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WEB-BASED AGRICULTURAL EDUCATION IN INDIA FOR USAID DOT-COM
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The 1993 release of NCSA Mosaic on our campus introduced the Web to the world and led to Netscape and Internet Explorer. It is less well-known that the earliest uses of the Web for agricultural extension also resulted. The first agricultural portal for farmers was created at Illinois and also the first such portal for India. As DOT.ORG partners, we offer a long history of using the Web to educate and empower farmers in Illinois, India and the world.
We offer a variety of talents, experiences and connections to help USAID deliver culturally and linguistically appropriate content to rural India. Our working goal is the same as USAID’s: A free system of agricultural education to boost rural development in India. Teams from Illinois have traveled to India three times this year to network with researchers, commodity groups, extension officials and dot.coms.
The specific projects offered below represent a small slice of the potential that Illinois researchers can offer to USAID efforts in India. Related efforts include an online Master's degree in Computer Science now being delivered in India, oversight of the NATP for the World Bank, work on the ATMA project, a new Global Value-added Agriculture project, and a portal for Indian science and technology called IndusScitech. 
Proposed Projects
I.
Strategic IT Planning, Five-Year Plan for Extension, Government of India

II.
Machine Translation Strategies for Creation of Digital Libraries Serving Rural India

III.
IT Action Plan for Soybean Industry in India

IV.
Prototype Multimedia Training Development Lab for Rural India
_____________________

I. 
Strategic IT Planning, Five-Year Plan for Extension, Government of India
Lead Role: College of Agriculture, College of Engineering, and NCSA, UIUC

Indian Partners: MSSRF and N-Logue, Chennai
Illinois has a 50 year history of engagement in Indian agriculture and extension. In the past year an Illinois team worked with Dr. M.S. Swaminathan in his capacity as Chair of the Five Year Plan for Extension. At his request we created an Action Plan to scale up the web delivery of agricultural extension programs in India. Strong ties to dot.coms in India--as well as to the Govt. of India and the MSSRF Foundation--provided a rich partnership. Our strategy was to integrate available content needed by farmers from both public and private sources. Local portal sites were planned that would deliver practical content on markets, weather, and growing practices. The portals would be designed using technologies, language, and graphics appropriate for the locality. Content from each local portal would be aggregated into a national digital library for agriculture. The project flows from the 1997 Agricultural Gateway to India, a portal that includes the only directory of KVK's (and soon ATIC's) on the Web. Content to be delivered in Wireless testbeds sponsored by N-Logue, a spin-off of IIT Chennai.
II.
Creation of Web-based Digital Libraries serving Rural India
Lead Role: Department of Electrical and Computer Engineering, UIUC

Major Partners: Carnegie-Mellon University

Indian Partners: IIT Hyderabad and Indian Statistical Institute, Calcutta

The purpose of this project is to develop a system of digital encoding of Indian scripts to make materials in Indian languages and scripts accessible on the web. The project has several applications, including to the agricultural extension activities described above. The proposed Optical Character Recognition system will enable the local portals for agricultural information to post content in local languages and scripts, making it more accessible to a local and regional audience. In addition, there is a vast amount of rich literature and scholarship in a large number of disciplines available in the Indian scripts, including literature in the sciences, philosophy, arts and medicine. Digital encoding of these documents would promote access to them via the Internet. 

III.
Information Technology Action Plan for Soybean Sector in India

Lead Role: College of Agriculture, College of Engineering, and NCSA, UIUC

Indian Partners: MSSRF (Chennai), SOPA (Indore)
Based on an extensive and ongoing collaboration with SOPA—India’s association of Soybean Processors—we propose to implement the IT Action Plan developed at the 2001 Indian Soy Forum in Indore. Illinois created the first and most successful soy portal in the US in 1995—StratSoy—as well as recent projects like the Online Agronomy Handbook. Our plan continues this work to provide needed online resources for soybean farmers, researchers and students. These resources would include a soy knowledge-base, researcher’s network, seed exchange network, and decision tool suite. The goal is to help not only the soy sector but provide a model of IT planning for other commodity groups in India.
IV.
A Prototype Multimedia Training & Development Lab for Rural India

Lead Role: College of Agriculture, College of Engineering, and NCSA, UIUC

How do you create web development labs for agricultural outreach? What specialties are needed on the staff, how are such labs managed, what equipment and resources are necessary, and how can such labs be run efficiently but creatively? The AIM Lab (Agricultural Media Lab) was the first lab in the world dedicated to educational and outreach uses of the Web. We have worked with university faculty and Illinois farmers on web projects since early 1994. Our latest effort—the Interactive Agronomy Handbook—exploits recent web technologies to make a 250 page printed Handbook interactive, richly populated with decision aids and databases. Current work extends the project to the wireless web and integrates spatial data for precision agriculture and watershed management. Our staff has already worked with Indian scientists on The Agriculture Gateway to India. We offer consulting on the creation of labs such as ours. We also offer web services: Rapid site prototyping, advanced web technologies such as Wireless Web and Flash, and gender-sensitive, multi-cultural web graphics. 
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