Making E-Agriculture Work through Public Private Partnership in Asia
Summary Week II discussion: March 17-21, 2008

Week II’s discussion focused on cases of successful public-private partnerships in e-agriculture. This could be specifically on e-agriculture, but it could also be an e-agriculture component of a larger project. The aim was to identify and study cases which could be used as learning tools for practitioners and policy makers.

Case 1: IRRI Rice Knowledge Bank (RKB), the Philippines
IRRI’s RKB practice is in varying stages of in-country development in Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, the Philippines, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Nepal and Sri Lanka. The RKB concept is about producing reliable and robust information which can go on private as well as public servers. The development takes time and considerable project support, but is deemed a worthwhile investment for the public sector and donors. 

In the Philippines, a vegetables seed company wanted to take information from RKB to provide rice integrated pest management (IPM) information. The company uses RKB information, publishes it and sells at a small cost to its extension and farmer community. IRRI follows the Creative Commons agreement: use and share the content with proper acknowledgement of the source generally for non-commercial purpose and with specific permission for commercial purpose as well. IRRI acknowledges that through various delivery channels, as the seed company and its extension, the material it produces reaches intended beneficiaries such as farmers and extension persons who may not otherwise access the information. Both IRRI and the vegetables seed company were satisfied with the agreement. 

Case 2: e-Haat Bazaar, Nepal
An example of business-to-business (B2B) e-commerce, the Nepali e-Haat Bazaar (www.b2b.com.np) is a joint initiative of the Rural Urban Partnership Programme (RUPP) of the Ministry of Local Development and UNDP, High Level Commission for Information Technology of the Government of Nepal and the Agro Enterprise Center (AEC) and the Federation of Nepalese Chamber of Commerce and Industries (FNCCI), an apex body of the Nepali private sector. e-Haat Bazaar is a portal which promotes market linkages and enables Nepali growers and producers to explore opportunities within and beyond Nepal. The initiative is linked to www.agripricenepal.com, a website which provides daily agriculture market price information to farmers, traders and the wider business community. Agripricenepal.com is an initiative of RUPP with AEC and FNCCI and is coordinated with the Market Development Division (MDD) of Department of Agriculture of Government of Nepal’s Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives. 

The portal provides market prices and relevant information from 11 major markets from around the country and more than 100 agriculture produce are profiled. Information on this initiative is limited, but some lessons published on the RUPP website include: the initiative gave positive exposure to local entrepreneurs and municipalities and village development committees to the potential of ICTs; digitally supported B2B business models can be customized to suit small and micro-entrepreneurs; capacity gap of local institutions and the novelty of the e-Business as a concept result in slow uptake of the initiative. 

Case 3: Farmers’ Home, China
In Lanxi, China there is a community information center called the “Farmers’ Home” run by government entities (the local agriculture, forestry and fisheries conservation bureaus) with private sector involvement while small is an integral part of the success of the center. Farmers’ Home provides a “one-stop shop” where the community can obtain agriculture related information and extension services from trusted sources, real-time market prices, and learn about new farming input products and purchase input products to which they would not otherwise have access.

Lessons from farmers home include:
• It’s a win-win situation because it enables the private sector to promote its products and the public sector to recoup some costs of running the center and provide the community with information and products.
• The onsite presence of government staff and their access to digital information (e.g. China Agricultural Information Network) result in content that is considered both timely and of good quality by the community.
• Awareness is actively promoted both by various forms of communication (Internet, local newspaper, etc.) as well as the strategic placement of the center itself.

This is one of several models of successful e-agriculture found in China. Its PPP component is somewhat unique, but undoubtedly there are others to be shared. A summary of the model can be found at http://www.fao.org//docs/eims/upload/192792/Lanxi%20Farmers%20Home.pdf. The original full study is available at http://www.fao.org/docrep/007/ad504e/ad504e00.htm. The study makes up part of a larger group of work ongoing by FAO and its partners to bridge the rural digital divide. There is a website dedicated to this work at http://www.fao.org/rdd.

Case 4: www.ruralinfobd.com, Bangladesh
WIN Inc, a private sector firm specializing in content and information service development, is working with Grameen Phone Community Information Centers (CIC) to develop appropriate information and advisory services rural farmers in Bangladesh. With initial assistance from a development project, WIN has successfully developed information for the CICs in native language, Bangla. Frarmers avail information from the CICs where the center operators consult www.ruralinfobd.com for appropriate information and advisory services. For additional queries, WIN provides solution through email or mobile phone to the centers. WIN has a contract with Grameen Phone which requires them to regularly update the content. WIN employs the services of a panel of government and private sectors experts that validates and authenticates the information. WIN and Grameen Phone make public information on agriculture available to the wider communities where the centers charge for the cost of access. The 550-plus CICs (www.gpcic.org) are franchises of Grameen Phone and each center is owned by a local entrepreneur. This is an example of how private sector can efficiently distribute information hitherto confined to public domain. Low awareness among the farmers, reliability of the information and developing real-time, market price information service are some of the challenges WIN is facing. 

Case 5: www.gotoknow.org, Thailand
Gotoknow.org is Thailand’s biggest online knowledge sharing platform and a web blog community of around 30,000 active members. A good number of the bloggers are agricultural professionals and IT savvy farmers. Agricultural knowledge sharing are also in various stages such as experimentation of farming technique using blog as journal and peer review mechanism, policy discussion over sustainable agriculture, basic agricultural knowledge sharing and much more. The members consist of multi-disciplinary groups from agricultural experts, farmers, health professionals as well as academia. There are cases of farmers finding experts and vice versa in order to engage in intensive knowledge sharing and, more important, the case of local farmers acquiring scientific information from academician and significantly improving their agriculture methods in the Northeast of Thailand. Gotoknow.org is supported by various groups such as UsableLabs, Knowledge Management Institute of Thailand, TRN Institute and INET (representing public, civil society, academia and private sectors). Key learning from the case of gotoknow.org includes:
• Facilitating bottom-up knowledge sharing. The site allows users to blog themselves on the topics they are interested without major structure (such as in online forum technology). Users use tags (“folksonomy”) rather than structured taxonomy in categorizing their content, 
• Fostering virtual community leaders to bring more and more people to share knowledge. The site promotes quality bloggers who share experience, builds their sense of community leadership, thus, providing them incentive to bring more individuals into the virtual network. 
• Encouraging decentralized interconnection among members. Members are encouraged to get to know, communicate and interact among themselves without intervention or permission from the site owner in order to maximize interconnection of people with shared interest which results in a stronger virtual community and partnerships among members. 
• Diversifying membership. Members are from many professions rather than only agriculture or knowledge management professionals allowing for multi-perspective agricultural knowledge sharing.

Conclusion
The case studies show that for PPP in e-agriculture to be successful there has to be a win-win for all involved; the service must be localized (language, delivery mode etc.) and accessible for the intended beneficiaries; information in public domain can be delivered through private channels; awareness issue should be dealt with in context specific manner; and authenticity, timeliness and quality of information is essential.
