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Introduction
Put yourselves in the farmer's shoes. You are on your farm,

slaving away, head down, trying to make a living in this harsh

economic climate. You need to decide which crops to plant, how

they fit into your current rotation, whether you will be able to

tackle the weeds, whether you should try direct drilling, whether

you have the necessary equipment, whether the prices will hold and

you will be able to sell what you have produced. You are

bombarded by masses of information about soils, prices, crops,

livestock, pastures, markets, stubble retention, herbicides,
resistance to herbicides, disease. There is no one out there who

knows your particular circumstances, who understands your entire

farming operation. There is no one to help you sift through the

mass of contradictory data. You feel overloaded with information

and yet, in an information vacuum.

Weeds and herbicides are but one aspect of the farmers'

decision making process. This is a highly complex and specialised

field. It requires full -time and specialised training. The local

chemical representatives in your area are the most knowledgeable

but, are they.to be trusted? After all, they are promoting a
product from which their firms profit. You are in a quandary.

Who should you turn to? You need an unbiased opinion from someone

who is not pushing a product. You need to understand the trade-

offs, the benefits and dangers. Like so many others, you fear the

long term effects of chemicals on yourself and your land. You

need to know all the other possible sources of information the

experiences of other farmers, research stations, private

consultants, government departments, magazines, books, computer,

television and radio programs. You need someone to help you
integrate this information about weeds and chemicals with all the

other aspects of your farm. So I am arguing that more general

agricultural field extension promotes a better understanding of

weeds and herbicides.

I want to talk about the "Missing Link" the critical role of

the extension agent, the link person, or what I prefer to call the

"Field Communicator ". Governments all around the world, as well

as Australia, are cutting back on extension agents, not seeing

their use. We are in the age of scientific specialists where the

general agricultural communicator has no significant place. My

experience in Australia and Indonesia has convinced me that this

linking role is under valued and under resourced. Most extension

agents in Victoria do not know how long their jobs will last.

They are chopped and changed from job to job and place to place,

unable to stay in any one area long enough to gain the necessary
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experience to properly service the farming community. The good
extension agents, those with long experience and good rapport with
the farming community, are often forced to do paper work or moved
to another region and leave the department in frustration. The
farmers are disillusioned by the absence of anyone they can turn
to or by the youth and inexperience of those who are sent to
service them.

Only a minority of the most progressive farmers are prepared
to pay for private consultants to help them through the
agricultural quagmire. These farmers have the knowledge,
confidence and resources to access the information they need.
Here, however, we are concerned with the majority who feel
isolated, confused and unable to pay for comprehensive
agricultural advice. Some follow the lead farmers 10, 20 or 30
years down the track. Others go out of business. A link person
to connect the average farmer with the lead farmers and the
experts speeds up the process of information transfer.

In our society, little value is placed on education and
extension, the learning process. Communication, talking,
interaction, asking questions and listening are taken for granted.
It's assumed that we learn from childhood to face one another and
talk. And yet, in our increasingly scientific, specialised and
complex world, the things that should be most obvious and basic,
are most alien. We dò not know how to convey information, how to
place ourselves in somebody else's shoes and stimulate their
enthusiasm. We do not take the time to gain trust, interest and
involvement, the basic ingredients of learning. In lectures about
weeds or herbicides, we forget that there are farmers out there
the main agents of change, living in a particular place with
particular problems. We do not know how to place our fragment of
specialised scientific knowledge in their whole farming system.
We lecture instead of asking and forget that face to face dialogue
is the most natural and one of the most effective ways to convey
knowledge.

The link person or field communicator is the farmers' bridge to
the outside world. The field communicator:

links farmers with similar problems and interests,
links the farmers to experts in government and private
agencies,
sees not just the one farm but the many in the one area and
encourages farmers to work together,
helps to integrate the diverse sources of information and the
many conflicting agencies and interests that impinge upon
farmers and their communities,
helps to overcome the inhibitions many farmers feel towards
computerised information systems by bringing the mass of
highly specialised data together and helping farmers access,
digest and relate information to their own particular needs.

The field communicator can work one to one or in groups.
Person to person communication on the farm is the most effective
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form of extension especially for the shy, least educated and least
informed farmers. In Victoria, cuts in government spending and
field staff have encouraged group communication as most efficient
in time and resources. Some argue that farmers learn better by
sharing knowledge in groups rather than by learning individually.
The farmers show each other what they are doing on the farm, share
common problems and solutions and see that they are not alone.
But being individualists, it usually takes a field communicator to
organise and encourage farmers to learn about and tackle common
problems. Also, not all farmers are willing to join groups and
considerable skills are required of the field communicator to make
group learning a valuable experience.

The following case studies illustrate the critical role of the
link person and the highly specialised place of weeds and
herbicides in the farming operation. The first two cases deal
mainly with cropping farmers on relatively flat country in Kaniva
on the Victoria-South Australia border and near Benalla in the
central North -east of Victoria. For them, weeds and herbicides
are increasingly an integral part of the farming process and
directly affect the private profits of each farm. The last two
cases deal mainly with grazing farms in the high rainfall, hilly
country in South Gippsland and the far North -east of Victoria. In

contrast to the cropping areas the main concerns here are noxious
weeds which spread across both public and private land.

Case 1. Chris Joannides, Landcare Facilitator, Shire of
Kaniva

Two years ago Chris Joannides was employed by the Shire of
Kaniva to stimulate farmers to reduce cultivation of their land
and move towards minimum tillage. The Shire had suffered from
severe flooding in 1988, costing them millions of dollars in
damages. Most farmers in the area still relied heavily on
cultivation to reduce weeds. This compacted the soil and limited
water infiltration which aggravated the Shire's flooding and
erosion problems.

Kaniva was poorly serviced by both the Department of
Agriculture and Conservation and Environment. Chris found herself
in a vacuum, amongst 200 -300 farmers who did not want to know her
and who were cynical of any government departments or extension.
They felt she was just another young upstart, fresh from
University, with all sorts of naive, perhaps "greeny" ideas who
had been employed by the Shire to tell them what to do. They
thought, "another one of those 'facilitators' (paper shufflers)
who wastes taxpayer's money. What does she know about Kaniva,
farming and the farmers' needs ?"

The Shire of Kaniva gave Chris a free hand. Although she had
officially been employed to set up catchment management groups
which would enco'irage farmers to reduce cultivation, she was
relieved of that objective and encouraged to gain the trust of the

farmers and Kaniva community. For that she needed time to get to
know them. She needed to visit them in their homes, on their
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farms, at the pub, school, fire brigade, church and above all
during footy on Saturdays. She needed the flexibility to work
weekends and nights. Four leading farmers in the district were
prepared to give Chris guidance and advice whenever she felt lost.

Chris's immediate aim was to understand the farmers' lot, to
shuffle in their boots and to respond to their needs rather than
try and create groups or impose ideas upon them. She soon
discovered that they would have only rebelled and wondered what
was the point of forming new groups when they already had many
existing social ones and their time was fully occupied farming and
attending to current needs.

After one year, Chris started to gain acceptance and acclaim
for the work she was doing. Farmers rang her with all sorts of
queries ranging from snails in crops to the growing of garlic and
corriander. She sought out the answers by contacting experts in
the field. She wanted only the best knowledge for her farmers.
She became the farmers' link person to the outside world, sifting
through the mass of data and finding out which consultant,
chemical representative or farmer out there could be of
assistance. Before long, Chris's contacts extended not just
throughout the farming community of Kaniva but in Victoria, South

_ Australia, Western Australia and New South Wales. Dealing with
non- wetting sands, snails in harvests or seeds bursting may not
have seemed relevant to catchment management groups and minimum
tillage, but in gaining the farmers' trust and understanding,
stimulating their awareness and interest, they would naturally
progress on to improved farming practices. For the farmers it was
like a stepping stone to a better understanding of their farms,
their problems and how they fitted into the landscape.

Chris did not have the answers for weeds and herbicides. She
had tried to fathom this complex technical area but despite her
agricultural science training found it a minefield with new mines
being planted here and there. Instead of answering the questions
herself and probably getting them wrong, she referred the farmers
on to the local chemical representative who was skilled and
specialised, to Peter Ridge, a respected private consultant in the
Wimmera, to Dr. Harry Combellack, an expert with the Department of
Conservation and Environment on effective herbicide use, and Alan
Postlethwaite, a farmer who has weed control, spraying and tight
crop rotations down to a fine art.

The informal discussion that went on during meetings with
these people should not be undervalued. There was always time
over cups of tea for farmers to ask the experts and consultants
about particular issues that concerned them. The face -to -face
communication, the exchange of ideas, was a very effective means
of learning. Going on farm walks and seeing practical
demonstrations in the field were also excellent ways of learning.

Over two years Chris has speeded up the process of information
transfer, helped to make many unapproachable people more
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approachable and helped to tie up the many loose ends about

farming in Kaniva. She has given the farmers confidence that

there is somebody they can turn to who will seek answers to their

many questions wherever those answers might be.

Case 2. John Avery, Extension Officer, Department of

Food and Agriculture, Benalla
John Avery, like Chris also mainly deals with cropping farmers

but predominantly in groups. He has been working in agricultural

extension for over 30 years and has a long history, experience and

confidence in dealing with the farmers of the North -east. He is

employed by the Department of Food and Agriculture with a set

agenda to promote Soilcare groups. He openly admits that he is

not neutral or purely responsive in his dealings with farmers. He

believes that a reduction in tillage to control weeds is better

for the farmers profits and for the health of their soil but can

create greater reliance on chemicals to control weeds. Thus John

has set himself the task of forming Soilcare groups throughout his

region with the clear objective of promoting better farming

systems with a balanced use of herbicides, rotations and reduced

cultivation for weed control and crop establishment.

Farmers form groups of 5 to 15 people which meet 3 -4 times a

year. Usually two or three leading or interested farmers are

contacted and asked to find others who would like to make up the

group. The groups are based around similar soils, climate, crops

and problems. Each group sets its own agenda for discussions

which relate to crop rotations, minimum tillage, soil structure

and other local problems. John and his colleagues have the task

of coordinating the groups and providing guidance. During agenda

setting, John tries to influence what the groups will discuss. He

provokes the farmers into thinking about certain issues and tries

to guide them along a certain course which would lead towards

minimum tillage, whole farm planning and experimental trials and

demonstrations on their farms.

John walks a delicate tight -rope between the bottom -up process

of learning where the farmers tell him what they believe and want

to do and the top -down process of teaching where he tells the

farmers what they should know or do. He prefers to question and

discuss rather than preach. "You cannot impose, you cannot have a

script but gently, after much asking and listening, you

influence".

Once the groups have been operating for one year, paddock size

trials are planned on the farmers' properties. The farmers decide

what sort of trials they want to run along with advice from John

and a scientist from Rutherglen Research Station. The land and

most of the resources come from the farmers themselves they must

be self-sustaining, ongoing demonstrations. The trials are

designed with the farmers from the outset. They have the

opportunity to follow the process of experimentation right through

from beginning to end and ask the researcher what he is doing. In

this way it is hoped that the farmers will own the experiment and
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learn from it, instead of having poorly understood scientific data
thrust upon them at the end of an experiment in some remote
research station or laboratory.

For John and the farmers, weeds and herbicides are just part
of the whole farming system. They cannot be seen in isolation.
John, like Chris, feels that chemicals are such a specialised and
rapidly changing area that the precise details about chemicals and
how to spray must be left to the expert who is working with
chemicals all the time. When questions emerge in discussion
groups about weeds and herbicides John tries to answer them if he
can but asks the local expert if the questions are too
specialised. For questions he cannot answer he refers farmers to
researchers at the Department of Food and Agriculture's Research
Station at Rutherglen and to a number of chemical firms which
operate in their area. During an autumn Soilcare group meeting,
the group may hold a special discussion on weed control and the
chemical representative is invited to attend and answer their
questions.

John does not shy clear of discussions about the trade -offs
between chemicals and cultivation or organic farming. He believes
these issues must be openly aired and discussed if farmers are to
understand them. Currently some farmers in the Soilcare groups
are involved in a State -wide study on herbicide residues in the
soil. As these experiments are being conducted on their farms,
they are following them with great interest.

Case 3. Jean Moir, Ragwort Coordinator and Maurie
Smith, Landcare Group Facilitator

Jean Moir and Maurie Smith are both farmers and part -time
landcare group coordinators. Each works with only one group and
their own farms are included in their groups' activities. Jean
works with a group in South Gippsland whose primary focus is the
eradication of ragwort but its interests are rapidly expanding to
other areas such as tree planting and stabilising land slips.
Maurie's group in the Kiewa Valley in North -east Victoria has
evolved from a focus on land degradation and tree planting to a
broader landcare objective, including the bulk buying of
herbicides and the eradication of blackberries and bracken fern.

Jean suggests that the success of her group has been getting
people to recognize, own and do something about the ragwort
problem. The 90 members in the group are mainly hobby or dairy
farmers. Although government provides a subsidy for sprays and
equipment, that is just a carrot to attract people to the
exercise. The real success has been mixing with the farmers,
informing them about ragwort, creating greater awareness that they
share the one problem and forming a group of adjoining landholders
who are prepared to shoulder the responsibility and attack the
problem. But without Jean's tireless and time- consuming efforts,
the people would not be aware of their joint problem, the group
would not have formed, and they would not know how to go about
tackling ragwort. Jean feels that more-facilitators, such as
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herself, on the ground mixing with farmers, organising and showing
e more noxious

them what needs to be done is the way to eradicate
cuts to field

weeds. Farmers and people like Jean are fed up

extension staff. "There are too many tpeopleein goverment
offices

is
shuffling paper, not communicating

is l

of work to be done on the ground."

Maurie is readily accessible to his vast and expanding group

and much closer to them than any government officials.

Increasingly they turn to him with all their agricultural

problems. He, in turn, has to seek out the information from his

expanding circle of contacts around Victoria and in other states.

His group initially started with a concern with land d
radat ocn,

tree decline, salinity and erosion. Now they have a greater
of

on perennial pastures which they see as solving a numb Water

problems in one go, such as smothering weeds, improving

retention, reducing salinity and providing fodder, for livestock.

Both Jean and Maurie illustrate the key role of a link person

in forming groups and catalysing farmers into action around a

particular problem. Despite their critical and expanding role,

Federal and State cut -backs in funding
for facilitators like

Maurie and Jean mean that they,and their groups are left wondering

whether they will be able to continue their work next year.

Conclusion
Farmers are surrounded by a mass of data which is hellishly

difficult to sort through, even, for the most educated. Field

communicators are amongst the few people who can try and make

sense of it all, or at least, bring all those who know about it

face to face with the farmer to explain themselves. The field

communicators can get an overall picture of the common problems

and key issues. Unlike the scientists isolated in their

laboratories or universities, the field communicators get to know

the people, places and problems they are dealing with. They are

the bridge to the outside world the missing link. As one farmer

put it, "without the link person it is like having a motor without

a spark plug ".


