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Abstract
Agricultural Extension Services (AES) have been restricted due the Covid-19 guidelines set
up by the World Health Organization (WHO) as well as the Nigerian Government, thereby
limiting farmers’ access to new innovations. The research utilized relevant literature on the
subject to better understand how the coronavirus pandemic has affected AES and farmers.
The study also suggests various means through which Digital tools can be utilized in order
to propel agricultural production in time when Agricultural Extension Agents (AEAs) find
it difficult to reach farmers. It was discovered that the pandemic creates opportunities for
utilization of digital ICTs to contact farmers specifically when physical contacts are restricted.
The utilization of Digital communication tools creates an enabling environment to access
new agricultural innovations from any part of the world. AEAs can therefore transfer new
innovations to farmers as well as other stakeholders in a challenging time as this and even
beyond.
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1. Introduction
Coronavirus disease 2019 (Covid-19) has become a global pandemic that affects many, including developing countries
with limited resources (Singhal, 2020). Covid-19 is caused by a type of influenza virus that suppresses the body’s
immune system so that the viruses can grow in the respiratory tissues and organs (Shi et al., 2020). According to The
World Health Organization (WHO), the first cases of infection of a new coronavirus (2019-nCoV) were reported in
Wuhan, China, on December 31, 2019 (WH0, 2020a). Since that time, the report of confirmed cases of infection with this
new virus had an alarming growth now being the main global health problem, which is affecting the normal development
of society and all its components (Siche, 2020). Nigeria was no exception as the first case of (2019-nCoV) was confirmed
by the Nigeria Centre for Disease Control (NCDC, 2020). As with the rest of the world, the rate of new infections began
to grow and a lockdown was introduced to curb the spread of the disease. The restriction of activities and the occurrence
of a new virus began to affect people, including farmers in diverse ways. From past pandemics that the world has
experienced, it has been shown that quarantines and panic have an impact on human activities and economic growth
(Hanashima and Tomobe, 2012); but, the effect also occurs in agricultural activities.
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The utilization of digital Information and Communication Technology (ICT) for the transfer of new agricultural
innovations to farmers seeks to determine and understand how the coronavirus pandemic has affected Agricultural
Extension Services (AES) and farmers. The study also aims to suggest various means through which Digital tools can
be utilized in order to propel agricultural production in a time when Agricultural Extension Agents (AEAs) find it difficult
to reach farmers.

2. Effects of covid-19 on agricultural extension services and farmers in Nigeria
In Nigeria, smallholder farmers are the backbone of agricultural activities as well as food supply chains. According to
(Olomola, 2007), Agriculture in Nigeria provides employment for 70% of the population. AES are responsible for technology
transfer to farmers. According to Ajibola (2020), AES provide essential support for farmers and other value chain actors
to meet new challenges they encounter in agriculture. The author further stated that since the advent of the corona crisis
agricultural extension personnel now have limited interface with rural farmers and other chain actors. Due to movement
restrictions and social distance regulations, farmers faced the challenge of accessing timely AES. These control measures
have limited AEAs, face-to-face contact with rural farmers who may require AES; as a result, the food security and well-
being status of these farmers may be threatened (Ajibola, 2020). In essence, there is the need for farmers to exploit Digital
ICT tools in retrieving agricultural information to keep up with agricultural productivity.

3. Exploiting digital Information Communication Technology in place of AES in Nigeria
ICT is an incorporated system which entails use of computers, mobile telecommunication gadgets and television
(Toluwase and Apata, 2017). ICTs also refer to the different link and infrastructures used in these processes, their
applications and the numerous services these infrastructures render (Mansell and Wehn, 1998). These infrastructures
include; internet, electricity, batteries and so on. Digital ICT refers to gadgets and supporting infrastructures that
disseminate information to end users. In general terms, Digital ICTs involve the use of computers, mobile phones, emails,
and supporting infrastructure (internet and mobile applications) to convey messages to an audience. Adoption and
utilization of Digital ICTs offer a potential solution to mitigate the disruption in local food supply chains, especially
during times of crisis, such as the pandemic (Mittal and Grimm, 2020).

Farmers require information in every stage of the agricultural process; from land preparation to planting, weeding,
fertilizer applications, pests and diseases control, harvesting and even up to marketing level. According to (Ugande,
2017), the provision of the right and timely information to farmers also requires the use of appropriate communication
channel. There is therefore the urgent need to switch from the conventional method of innovation transfer which is
usually one-on-one contact to technology transfer trough Digital communication tools.

Digital ICTs have the ability to convey agricultural information to farmers in a timely and effective manner. Information
regarding weather, new innovations, cost of inputs, fertilizer applications and even marketing opportunities can be
received through Digital communication tools. They foster sharing of knowledge and information among extension
agents and farmers. Due to the pandemic and restrictions, it has been challenging for AEAs to reach farmers. The
utilization of mobile phone Apps such as WhatsApp, Facebook, Twitter and YouTube as well as Zoom App for Video
Conferencing and Webinars for continuous and improved communication is therefore pertinent. Exploiting these channels
of communication tools will ensure continuous and even better connection between farmers and AEA. The aforelisted
ICT tools can solve problems of AES delivery to rural farmers due to several factors such as distance and cost.

4. Conclusion
The utilization of ICTs in sourcing for information have greatly increased during the Covid-19 pandemic. Undoubtedly,
the pandemic exposes AES to numerous constraints, thereby limiting extension delivery. The pandemic, however creates
opportunities for utilization of digital tools to contact rural farmers. All sectors harness the benefits of Digital ICTs for
output optimization when physical contacts are restricted. Digital ICTs therefore possess great potential to sustain and
improve farmers’ production. Its utilization can propel faster access to innovations from any part of the world. With
optimum utilization of Digital ICTs AEAs can transfer technologies to farmers as well as other stakeholders in a time as
this and long after.

It is expected that the following recommendations will foster utilization of Digital communication tools to promote
agricultural innovation transfer in order to record significant yield and income among farmers now and after the pandemic.

a. For improved communication of innovations, both government and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) need
to promote awareness and utilization of Digital ICTs among extension personnel, farmers and relevant stakeholders.
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b. Provision of necessary infrastructures for continuous and enhanced agricultural innovation transfer for extension
personnel and farmers, as well as technical orientation and training.

c. Government and AEAs need to partner with relevant digital service providers to access tools suitable for information
dissemination.

d. Effort should be made by Government to provide uninterrupted power supply and solar panels to rural farmers, while
telecommunication agencies should ensure network/internet coverage to rural areas and subside purchase of mobile
data.

e. Individuals as well as organizations should put more effort in developing mobile applications that will foster better
communications between AEAs and relevant stakeholders as well as enhance transfer of innovations to farmers.
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