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ABSTRACT
Recent trends in research on information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) for rural 
development primarily focus on the role of cell 
phones as key enablers for sharing agricultural 
information in poor and marginalised areas of Africa. 
This paper argues for the need to move away from a 
device-centric perspective, concentrating instead 
on communication flows among and across rural 
communities. Within this framework, video and 
participatory video are promising ways to share 
personal accounts of farmer innovations that may 
not otherwise be captured by traditional extension 
networks. While participatory communication, and 
video in particular, has a long history in agricultural 
development, it is becoming increasingly relevant in 
the context of the availability of low-cost and 

portable ICT devices. The paper reflects on an 
ongoing project in participatory action-research 
facilitated by the author in collaboration with 
Biovision’s Farmer Communication Programme. 
The project provides a network of community-
based information officers in Katumani, eastern 
Kenya, with skills to capture, edit and disseminate 
farmers’ innovations and perspectives using 
camcorders. In contrast to other similar projects, it 
aims to make information officers autonomous in 
creating new flows of communication within and 
beyond the rural areas in which they work, paying 
special attention to the use of local languages and 
locally relevant themes. The paper shares findings 
from the first phase of the initiative, as well as 
technical recommendations and lessons learned 
so far.
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INTRODUCTION AND OBJECTIVES
Information and communication technologies 
(ICTs) are playing an important role in shaping the 
redesign of agricultural extension initiatives 
(Richardson, 2006; Ballantyne, 2007; Munyua, 
2007; Donner, 2009; Gandhi et al., 2009). Since 
2007, multiple debates have focused particularly 
on the use of cell phones in agricultural extension 
(Aker, 2010). While there is no doubt that mobile 
devices can play a role in rural development 
(Beardon, 2009), and that these offer potential 
(Cranston, 2009), other critical questions deserve 
attention. What is the relationship between 
programmes more heavily relying on newer ICTs 
and others blending efforts in communication, 
media and rural development (Cardey et al., 2004)? 
Just as importantly, do mobile devices generate a 
more inclusive approach for the emergence of 
previously unheard farmers’ voices (Grimshaw and 
Gudza, 2010)? How can ICTs contribute to the 
expanding trend of farmer-led extension systems 
(Scarborough et al., 1997)?

This paper aims to contribute to such debates 
by presenting the initial results of an ongoing 
research project exploring the role of 
contemporary ICTs in the production and 
distribution of video by Katoloni Mission, a 
community-based organisation (CBO) working in 
farmer-led extension practices within the wider 
Farmer Communication Programme set up in 
Kenya by Biovision. In reaction to the prevailing 

focus on cell phones as the ultimate ICT tools in 
agricultural development, the project uses other 
mobile devices: portable and pocket-sized video 
cameras which can produce high-quality videos 
similar to those achieved with more expensive 
smartphones that are generally not available to 
farmers. The main focus is, however, on the 
production of video content, and not on a specific 
device. Given the ongoing nature of the research, 
the paper primarily reports on the methodology 
used and the technical details of the 
implementation, while reflecting on the wider 
potential use of the tools and the implications for 
extension programmes in East Africa and beyond.

MATERIALS, METHODS AND DATA SOURCES
The project was inspired by the results of an 
evaluation of the Infonet-Biovision programme 
conducted by the author in autumn 2010 (Vallauri, 
2011). During that study, a wide range of 
information officers and farmer groups involved in 
the initiative expressed an interest in using visual 
communication in their work to complement the 
existing ICT content available to them. Infonet-
Biovision is part of the Farmer Communication 
Programme set up by the Swiss Foundation 
Biovision at the International Centre of Insect 
Physiology and Ecology (icipe) in Nairobi, Kenya. 
The programme focuses on the promotion of 
organic and low-input sustainable farming 
practices, through content production and 

dissemination. In terms of content production, they 
have created Infonet (http://www.infonet-biovision.
org), a database of scientifically validated and 
locally relevant information resources on 
agriculture, livestock and human health, written in 
basic English and featuring a wide selection of 
photographic material. The platform is accessible 
on-line as well as via CD-ROMs, which can be 
requested from the Infonet headquarters. Another 
programme team produces The Organic Farmer, a 
monthly magazine in English, distributed in print 
directly to farmers’ groups across Kenya, and 
‘Kilimo Hay’, a radio show in Kiswahili broadcast by 
the Kiswahili channel of Kenya public radio (KBC). 
Both can be downloaded from the internet  
(http://www.organicfarmermagazine.org). In order 
to disseminate information to farmers and to inspire 
them to adopt ecological and sustainable 
agriculture and livestock management methods 
and technologies, Infonet established a network of 
18 community-based information and extension 
officers across Kenya’s Western, Central, Eastern 
and Coast Provinces at the beginning of 2010. 
They were provided with an XO laptop from the 
One Laptop Per Child (OLPC) Foundation  
(http://laptop.org) loaded with all the text, 
photographic and audio content produced by  
the programme.

The group of Infonet information officers 
working in Katumani, Machakos District was 
among the most vocal in suggesting the 

http://www.infonet-biovision.org
http://www.infonet-biovision.org
http://www.organicfarmermagazine.org
http://laptop.org
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introduction of video. It was chosen for three key 
reasons. First, the team is composed of four part-
time information officers from the surrounding 
community: this creates a collaborative and 
supportive environment. Second, they work for  
Katoloni Mission, a fast-growing local CBO, 
boasting about 180 farmer groups as members. 
As such, the agents are embedded in the local 
community, and their role is officially recognised by 
the groups they serve. Last, there is a farmer 
information centre, managed by an expert 
instructor, which is hosted within the Katumani 
research station of the Kenya Agricultural Research 
Institute (KARI). This provides opportunities for 
‘cross-fertilisation’ between researchers and 
information officers, as well as the indirect 
legitimisation of the centre as a reputable source of 
agricultural information. All officers involved with 
the programme received basic ICT training to use 
the laptop. 

The project was designed by the researcher, 
then validated by the team at Katoloni CBO and 
implemented as a participatory action-research 
project. The researcher shared his skills in video 
filming and editing and provided advice and 
reflections on strategic collaborations and technical 
opportunities for publishing and distributing the 
videos. He served as facilitator of the process, 
without taking any editorial decisions on the 
content, the communities to be featured or the 
information and stories to be filmed and shared. In 

exchange, the proximity of information officers to 
the team provided the researcher with the 
opportunity to learn more about the reactions of 
farmers’ groups to audio-visual content.

Costs were minimised by building on existing 
ICT hardware fitted with free and open-source 
software for video editing. The farmer information 
centre was equipped with two desktop computers 
with sufficient processing power and hard disk 
space for video editing. The RAM was upgraded to 
2 GB and Ubuntu Linux was installed as the default 
operating system. Ubuntu was chosen for two 
reasons: it was the most widely adopted version of 
Linux in Kenya, and was already installed on the 
laptops available to information officers, which 
were however not powerful enough for video 
editing. The choice to install an open-source 
operating system was motivated by the availability 
of a wider range of free video-editing tools 
compared to alternative proprietary operating 
systems. The software chosen for video editing 
was OpenShot (http://www.openshot.org), because 
of its rather user-friendly interface and the range of 
effects, transition and overall functionalities.

The information officers were provided with 
portable, compact video cameras which were 
available at very affordable prices. Given the 
experimental nature of the project, two models of 
cameras were bought and tested: two units each 
of Sony DSCW570 and Kodak ZX5. The Sony 
camera was chosen because it is distributed 

officially in Kenya and, therefore, covered by local 
warranty. The Kodak camera, although imported, 
was chosen because of its advertised resistance to 
water, dust and shocks, all desirable qualities when 
working in rural environments. At the time of 
procurement, the price paid for the four cameras 
was US$670.

The first phase of the project lasted 8 weeks 
(July–August 2011). After completion of the 
logistical preparations, including upgrading of the 
computers and software installation, the second 
week was dedicated to the core training of the 
information officers in basic video shooting, 
transfer of clips to computer and initial tips for video 
editing. Ten people participated in the initial 
training, five women and five men: the four 
information officers, the chairwoman of the 
organisation, the manager of the farmers’ 
information centre, and four additional volunteers 
who were considering joining the programme in 
the near future. Much of the initial focus was on 
managing composition, light and sound, while 
learning how to use the video cameras. Further 
steps included an introduction to script-writing and 
narration using video, and the creation of a flexible 
timeline while editing. Priority was given to 
collective learning-by-doing, rather than teaching: 
information officers worked in pairs and in small 
groups, learning each new feature and the 
challenge of creating their own videos, under the 
supervision and facilitation of the researcher. After 

http://www.openshot.org
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the training, the four information officers were given 
one camera each, and began to develop individual 
and joint projects. Subsequent video-editing 
sessions were held weekly for the following six 
weeks, guiding information officers through 
mastering more complex features, such as adding 
extra audio tracks and visual transitions, 
comparing their videos with others produced in 
Kenya, and acquiring additional ICT skills (e.g., 
exporting videos for viewing on their laptops, 
creating basic DVD menus and burning the final 
disks). Concurrently, the researcher visited farmer 
group members of the CBO and learned more 
about their extension needs and challenges 
through interviews, focus groups and 
questionnaires, often using screening sessions to 
validate the videos produced and provide 
information officers with emerging feedback for 
further productions. By the end of the period, each 
of the information officers had produced at least 
five videos, and the group had chosen the best 
videos for inclusion on a DVD ready for duplication.

The impact of the initial work will be evaluated in a 
second phase of the project, planned for February–
March 2012, to assess and further reflect on the 
applicability of the model for out-scaling to other 
locations or use in organisational environments.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The initial results touch upon two separate but 
complementary aspects: participatory media 

development, and its role within existing networks 
for promoting farmer-led extension. The 
introduction of video equipment initially generated 
a wave of excitement among the information 
officers. Officers were enthusiastic about learning, 
and literally could not wait to begin filming their 
communities and the agricultural issues meaningful 
to them. Part of the reason was the established 
relationships within the group of learners, and their 
original desire to add video to the range of 
extension options. Despite the difficulties 
encountered in mastering even relatively simple 
editing skills, their level of participation remained 
high, volunteering to spend much more time than 
originally agreed learning to make videos, despite 
the lack of funding to pay out-of-pocket costs. An 
additional reason was the increased status 
achieved by officers in their communities. In the 
words of one of them, ‘farmers now look at us as 
important people, now that we have the camera’ 
(pers. comm.).

Information officers were free to choose the 
topics and language to be used in producing their 
videos. They chose to make videos in their local 
language, Kikamba. This was a popular decision 
with all the communities. While the use of Kiswahili, 
the most widely spoken language in Kenya, could 
have resulted in further use of the videos (where 
appropriate) by other Infonet agents in other 
regions of the country, the information officers 
preferred to work in Kikamba. The prevalence of 

this language in the Machakos area, and its 
increased efficacy in attracting farmers’ interest, 
dominated the choice. One information officer 
commented, ‘Let’s start with Kikamba, it will be 
easier for our farmers to start following. We might 
consider Kiswahili at a later stage, when farmers 
are already used to our videos’ (pers. comm.). This 
reflects the current lack of other comparable 
content in Kikamba. The social connections 
between information officers and the targeted 
communities and the fact that videos come from a 
reputable source, Katoloni CBO, featuring the 
information officers as narrators and interviewers, 
enhance the credibility of the content provided and 
therefore farmers’ attention.

The focus on existing community linkages and 
on the geographical relevance of the videos 
produced is essential: communities are very 
interested in local story-telling, particularly to learn 
more about other groups within their area. Even 
when screening videos with a clear agricultural 
message, the range of comments and reactions 
from farmers suggested a much more nuanced 
thinking. Comparisons about living conditions, 
poverty and customs within communities in the 
same agro-ecological zone went beyond the 
agricultural issues highlighted. Local sharing of 
indigenous knowledge mixed with remarks about 
specific challenges were very common in the 
videos produced. Farmers appreciated the ability 
to learn from the experience of groups based 
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within their district because of the prohibitive cost 
for groups to organise exchange visits for mutual 
learning.

One of the original objectives of the project was 
the adoption of video for capturing and sharing 
farmer-led innovations. During the first phase, it 
became evident that information officers and the 
researcher had a very different concept of 
innovation. The original expectation was to portray 
innovative practices developed or adopted by 
farmers or farmers’ groups, to provide more 
visibility and inspiration to others in nearby 
communities. Instead, information officers became 
more interested in using video to document as 
many of the groups they worked with as possible. 
Farmers acting as information officers were 
reluctant to summarise community experiences in 
simple innovations, partly because of the desire of 
all farmers’ groups in their network to be featured 
on video (both for their own record and to show 
others). This could also be seen as a result of the 
vision of Katoloni CBO: to foster the development 
of its members by promoting a competitive 
environment across groups. With this perspective, 
the focus was not necessarily on a specific 
innovation, but on the success of a certain group, 
whether in mango grafting, water-harvesting or 
successful prevention of chicken diseases. 
Ultimately, videos collecting stories of even 
marginally successful groups were seen as 
inspiration for other members of the CBO, who 

gained further confidence to test some of the tips 
shared, as they attempted to become worthy 
subjects of future video productions. This model 
might be worth further investigation, revisiting the 
role and meaning of innovation in rural contexts.

The combination of hardware and software 
chosen for the programme proved to be 
satisfactory overall, but required more adjusting 
than originally foreseen. The greater flexibility of 
open-source solutions, such as the ones adopted, 
had an undeniable disadvantage: it required 
personalisation and accurate local set-up. While 
this element did not directly affect the experience 
information officers had with video editing, it 
required substantial attention, learning and 
documentation by the researcher, particularly given 
the limited availability of  internet bandwidth to 
download additional software packages. Future 
implementation could benefit from the current 
experimentation, if the information officers have 
adequate ICT skills to take advantage of them. 
Typical infrastructural deficiencies, such as 
extended electricity cuts, slowed operations on a 
number of occasions, suggesting that laptops with 
adequate battery life would be preferred to 
desktop computers wherever possible. Adequate 
IT support in rural areas remains a critical issue 
undermining the potential of ICT for development 
(ICT4D) initiatives: an additional example of this is 
the number of  computers encountered during the 
period of field research lacking adequate software 

to play audio-visual content. Maintenance and 
correct hardware and software pairing remain 
essential – although often overlooked – tasks in 
ICT4D projects. Both video cameras proved 
adequate in terms of picture quality. While the Sony 
cameras suffered from limited battery 
performance, the videos taken with the Kodak 
cameras had to be converted into a different 
format before editing using the software provided. 
All the information officers experienced initial 
difficulty in achieving adequate sound quality 
during interviews and when recording in presence 
of moderate wind, due to the lack of external 
microphones. However, they came up with creative 
solutions to overcome this problem. 

CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND 
IMPLICATIONS
The first phase of field research that has been 
reported on in this paper cannot provide definitive 
findings about the establishment of new rural-to-
rural communication networks. The next and final 
phase planned for 2012 will explore in more detail 
issues of replicability and scalability. It will also 
examine the organic developments occurring 
after the initial training period, as well as the extent 
of the distribution of the produced videos among 
the local farming communities. However, some 
important trends have already emerged on the 
autonomous appropriation of new ICTs by 
information officers and the range of 
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opportunities, as well as the likely implications for 
extension services.

Informal interviews with farmers and radio 
producers held at the beginning of the programme 
had indicated that the use of video in agricultural 
development initiatives was still considered with 
scepticism, despite the sharp decrease in the cost of 
equipment. Aside from production costs, the most 
problematic element was the distribution of video 
content and its reach and efficiency compared with 
other tools. This initial phase of the research project 
provided a fresh perspective in two important areas. 
First, farmers’ access to television sets and DVD 
players is increasing, so distribution of video in such 
formats can reach wider audiences beyond the 
traditional visits by information officers. Second, 
farmers value content they can keep, play, pause and 
play again at their convenience, and share with their 
peers. Video, therefore, emerges as an additional 
platform, providing further flexibility in the 
dissemination of local practices, thus complementing 
the range of ways innovation can be shared. 

The focus on cell phones and on the internet as 
multipliers for disseminating content might be 
misleading. The current generation of cell phones 
owned by the vast majority of farmers is not 
suitable for either production or consumption of 
visual media content. Even the (relatively) low-cost 
smart-phones introduced on the Kenyan market in 
2011 are not suitable for  video production. 
Similarly, internet speeds across rural areas of 

Kenya are still low and inconsistent, suggesting the 
importance of alternative distribution networks 
based on the sharing of DVDs. The eagerness of 
farmers to purchase copies of the videos 
produced in their preferred local language – i.e., 
Kikamba – in DVD format at prices in the range of 
US$1.00–1.50 could cover distribution costs.

The production of locally relevant content, 
including targeting communities with videos in their 
local language, interests farmers who are willing to 
pay a reasonable fee to own a copy of the content. 
This may be linked to the general lack of 
comparable content, both off-line and on-line. The 
limited amount of local content is worth addressing 
in light of, and in preparation for, the growing 
consumption of mobile on-line media in Kenya, not 
sufficiently matched by the current offer of locally 
produced content (Souter, 2011).

Additionally, the importance of small-scale local 
media in portraying new voices should be 
emphasised, as it links directly with the existing social 
and trust networks. Farmers’ interest in video is not 
unconditional, but is linked to the sources producing 
and providing access to the video. While the focus on 
local stories and groups might be criticised at one 
level, this model builds primarily on the existing status 
and credibility associated with the CBO and 
specifically with the officers. As a result, a scaling-up 
of the initiative might not translate into the reuse and 
repackaging of most videos in a different context, but 
rather might mean the sharing of video-making skills 

with other clusters of information officers.
A unique element of this project was the focus 

on the communal learning among information 
officers, aimed at creating autonomous production 
units. This meant that information officers had the 
opportunity to become fully independent editorially, 
but they also used their video skills for goals that 
were different from the expected sharing of 
innovation. The interest expressed by some of the 
officers and the communities they worked with in 
using video to reach out more directly to possible 
customers, partners or donors adds new 
dimensions to the role of farmers and citizen-led 
media in creating new local and global direct 
channels for communication and support.

This flexible approach is not aimed only at CBOs 
and other not-for-profit organisations, it could also 
be applied to national extension agencies. In the 
context of Kenya, extension agents of the Ministry of 
Agriculture are generally not equipped with 
multimedia devices or IT equipment, neither do they 
have sufficient access to videos produced by the 
ministry. The adoption of autonomous practices for 
low-cost video production could adapt well to 
teams of extension agents working independently 
on the ground and could contribute to a much more 
rigorous visual mapping of challenges and local 
innovations than what is available at the moment. 
The application of low-cost video production for 
national extension agencies would be a compelling 
topic for future research.
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