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How do people use their cell phones?    – Primary use is social but the evidence is that farmers and SME agribusiness are increasingly using their cell phones for business.   What we are learning is that they use the phone to build a network of contacts – who they use to provide answers and information when they need it.    What the studies shows is that it does take a period of time for new users to learn how to use the cell phone as a tool – about 2 years, and the younger you are the quicker you learn.   



Good evidence that telephones help
• Peru: Rural access to  public telephones raises incomes 

for farmers 13% & Non-Farm Rural businesses 32%

• Filipino farmers used cell phones to improve income and 
build trust with trading partners little benefit for 
subsistence farmers, commercial farmers benefited with 
consumption of 11–17 %

• In Morocco, cell phones changed farmers’ cropping mix 
and marketing methods. Changed farmers’ behavior 
spoke directly with wholesalers, switching 
markets, coordinated with local truckers , more market 
oriented, diversify into higher-value enterprises, 21 
percent increase in income 
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Presentation Notes
This module focuses on the use of ICT to support both in marketing of inputs and more especially in agricultural production.  The most important ICT tool in marketing is the mobile phone.   It is changing everything, and in ways we are still leaningAll the other applications – market prices services, SMS messages, hot lines, web sites – are either subservient or adjunct to the use of the cell phone.



How do people use their cell phones? – it takes about 2 
years, quicker & better for younger users  
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Malaysian Commercial Farmers & Small Agribusinesses:  
the relative importance of the use of cell phones on a 

scale of 1-4
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– Primary use is social but the evidence is that farmers and SME agribusiness are increasingly using their cell phones for business.   What we are learning is that they use the phone to build a network of contacts – who they use to provide answers and information when they need it.    What the studies shows is that it does take a period of time for new users to learn how to use the cell phone as a tool – about 2 years, and the younger you are the quicker you learn.   
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Rice Beijing
Rice Delhi
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Potato Dhaka
Potato  Beijing
Potato Delhi

Av 
87% Cell Phone Ownership 

by Farmers Rapidly 
Expanding – and now 

nearing saturation 
point

Av  
16 %

Farmers use their 
phone for farming 

purposes between 6 
– 22% of the 

time, to: contacts 
buyers, check prices  

& agree deals.  

More real time Mkt 
Rsch for potato than 

the Rice staple 
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A very recent study by IFPRI – looking at rice and potato marketing in India, Bangladesh, China and Vietnam – form the more major supply locations shows that about 80% of farmers now have cell phones, and when it comes to selling their products, and especially for private sales, will phone up multiple traders – to in effect carry out real time market research, establish prices and in many cases clinch the sales deal over the phone. Another study in Morocco showed that the phone radical changed how farmers did business, they tended to cut out local traders and find larger scale traders in the towns, better organize their own transport and, through direct contacts with the market, be encouraged into diversifying into the higher value crops.



Location, product, medium Farmer Trader Consumer

Peru, range of enterprises, public phones + 13%

India (West Bengal), potatoes, SMS + 19%

Philippines, range of crops, cell phones + 11-17%

India (Madhya Pradesh), soybeans, web-based e-
Choupal 

+ 1-5% (average: 
1.6%)

Sri Lanka, vegetables, SMS + 23.4%

India (Maharashtra), range of products, SMS No significant 
effect

Morocco, range of crops, cell phone + 21%

India (Kerala), fisheries, cell phones + 8% -4%

Uganda, range of crops, SMS and radio Bananas + 36% 
Beans + 16.5% 
Maize + 17% 
Coffee + 19%

Niger, grains, cell phones + 29% -3 to -4.5%

Ghana, traders, cell phones + 36%
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This table consolidates the findings of a number of different studies on the quantification of impacts of Information and Communication Technologies on farmers’ prices, trader margins and consumer prices.   The results vary.   But there is a building body of results that suggest that very often when farmers have access to price information they tend to receive better prices.     The effects are most apparent in the higher value products whose post harvest characteristics  give the seller a degree of freedom – examples would be onions, potatoes, legumes.  There is less effect on staples – sometimes because of Government buying and sometimes because the prices are already widely known and are not subject to much variation or change.   Market prices information has little influence the prices at a public auction, but more effect when a farmer is negotiating at his farm gate.   The results show that farmer prices can be lifted by 10-15%, but these improvements are not always the case.    In some cases the consumer prices has been shown to drop – but mostly the benefits of cell phones in marketing are accruing to the trader with the phone.    Overall what these studies show is that ICT is improving marketing efficiencies and is helping to take unnecessary costs out of the marketing chain.     This building body of knowledge suggests that;   ICT has the potential to take costs out of the marketing chain   and to improve competition in the value chains,  with ultimately scope to lower consumer prices and/or increase farmers’ prices.    



ICT Impact along the Supply Chain
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This slide shows all the potential points on the value chains that ICT can have a role – from long term enterprise planning, seeking out inputs, organizing logistics, market price information, receiving advise .     The key points are that the bulk of these effects are leveraged from the ordinary use of a  cell phone– more specialist  application are secondary. In terms of guidance to Governments , clearly the key potential is  to extend and democratize the cell phone network – examples might be – network extension,  amplifier at market places,  integrating fiber optics cables into new road constructions  etc.



The emergence of 
primary rural wholesale 
markets at specific well-

located weekly (haat) 
markets in Assam
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But at present we do not understand the nature and the scale of the effects, or understand how best to squeeze these benefits out to both end of the value chains, the producers and the urban consumers. We do have field examples of how cell phones are organizing logistics. In Assam – the emergence of Rural Wholesale Markets – at the right locations, driven by the nexus of increased production, here of vegetables, improved rural roads and the use of the cell phone for trucker traders to carry out real time market research.  The results has been the reduction in the multiple hand that produce flows through as the large scale trucker uses the market to fill 10 tonne trucks and deliver product direct to their customers.



The Bangladeshi community who solved their 
chicken marketing problems through cell phones
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Or in Bangladesh,  where women back yard poultry  producers, when enabled to do their own market research – in an 6 step Experiential  Marketing Training courses, found out that the prices  that they received for their chickens was less than half that of the  prices in the nearest major market.  They decided to contact the visiting trader (picker) and demand an explanation for paying so badly   – the trader explained that he had to cover all his costs of getting to and back from their village over the few chickens they could sell him, and he could not afford to pay the more.    How many chickens would he need to be able to buy to be able to pay sensible prices?  50 he replied.  They found that he has a cell phone – and now actively seek out sufficient chickens to sell from an extended group, and call him in when they have aggregated a sensible critical mass.  The prices have increased – and this in turn has incentivized the production of more chickens.  



Could there be open source software for local knowledge 
workers to organize improved efficiency/ lower costs in 

collection & delivery economics 

• Karaya Gum growers have a
dedicated system to record their 
inventory

• Inventory stocks are displayed on 
the exporter’s screen on a mobile 
GIS map.

• Exporters optimize their collection 
logistics and save money.

• Gum growers sell at higher prices 
directly to exporters paid cash on 
delivery — and increase their 
business income by 40% to 50%.



Farmers’ incomes are highly sensitive to market issues: 
prices, volume, and enterprise diversification 
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The second topic covers market information.  This covers both the short term information which impacts on farmers’ immediate selling decisions, but also includes market intelligence,  the longer term build up in knowledge of demand, opportunities and trader contacts which enables farmers to more finely tune their production to match the accelerating changes consumer demand and marketing channels.   Market price information has traditionally been thought of as the key area of ICT, and with specialized applications.    We have the Govt. trying to deliver this information.  But with very little evidence that it is working.  Typically in the 3 areas of activity – price collection, analyzing data and disseminating data.  They are seen to be weak in gathering the data – Very few incentives for a Govt. data collector to gather accurate info.   Especially when it entails getting up very early in the morning.Analysis is generally considered to be OKBut in dissemination they have been very weak – as an example AGMARK net in India.  At least $ 1 mn/year to operates, 500,000 hits on the web site – which analysis has shown to be young graduates  working for agribusinesses  so the Govt. India is subsidizing Agribusiness’ at cents 50 a time to gather process data.  Very little use by the farming sector.



Reuters Market Light- analysis showed no 
differences in the prices  in those who received the 

service & those who didn’t … BUT that’s not the 
whole story…….. 

Most product sold by public auction … yesterdays’ 
price unlikely to effect today's auction price,

 Those who sold directly to traders … got + 8-9% 
price  … in line with better informed ≈ stronger 
negotiation

Younger (less experienced) farmers did obtain 
higher prices (+6%) & were more likely to grade their 
product, …
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On the other side we have at least 3 private sector companies who have attempted to try and provide a paid for subscription service to farmers.  Reuters in India – Esokso/ Trade net – mainly in West Africa and Manobi – in Senegal.   None have yet made that business model work.   Maybe it is something about farmers being much more willing to pay for something with is guaranteed to save them costs, than in something which just might make them more profitable.And the research results aren’t always what you want.We commissioned Oxford University/ IFPRI to assess the impact of RML on 100 villages in Maharashtra – thru the sending out of local language SMS messages – with local weather forecast, technical info on specific crops and market prices. .  The 1st  qualitative results were v promising – 2/3 farmers said the service had lifted prices, 40% said it had changed the way they had farmed and 25% enabled them to access new Govt. services.   But….the quantitative analysis showed no differences in the prices  in those who had the service and those who hadn’t– the respondents had seen prices go up, and ascribed their increased farm gate process to RML – when it was an increase that was happening across the board. This lack of effect – was almost certainly due to the fact that in Maharashtra – the vast majority of product is sold at public auction.  And knowledge of yesterday’s auction price is not likely to have any effect on auction prices today.But when the researchers drilled deeper they did notice a difference between those that sold their product at the farm gate to visiting traders.  Here they did observe an increase in prices of 8-9% - presumably because of improved negotiation strength.And parallel to that the London Business School – have been looking at price integration and the impact of RML service.    They had a fortunate natural experiment – when for 11 days the Govt. of India banned all SMSs – worried that ending such messages could inflame a political situation.  But it gave the LBS a chance to see the differences with and without RML during that time.  What they observed was for higher value products with reasonable  shelf life – i.e. Thos crops where you have a degree of choice as to the tieming of sales e.g. onions, potatoes, beans,  that during those 11 days – when RML market info service was not operating, that the price integration between markets was significantly reduced.   For highly perishable crops, and non-perishable staples – no effect was observed.   This accords with my own observations that Market Info services appears to be most useful for those products where prices are relatively  opaque – unlike staples, and where the seller has a degree flexibility in when to sell. 



Market Intelligence
Facilitating 
longer term 
changes in 

farming 
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Let me just touch on one other area on market information – I conveniently distinguish between market info and market IQ.    Market info – is the info on supply/demand/prices that effect the buying and selling decisions of crops already produced.   Mostly it is done by real time Market research on the phone.  Market IQ is the longer term information which helps support producers’ decisions on what foods to produce – it facilitates diversification.    This is slower changing information – it can cover value chain studies, provide info on standards, packaging, quality, consumer preferences, market demand trends – but often the most important information – is the simplest – contacts - databases of buyers, inputs supplier, transporters etc.



Sourcing Inputs by phone
Govt.  Phone Usage Vodaphone Reuters Market Light

Seed Seed Weather forecasts

Fertilizer Prices Technical 
information

Plant protection Plant protection Input sources and/or 
production costs

Harvesting and 
marketing

Fertilizer Market information

Farm machinery Harvesting & 
marketing

Farm machinery



Lowering the price of sending SMS messages nearer to cost (i.e. less 
than US cent 0.02 @) & open source software for broadcasting SMS  -

public, private or PPP?

Price  in US $ of SMS

10 Cents

15 Cents

20 Cents

5 Cents
10 Cents

15 Cents
20 Cents



Result to look for –showing  the effects of ‘talking book’ 
extension changing productivity in a group of staples crops in 

Ghana
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The End 
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