopy is a relatively
expensive reproduction method but
it allows text and graphics to be
duplicated about as quickly as they
can be placed on the original page.
This is high-tech that is easily audi-
ence oriented. An extension agent
can prepare simple instructions fora
farmers’ meeting that are adapted to
the precise needs of the audience.
No mechanical skills are needed to
put the words and sketches to paper.
And, by replacing the paper supply
with a transparency, the extension
agent can produce a visual aid.

I have not seen many photocopy
machines in local extension offices
in third world countries; there aren'
many in their district offices. Yet this
is a tool with the potential to be a
technology transfer medium to bridge
the gap from researcher to farmer,
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not merely from researcher to exten-
sionist. There are constraints, of
course. The equipment must be
imported into most developing coun-
tries; that takes foreign exchange.
Electricity is a requirement, as is a
paper supply. And there is always
the problem of what to do when the
machine breaks down because of
heat, humidity, rust, or careless
operation. These difficulties can be
overcome. So, I suggest that the
photocopier is one of our most un-
derused technology-transfer tools.

Microcomputers are now widely
used in the developing countries. I
have been amazed at the speed with
which this adoption has taken place.
When 1 went to Bangladesh, there
were two small computers in the
analytical section of one of the agri-
cultural research institutes. By the
time I completed my assignment three
years later, computers had spread
throughout the system. While they
suffer from the same constraints as
photocopiers—and a few more— they
have been quickly accepted.

Some of us on the Bangladesh
team predicted that computers would
have a hard time gaining a niche
within that society. We thought the
new technology would be seen as
taking jobs away from vast numbers
of low-paid clerical workers; sabo-
tage might put the new machines out
of commission and thus preserve
those jobs.

That did not happen, at least to
my knowledge. Instead, a new class
of the computer skilled was created:
young men and women - for women
saw this as an opportunity to break
through the barriers of the tradi-
tional male society - with some edu-
cation who were bright enough to
pick up the skills required. They
protected new equipment because it

was their doorway to opportunity.
Very quickly they became important
members of the research system.

Computer technology imposes
the values of the Western world.
Computer systems are impersonal
and are based on our logic, which is
not universally understood or ac-
cepted. Most software programs are
stillavailable only in English or other
European languages, which limits
their usefulness in providing infor-
mation to farmers and extensionists
in most developing countries.

They have removed much of the
drudgery fromall kinds of recordkeep-
ing and analytical tasks. Imagine
the impact this is having in societies
where information has always been
in short supply, a commodity to be
hoarded for personal gain and spent
only sparingly. In Bangladesh, for
the first time, the managers of re-
search centers can accurately deter-
mine the number of people employed
in their organizations, what they do,
how much they are paid, and what
qualifications they have for the jobs
they hold. Now managers can make
informed decisions about the hu-
man resource requirements of their
centers. Thisis creating a whole new
conceptofaccountability in a society
where accountability has not been
highly regarded, ifonly because there
was no way to do it.

Microcomputers are the most-
often-cited examples of application
of high-tech to agricultural develop-
ment. A copier can only copy, but a
computer can be used for writing,
filing, calculating, designing, and
zillions of other tasks. However, they
are an elitist tool. You'll not find
them in the local agents’ offices in
Bangladesh or Indonesia or Niger.
They are helping research and ex-
tension administrators to better
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manage their agencies, but the farm-
ers in the villages can well ask how
microcomputers are helping them
produce more and better food and
fiber for their families.

Video is yet another exciting
electronic tool. It has great potential
in training and other forms of tech-
nology transfer. Unfortunately, it
has the same constraints as other
electronic gadgets, plus some of its
own. Opportunities are beginning to
unfold, however, especially with video
cassette technology. VCRs can be
taken to the villages where the farmer-
viewers can see examples of the new
technologies that apply to their con-
ditions. Videos are good for demon-
strating how to do something, but
they still require a person to be on
site to support and reinforce the
messages.

Not too long ago, donor agencies
and national programs were invest-
ing major amounts to place movie
and slide projectors in all the vil-
lages. How is VCR technology differ-
ent than 16 mm movies and slides?
There is still an expensive and sensi-
tiveinstrument that requires electric
power, a trained operator, and a
steady supply of materials fromoutside
the community to provide the mes-
sages. Nevertheless, video seems to
have a future in agricultural devel-
opment in the third world.

How long will it be before a land-
less farmer in Bangladesh will ex-
periment with a new rice technology
by following step-by-step instruc-
tions on a hand-sized walkman VCR?

Another piece of high-tech is going
to have a major impact on informa-
tion dissemination in developing
countries: CD (compact disk) ROM
technology. Major publishers are
issuing important reference works
on CDs. The new edition of the
Oxford English Dictionary—all 12

volumes—is available on CD. It's
expensive, of course, but not much
more so than the printed work, and
it has the great advantage of being
easily transportable, accessible, and
revisable. I expect this technology to
be accepted rapidly by the research
systems in developing countries.
Several agencies, notably Canada’s
International Development Research
Centre and Britain’s CAB Interna-
tional, are taking world-wide leader-
ship.

One of the greatest restraints to
establishing a research institution
in a developing country is acquiring
and maintaining the books and jour-
nals that are needed to service the
scientists. 1 think there is no more
difficult job in a third-world research
center than that of librarian. Publi-
cations are expensive, and buying
them usually requires hard curren-
cies. Books and journals are time-
consuming to prepare, and they are
heavy, costly, and slow to transport.
In Bangladesh, agricultural libraries
commonly lost 40% of acquisitions
in shipping.

CDs can overcome many of these
problems. Production can go faster
than printing. Certainly shipping is
cheaper and quicker; there are fewer
customs formalities for small enve-
lopes than for bulky boxes of books.
And CDs are easier to update. The
players can be attached to micro-
computers, which makes the tech-
nology economical to adopt. CDs
should speed up the agricultural
research process and can improve
the accuracy of the new research
findings. It is a tremendous way to
move information into developing
countries. However, while CDs can
be valuable for researchers, there is
still the dilemma of how to move this
current information to the farmers.

There are lessons to be learned-
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or relearned—from our experiences
with this latest cycle of communica-
tion technology. These are some I
believe are important; the order in
which they are arranged is not sig-
nificant.

The control of information is im-
portant in any society; it is critical
in a nondemocratic society. Re-
cent developments in Eastern
Europe, China and the Philip-
pines surely demonstrate this
point. The control of the ma-
chines that facilitate dissemina-
tion of information is an impor-
tant issue. The greater potential
a medium has for reaching large
numbers of people the more likely
itis to be subject to control, proba-
bly by the authorities in power.
This control tends to be personal
rather than institutional in devel-
oping countries. An agreement
made by the previous minister of
agriculture or director of exten-
sion probably is not binding on a
successor. As few developing
countries are democracies (at least
by our definition), the officials are
responsive to their political men-
tors rather than to the people.
Little value is given to public opin-
ion in these countries because
the power rests in the military
and anestablishment group. Those
in control may well have a view of
agricultural information that is
muchdifferent than what we deem
to be in the best interests of their
people.

Inourrush toadopt the high-tech
machines, we often overlook the
tried-and-true media. In most
developing countries, radio is the
only mass medium that can effec-
tively reach the farmers.

By introducing computers and
related technology to developing
countries, we have contributed to

creating a new elite social group.
As in our own country, too often
these new technicians know how
torun the machinery but not how
to create and manage the infor-
mation to putinto those machines.
And unfortunately those who
receive the output of these ma-
chines are frequently more im-
pressed by the style of the prod-
uct than its content. Communi-
cation must be firmly set in the
basics. A pencil in hand does not
make one a writer, nor does a
Macintosh on the desk make one
a designer.

In developing countries, those in
charge may not want change. They
may not understand the advan-
tages, forexample, of the improved
availability of accurate and timely
agricultural information. Such
an improved capability may be a
threat to those currently in charge.
The idea may have been tried by
the expatriate technician who was
there last year and it didn't work.
There is a wisdom within the
traditional societies that is diffi-
cult for outsiders to fully under-
stand. We must therefore respect
the small farmers of countries
like Nepal, Sudan, India, and China
— their families have been agri-
cultural producers for centuries.
While their quality of life may be
poor by our standards, they have
been successful; that is, they have
survived. We must be careful
when we ask them to risk their
lives to try our high-tech ideas.
We owe the same respect to our
fellow communicators. Our task
is to help them do better within
the context of the needs and cul-
ture of their people.

It is comparatively easy to create
and maintain an effective agricul-
tural research system in a devel-
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oping country, but it is extremely
difficult to achieve the same level
of success with technology trans-
fer. Research is done under
controlled conditions and involves
a few well-educated, disciplined
people. Technology transfer re-
quires many people spread
throughout the countryside whose
health and security are often at
risk. Their incentives are poor
and satisfactions few. The gap
between the conditions of the
researcher and the extensionist
are symbolic of the flow of infor-
mation through the agricultural
system to the farmers. The nearer
the system gets to the farmer, the
more difficult is the task. And
high-tech does not seem to be
helping in bridging that gap. In
fact, there is good evidence that
the gap is expanding. The high-
tech tools of research are helping
bring that about. In most coun-
tries, scientists can come up with
new ideas and practices much
faster than these can be put into
practice by farmers.

The recent events in China offer
yet another example of high-tech
and how it is adopted by cultures of
the world. The student demonstra-
tions and military reprisals occurred
in Beijing and Shanghai, but you
and I experienced them “live and in
color” inour living rooms. We shared
the experience of those students ina
very personal way, but within the
context of our own culture.

One of the baffling aspects of the
television news reporting from Bei-
jing and Shanghai was that the
Chinese government allowed it to
continue for such a long time. Those
reports were so much like the open
coverage of demonstrations and dis-
asters in our own country that we

began to think of China as a repre-
sentative democracy. We were jolted
back to the reality of that military
dictatorship when the satellite con-
nections were broken. The govern-
ment authorities had been in control
all along.

How much was high-tech com-
munication responsible for the suc-
cess of the student movement in
China? Like my fellow Arkansan
wanting to burn the American flag,
had the students been egged on in
the knowledge that they could use
the international news media to by-
pass the normal chain of authority in
their country?

Many of those students have
earned degrees from American uni-
versities. No longer are they and
their colleagues poorly educated and
ill informed. These students have
experienced the power of the elec-
tronic media to influence events.

Again, the high-tech was elitist.
You and I knew more about the
events in Beijing than the farmers
and workers throughout most of
China. And so we are back where we
began; the challenge is to get the
information to the people, and we
have much yet to do.
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