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Strong linkages between agricultural research and extension are essential 
for research to successfully contribute to agricultural and rural 
development. Access by small farmers and their organizations to 
information and knowledge on appropriate agricultural technologies is 
fundamental for improving their competitiveness, thereby contributing to 
food security and sustainable development. 

Potential stakeholders of these knowledge and communication systems are 
agricultural researchers and advisory services, extension agents, small 
farmers, farmers’ groups, non-governmental organizations, private and 
public agricultural service suppliers, communication professionals and the 
media, such as rural radio stations.

VERCON's innovative nature is its capability to achieve effective linkages by 
using information and communication technologies. 

the virtual extension and research communication network 
(VERCON) is a conceptual model that any country can use and adapt to 
improve access to agricultural information and knowledge sharing and to 
strengthen the linkages between rural institutions and individuals, using 
information and communication technologies. 



THE APPROACH
the vercon approach brings together two fully 
integrated and inter-dependent dimensions  
that need to be combined appropriately: 
the human and the technological.

HUMAN DIMENSION
The human element – the most complex aspect 
of any initiative – is crucial. The needs of the 
people should be at the heart of the 
information and communication system, and 
the system should be easy for them to use. 

Too often, technology-based rural information 
and communication systems put emphasis 
on the technological rather than the human 
dimension. If an information system is not 
enriched with appropriate content or is not 
used, it has no value. Technology alone is 
not a panacea, and rural communication 
and information systems are doomed to fail 
unless the information is actively managed 
and knowledge exchanged, with appropriate 
support to all communication aspects. 

TECHNOLOGICAL DIMENSION
Digital technologies provide potential for 
innovative approaches that make production, 
storage and exchange of information easier, 
faster and more accessible to geographically 
dispersed populations.

New digital technologies are intriguing and 
exciting. The interest they generate can be 
harnessed to bring together people with different 
roles and functions to explore new and better ways 
to collaborate, share, and improve agricultural 
systems. The new technologies can also be 
combined with more traditional technologies and 
communication methods such as print media, 
rural radio, face-to-face dialogue, and many other 
approaches that are common to agricultural 
extension and communication for development. 

WORKING DIFFERENTLY: Planning, building and maintaining networks 
require continuous human, financial and management commitments from 
all stakeholders. The process brings people together to re-think how they 
currently communicate – and how they could communicate better.

COLLABORATION AND COMMUNICATION: A VERCON-style system is the 
outcome of extensive collaboration among agricultural stakeholders who 
address challenging questions about existing communication processes while 
seeking to improve their country’s agricultural information system. What is 
unique about the VERCON model is its ability to bring together people from 
different institutions, and at different levels within those institutions, to work 
within a more collaborative, less hierarchical structure. 

the vercon process is the glue that holds the system together.



 

FINANCE
As several institutions are usually involved in a 
VERCON-style system, the cost of building the 
network should be shared and respected.  
The budget will take into account the cost of 
equipment, travel, repackaging of content, 
maintenance, organization of meetings at apex and 
decentralized levels, etc. Funds can originate from 
various sources: internal, external and partnerships. 

INSTITUTIONS
Implementing the VERCON model is part of a process of 
institutional strengthening, in terms of management, 
commitment, incentives, knowledge-sharing culture 
and service quality. Ownership among the partners and 
within the institutions involved is fundamental, as well 
as an enabling environment conducive to knowledge 
sharing. The importance of intellectual property and 
the issue of individual contributions will also need to be 
recognized and addressed. 

PARTNERSHIP
Diverse partners are involved in implementing 
VERCON. A "win-win" approach will ensure that 
all partners benefit. Team-building exercises will 
also stimulate joint problem solving and help the 
network partners develop their capacity to work 
together effectively.

CONTENT
Without content there is no system. Whether 
digitized or not, a good information management 
system should be put in place. The system should 
include the adoption of standards and peer reviews 
to guarantee the quality of content, as well as 
tools and methods for searching and retrieving 
documents. Content will need to be adapted to 
the local context and different users, in terms of 
language and formats.

successful implementation of the vercon model 
requires special attention to a series of  
critical factors.

SUCCESS FACTORS

PEOPLE
There should be sufficient human resources with 
appropriate skills to carry out the requested tasks, 
and people need to be committed to the project. 
Opportunities must be created to develop the 
capacities of all stakeholders so that they feel 
comfortable with any proposed changes. 

TECHNOLOGY
Ensuring access to the system by all users is not a 
challenge, it is a must. A capacity assessment will 
identify the system’s limitations in terms of connectivity, 
infrastructure and equipment. The system needs to be 
built in collaboration with the users. The technology 
should serve the users and not the contrary. 

THE CHALLENGE
The challenge of the VERCON model is to 
improve access to agricultural information 
and enhance communication, knowledge 
sharing and lesson learning among and 
within the human, institutional and social 
components of agricultural production 
systems. This is achieved by creating 
opportunities for collaborative work, using 
innovative methods of communication 
and new information and communication 
technologies, and addressing the needs 
and priorities of the farmer communities 
as a major concern. 

A common vision and strategy as well as shared 
goals and policies need to be established among 
network members from the beginning of the 
process. Lesson learning, advocacy, communication 
and promotional activities will guarantee that 
the network is supported and that participating 
organizations are fully committed. 

Critical success factors have been identified in six 
interrelated categories:



LESSONS LEARNED
the vercon model has been applied for several years 
and the following lessons have been learned.

INSTITUTIONALIZATION
Implementation of the VERCON model should be seen as a new way of 
working within institutions and not simply as a project. As such, it needs to 
be embedded at the institutional level – fully part of work procedures, in staff 
work plans and budgets, and systematically monitored to assess results and 
impact. The network will not be sustainable if it is not managed and if benefits 
are not fully recognized. Champions at all levels are a driving force.
 

NETWORK FACILITATION
Exchange and information f lows need to be promoted between the 
system stakeholders. A pro-active coordination team can promote and 
facilitate information exchange and communication among the VERCON 
actors. Face-to-face meetings are also crucial to capitalize on exchange 
and stimulate new ways of working. A dynamic human network is a 
fundamental aspect of the VERCON model.

KNOWLEDGE-SHARING CULTURE
Knowledge sharing is often a challenge because of the inclination to work 
in “closed” environments. A culture conducive to sharing requires the 
commitment of senior management and cross-functional collaborative 
planning. A knowledge-sharing culture should be fostered through a 
strategy that might include capacity building in collaborative methods, 
communication for development tools, and exchange mechanisms. 

 
PEOPLE, NOT ONLY TECHNOLOGY
Networks such as VERCON work with people. People need trust to work 
together and share their information and knowledge. An appropriate 
mix of human and technological dimensions should be put in place. 
Technology must be user-friendly and accessible and serve the users’ 
needs. Trust, useful information and knowledge, with appropriate support 
from good communication, will make the network a success. 

ENABLING ENVIRONMENT
An information and communication technology policy that recognizes 
the value of connectivity and the importance of telecommunications 
infrastructure is necessary before implementing a VERCON-style system. 
Connectivity, above all in the rural areas, is essential. 



THE VERCON MODEL
WORLDWIDE

ARMENIA
VERCON – AgroWeb Armenia
www.agro.am
http://arm.agrowebcac.org/

BHUTAN
VERCON Bhutan
www.vercon.bt

COLOMBIA
AGRONET 
Strategic Information and  
Communication Network for the Agricultural Sector 
www.agronet.gov.co

COSTA RICA
PLATICAR 
Rural and Agricultural Platform for Technology,
Information and Communication 
www.platicar.go.cr

EGYPT
VERCON
www.vercon.sci.eg/Vercon_en/vercon.asp

RADCON 

Rural and Agricultural 
Communication Network
www.radcon.sci.eg

NIGERIA
FARM Radio Network
www.farmradionetwork.org

UGANDA
ARENET 
Agriculture Research Extension Network
www.arenet.or.ug

fao has been supporting knowledge and 
communication systems based on the vercon model 
since 2000 in several countries throughout five 
regions: africa, asia, middle east, latin america, 
and central and eastern europe.
 

Contact: info-vercon@fao.org
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