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Summary:

As a part of USAID Feed the Future's Agriculture Extension Support Activity in Bangladesh, the Dhaka Asiana
Mission and CARE Bangladesh worked with local farmers, service providers, and private sector companies to
understand the most important changes the project could introduce to the system to increase farmer access to
services. By using a human centered design approach, piloting solutions on a small scale, and using data for regular
feedback across all of the stakeholders, the project has been able to introduce several innovations that will help
extension agents work more effectively and their client farmers be more productive. While the models are still in the
testing phases, we have already seen encouraging results from this CLA approach.

* 97% of stakeholders are satisfied with the design of the centers, and 93% say this model is effectively meeting
farmers' needs.

* Farmers, especially women farmers, say they have more access to extension agents than they did before the
service centers were constructed.

* Sub-Assistant Agricultural Officer (SAAOs) themselves feel more respected and valued in their jobs, and report
higher job satisfaction.

* 87% of farmers say that this model has improved the effectiveness of extension services. 63% of farmers say they
gained new skills as a result of the approach.

* Women SAAOs report feeling more effective at their jobs by having a safe space to work from.
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2. What is the general context in which the case takes place?

Bangladesh prepared the Perspective Plan of Bangladesh (2010-2021) to help meet its aim to become a
middle-income country by 2021. The plan included, among others, elimination of food deficiency and attaining
self-sufficiency in food production. This plan identified number of challenges towards achieving this goal: including
declining soil fertility, loss of land and water resources, stagnation of production under capture fisheries, and
nutritional and disease constraints in the production of livestock. The plan also highlighted increasing emphasis on
research and development to overcome these challenges. It further emphasized on the development of appropriate
technologies for non-rice crops, promotion the use of modern technologies with the help of ICT, attempting community
based seed production, storage and dissemination system to ensure quality seed at farmer’s level, reduction in "yield
gap" through reducing "information gap," and strengthening linkage among research, extension and farmers
community.

The proposed National Agricultural Extension Policy (NAEP, 2012) pointed out the need for Demand Responsive
Research-Extension-Farmer Linkage towards generation, adaptation and adoption of farm technologies. Under
current structures, the frontline system to link farmers to agricultural support is the SAAO, who serve 14,500 blocks
around the country. An SAAO serves an average of 4,500 farmers, with little infrastructure support. The high
caseload, the lack of a place to meet with farmers, the long distances SAAOs travel between farms over bad roads,
and difficulty accessing mobile technology all create challenges for the SAAOs. They also struggle with gender
barriers because women SAAOSs find it difficult to sit in male-dominated spaces like markets and transportation hubs,
and male SAAQs find it inappropriate or irrelevant to meet with women farmers.

The USAID Agricultural Extension Support Activity (AESA) Project, under a co-operative agreement between USAID
and Dhaka Ahsania Mission, with support from CARE Bangladesh and mPower, aims to enhance access to
agricultural extension services by smallholder farmers—both men and women. To achieve one of its objectives, to
demonstrate improved agricultural extension service delivery, the project established 129 Agricultural Extension
Service Centers (AESCSs) in four demonstration upazilas of Bangladesh. Those AESCs supposed to offer farmers the
option to seek out and receive extension services and agricultural information at their convenience from a known,
central location.

3. Why did you use a collaborating, learning, and adapting approach?

There are many stakeholders involved in the current agricultural extension system in Bangladesh, each with different
needs and abilities. Focusing on the needs of only one stakeholder was not going to solve the problem. Because the
problem ultimately is one that farmers, government agencies, and the private sector will need to embrace and scale in
order to reach sustainability, CLA was the perfect approach to bring actors together, generate criteria, and follow
through with information to determine a longer-term course of action.

A CLA approach allowed us to reach several different stakeholders, experiment with solutions, and check in regularly
on what was working or not. Some key factors that led to a CLA approach include:

* The need for better information on constraints that stakeholders faced;
* A desire for more data to evaluate if the new approach was working to address key constraints;
* A demand for more accountability to the implementation and quality of activities.



4. Describe how you used collaborating, learning, and adapting in this case.

External Collaboration: Using questionnaires, formal surveys, and informal conversations with field officers, the
project worked with stakeholders to understand their constraints in providing access to extension and in accessing
extension. A primary concern that SAAOs shared was the need for a designated office space. For women SAAOs,
this stemmed largely from safety concerns. It is not considered appropriate for women to sit alone in markets or
transportation hubs, which is what the SAAO structure often required, and women felt at risk of violence and
harassment there. For all SAAOSs, they also wanted a more formal structure where clients knew how to reach them
consistently, and they had the resources they needed to perform their jobs successfully. Farmers, on the other
hand, wanted more predictable ways to get in touch with SAAOS, better service and learning tools such as visual
aids, and that the SAAOs be more accessible (especially geographically). Finally, the Department of Agricultural
Extension (DAE) wanted to serve more farmers and have better ways to track activities in order to improve
agricultural production. All of this added up to the AESC, an office in the sub-district that was closer to farmers
served and provided the necessary tools and resources for SAAOs. SAAOSs also had facilities to keep better records
and in turn kept regular hours in the office. As the pilot progressed, the project continued to check in with key
stakeholders to examine results and see what was working.

Adaptive Management: Service centers were not an original part of the project design; they were an adaptation
based on listening to the needs that farmers and service providers expressed. The project built pilots based on
stakeholders' concerns to see if this solution feasibly addressed the challenges in a way that can be replicated at
scale. AESA also built M&E systems to compare the Service Center method to other extension models (notably
mobile apps and private sector service providers) so that the DAE can make informed decisions about how to scale.
The project worked closely with stakeholders to find out what was working and what wasn't, and continuously make
changes to the model as a result. The team encourages feedback from SAAOSs, farmers, and the DAE to decide
what models are working and how to move forward.

Continuous learning and improvement: The 129 pilot centers underwent a testing process after a year of operation.
The project interviewed 172 people spread across the stakeholder groups (farmers in the project, the DAE, and
non-project farmers). The evaluation team also visited the centers, and collected reports and data from the project's
M&E systems to see what was working and what wasn't. After synthesizing this information, the team shared the
report with the management structures, and is brainstorming how to adapt to address the biggest concern
stakeholders raised: how to make the model sustainable.

Internal Collaboration: Working across 4 different consortium partners, the AESA team brings together dashboards,
mobile data, surveys, and research data from stakeholders to make appropriate decisions about what to do next,
and how each member of the team can contribute to goals and meeting the needs of different actors in the system
(for example, the mobile team looks at how service center-based SAAOs are using the mobile data apps). Monthly
coordination meetings support this collaboration internally.

Relationships and networks: A key part of the project has been getting the DAE access to the project M&E system
so that they have the most up-to-date information about services, and what is working for extension in their areas.
In addition to seeing the success of the model, it allows them to aggregate information about what key challenges
most farmers are facing, and adjust their own planning accordingly.



5a. Organizational Impact: What impact, if any, has collaborating, learning, and adapting
had on your team, mission or organization?

The CLA approach has allowed the team to have a more user-centered design for extension, and to explore the most
effective ways to achieve their goal of getting high quality agriculture extension to the maximum number of farmers in
the target areas. It is allowing the team to generate evidence that will help them compare across different service
models and use that information for management decisions, advocacy, and future program design.

Working closely with the SAAOs and the DAE to design, implement, and test the intervention is also strengthening
the relationship between the project team and the government of Bangladesh. Ultimately, this will help with the scale
and sustainability of the program, since the government at all levels will be a critical player in scaling the most
effective solutions. Building their key stakeholders into the design and testing process has helped create buy-in for
the results, as well as help the team think about key concerns they will need to address moving forward. At the
moment, sustainability is the biggest concern that the farmers and SAAOs have, so continuing to experiment with
design and work jointly with participants at all levels will be key to success.

5b. Development Results: What impact, if any, has CLA had on your development outcomes?

It has also allowed the project to carry out its mission more effectively. Using the stakeholder feedback generated
the AESCs, which show key impacts for the stakeholders, especially farmers.

* 97% of stakeholders are satisfied with the design of the centers, and 93% say this model is effectively meeting
farmers' needs.

* Farmers, especially women farmers, say they have more access to extension agents than they did before the
service centers were constructed.

* SAAOs themselves feel more respected and valued in their jobs, and report higher job satisfaction.

* 87% of farmers say that this model has improved the effectiveness of extension services. 63% of farmers say they
gained new skills as a result of the approach.

* Women SAAOs report feeling more effective at their jobs by having a safe space to work from.

* Non-project farmers also report having higher access to extension through the Service Centers.



6. What factors affected the success or otherwise of your collaborating, learning
and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or barriers?

One of the key success factors was a project management team that was willing to pilot new ideas and focus on a
testing approach. Management buy-in at both project and government levels is critical to having a true CLA
approach. This especially requires a willingness to try new models based on stakeholder feedback and rigorously
evaluate whether those models are successful.

Flexibility from USAID as a funder to adapt and test different methods during the life of a project, including time and
money for follow-up surveys on specific approaches, is also key to implementing CLA effectively. CLA does not
necessarily need high amounts of human and financial resources, but it does require flexibility with existing
resources and approaches. This would not be possible without a donor bought into the idea of experimenting
around successful models.

A clear relevance to existing planning with stakeholders is also key. It is clear that the current agriculture extension
structure in Bangladesh cannot achieve its ambitious goals under business as usual. The National Plan offers the
government goal of scaling up extension as an ambitious target, and creating new models that can help them
achieve that goal is a part of the project goals. This alignment between project and policy goals increased
stakeholder buy in at the DAE level.

7. Based on your experience and lessons learned, what advice would you share with
colleagues about using a collaborating, learning, and adapting approach?

Based on the innovative approach of the AESCs, the project learned that teams need to involve all relevant
stakeholders in the system, since each individual stakeholder has different needs and problems to solve. Focusing
on the needs of only one stakeholder will not lead to appropriate solutions on a systems level. In parallel, the
system should be demand driven, and CLA is the perfect approach to bring all the actors together in one platform.
This allows a project to reach different stakeholders, seek and experiment with solutions, and revisit the problems
of the system for further improvement. The CLA approach allows many parties to discuss their needs and demands
and also generate new ideas to improve and scale which will ultimately determine a longer-term sustainable course
of action.

Additionally, teams must be willing to collect data often, and shift interventions in the project based on what that
information is telling you. Particularly, projects need to collect similar data across different pilot models so that there
is a clear case for comparing which tools are most effective, who they reach (men vs. women), and what the
tradeoffs are between experimental models.

Also, think about sustainability and scale early. This has come back as one of our key concerns for the future, so
building in that consideration early will help address the need sooner.

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID LEARN, a Bureau for Policy, Planning and Learning (PPL) mechanism
implemented by Dexis Consulting Group and its partner, International Resources Group, a subsidiary of RTI.
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