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Background 

To a great extent Africa depends on the ability of rural farmers to produce most of the food that feeds the continent. Yet poor, isolated farmers do not have the agricultural information or training they need to increase production and productivity or efficiently manage their resources.  More than 75% of the estimated 150,000 agricultural extension staff that currently work in ministries of agriculture, private agencies and NGOs in sub-Saharan Africa do not possess university degrees. Most of them have not been exposed to the important human side of agriculture, including communication, rural sociology, problem-solving and critical thinking skills, and the capacity to work as a team. 

In 1991, Sasakawa Africa Association (a Japanese NGO registered in Switzerland) launched the Sasakawa Africa Fund for Extension Education (SAFE) programme to help bridge this gap by providing formal educational opportunities for male and female mid-career agricultural extension staff in selected African countries. The programme is being implemented in collaboration with selected Africa universities and colleges, ministries of agriculture and Winrock International Institute for Agricultural Development (a US-based NGO). 

Major objectives of the SAFE programme

· To enhance the knowledge and skills of both male and female mid-career extension staff to enable them engage with farmers and other end-users in participatory ways that communicate genuine respect and consideration for their local knowledge and experience.

· To reform agricultural extension curricula in agricultural colleges and universities in sub-Saharan Africa to make them more relevant and responsiveness to the changing needs of diverse extension clientele.

· To facilitate partnerships with various institutions and agencies that provide agricultural extension services to farmers, including agricultural colleges and universities, public and private agencies and NGOs.

Problems that the innovative SAFE programme is responding to

· Outdated agricultural extension curricula that are not responsive to the changing needs of the providers and users of extension services, including the private sector.

· Inadequate off-campus, farmer/client-focused practical training activities during the training of students enrolled in agricultural colleges and universities.

· Lack of appreciation for the experience of mid-career extension professionals in agricultural and rural development process.

· Lack of appreciation for mid-career extension professionals, especially certificate and diploma holders, as unexploited group of learners.

· Lack of appropriate training opportunities for mid-career extension staff.

· Lack of partnerships amongst agricultural colleges and universities and employers/users of their graduates.

Relevance of the SAFE programme

The innovative SAFE initiative is responding to societal needs in terms of meeting the critical needs of the unexploited potential of upgrading the knowledge and skills of male and female mid-career agricultural extension staff that work in the public and private extension services in sub-Saharan Africa.

Brief Description of the SAFE programme

· The SAFE programme is addressing the lack of responsive formal training opportunities for male and female mid-career agricultural extension staff. The first SAFE programme (a B.Sc. Agricultural Extension degree) was launched in 1991 at the University of Cape Coast (UCC) in Ghana. The programme was launched as a result of a request from the Ministry of Food and Agriculture (MOFA) in Ghana to UCC to design a demand-driven B.Sc. degree programme to upgrade the technical and human relation skills of its mid-career extension staff who possess diploma and certificate credentials.

· The programme stresses experiential learning – combination of theory, experience, critical reflection, and 5-8 month off-campus practical project that is referred to as the “Supervised Enterprise Project (SEP). The SEPs link farmers (other client groups), students, lecturers, employers and other stakeholders in identifying and solving real-life problems. Two examples of the SEPs are as follows:

One project focused on developing and providing farmers with a range of decision tools that they could use to select maize storage and marketing options that are most appropriate to their unique needs. These decision options are most significant for women farmers who must decide whether to sell immediately after harvesting or to sell later.  If a farmer decides to store, then the problems of pest infestation and crop losses become critical. A student used participatory approach to develop and test sets of decision tools with extension staff, farmers, traders and agro chemical sellers. The decision trees developed with farmers helped them to carry out an in-depth cost-benefit analysis and take specific decision to fit their unique needs.

Another project was aimed at empowering women farmers through the introduction of efficient methods of processing of soybean into dawadawa, a local spice commonly used in various sauces in Ghana. The aims were: to train rural farmers to process soybean into dawadawa as income-generating activity, to facility group formation for access to from bank credit, and to help them acquire the requisite entrepreneurial skills to manage their business, including basic record keeping. Through this project, the women were able, for the first time, to acquire bank loans for their projects to expand their project, grew their own soybean crops to ensure supply of the main input for processing, add value to soybean and provide additional income to the farmers and increase their confidence in themselves and what they are capable of doing.

· More than 30% of the training activities under the SAFE initiative is focused on practical activities, especially off-campus, experiential learning projects.

Evidence of impact of the SAFE programme

· Greater appreciation of the lecturers in the universities and agricultural colleges regarding the importance of extension education in training agricultural and rural development professionals.

· Better exposure of the lecturers and administrators to the training needs of diverse client groups (farmers, NGOs and other agencies). The majority of lecturers in the various academic departments are involved in the supervision of students’ 5-8 month off-campus Supervised Enterprise Projects (SEPs). During the SEPs supervision lecturers get the opportunity to travel throughout the various regions of the country and experience first-hand the complex and ever-changing conditions of the agricultural sector in the country. 

· Strengthened extension outreach programmes by the universities and colleges through the students’ off-campus Supervised Enterprise Projects (SEPs), thus bringing them more into the agricultural development process.  Student SEPs address the real problems of the farming communities in the various regions of the country in which SAFE programme is located.

· Increased involvement of other stakeholders, especially the private sector, including NGOs, in curriculum reviews and revisions and serving as guest speakers on specific current topics in agriculture and rural development. 

· From November 1993 to March 2003, a total of 430 students (26% females) had graduated with B.Sc. degree in Agricultural Extension in participating SAFE training institutions (including 136 from Alemaya University in Ethiopia, 46 in Makerere University in Uganda, 44 in Sokoine University of Agriculture in Tanzania, and 204 from University of Cape Coast in Ghana), while 97 students (34% females) had graduated with Diploma in Agricultural Extension from Kwadaso Agricultural College in Ghana. These graduates are currently working with ministries of agriculture, NGOs and bilateral agencies in their respective countries.

· Several SAFE programmes have been launched in different countries since the pilot programme was launched in 1993 at UCC in Ghana as mentioned above. These include Alemaya University in Ethiopia which was launched in1996, Makerere University in Uganda in 1997, Sokoine University of Agriculture in Tanzania in 1998, Kwadaso Agricultural College in Ghana in 1999, Rural Polytechnic Institute for Training and Applied Research in Mali in 2002, and Ahmadu Bello University in Nigeria in 2003. Universities in Benin, Burkina Faso, Malawi and other African countries are making plans to launch similar SAFE programmes.
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