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I. PROPOSED EXTENSION APPROACH 

 
A. Introduction 

1. Upgrading of the irrigation schemes provides the irrigation farmers with the opportunity 
to produce more profitable crops and livestock over the dry season for higher value markets. 
The farmers will have new high value crop and livestock options, as well as new market 
opportunities that will continue to evolve. But for the farmers to successfully grow the higher 
value crops and raise the livestock they need to learn new production techniques and enhance 
their market skills and knowledge. 
 
2. The agricultural environment that the Lao farmers operate in is now much more 
complex. Product prices and markets are increasingly influenced by regional economic trends, 
customers demand higher quality safe products, business relationships with agribusiness 
partners are evolving, production technologies are more advanced, while production risks are 
greater to climatic events. Traditional linear approach extension methods of extension worker 
to farmer are no longer effective in this evolving more complex, and risky environment. 
  
3. Thus, extension approaches that just concentrate upon technical production 
techniques and market skills will not adequately equip the farmers to meet the challenges of 
the evolving complex environment.  The Project’s extension approach needs to be a more 
comprehensive and innovative one that will enable farmers to learn the skills to manage their 
farming systems so that they are profitable, sustainable, and resilient SRIWSM.  
 
4. Extension approaches that the Ministry of Agriculture and Forests (MAF), donor and 
Non- Governmental Organizations (NGO) projects have followed have been reviewed as part 
of the National Rural Infrastructure -Additional Financing 2 Project (SRIWSM) design. Over 
the last 10 years there have been a number of projects where extension has been an integral 
part. The Lao Agricultural Extension Project (LEAP) operated over 14 years from 2001 and is 
recognized for developing the Lao Extension Approach (LEA). Several Australian Centre for 
International Agricultural Research (ACIAR) research projects have been conducted with MAF 
agencies and local organizations using a range of extension methods. The Asian Development 
Bank (ADB), World Bank, International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), and bi-
lateral donors have also used different extension approaches and methods in their projects. 
Relevant assessment reports and documents from these projects have all been reviewed and 
have contributed to the proposed extension model. Best practice extension principles and 
lessons from other projects in the region have also contributed to the proposed approach.   
 
B. Extension Challenges  

5. Ability of extension services to deliver new technologies and better practices to farmers 
has been changed by the need for farmers to connected to markets and the complexities of 
the dynamic and diverse environment that the farmers operate in.  The objective of the 
Project’s extension activity is an innovative extension program that assist farmers to build 
resilient and sustainable farming systems. Achieving this objective in an increasingly complex 
environment requires that the extension services deliver more than just technical production 
services. Environmental complexities include not just agro-ecological aspects, but also social, 
market and climatic influences. Moreover, the Project’s market connections and agribusiness 
development approach features developing market connectivity between farmers and the 
traders and market retailers. But successful market connectivity development must involve 
more that technical advice and support to farmers, and must also include an integrated 
program of assistance between the farmers, traders and market retailers. 
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6. The Project’s extension support will be targeted at the irrigation scheme farmers as the 
main clients. But to be effective the extension services must be integrated as part of the market 
connections and agribusiness development. The extension services must ensure that they 
address not only the new farm production technologies, but also the quality standards required 
for the new market opportunities. Farmers must also be assisted to implement new 
technologies in an increasingly risky production and market environment.  
  
C. Extension Policy 

7. MAF’s extension strategy for the period 2011 to 2020 is: 
 
The Ministry of Agriculture and Forests will transition from being a provider of public services 
to a regulator of private sector involvement in service provision and facilitator of emerging new 
service providers; also by evolving the provision of services to farmer organizations (FO)1.     
 
8. Transition by MAF from being a provider of public services has made a little progress 
but still has a long way to go. The private agribusiness sector is very small and consists of 
small businesses that do not have the resources or technical capacity to provide extension 
services. While the establishment and development of FOs has been a core sector strategy 
there are few FOs, if any, that have the capacity to deliver extension services. 
 
9. At the national level the Department of Technical Extension and Agro-processing 
(DTEAP) has a production technology focus and has a small number of outstations (3) and 
extension centers (7) in some provinces.  These extension centers and outstations have a 
limited active extension role and their operations include such activities as producing seed rice 
in Xaignabouli province. The DTEAP does have an advisory relationship with the Provincial 
Agriculture and Forestry Office (PAFO) and provincial extension is devolved to PAFO, and the 
District Agriculture and Forestry Office (DAFO) extension units. Although DAFO has the main 
extension service delivery mandate the services are constrained by low operational funding 
levels and by limited technical production skills and knowledge. 
  
10. Donor and NGO projects have been the main source of providing extension services 
to farmers. Over the life of a project PAFO and DAFO extension staff have been provided with 
technical training and with operational funds and a salary supplement to facilitate their input. 
Project technical staff (national and international) have also provide technical inputs. NGOs 
have made greater use of the technical services of their staff in their projects. There is little 
evidence of the project extension services provided by DAFO continuing on after the project 
has been completed. When there are no longer any operational funds and no financial 
incentive for extension services the DAFO staff lack the motivation to continue to deliver 
extension services.  
 
D. Extension Experience  

11. Extension services in projects may be grouped into three broad groups: 
(i) Larger ADB, World Bank and IFAD projects that have poverty reduction and 

livelihoods development objectives. These projects have used national 
consultants, government extension services (DAFO), and a variety of extension 
methods to achieve their poverty and livelihoods objectives eg Northern 
Livestock Development Project (LDP). 

(ii) NGO funded and managed (for donors) projects that are smaller in size and 
also have poverty reduction and livelihoods objectives. These may also have 
sustainable land use, gender and other social objectives. Extension in this 

 
                                                
1 Agricultural Development Strategy 2011 to 2020, Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, 2010 
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group of projects tends to be conducted by the NGO staff with varying levels of 
input by DAFO eg Lao Uplands Rural Advisory Services (LURAS).  

(iii) More specific extension service delivery development projects that have been 
aimed at developing and improving extension services in order to improve rural 
livelihoods and reduce poverty. LEAP that focused on developing the capacity 
of the government extension service is probably the most notable of these. 
There has also been extension research as part of several ACIAR projects eg 
Defining intervention points for improving Lao extension. Projects in this group 
have worked with the national, provincial and district government extension 
service agencies.     

     
E. Lessons 

12. Although donor and NGOs projects are different in scale and implementation modality 
their extension experience and lessons tend to be similar.    

1. DAFO Implementation Modality  

13. Lessons from projects are that DAFO extension services are variable in quality and 
not sustained due to a number factors as DAFO staff: (i) commonly need technical training 
before they are able provide technical services to the farmers; (ii) lack market knowledge and 
information and expertise in market connectivity; (iii) have limited operational funds to provide 
regular extension services to farmers; (iv) there are regular changes in DAFO staff in some 
localities, and; (iv) continuity of their services after the end of the project is usually weak due 
to no government operational budget. 

2. Lao Extension Approach 

14. The LEA that was developed under LEAP has been promoted as a successful 
approach and has some useful lessons. The main features of the LEA are: 

(i) Vision: Extension for Everyone (EFE) 
(ii) Key Concepts: Decentralization and Pluralism 
(iii) Operational Features: Participatory, Needs Based, and Group Based.   

 
15. Reflections upon LEAP (and LEA) achievements include that while LEA was adopted 
at the policy level, this success was not matched at the provincial and district implementation 
level. LEAP trained extension staff in 17 provinces and 39 districts, provided equipment, and 
operational budgets. While farmers initially benefited from the services most of the LEAP 
created extension teams no longer exist. Reassignment of staff training by projects is a regular 
occurrence. 
 
16. It is notable that LEAP did not fund the construction of any extension service centers.  
 
17. Provision of inputs by projects to farmers has been a feature of Lao projects. This 
practice has created an expectation by both farmers and extension staff that inputs will be 
provided. The extension staff feel more confident in dealing with the farmers when there are 
inputs to provide.     LEAP did not provide inputs and their field assessments show that the 
farmers learned and applied new skills from training without inputs being provided. LEA 
involves a different approach to the more common input driven one and the LEAP assessment 
of inputs provided to farmers by projects is that: 
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18. Pluralism is part of the MAF strategy and also the LEA. However, LEAP questions if 
more pluralistic extension services are more responsive to the needs of the farmer 
households. One of the issues raised by LEAP is whether mechanisms involving national level 
stakeholders can be established to deliver services that respond to community needs. LEAP 
also highlights that capacity to assist communities exists across a network of actors, rather 
than within one single organization.  The LEAP conclusion is that creating and strengthening 
connections across a network of actors is more important that establishing formal structures 
for extension service delivery. Other projects have adopted the LEA. LURAS is one and 
features a very strong needs based and participatory approach.  
 
19. LEAP found that many farmers learned new techniques to improve their productivity 
from their extension activities. But they also found that fewer farmers were involved in 
collective action that gives them greater influence over the direction of their development.  
Group based activities, especially the development of formal FOs, is assessed as being less 
successful and this is further discussed below.   
 

3. World Bank Agricultural Competitiveness Project Assessment 

20. The design of the recent World Bank Agricultural Competitiveness Project (ACP) 
provides an interesting perspective on the extension lessons: 
 
21. Improving public agricultural service delivery. Lessons learned from past 
extension projects in Lao PDR showed that the top-down approach was ineffective because 
the contacts between the government extension workers and farmers were only made on an 
irregular basis; the technologies being promoted were not always appropriate to local 
conditions and were not always in accordance with the needs of farmers; the advice given to 
farmers was highly generalized and not always useful; there was a lack of ownership and poor 
motivation among provincial and district extension staff; and there was inadequate 
coordination between different sectors. While the Government has a policy of giving district 
offices the responsibility for managing extension activities in response to farmers’ needs, to 
put this policy into practice, capability at the district level needs to be built. The experience in 
Lao PDR showed that participatory planning at the village level, with village authorities playing 
a coordinating role, was key to success. In addition, training should also be designed to solve 
real problems faced by farmers and involve the practice of skills under real conditions. Last 
but not least, incentives and transportation should be provided for field staff to improve 
motivation and efficiency. These lessons learned have been incorporated into the ACP’s 
project design2.   
 
22. The ACP perspective on extension lessons raises the issue of should a project 
concentrate upon the DAFO (and PAFO) field staff and provide incentives and transport for 
them to provide extension services to farmers. Is it logical and value-for-money to build the 
capacity of the extension staff, and fund their activities for the life of the project? Especially 
when the experience is (as highlighted above) that it takes two or three years to develop the 

 
                                                
2 Lao Agricultural Competitiveness Project, Project Appraisal Document, World Bank 2018 

What appears to be needed is not more inputs, but a greater commitment to participatory 
development by the local authorities. Donors can provide incentives for compliance but they 
cannot buy farmer empowerment1.   
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technical capacity of the district extension staff and after the project is completed the staff are 
not funded or motivated to provide on-going services to the farmers.   
 
23. This raises the question of why should projects use valuable time (projects have a 
limited time frame) and funds to train government extension staff. After-all it is the project 
beneficiaries that should be the focus of capacity building and other support right from the start 
of the project.  There is, however, a school of thought that projects should continue to follow 
the government (PAFO and DAFO) service delivery approach that includes staff capacity 
development and funding their activities.   
    

4. Farmers Groups and Organizations 

24. Formation of farmers groups to receive farm inputs, and training is common feature in 
most project, and is implicit in MAF policy. One of the findings of the 2013 Sector Working 
Group Agribusiness study was that “most farmer groups exist just to receive services”. 
Moreover, only a few are involved in collective production, value addition, marketing and 
negotiating fairer terms for their products. Farmer groups are an efficient mechanism for 
service and input delivery but many projects also expect that the groups will evolve into formal 
FOs that have collective business functions.  
 
25. Several projects have followed the farmer groups and FO approach, but the proportion 
of sustainable functional FOs formed has been low e.g. LDP.  Review of the LDP showed that 
efficiency of dealing with farmers was improved through working with LDP farmer groups. But 
the LDP cattle farmers needed to be prodded by the extension staff to come together for 
meetings. This included credit group activity meetings. The LDP review assessed that the 
farmers had not taken control of the group process.  
 
26. ACIAR completed a small study of the features associated with the successful 
formation of FOs. Successful FOs studied by ACIAR were characterized by the two functions: 
improved joint selling and coordinated marketing.  Registration and formal structures were 
less critical and urgent to the success of the FOs (despite being the main DAFO focus). The 
study also found that there were few established effective practices for supporting farmer 
organizations, and collaborative capacities among farmers are underdeveloped. 
    
27. According to the ACIAR case studies the main factor that drove farmer interest and 
commitment was where the farmers were assisted to get better market access. Their interest 
was sustained where the market activities presented the opportunity for increased financial 
benefits.  The ACIAR study also found a subtle feature that some farmers began to act more 
independently when they got more market and price information. This enabled the individual 
farmers to market their produce on other and more distant markets and improve their returns. 
 
28. Design of the SRIWSM recognizes that working with farmer groups is an efficient 
method for farmer training and extension. But the development of FO is not a prerequisite for 
successful market connectivity. The SRIWSM will let farmers decide if they want to develop 
groups based around their production and marketing functions.     
        
F. Proposed Extension Model 

29. Extension in the SRIWSM will focus on five main elements that will assist farmers to 
become self-reliant and develop resilient and sustainable farming systems that produce higher 
value crops and livestock in response to market demand. These elements that form the basis 
of the SRIWSM approach are: (i) farmers learning and applying the technologies to grow 
higher value crops and raise livestock; (ii) farmers with enhanced knowledge of markets and 
able to better analyze market information; (iii) farmers with better skills and knowledge to 
mitigate production and market risks; (iv) farm products that meet the markets quality 
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assurance standards; (v) extension services provided by a network of actors based on farmers 
needs and demand.  
 
30. The SRIWSM will only provide very limited farming inputs to the farmers, and it will not 
have a credit activity. It will also not require the irrigation and upland farmers to have formal 
group farmer production organizations before they can receive extension support from the 
Project.  But farmers coordinating through groups to receive extension service, share technical 
and market information will be encouraged to enhance efficiency of service delivery. The 
SRIWSM recognizes that formal and informal groups already exist in the villages; this includes 
the groups that are responsible for the operation of the irrigation schemes.  
 

1. Model  

31. Demand driven extension service is the basis of the extension approach. The Project 
will support the irrigation farmers to determine what technical extension and other support they 
require, and also provide the mechanism for them to contract suitable extension services.  The 
village authority will be responsible for managing Project funds for farmer extension services. 
This will include contracting the service provider and making the fee payment to the service 
provider once the services are delivered to the satisfaction of the farmers.  Selection of service 
providers will involve the farmers with some initial assistance by the Project.   
 

2. Service Providers 

32. There will be a number of different actors that provide extension services and farmer-
to-farmer approach will be encouraged. The Project will build upon the LEA and ensure that 
the Needs Based and Participatory features are applied. LEAP and projects implemented by 
organizations such as ACIAR and the Sustainable Agriculture and Environmental 
Development Association (SEADA) have successfully assisted farmers to learn more 
advanced production techniques and how to respond to market opportunities. The experience 
and knowledge of these leading farmers can be well utilized to assist the irrigation farmers 
supported by the Project.  This will assist to build farmer support relationships that can extend 
beyond the Project’s support. The benefits of farmer-to-farmer extension is well documented. 
It is particularly effective when there are ethnic farmers and ethnic languages are needed to 
be used. 
 
33. Producing higher value products requires farmers to learn more than just new 
production techniques. There will be a need for more advanced or specialized knowledge 
related to a range of aspects that will include: safe food production, market connectivity, on-
farm processing, and building resilient farming systems.  There are several NGOs with 
expertise of working with farmers for production of vegetables, other crops, livestock and with 
market connectivity expertise. These NGOs and their staff are well known in Lao agricultural 
sector. Technical advisers will be contracted by the Project to provide more advanced inputs 
based on needs. The role of government extension services is outlined below. 
 
34. The mechanism for the implementation of the service provide contracting and payment 
system will be described in the SRIWSM Project Administration Manual. 
 
G. Gender 

35. Women farmers will be actively involved in the selection of the service providers as 
they will be the main clients due to their crop production roles.  The NRI_AF2 will encourage 
the identification of leading women farmers that can provide farmer-to-farmer training. There 
are also some local and international NGOs that have well regarded capable female staff, and 
well proven expertise of working with women farmers. SAEDA, for instance, has demonstrated 
successful results through its work with the women’s organic farming group in Xiangkhouang.  
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H. DAFO Role   

36. DAFO functional services will be complemented by the proposed extension model. The 
DAFO staff will be encouraged to use the technical expertise that they have learned from other 
projects and use and adapt the extension materials developed by the other projects. 
  
37. The SRIWSM will not directly provide any technical agricultural and marketing training 
for DAFO staff. The main DAFO role will be to facilitate the Project activities with the villages 
and the farmers -this is their functional role. DAFO staff may, however, participate in the 
service provider extension and training activities and learn on-the-job. But the farmers will be 
the main training targets - not the DAFO staff.    
 
I. Conclusion 

38. Projects delivering extension services through the government extension system 
(principally DAFO) have moderate levels of effectiveness, are not cost efficient, and their 
sustainability is low. Key lessons from these projects are that the government extension staff: 
(i) require technical training before they are able provide suitable technical extension services 
to the farmers; (ii) they lack agribusiness sector knowledge and have weak expertise in market 
connectivity; (iii) changes their positions are common; (iv) do not have the operational funds 
to provide services to farmers after the end of the project. Projects that follow this approach 
make inefficient use of their funds and time if they have to first build the capacity of the 
government extension services. 
 
39. Farmers need to learn new production technologies, about market connectivity, and 
product quality requirements in the context of a developing sustainable and resilient farming 
systems.  The SRIWSM extension approach, therefore, needs to widen its scope and provide 
a range of technical and commercial services. These services also need to recognize the farm 
as segment of the market connection and agribusiness relationship, and the farmer 
interrelationships with the market connection business partners. 
 
40. The proposed SRIWSM extension approach addresses the weaknesses in the project 
linked government extension model. The SRIWSM extension approach features a demand 
driven extension approach that uses a mix of extension methods and service providers to 
assist farmers develop their farming systems in an increasingly complex and risky agricultural 
sector. Use of farmer-to-farmer extension methods have proven to be successful, and these 
can be balanced with the use of other service providers where there is a need for more 
advanced technical assistance.      
 
J. Gaps 

41. Key gaps in extension service approach that the Project needs to address are: 
(i) Better quality extension service delivery to meet farmer needs on a longer-term 

basis: a mechanism for a demand driven extension system where the farmers 
are able to access the best service providers;  

(ii) Production skills and knowledge for farmers to learn techniques for products 
that are demand by the market; 

(iii) Market skills and knowledge for farmers, including the quality standards, 
required by market;      

(iv) Farm management skills and knowledge that enable the farmers to better 
manage production and marketing risks to achieve sustainable and resilient 
farming systems; 

(v) Value adding and processing skills for farm households for specialized 
products. 


