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Introduction

Assessing the quality of Agricultural Market Information Systems (AMIS) A self-assessment guide1

Over approximately the past 40 years, many developing countries invested in the establishment of agricultural market information systems or services (MIS). These systems or services were initially run by government agencies, but since the turn of the millennium private organizations have shown interest in providing data on a commercial basis. To date, however, these private services, while usually being more efficient than the government-run ones, have also largely depended on donor support for their continued operation. It has proved difficult to develop a profitable business model as many of the clients are small farmers and traders.

Agricultural market information systems or services (MIS) can cover staples, horticultural crops, livestock, and export commodities. They are generally designed to collect, process, and disseminate or distribute data of relevance to farmers, traders and other buyers, such as processors, but the data they generate can also be used for a variety of purposes by governments, donors, international organizations and others. They are usually set up to meet two different requirements: (a) the provision of data that will enable participants in agricultural value chains make short-term commercial decisions; and (b) the provision of longer time series of data that can help farmers plan their production and assist policymakers, donors and other stakeholders. The first MIS tended to concentrate on monitoring and disseminating prices, primarily to assist farmers, however, in recent years, there has been a tendency to broaden the scope of many such services, particularly the private ones, through the provision of stock and trade data, the matching of buyers and sellers and by moving beyond “market” data to provide weather forecasts and by giving planting and other extension advice.

Short-term data, primarily relating to prices, can be used by farmers to help them in negotiating with traders. For many crops, data should preferably be collected and disseminated daily. This is less important for grains, pulses and oilseeds than it is for perishable products. While it is impracticable for MIS to attempt to disseminate farm-gate prices, farmers can monitor prices in major markets and negotiate on the basis of price trends in those markets. They can also use price levels in urban areas to decide when to harvest or even, in some cases, when prices of perishable crops are very low, whether to just leave their crops in the ground without harvesting them. To effectively use price data in this way, an understanding of the structure of marketing channels is required, particularly with regard to the costs faced by traders in moving products from the farm gate to urban areas. An earlier FAO publication aimed to help extension officers provide such advice to farmers2.

In some cases farmers have several options for selling their products. Depending on the crop, they could perhaps sell to others in their village, sell to visiting traders, sell to a local processor, such as a rice mill, or take the product to an urban market. The decision regarding where to sell is often a complex one, which requires both access to market data and research by the farmer in his or her locality.

Traders can benefit from knowledge about prices around a country or region in order to exploit opportunities for arbitrage that result from different prices in different locations. While they are unlikely to make decisions about where to sell simply on the basis of a MIS report, they can use such reports to identify potentially profitable opportunities to move products around a country, or even into a neighbouring country, which could be followed up with phone calls to the relevant markets.

Longer-term data usually involves the compilation of several years of prices that may be averaged on a weekly or monthly basis. It is very important that such data are presented in easy-to-understand charts but, even then, farmers who are not familiar with such graphs may need assistance in interpreting them. From graphs or charts, farmers can most easily highlight the times of the year when prices are at their highest and lowest. Prices of products that cannot be stored are often low because most farmers plant and harvest at the same time, leading to gluts. However, there are often possibilities to stagger planting and harvesting of horticultural crops, while staple farmers can store grains and other staples until prices can be expected to rise. Making such decisions requires good advice: farmers need to know the feasibility and costs of off-season production or the costs of storage. They also need to be aware that price patterns in previous years are only indicative; there is no guarantee that a particular price pattern will be repeated every year. Finally, studying price graphs may suggest to farmers that there are other products they could invest in, either to replace their existing crops or to diversify. Again, they will need reliable advice about yields and production costs.

Governments and donors generally have no need for data that are provided daily. However, they do need reasonably up-to-date data about trends, at least on a monthly basis. This can be used to identify potential food security problems or to confirm problems that have been identified in other ways, such as through reports of poor harvests. This up-to-date data must be compared with time series of data covering several years in order to check whether apparently unusual trends are in fact out of the ordinary. Ways in which MIS data can be useful for such purposes are when (a) there is a significant decline in prices of livestock in markets, which could indicate farmers are selling animals to raise money to buy food because their crops have failed; (b) when the price of the main staple(s) around the country is significantly higher than in previous “normal” years, after taking into account inflation; or (c) when differences in staple prices are more pronounced between markets than is normal, which could indicate localized crop failures or disruptions to transport (reducing the incentive for traders to carry out arbitrage).

To assess the food security situation, governments can also use MIS data in combination with a variety of other sources, such as price surveys for the consumer price index (CPI), official import and export data and cross-border trade surveys, and surveys of stocks. Collection of such data is not normally the responsibility of a MIS and, in general, it is undesirable that a service designed to provide timely commercial data to participants in a value chain be mixed with systems designed to gather data for more of a statistical purpose. Nevertheless, the different data sources available to many governments can provide important checks and balances for food security and agricultural planning purposes. This data can also be used to help governments to comply with their international reporting obligations, such as to FAOSTAT or to the international Agricultural Market Data System (MIS) set up as a result of the Group of Twenty (G-20) Ministerial Declaration entitled “Action Plan on Food Price Volatility and Agriculture”, which was adopted by the Meeting of G20 Agriculture Ministers, held in Paris on 22 and 23 June 20113.

Over the years, agricultural market data services have often experienced major problems of sustainability. In many cases, this has been because of a lack of government resources to continue activities initiated by donors and compounded by the fact that many MIS have struggled to provide accurate, useful, relevant and timely data. Given that the services provided were sometimes found to not be particularly useful, there usually was little or no pressure from data recipients for the MIS to be resuscitated when they ran into difficulties. It is therefore essential that MIS in developing countries make every effort to maximize their efficiency and remain relevant. In this guide, areas in which efficiency and relevance could be improved are identified and MIS may wish to carry out a self-assessment based on the topics raised here. The basic aim is to ensure that MIS are relevant, accurate, accessible, timely, and understandable, and that these criteria can be met within the resources available.

Issues discussed cover the following topics, from chapters 1-6:

1. Data collection. Is there an operating manual and is it used by the staff? What checks are there to ensure that the manual is complied with? From where are the market data obtained? Has the MIS kept up with new developments in value chains, such as commodity exchanges and the growing role of supermarkets in many countries, and with changes in products grown and locations where they are grown? Is there demand for data from sources where it is not collected? Are the sources monitored to ensure their continued relevance? How often are data collected? Are data always collected at the same time of the day or week? Are varieties, grades, weight and volume units, etc. clearly specified and understood by the collectors? Are a sufficient number of prices collected for each product? Is the level of the transaction fully understood? What procedures are in place to ensure the accuracy of the data collected, such as monitoring and training of staff? Is training ongoing? Are appropriate procedures in place for data verification at the collection stage? Do employees have the resources to enable them to collect the data as planned? Given limited resources, are too much data collected? If data are provided on a confidential basis, what steps are taken to ensure they are kept confidential?

2. How useful are the data for users? Were surveys of potential users and their marketing channels conducted before the service was set up? Have the potential users been consulted regarding the data they require and the way they require them? Was such research a one-off process or is it ongoing? Have any surveys been conducted how the data are used? Have any changes been made to the data provided in response to user feedback? Are the most relevant data supplied (e.g. the wholesale buying price is usually more useful for farmers than the wholesale selling price)? Are the products covered the most relevant? How quickly are the data made available and can this be speeded up? Do the data always get distributed as planned or are there sometimes delays? How can such delays be avoided?

3. Data processing and analysis. What checks are in place at the processing stage to validate the accuracy of market data collected? Do the techniques used conform to sound procedures? Is there a manual covering this and is there ongoing training of data processors and analysers? What supervision of data processing is carried out? Does the MIS use appropriate software and does it have the capacity to adapt the software to meet new requirements? Are employees fully trained in using the software? What type analysis of the data has been carried out and have the different types of users been consulted about how they would like the data presented (tables, charts, graphs, reports, etc.)? Is the software suitable to produce reports, etc. in the required form? How frequently is analysis carried out and does this meet the users’ needs? Is the analysis carried out only by the MIS or does it involve outside experts with detailed value chain knowledge? Does the MIS have the capacity to produce interesting reports with informed analysis or does it just provide tables and graphs? What has been the user response to the reports provided? Are steps required to upgrade data presentations?

4. Disseminating the data. Are data presented in a clear and understandable manner, particularly for farmers? Is user literacy a problem and how has this been addressed? How are the data distributed and to what extent has this changed over time to reflect new potential platforms for disseminating the data, such as mobile phones and smartphones? Are the means of dissemination suitable for all of those who would like to use the data? Does the MIS have a website and is it kept up to date? Do dissemination partners (e.g. radio stations or mobile phone companies) comply with agreements regarding dissemination? Is all dissemination carried out at the planned time on the planned day? Is there a manual or other instructions that governs the way the data are disseminated? Is there a list of recipients that is kept up to date to reflect changes in such details as phone number, address, job responsibility and retirement? Are the data distributed in a form that is useful to the recipients and, if changes are made, can the recipients afford them? Have users been consulted about how they would like to receive data? Are financial and staff resources adequate to distribute data as intended? Do the users have the opportunity to contact the MIS to point out possible errors, to seek clarification and, if necessary, to lodge complaints? Are records of such contacts maintained?

5. Training of and promotion to users. Do farmers have the capacity to fully understand the data provided by the MIS? What steps have been taken to provide training, either to farmers or to extension staff, and could this be improved? Are the potential users aware of the MIS and what can be done to improve their knowledge about it? Does the MIS use dissemination methods as a way to get feedback about the use of its services?

6. What is the sustainability plan or business model? Have ways of generating income for the MIS been explored? What proportion of costs could be realistically covered through user charges? For a government MIS, are there mechanisms in place that would permit the service to generate and retain income? What guarantees of government or donor funding are there for the foreseeable future? How can costs be reduced? Is the MIS covering too many data sources (markets, etc.) that have little relevance for most users? Has an annual budget been established and is it adequate for the activities envisaged? Can income be increased in other ways than just selling data, such as through advertisements? Can the service be broadened by providing additional data of use to farmers and traders, such as market matching and weather forecasts?

After discussing the above issues in detail, a number of self-assessment questions and accompanying explanations are given in each chapter. MIS managers are invited to grade their own performance on each question. In the chapters, guidance on how a MIS can arrive at a suitable score for each question is given. A scorings sheet for self-assessment is presented at the end of each chapter and a summary sheet is given in the final chapter. The purpose of this guide is to help MIS conduct a self-assessment. It is not to compare one MIS with another. Nevertheless, a reasonably consistent approach to scoring enables FAO to provide some guidance on future steps to be taken, both in this guide and after the self-assessment have been carried out. For the scoring sheet, it is suggested performances be graded for each factor from 0 to 5. Obviously, there are many different practices and circumstances in MIS pertaining to a particular performance. Therefore, the performance description that is most closely aligned with the user’s own situation should be selected even though it is unlikely to fully match the user’s circumstances.

As noted, since the establishment of market data service, a major change in approaches to data dissemination has occurred. However, while new technology offers considerable opportunities for MIS for collection and dissemination of data, it also presents threats. If a farmer can make a few inexpensive phone calls to traders to find out market price for her/ his products, why are MIS needed? This means that, in the era of mobile phones, if MIS are to stay relevant, they must ensure that they offer a high-quality, timely and accurate service which provides a reliable check on data that farmers and traders can easily obtain by phone and data not easily available from other sources. This guide aims to be a starting point in that process, by enabling MIS to carry out a preliminary assessment of their systems and identify aspects that require improvement, either internally or with outside assistance.




1 In preparing this guide, the author made particular reference to three resources, as follows:

a. A series of twelve booklets entitled Agricultural Market Information systems in Africa, available at: http://publications.cta.int/en/publications/search/?search_term=market+data

b. A Checklist of Best Practices in MIS. Prepared by the Market Data Organization of the Americas and available at: http://www.mioa.org/assets/MIS/OIMA-Best-practices-indicators-Annex-1-Basic-Table.pdf

c. Guide to the Establishment of Market Data Services. Prepared by Bridget Poon and available at: http://makingtheconnection.cta.int/sites/default/files/MIS-Establishment-Guide.pdf

The assistance provided by Mark Davies of Esoko and Vincent Fautrel of CTA is gratefully acknowledged.

2 Shepherd, A.W. 2011. Understanding and Using Market Data. Marketing Extension Guide No 2. Rome. FAO. Available at: http://www.fao.org/3/a-x8826e.pdf.

3 http://www.amis-outlook.org/
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Data collection

2.1. Does the MIS have a data collection manual?

Operators of market information systems need to have a clear idea of what they should be doing and how it should be done. Inevitably, there will be staff turnover and if incoming employees are briefed only verbally on their activities inaccuracies will result at all stages of the process. This is particularly important for data collection, which is usually the stage at which most mistakes are introduced. Thus, having a manual to guide collectors is essential and collectors must also receive training on how to use it. Not only should the MIS have one but it should be up to date. The MIS must ensure that the staff refer to it regularly.

In covering data collection, a manual should include, as a minimum, a description of the timing and frequency of collection; a description of the procedures to be used, such as the minimum number of price observations to be made for each product (no less than three, preferably more); a full list of commodities with detailed grade and other specifications; a sample data collection sheet; instructions on completion of the data collection sheet; and instructions for the transmission of the data. It should be in an electronic file format that can be easily updated and new versions should be made available in printed form to collectors as changes occur. Refresher trainings should also be organized.

The manual should be based on a master list of products and markets that should have been developed when the MIS was set up, and amended over time to reflect changes to marketing channels and other factors. In places where there are many types or varieties of a particular product and the MIS has considered them important enough to cover as part of its service, it is vital that the collectors are fully trained to recognize them. This should be addressed by the collectors’ manual, preferably with photographs which should be updated as new types or varieties appear and old ones become obsolete.

To better guide the MIS centre work and ensure data quality, timely data supply, consistent report content and report distribution, it is also necessary that an operating manual to direct data validation, processing, compilation of reports and report dissemination be prepared and made available (see Section 3.1).

Self-assessment question (1.1): Does our MIS have a data collection manual that is up-to-date and available to all data collectors?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: All of our collectors have a data collection manual that covers the issues raised in this chapter, has been updated in the last three years and is referred to by our collectors on a regular basis and they are trained on how to use it.

4: All of our collectors have a data collection manual that covers all the issues raised in this chapter, and the collectors refer to it a regular basis and are trained to use it. However, the manual has not been updated in the last three years.

3: All of our collectors have a data collection manual that covers most of the issues raised in this chapter, and they refer to it on a regular basis and are trained to use it. However, the manual has not been updated in the last three years.

2: All of our collectors have a data collection manual that covers some of the issues raised in this chapter. However, it has not been updated recently and we do not know whether the collectors refer to it on a regular basis. They have not been formally trained to use it.

1: We have a data collection manual but it is not widely used by collectors and has not been updated recently. No training had been given on how to use it.

0: We have no manual or other form of written instruction for data collectors and have not received any formal training on the MIS.

2.2. From where is the market data collected?

When a MIS is set up, prior to introducing it, a detailed study of the needs of farmers and other potential users should be conducted. However, it must be noted that those needs are not static. Over time, for example, new mills to process paddy, soybean, maize and other grains are likely to be established and become the main price setters or a new market may be built, drawing products away from other markets or urban congestion may mean that existing markets are becoming less popular and new ones need to be developed. At the same time, road development, urbanization and an increase in in car ownership may make new outlets, such as roadside stalls or out-of-town supermarkets, more attractive to consumers. There may also be changes at the production level. As consumers become better off, they seek new products. Their consumption of fruit and vegetables is likely to increase, while that of staples will decline. Farmers are likely to respond to these changing demands, which will alter their data needs.

Periodic surveys of production and marketing channels should therefore be carried out to ensure that the MIS remains relevant. Among the issues that need to be reviewed are varieties or types and quantities of crops produced and sold (in different seasons); marketing channels, markets, and other sales outlets used by farmers and traders; transportation and packaging arrangements; units of sale (weight or volume); and other sources of data. As a MIS is likely to carry out data analysis as well as price dissemination, it also needs to update data about marketing costs on a regular basis, such as commissions in markets, market fees and other taxes and transportation costs. Finally, the MIS should check that it is still relevant (see Chapter 2) and should periodically reconfirm which data are relevant to which user group. Also, are value chain actors using the data it makes available?

The MIS may assume that weights and measures are unlikely to change but, in fact, changes are quite common. For example, many African countries have shifted from using 90kg bags for staples to 50kg bags. If a MIS was quoting prices per kilogram rather than per bag, failure to recognize these changes could lead to major mistakes!

Data and information communication technologies (ICTs) can also affect the way the system works. For example, farmers may phone up buyers to find out the price and then agree to a sale while they are talking, rather than taking the produce to a market to look for a buyer.

Self-assessment questions (1.2): Does our MIS contain up-to-date knowledge of the marketing systems we are covering and are we satisfied that the locations where we collect prices and the prices collected remain fully relevant? If not, are there plans to make changes?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: We have conducted research of the marketing systems for the products for which we collect data and are satisfied that our service collects the most relevant prices from representative markets for the most relevant products.

4: We have conducted research on the marketing systems for the products for which we collect data. We identified changes that were needed but have yet to apply them.

3: We have done no formal research on marketing system changes, but our employees are in regular contact with traders and are sure our prices and the markets covered are still relevant.

2: We have done no formal research on marketing system changes but our employees are in regular contact with traders and think our prices and the markets covered are still relevant.

1: We have made no effort, either formally or informally, to identify marketing system changes but we think the prices we are collecting and the markets we are covering are still relevant.

0: We have made no effort, either formally or informally, to identify marketing system changes and do not know whether the prices we are collecting and the markets we are covering are still relevant.

2.3. How often and when are data collected?

It cannot be assumed that when a MIS was first set up it was necessarily done so in a way that fully met the needs of the users. Perhaps inadequate initial research was carried out and those establishing the service did not fully understand what farmers and traders wanted. Perhaps, there were funding difficulties, which meant that data were not scheduled for collection as often as it should have been. Perhaps, the frequency of collection was determined by the possibilities for dissemination. For example, if the MIS only had the chance to broadcast prices once a week (e.g. because it could only afford to pay radio station fees once a week or could only disseminate them in a newspaper or magazine weekly), it may have thought it sensible to only collect prices once a week as well.

However, circumstances change. For perishable products, weekly price collection is rarely helpful for farmers as prices can fluctuate rapidly according to supply and demand. Now that the MIS can disseminate data through mobile phones, they are able to increase the frequency of dissemination more easily and therefore may also need to do collections more frequently. Ideally, farmers and other users should be able to access prices on a daily basis and if the MIS were to continue to disseminate prices only on a weekly basis, it may realize that users are no longer finding it relevant. Of course, increased frequency has to be balanced against the costs to the MIS of more frequent collection, processing and dissemination and this frequency must be set based on a market monitoring study.

In situations in which there are resource limitations, prices should be collected on the days of the week when markets are the busiest. This often includes Saturday, which may entail paying overtime to data collectors. An alternative could be to collect prices on the day before the busiest day. For example, if prices are collected, and disseminated, on a Friday, this could help farmers who are planning to visit a market the following Saturday.

Choosing the right time for price collection is essential. This may not always be the same time in all markets but what is important is that once a time has been chosen for each market, it is consistently followed. A balance has to be achieved between collection at a time that will ensure speedy dissemination, and collection at a time that provides the most accurate reflection of market prices. Urban wholesale markets are often the busiest in the early hours of the morning, but government workers are not so willing to work at those times and may also be fearful about visiting some markets in night hours. They should, however, visit those markets as early as possible in the morning and monitor prices at the time of their visit and ask the traders whether there have been any changes over the past few hours. In markets where early morning trading is not common, the aim should be to visit during the peak trading period.

A difficulty that persists is that prices can vary throughout the day. For example, if produce arrives early in the morning at a wholesale market where traders sell to retailers, the traders at that stage may not have a good idea of the demand and may see lots of other traders selling similar products, so they may lower their price expectations. In time, the number of buyers arriving in the market may increase, and traders may raise their prices moderately. At the end of the market’s working day, the traders may have unsold produce, and as they are keen to drive back to the producing areas to buy more stock and don’t want to be left with unsold perishable stock, they lower the price. Again, it is important to emphasize that such price fluctuations are much more common for perishable produce than for staple crops that can be stored.

Arriving at a representative price for each product that can be disseminated to users is therefore not easy. The ideal price to use is a weighted average, which is very difficult to calculate and also requires that the price collector be at the market all day to monitor how much is being sold at different prices. The most common price or an average of prices at the busiest time of the day is an acceptable alternative, but the MIS users do need to understand what the prices mean and realize that if the MIS quotes a price of $2 per kg, this may not fully reflect the average price farmers receive. Hence, prices for a given product should first be identified and grouped per type of market (wholesale, retail) before they are averaged. This will help to capture and provide price data that are close to the prevailing prices. Price identified per market type also better serves the needs of different data user groups (wholesalers, retailers, consumers, others). Training to help users understand the data is therefore essential (see Chapter 5).

Self-assessment question (1.3): Is the frequency of our data collection adequate to meet the needs of the users and is price collection carried out at the right time of the day in each market to most accurately reflect prevailing prices?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: We have not received any complaints from farmers, traders or others that we are not collecting and disseminating prices frequently enough or that the prices are inaccurate. The timing of data collection has been chosen because it provides the most relevant prices and enables us to disseminate them on the same day.

4: We have not received any complaints from farmers, traders or other users that we are not collecting and disseminating prices frequently enough or that the prices are inaccurate. However, the timing of data collection has been chosen because it is the most convenient for our operations and may not result in the collection of the most relevant prices.

3: We recognize that there may be some room for improvement in terms of increasing frequency of collection, particularly for perishable produce, as well as relevance of the time prices are collected. We are actively working to make improvements.

2: We recognize that there may be some room for improvement in terms of increasing frequency of collection, particularly for perishable produce, as well as relevance of the time prices are collected. We plan to make improvements.

1: We recognize that there may be some room for improvement in terms of increasing the frequency of collection, particularly for perishable goods, as well as relevance of the time prices are collected. However, we have yet to make plans for improvements.

0: We have received complaints about the accuracy of our prices but have done nothing to identify improvements needed

2.4. Are the data to be collected fully understood by the price collectors?

Collecting market prices is not an easy job and those who do it should be highly appreciated for their efforts. The work is repetitious and may sometimes incur hostility from those operating in the market. The best price collectors are likely to be those with an outgoing personality who enjoy talking to people and can, over time, become recognized personalities in the market who are appreciated for the work they do. Through their repeated market visits, they should also be able to establish trust among traders who supply them with price data.

In addition to the physical difficulties of walking around markets and persuading traders to provide data, price collectors have to make sure the data are accurate. This not only requires them to obtain the right price for a particular product, but also to understand fully which product is being talked about. In much of Asia, there are many varieties of types of rice sold in one market. The MIS has to decide which of those varieties or types are important enough to be included and the inspectors have to be able to recognize them if they are not labelled. In the case of perishables there can be many different varieties or types. For example, in Rome, headquarters of FAO, one market stall may have 4-5 varieties of tomatoes and there may be up to ten varieties or types throughout a market or in a supermarket.

It is not only just important that the correct variety or type is reported on. Products on sale are likely to be of different qualities. Some may be fresher than others. Some may have a cleaner skin with fewer blemishes. Most developing countries do not have formal grades and, even where such grades exist, they are unlikely to be used in markets. In some markets there are agreed consumers and traders defined informal grades which are used to set prices, as is the case in Ethiopia. Thus, the MIS should develop a clear description for each item making use of what is supplied in the markets. This is not easy, but the description of each commodity should be as precise as possible to ensure that there is no ambiguity. The usual approach is to use the concept of “fair average quality”, namely to report on products that conform to the average in the market. Of course, depending on the season and other factors, this “average” may vary.

Weights and measures also need to be fully understood and practices in data collection need to be consistent. Again, this is easier said than done. In cases in which products are sold on the basis of weight then it should be a straight forward task of asking the traders what their selling price is. Even better is to observe an actual transaction. If this is not possible, then the collectors could perhaps check that the traders are being honest with them by occasionally observing a few transactions from a distance and, out of view of the trader, asking the buyers what they paid. Sometimes traders will provide the collector with the price they would like to obtain, not the actual price they get after negotiation. The very first objective of the price collectors and the overall MIS should be to build trust with the traders. This can be achieved by recruiting collectors from the locality and demonstrating to the traders that the outcome of the price collection is relevant in supporting their marketing decisions.

A greater difficulty comes when products are not sold by weight. At a wholesale market, for example, they may be sold by bag. This could apply to such items as cabbages, grains and oilseeds. For smaller fruits and vegetables, the unit may be a wooden box or a cardboard carton. The amount of a particular product in these containers may not always be consistent. Price collectors will make themselves very unpopular if they continually ask traders if they can weigh full containers. However, this should have been done when the MIS was set up, in order to have standards for converting volumes to weights.

This sort of measurement problem is much more difficult at the retail level. Many countries still do not use weights in markets and, instead, use “tins”, “heaps”, or “bunches”. In cases in which grains and similar products are displayed in tins in retail markets, in some countries, it is common to add a “dash” (a small extra quantity) after the transaction has been concluded, which can vary in quantity according to market conditions. “Heaps” and “bunches” are rarely of a consistent volume and sellers may change the size depending on market conditions; for example, they may increase the size of a heap or bunch when the supply is good or reduce it when the supply is bad, particularly in order to be able to sell at a consistent price for which they can give change (e.g. $2 or $3 a bunch rather than $2.75). All of these factors result in significant measurement problems for price collectors, as it is not always easy to walk around a market carrying scales. With the exception of small island developing States (and some other small countries, however, retail prices are not usually a major component of a MIS as the major markets covered are those where wholesale transactions are most common. As much as possible, the MIS has to endeavour to establish standard conversions with a given degree of error and that has to be established in the collector’s manual.

Collectors not only have to be sure that they are collecting prices about the right types or varieties and the right qualities, they also have to be confident that they are collecting the right prices. In a large wholesale market where there are permanent wholesalers who buy and sell, there may be several different prices. As an extreme example, these could be: a price paid to farmers who sell small quantities to the wholesalers; a price paid to traders; a price at which permanent wholesalers sell products in large, wholesale quantities, possibly to large retailers or to sub-wholesalers who then supply retailers at their shops; a price for smaller retailers who shop in the market and a price for consumers. In some markets it may also be permitted for farmers to sell directly to consumers. In most cases, however, there are likely to be two main prices: the wholesale buying price and the wholesale selling price. It is essential that the collectors differentiate between the two and that this differentiation is correctly maintained during data processing and dissemination. Ideally, only one of these prices should be collected: when possible the price nearest to the farmer should be used. In other words, the wholesale buying price should be used. As, depending on a variety of factors, these two prices for a particular crop could vary between 5 and 20 percent, it is essential that farmers and other MIS users are given a clear explanation of which price is being quoted.

Self-assessment question (1.4): Do the market data collectors have the skills to fully to identify the varieties or types, grades and weights (or other measures) of products that are sold, do they fully understand the differences between prices quoted in the markets surveyed, and are these factors fully covered by regular monitoring and training?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: The performance of our data collectors is regularly monitored by our management, in the locations where we collect prices and through analysis of data-collection sheets. Refresher training for data collectors is held annually. We have received no complaints about data accuracy.

4: The performance of our data collectors is regularly monitored by our management, in the locations where we collect prices and through analysis of data-collection sheets. Refresher training for data collectors is held regularly but not annually. However, we have received one or two complaints about data accuracy.

3: The performance of our data collectors is regularly monitored by our management in the locations where we collect prices and through analysis of data-collection sheets. Refresher training for data collectors has been held regularly but not annually. However, we have received many complaints about data accuracy.

2: While we have done two of the following: (1) data collectors are regularly monitored by our management in the locations where they collect prices, (2) analysis of data-collection sheets is carried out, and (3) refresher training for data collectors is held regularly, we have had reports that the prices we quote are inaccurate.

1: While we have done one of the following: (1) data collectors are regularly monitored by our management in the locations where they collect prices, (2) analysis of data-collection sheets is carried out, and (3) refresher training for data collectors is held regularly, we have had reports that the prices we quote are inaccurate.

0: We have had reports that the prices we quote are inaccurate but we have neither monitored our collectors’ performances nor carried out training.

2.5. Are appropriate procedures in place for data verification?

We all make mistakes. Most of us if asked to get up early in the morning and walk around a market collecting prices would make many mistakes. The important question is not “do we make mistakes” but “are we able to realize that we have made mistakes”?

A mistake can be made in recording the product, the variety or type or the grade. These types of mistakes can be minimized by ensuring that collectors have printed collection sheets listing the products covered by the MIS, together with their description. Unless it is fully understood that they can do so and the fact that they have done so is made known to managers, collectors should not use a price for a different variety or type or grade if a variety or type or grade appearing on the sheet is unavailable in the market.

A more common mistake is to record the wrong price. In a few cases collectors may do this deliberately because they are too lazy to go to the market or because they have no money for fuel or a bus fare (see 1.6). More likely, they make an error when recording the price in the confusion of a noisy and congested market. Procedures should therefore be in place for them to do a data check before sending the data on to the central office. For paper collection sheets, this should involve going through the prices they have collected and looking at each record. After a short period of working as collectors, data that are incorrect should really be detected easily. An additional safeguard could be for them to compare the prices of the previous collection day, as major discrepancies should alert them to a problem.

MIS are increasingly using ICTs, such as smartphones, for data collection purposes. Similar to databases and spreadsheets used in the head office, these can be programmed to identify anomalies in the data recorded.

Self-assessment questions (1.5): Are our data collectors trained and do we have the correct procedures in place to enable them to check the data they record before transmitting them to the head office? Have we made available, or are we planning to make available, appropriate ICTs for data collection, such as smartphones, and are these devices programmed to automatically check for data anomalies?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: Our data collectors are equipped with ICTs for data collection, and these are capable of identifying possible errors. Collectors also have instructions in a manual on how to identify possible collection errors visually, are expected to follow them and have been recently trained in doing this. Data processing in the head office is revealing a negligible number of anomalies.

4: Our data collectors are not equipped with ICTs for data collection capable of identifying possible errors. However, they have instructions in a manual on how to identify possible collection errors visually, are expected to follow these and have been recently trained in doing this. Data processing in the head office is revealing few anomalies.

3: Our data collectors have instructions in a manual regarding how to identify possible collection errors visually and are expected to follow them. However, they have not been recently trained in doing this. Data processing in head office is revealing a few anomalies.

2: Our data collectors have instructions in a manual on how to identify possible collection errors visually and are expected to follow then. However, they have not been recently trained in doing this. Data processing in the head office is revealing a significant number of anomalies and we are trying to address this problem.

1: Our data collectors have instructions in a manual on how to identify possible collection errors visually and are expected to follow them. However, they have not been recently trained in doing this. Data processing in the head office is revealing a significant number of anomalies but we have done nothing to address these.

0: Our data collectors do not have instructions in a manual regarding how to identify possible collection errors visually. They have not been recently trained in doing this. Data processing in the head office is revealing a significant number of anomalies but we have done nothing to address them.

2.6. What resources are available for data collection?

Data collectors need funds for a variety of reasons. They require transport from home to the market where they operate. If they are working in the capital city, they may need transport to take their data sheets to the head office. If they are working elsewhere, they may send their data sheets by fax and may need money to pay for the fax transmissions. If they are using mobile phones to collect data or to transmit it, they must have enough credit on their phones. Government rules often provide for meal allowances for people working outside of the office. Finally, collectors have to be paid. Although those working every day should be full-time government or private-sector employees, some collectors may be employed on a part-time basis to go to one or two markets a few times a week. They will have different payment arrangements, and, for government-run MIS, this may be the responsibility of the MIS rather than of the ministry it reports to.

The MIS therefore needs to have adequate funds available to meet these collection costs, either by paying collectors in cash or by crediting their bank account. It is unrealistic to expect the collectors to fund their own expenses, even for one day, and failure to provide necessary payments and allowances will rapidly lead to a breakdown of the service.

Self-evaluation questions (1.6): Are resources always available to ensure that data collection can take place as required?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: Our data collection has never been disrupted in any location as a result of a lack of funds for transport and fuel, collectors’ wages, etc.

4: Once or twice our data collection has been disrupted because of a lack of funds to ensure  data collection will take place as planned.

3: Our data collection has been disrupted on several occasions because of a lack of funds for transport and fuel, collectors’ wages, etc.

2: Our data collection is sometimes disrupted by a lack of funds for transport and fuel, collectors’ wages, etc.

1: Our data collection is often disrupted in multiple locations by a lack of funds for transport and fuel, collectors’ wages, etc.

0: Our data collection is more often than not disrupted by a lack of funds for transport and fuel, collectors’ wages, etc.

2.7. Are data kept confidential?

In most cases price collection should not raise issues of confidentiality as prices are freely arrived at in the market by buyers and sellers. Moreover, MIS invariably record prices anonymously. As in most commercial transactions, the larger the quantity traded the better the price. For example, in a wholesale market a trader selling 100kg to a wholesaler may get $2 a kilogram, while a trader selling 1 tonne may get $2.10 a kilogram. Similarly, a retailer buying 20kg in a wholesale market may have to pay $2.60, while one buying 100kg may pay only $2.50 a kilogram. Sometimes wholesalers may be reluctant for such arrangements to be commonly known and it is the responsibility of the collector to ensure that price data given by individual traders is kept confidential.

A greater problem of confidentiality comes when MIS collect other data. Stocks are a particularly sensitive subject. Data about stocks are useful for traders because they can help them to understand the market dynamics and to forecast whether prices are likely to rise or fall. In fact, a new MIS recently introduced by the West African Grain Network uses data on stocks to advise traders whether to sell their products. Stock data are also extremely valuable for governments and international agencies hoping to monitor the country’s food security situation. However, stock data provided by individual traders has to be kept confidential for at least two reasons. First, if traders and millers know the stock levels of their competitors and customers, they may be able to turn this to their advantage when negotiating sales. Second, when there are food shortages, many governments immediately blame traders and millers, accusing them of “hoarding”. This is sometimes followed up by the seizure of their stocks. Moreover, governments may also use stock levels to estimate annual sales volume and to determine income tax rates, for which traders may not declare exact stocks comfortably. Traders and millers are not going to supply sensitive data to a MIS if they think that will be passed on to their competitors or to other government departments. Therefore, confidentiality is essential. Due to this, in order to safeguard data accuracy, stock studies should preferably be done periodically and as deemed necessary by a separate department. The department collecting stock data should, however, share the data with the MIS central office, whenever the latter needs it to make analysis, while still respecting anonymity of the data source.

Self-assessment question (1.7): Does our MIS have in place rules, regulations and practices to ensure full confidentiality for the data collected?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: We have in place all necessary rules, regulations and practices to ensure that data collected confidentially stays confidential, and we have never had a complaint. Sensitive data about individuals and companies are held anonymously.

4: We have in place all necessary rules, regulations and practices to ensure that data collected confidentially stays confidential, and we have never had a complaint. However, sensitive data about individuals and companies are not held anonymously.

3: We have in place all necessary rules, regulations and practices to ensure that data collected confidentially stays confidential. However, sensitive data about individuals and companies are not held anonymously and we have had some complaints.

2: We have no rules, regulations or practices to protect confidentiality but have never had any complaints. Sensitive data about individuals and companies are held anonymously.

1: We have no rules, regulations or practices to protect confidentiality and have had some complaints. Sensitive data about individuals and companies are not held anonymously.

0: We have never considered the need to protect confidentiality.
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Users and their data requirements

3.1. Are all relevant MIS users targeted and are they making use of the data?

Prior to establishing a MIS, a study should be conducted to determine the target users and which types of MIS data they need the most and in what form. Identifying the target users which may include, but not be limited to, farmers, traders, government offices and international agencies is necessary to determine what type of data and reports to produce and distribute and to whom. This is also necessary in order to operate a cost- efficient and targeted MIS that caters to the needs of the major stakeholders. It addition,, it helps to monitor and track whether the data supplied through the MIS is put into good use and is meeting its objectives. It is also necessary to determine the type of data that is relevant to each user category and the way users want to receive data. This is covered specifically in Section 2.2.

Self-assessment questions (2.1): Has our MIS identified and determined the relevant data users and is it addressing their data needs?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points

5: We have determined and targeted all relevant MIS data users and we believe that they are all making use of the data supplied.

4: We have determined and targeted most of the potential MIS data users and we believe that they are making use of the data supplied. We have plans to reach the remaining potential users as well.

3: We have determined and targeted some of the potential MIS data users, and we believe that the targeted ones are making use of the data supplied. We, however, have no plans to reach the remaining potential users.

2: We have determined and targeted some of the potential MIS data users, but we don’t know whether the targeted ones are making use of the data supplied. We have no plans to reach the remaining potential users.

1: We have determined and tried to target a few of the potential MIS data users but, we focus more on satisfying the data needs of the government or administrative bodies. We have no plans to reach other relevant stakeholders.

0: We have not determined nor know who the users of our MIS data are.

3.2. What does the MIS know about the way users want to receive data?

As discussed in Section 2.1, before a MIS is set up, a survey of intended users should be conducted. The study should cover such factors as the marketing channels farmers use and where they sell their products; the types of data farmers believe they need; the products and varieties they produce and seasonality in different parts of the country (it is useful for MIS to develop crop calendars); their ability to understand the data (i.e. literacy and numeracy levels and understanding of marketing systems); and their access to other data sources. In earlier years, such a survey should have tried to identify, for example, how many farmers had access to a radio, which stations they listened to, and at what times they tuned in. Under present circumstances, for a planned new MIS, it necessary to find out how many farmers have mobile phones and smartphones and what is the reception is like in their area. As in some places, there are problems in charging batteries in areas with limited electricity supply, and in paying for additional credit for their phone. It is not enough just to find out how many people have phones. What is important is how many people have phones that they use them on a daily basis. It may be unwise for a MIS to set up a short message service (SMS) service when farmers only use phones to make calls and may not read text, for example.

Even if a MIS had been set up following a detailed study that also identified different data user groups, such as farmers, traders, government offices and international agencies, this was likely to have been done some years ago. Surveys need to be repeated on a regular basis as technology and its use is constantly quickly. Five years ago a MIS may have concluded that a mobile phone service was inappropriate for farmers in a particular country but useful for traders: currently, 75 percent of farmers have a phone in some areas. Until recently, some countries restricted access to mobile phones, the services were operated by the government and phones were only available to the elite. A phone-based MIS would have been inappropriate. Now, nearly all countries have private-sector companies competing for business; user charges are usually not very high and phone prices are falling. However, the dissemination methods used by the MIS should not be driven by the available technology but by the wishes of the data recipients.

It’s also important that a MIS understands how its data are being used. Do farmers just receive the data or do they use it to make marketing decisions? If they are just passive recipients, why is this? What can the MIS do to make its service more relevant, consistent with its need to control costs? Are farmers willing to pay for data? What arrangements can be made to charge traders?

Self-assessment questions (2.2): Are we satisfied that our MIS uses the best methods to supply data to farmers and other users? Are we conducting regular surveys to assess this? What changes have been made in the last three years to reflect changes in the use of mobile phones and other ICTs in our country?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: We are confident that the way we provide data is the most suitable for our users at the present time in terms of timeliness and accessibility/ and this includes the use of ICTs, such as mobile phones. We have conducted detailed surveys of data recipients and our methods of dissemination are consistent with their requirements.

4: We have conducted detailed surveys of data recipients regarding the way we provide data in terms of timeliness and accessibility and our dissemination methods are efficient but can be improved. We have active plans to upgrade the dissemination process.

3: We have conducted detailed surveys of data recipients to assess their data requirements. However, we have yet to adapt our dissemination process to reflect the findings nor do we have immediate plans to do so. We do not disseminate data through mobile phones.

2: We believe our dissemination methods are well received by our users. However, we have not conducted any detailed studies of users to assess their requirements. Even though we are aware of the use of ICTs, in other countries, we have yet to upgrade our dissemination method to reflect widespread use of mobile phones.

1: We do not really know whether our dissemination methods are well appreciated. We have not conducted any detailed studies of users to assess their requirements.

0: Our dissemination methods have not been altered since the MIS was established and we lack the resources to make any changes.
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3.3. Are the data supplied the most relevant to the users’ needs?

As already discussed in Chapter 1, changes to marketing channels occur and perhaps not all the markets or processors now being covered are still relevant. At the same time, new markets being used are not covered by the MIS and new, larger processors, such as paddy and maize mills, may be buying a large share of farmers’ produce. Surveys of users should ascertain which locations they would like to receive data about. That said, responding to requests for coverage of local mills or markets may be difficult because of the cost implications. Rather than incurring the costs of supplying data about a large number of locations, it may be preferable to develop training materials for extension workers and farmers so that they are in a better position to understand and use data coming from more distant places1.

In Chapter 1, the importance of fully briefing the data collectors on the products, varieties and grades for which prices are collected is stressed. The list of products should be developed when the MIS is set up, but, over the years, changes in consumer demand and the supply responses of farmers should be reflected by making adjustments to the master list of products. Such changes can result from surveys of the users and from the knowledge of MIS management about market conditions; ideally a combination of the two.

Also the importance of collecting prices at a stage in the marketing chain that is most relevant to the users, notably farmers and traders is also noted in Chapter 1. Unless the MIS is in a small country, such as a small island State, where farmers sell directly to consumers, quoting the retail price is not likely to be useful, either for farmers or for traders who buy from them, as there may be several transactions between the farmer and the consumer. The aim should be to quote the price closest to the farmer that is consistent with running a cost-effective MIS. It is clearly not possible to quote farm-gate prices, nor prices at small rural markets, as a MIS cannot afford to collect data at all locations. In practice, the most relevant price seems to be the wholesale buying price, namely the price that a wholesaler in a large market would pay to traders delivering to that market.

Self-assessment questions (2.3): Are we satisfied that the data we are supplying is the most relevant to users’ needs, consistent with the costs of supplying it? Have surveys been carried out to confrm the relevance of the products, varieties, market locations, and quoted prices to users and potential users.

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: We do not receive complaints from users about the data disseminated and we have recently conducted surveys of users’ data needs regarding products, markets and prices covered, and acted on the findings.

4: We receive only a few complaints from users about the data disseminated and we have recently conducted surveys of users’ data needs regarding products, markets and prices covered, and acted on the findings.

3: We only occasionally receive complaints from users about the data disseminated. However, we have not conducted surveys of users’ needs regarding coverage of products, markets and prices covered in recent years.

2: We have received many complaints about our coverage of products, markets and prices and we have conducted or will be conducting surveys to assess how to improve the data we disseminate.

1: We have received many complaints about the quality of data disseminated and we are investigating how to address these problems.

0: We receive many complaints about the quality of the data disseminated but have taken no steps to resolve the obvious problems relating to coverage of markets, products and prices.

3.4. Is the speed of distribution adequate?

Data provided by a MIS must be up to date. The main purpose of the data is to help users make decisions about when to sell their products, at what price and where. For a farmer trying to negotiate with traders it is not at all helpful to know the prices in a distant market from one week ago. Similarly, traders are not going to make a decision about which markets to send products to on the basis of data that are a week old. Thus a MIS needs to process data collected as quickly as possible. Ideally, price data should reach farmers on the same day on which it is collected.

Data collected in a market and checked for its accuracy has to be transmitted rapidly to the head office. This often involves a journey from the market to the head office or to a provincial office that has a computer or a fax machine. That machine has to be immediately accessible to the collector, which is not always the case. Alternatively, after checking the accuracy of the data, the collector needs to enter the data on a spreadsheet and then email it to head office. Again, delays can occur if the collector has to share a computer with others. Use of smartphones by collectors in markets can speed up transmission. At the head office, the data from a fax or a phone call has to be immediately transferred to a computer and checks for data accuracy need to be carried out by using the software and through a visual inspection by the supervisor. Data then have to be forwarded for dissemination, either to the server connected to the mobile phone company used by the MIS and/or to a radio or television station. Systems need to be in place to ensure that the mobile phone company and the radio station honour their commitments.

A useful tool is to have a daily data transmission schedule that specifies each of the stages, he responsibilities of the employees for each stage, and the time when they should be completed. If employees have to sign off when they have completed their stage, either physically or electronically, this can help management to monitor the data transmission performance and identify where weaknesses are occurring.

Self-assessment questions (2.4): Is our MIS ensuring that data are being disseminated as quickly as what is deemed as being practicable and, consistent while maintaining accuracy? Are we able to monitor our performance on this and make improvements as required? Are there sometimes delays and have steps been taken to avoid such delays?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points. In this case, note that speedy transmission of data about perishables is more important than data about staples and if you only disseminate data about staples you can possibly give yourself a higher score even if you do not disseminate the data within 24 hours:

5: We are disseminating data to users within 24 hours of collection. There have rarely, if ever, been delays and these were due to circumstances beyond our control.

4: We are disseminating data to users within 24 hours of collection. There have sometimes been delays and we have taken steps to avoid them in future.

3: We are disseminating data to users within 48 hours of collection. There have rarely, if ever, been delays.

2: We are disseminating data to users within 48 hours of collection and there are occasionally delays.

1: It takes us more than 48 hours to disseminate prices we collect to users. There have sometimes been delays and we have taken steps to avoid these in future.

0: It takes us more than 48 hours to disseminate prices we collect to users. There have often been delays and we have taken no steps to avoid them in future.
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1 See, for example, Shepherd, A.W. Understanding and Using Market Data. Marketing Extension Guide No.2. Rome. FAO. 2011. Available at: www.fao.org/3/a-x8826e.pdf.
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Data processing and analysis

4.1. Does the MIS have an operating manual to guide data validation, processing, report compilation and dissemination?

To safeguard quality of information and ensure consistency of the report content and regularity of report dissemination, those dealing with MIS data analysis, report compilation and dissemination need to have a manual to guide them in their work. As explained in Section 1.1, there will inevitably be staff turnover and, if incoming employees are briefed only verbally or through individual handover notes on their activities, the quality of information may drop, which may lead to inconsistency and irregularity in distribution. Thus, having a second manual (the first being the data collection manual described in Section 1.1) to guide those who process and analyse data and compile and disseminate reports is essential. Relevant staff must also receive training on how to use the manual and why they should use it

The manual should include data checking and validation steps and techniques, points of reference against which current data are to be checked (one example could be checking prices against the very last data received and already encoded price), content of the report, page limitation for different reports (when more than one report targeting different users-farmers, traders, government. is produced); a reporting template, dissemination schedules, methods of dissemination and a complete list of the major report recipients, all of which has to be regularly updated. The manual should be in an electronic format that can be easily updated and new versions should be made available in printed form for use by the relevant MIS central office staff.

Self-assessment question (3.1): Does our MIS have an operating manual for data validation, processing, report compilation and dissemination which is available for use by relevant MIS central office staff?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: An operating manual addressing all content listed above and is updated regularly and available for use by relevant MIS office staff and is referred to regularly and our staff members are trained on how to use it.

4: An operating manual addressing all the contents listed above is available for use by relevant MIS office staff and is referred to regularly and our staff members are trained on how to use it. However, it is not updated regularly.

3: An operating manual addressing all the content listed above is available for use by relevant MIS office staff but is referred only occasionally, not regularly updated and our staff members are not trained on how to use it.

2: We have an operating manual that addresses the content listed above, but it is not widely used by relevant MIS office staff, has not been updated, no training has been given on how to use it and a major part of our job is experience based.

1: We have an operating manual that addresses the content listed above. However, it has not been updated and we do not know whether relevant MIS staff members refer to it on a regular basis. Relevant staff members have not received training on how to use it.

0: We do not have an operating manual nor any other form of written instruction to guide data validation, processing, report compilation and dissemination. The work is carried out entirely based on experience.

4.2. What software is used?

While a few early MIS were set up to handle data manually by recording everything in writing, most donor-funded market data services have included the introduction of software to facilitate processing and analysis of data. Often the software was custom-built programmes that were used for only one MIS. There were problems when the donor support came to an end and no technical support for the software was available. The subsequent introduction of commercial spreadsheet and database software allowed the MIS to develop their own data-processing capacity, but MIS employees often lacked the skills to set up the software in the most suitable way to handle agricultural marketing data. For this reason, at the end of the twentieth century, FAO introduced the FAO-AgriMarket software, which uses the Microsoft’ database programme, Access®. More recently, commercial MIS companies, in particular Esoko from Ghana, have marketed tailor-made market data software, for which full technical support is provided. This software has mainly been used in Africa, but is now being introduced elsewhere.

It is essential that a MIS has in place reliable software which should be able to not only handle processing and dissemination of price data, but also take care of the preparation of tables, graphs, charts, etc. that can either be included in the regular dissemination or used in the preparation of less-frequent reports that are targeted at a different audience, such as reports for extension workers, policy makers, food security monitors and donors (see 3.4). Ideally, the software should have the capacity to automatically generate such reports, replacing the need to cut and paste from the MIS software into a word processing programme.

Self-assessment questions (3.2): Is the software used by our MIS up to date and suitable for our needs? If not, have we tried to identify alternative software? Do we have employees that are able to adapt the software to meet changing requirements and have all staff members received training in using the software?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: Our software is up to date, reliable and, meets all our needs, including generating reports automatically.

4: Our software is not as up to date as it should be but, is still reliable and meets most of our needs.

3: Our software is not as up to date as it should be, thus it is less reliable and meets only some of our needs.

2: Our software is increasingly becoming out of date and unreliable. We are hence taking steps to identify and introduce new software in the near future.

1: Our software is increasingly becoming out of date and unreliable. We, however, have not taken any actions to introduce new software.

0: We do not use any software for data processing.

4.3. Are all staff can operate the MIS operating software?

Having the required software that meets all the MIS needs is not sufficient. To operate the software as required, the MIS needs staff members that can use it and adapt it when the need arises. Such staff members need to receive complete training to master and competently operate the software being used, including training them to interpret price and other data. Only then will data supply, reporting standards and reporting schedules be met. Beyond operating the software, staff members should also be able to modify it when upgrading, or any modification that improves the output from data processing is needed. This can also be handled by a technical IT support unit, if such a unit is available in the MIS centre or in related departments.

Self-assessment questions (3.3): Have all staff members been trained in using the software? Do we have employees that are able to adapt the software to meet changing requirements? Do they have the skills to interpret price and other data?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: All our relevant employees are fully trained in the use of the software and we have staff

or other technical support that can modify it when needed. Our staff members are able to interpret price and other data.

4: All of our relevant employees are fully trained in the use of the software. They are able to interpret price and other data. However, we do not have any staff members or available technical expertise that can modify it to address deficiencies.

3: All of our relevant employees are fully trained in the use of the software though only a few can interpret price and other data. Moreover, we do not have any staff members or available technical expertise that can modify it if upgrading is required in the future.

2: Only some of our relevant employees are fully trained in the use of the software and we neither have staff members nor available technical expertise that can address current deficiencies or future upgrading requirements. A few of them can interpret price and other data.

1: We do not have staff fully trained in the use of the software. We, therefore, are not using the capacity of the software in full. We rarely interpret price and other data.

0: None of our staff members can operate the software.

4.4. What procedures are there for checking data accuracy?

The more times data are transmitted, the greater the likelihood that errors will occur. As we have already noted, such errors can take place at the collection stage. They can also occur when data are being processed and analysed and when they are being disseminated. Errors are typically made in the following situations: (1) recording data by the collector; (2) transferring data from the collector to head office, such as when done by phone; (3) misunderstandings of phone messages or misreading of faxed sheets by head office staff; (4) when data are entered into a computer; (5) when data are analysed, and (6) when data are disseminated. Given the potential for a MIS to make errors at many stages, it is important that data are frequently checked for accuracy. The more stages of the process there are, the greater the likelihood of mistakes creeping in. Use of ICTs, such as smartphones for price collection, should avoid some of these problems but cross-checking at all stages is still necessary. All stages of the MIS should be documented in a manual and employees should receive detailed instructions regarding how to carry out their responsibilities. As noted in Chapter 2, a data transmission schedule is a useful tool.

Database and spreadsheet software can be programmed to use data validation tools. For example, the programme used by the MIS could establish price ranges. If a price is entered outside of the range, the software is programmed to reject it and force the user to enter a value within the range. This can be done in smartphone apps and in computers in the head office and in cities where prices are collected1. Clearly, adjustments to ranges may have to be made occasionally, particularly in countries with high inflation. Software marketed by existing MIS companies is likely to have such data validation tools built in and all that is required is to adjust the ranges to reflect local currency values.

Validation tools can only do so much, however. For example, when specifying price ranges, they have to consider all reasonable prices for a particular product. Over a year, prices can change markedly, so one realistic validation price range could perhaps be $1.00 to $5.00 per kilogram. Software could identify input errors, such as putting the decimal point in the wrong place and entering $40.00, not $4.00, but it would probably not pick up other mistakes, such as typing a number twice in error, thereby inputting $4.40 instead of $4.00. Therefore, all data should also be checked by an experienced supervisor who is well-trained to pick up small, but important, errors. Similarly, data collectors, as noted in Chapter 1, should review the prices they collect before transmitting them to the next stage, and headquarters staff should both be trained to look for errors at all times and their work should be supervised.

Where there are few mistakes then the MIS is likely to be performing well but in cases in which a collector’s performance appears inconsistent with those of others, then problems may need to be addressed. For example, in cases in which two markets in a city are surveyed and prices recorded in one are consistently lower by a significant amount than those in the other.

Self-assessment questions (3.4): Are we fully satisfied with our arrangements to control the quality of data collected and disseminated? Do we use appropriate software to assist with this, as well as visual inspection? Are all the staff members fully trained in the use of data validation tools and visual inspection of the data? Have we reduced the number of data transmission stages (e.g. by introducing new ICTs) in order to reduce the risk of errors?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: We have reviewed our data transmission and processing procedures and find them to be very efficient. We use ICTs at all stages to minimize the risk of errors. Our employees are fully trained and processed data are also reviewed visually before dissemination.

4: Our data transmission and processing procedures are very efficient and we use ICTs at all stages to minimize the danger of errors. Our employees are fully trained. However, processed data are not reviewed visually by management before dissemination.

3: Our data transmission and processing procedures are fairly efficient. We use ICTs at most stages to minimize the danger of errors but some transmissions are done manually.Our employees are fully trained. Processed data are reviewed by management before dissemination.

2: Our data transmission and processing procedures are fairly efficient. We use ICTs at most stages to minimize the risk of errors but transmissions are done manually. Our employees are fully trained. Processed data are not reviewed by management before dissemination.

1: We are aware that our data transmission and processing procedures are not at all efficient. A lot of the transmissions of data are done manually, so there is potential for errors. We are taking steps to upgrade our processes. Processed data are reviewed by management before dissemination.

0: Our data transmission and processing procedures are not at all efficient. A lot of the transmissions of data are done manually, so there is potential for errors. However, we are not taking steps to upgrade our processes. Processed data are not reviewed by management before dissemination

4.5. Why is analysis of the data carried out?

Data are analysed for two reasons: first, to give added value to the ongoing dissemination of core price and other data; and second, to provide users with a more detailed assessment of data patterns and trends than would be possible to do on a daily basis, namely to provide reports that may be distributed monthly, quarterly or annually and are likely to be aimed at meeting the needs of different groups of people than those who use the price data sent out daily or, at a minimum, once a week.

In most cases, the use of graphs and charts for frequent dissemination will probably be limited to MIS that continue to use print media or send out emails. It is difficult to use visual aids for dissemination by phone, although the growth of smartphones may change this. Most MIS probably do not send out such graphical data to their regular clients because they have no means of doing so.

Thus, in discussing analysis, we are mainly talking about content prepared for historical reports that might be aimed at extension workers so that they can explain to farmers the reason for past price trends and advise them on what and when to plant in subsequent years; at policymakers and their advisers, so they have a broad picture of recent trends, which can be used for agricultural planning; at traders, who may only work in one part of a country but would like a picture of the market throughout the country or, throughout a region, such as the Sahel in Africa; at food security specialists, who want to be able to monitor emerging problems and to have a broad picture of the country’s food situation, for which price data are essential; and at donors, who need data to help them plan future assistance.

Historical reports can involve presentation of time series tables and graphs of prices of crops that are disseminated on a daily basis or otherwise frequently, although for purposes of simplification, these may be best presented using weekly or monthly averages rather than daily prices. In cases in which a MIS covers more than one market, as is likely in all but the smallest countries, prices and, where feasible, supplies in different markets can be compared on a monthly, quarterly or annual basis.

While government-run MIS may regard the preparation of historical reports as part of their regular work to provide market data as a “public good”, privately operated MIS may see such reports as a means of generating revenue. Whichever applies, it is essential that the MIS consults with the intended users at an early stage in order to identify their data needs and how best to meet those needs. Moreover, consultation should not be a one-off process. It should be ongoing. A useful service does not just give data that are attractively presented, it also provides analysis of trends identified. At the minimum, it has to be able to point out trends for which readers can seek explanations but, preferably, MIS staff members should have the necessary knowledge of marketing systems and agronomy, or access to those who do have that knowledge, in order to explain, as well as identify, the trends.

Self-assessment questions (3.5): Does our MIS have the necessary skills to interpret price and other data? Have we consulted potential users for the types of reports we are able to produce and are we satisfied that such reports meet the users’ requirements?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: We have the necessary employees to produce regular periodical and analytical reports. We believe that the reports we produce meet users’ requirements and have consulted them regarding the contents of such reports.

4: We have the necessary employees to produce regular and analytical periodical reports. We believe that the reports we produce meet users’ requirements but have taken no steps to verify this by surveying our subscribers.

3: We have the necessary employees to produce regular periodical reports but not analytical reports. We believe that the reports we produce meet users’ requirements and have consulted them regarding the contents of such reports.

2: We have the necessary employees to produce regular periodical reports but not analytical reports. We believe that the reports we produce meet users’ requirements but have taken no steps to verify this by surveying our subscribers.

1: We produce reports but not on a regular basis. We have no idea whether they are appreciated or not.

0: We do not produce reports.

4.6. Are reports produced and distributed on time?

A frequent problem with reports generated by government departments is that they appear far too late to be of much use to anyone but researchers. Reports produced by MIS must come out on a timely basis. This should not really be too difficult to achieve as the data used are coming in on a daily or, at most, weekly basis. Thus, instead of working on a time series of prices for a product after the year has ended, it should be possible from the first day of the year to set up time-series graphs that are automatically updated as new data are entered into the system. At the end of the month, quarter or year, annual graphs should therefore already be available.

Similarly, at an early stage, a structure for monthly, quarterly and annual reports can be developed and the software should be programmed to automatically insert tables, charts and graphs into the report, leaving the MIS only to insert analytical text for the report to be ready for publication. Procedures for producing such reports should be developed and included in the operating manual of the MIS.

Periodic reports can be disseminated by email, but it is still a good idea to produce printed versions as people often suffer from email overload. Visibility of a report sent as an email can be enhanced if it is embedded in the email rather than simply sent as an attachment. That way, users immediately see the content when they open the message, rather than having to open an attachment. With a more attractive front page, the report is more likely to be viewed.

Private MIS are likely to limit their distribution of reports to people who pay for them, together with a few complementary copies. They may, however, come to an arrangement with a government department or a trade association to distribute reports as a bulk mailing, such as to all extension workers or all grain traders. Government departments may distribute reports free of charge or may see them as a revenue-earning opportunity. All MIS, however, need to ensure that mailing lists are kept as up to date as possible.

Self-assessment questions (3.6): Is the preparation of periodical and other reports included in the operating manual? How soon after the end date of the period covered by the report should it be distributed? Are deadlines met and, if not, what steps have been taken to improve publication speed?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: Preparation of reports is included in the operating manual. We aim to produce regular reports within two months of the period covered when that period is less than a year and within three months for annual reports. These deadlines are always met.

4: Preparation of reports is included in the operating manual. We aim to produce regular reports within three months of the period covered when that period is less than a year and within four months for annual reports. These deadlines are nearly always met.

3: Preparation of reports is included in the operating manual. We aim to produce regular reports within six months of the period covered. These deadlines are nearly always met but we have not taken steps to improve the speed of production.

2: Preparation of reports is included in the operating manual. However, no deadlines are established in the manual and we distribute reports when they are finished.

1: We produce reports when we have time. Preparation reports are not mentioned in the operating manual (or, we do not have an operating manual).

0: We do not produce reports.
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1 For Microsoft software data on data validation and further links are available at: https://support.office.com/en-gb/article/Restrict-data-input-by-using-validation-rules-b91c6b15-bcd3-42c1-90bf-e3a0272e988d?ui=en-US&rs=en-GB&ad=GB&fromAR=1#bm1.
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Data dissemination

5.1. Are the means of dissemination suitable for the users?

As mentioned above, there are many ways in which data can be disseminated to farmers and other users. The problem facing a MIS is to select the right method or combination of methods to best serve its customers or potential customers. The most suitable approach cannot be assumed; it has to be based on research of farmers’ needs. With the new ICTs now available the choice has become more complex. In the early days of MIS, they had the option of using newspapers and radio. Later, it became possible to distribute data through the Internet (although, of course, this could not really be done directly to farmers). Those options still exist but there are also possibilities presented by mobile phones and, increasingly, smartphones.

In their choice of dissemination methods, MIS can go wrong in one of two ways. First, they may have failed to move with the times and are still wedded to the traditional means of data dissemination of print media and radio. Such methods have their value but also their weaknesses. Second, they may have enthusiastically embraced modern ICTs before farmers, themselves, are ready or able to do so, thus limiting the potential number of customers for the service.

Options available for dissemination include:

Radio broadcasts are accessible to many farmers and traders. However, batteries can be costly. It is important to agree with the radio station when the broadcasts will be made as the price data should be broadcast when farmers are able to listen and always at the same time. The speed of dissemination through radio depends on the arrangement with the radio station and on the cost. Many stations require payment, which the MIS can often not afford, or can, perhaps, afford just once a week when it is collecting prices daily.

Televisions are generally not as easily accessible to farmers and traders in developing countries. However, before the era of mobile phones, studies in some countries found that farmers would prefer to receive data by TV. The problem with television is that services tend to be national rather than regional, so data cannot be targeted to particular areas. Time available for broadcasting prices would also be very limited. The use of a “news ticker”, the horizontal strip of news that some TV channels use at the bottom of the screen, has been suggested as a way of overcoming this problem.

Newspaper use requires farmers and traders to be literate and able to afford newspapers. The advantage of newspapers for market data is that readers have a “hard” copy of the data, to which they can refer to from time to time. The disadvantage is that there is often a significant time lag between dissemination to the newspaper office and the appearance of the market data in the papers. Newspapers are thus better suited for the publication of periodical and analytical reports rather than up-to-date data. In many countries the print media is facing major difficulties in competing with the Internet and smartphones and the long-term future of newspapers may be in doubt.

Notice boards can easily be set up within a market. However, only farmers who take their produce for sale will be able to use the data unless they are linked electronically to other dissemination methods. Many MIS have in the past established notice boards in villages to address this problem but the track record of them has been very poor as they were rarely updated.

An Internet website is almost essential for a MIS. It provides visibility and can be used to, upload reports and supply price data to those who prefer to use the Internet. It also offers the opportunity to easily print the data supplied. However, this is not suitable as the major form of data dissemination. The number of Internet cafes or rural communication centres expanded rapidly in the early days of commercial Internet, but in many countries, these venues are dying out as people can obtain the same data from smartphones. Internet sites have to be kept up to date as otherwise the inefficiency of the MIS becomes very visible. Ideally, daily prices generated by the MIS should be automatically uploaded to the site. Also, companies around the world are increasingly making use of social media, either as a supplement to their website or as an alternative to having one.

Mobile phones offer the possibility for development of what have been called “second generation” MIS. They take advantage of the SMS capacity of phones to enable farmers and traders to interrogate the database of the MIS using what is known as the “pull” method, i.e. users decide what data they want to pull to their phones. Under this system, it is possible to charge the users and arrange for the MIS to receive a percentage of the revenue. MIS have also experimented with the potential for data to be “pulled” by interactive voice response (IVR), which has also been investigated by extension services, as it seems particularly useful in countries with high illiteracy rates. An alternative approach when using SMS text messages is to “push” the data out to the users. Here, farmers make one request for data, specifying the markets, and products, they are interested in, and then receive regular messages.

Smartphones also offer the chance to send text messages or use IVR but their main advantage over other phones is that they give access to the Internet. Reading a standard web page on a phone is not easy, however. So, a MIS should ideally develop an application (app.) that makes data more visible and gives the possibility to interrogate the site interactively. As with delivery through other phones, such apps enable the MIS to provide a basic service free of charge, while charging those who require more detailed data.

With so many dissemination options now available, a MIS has the possibility to maximize the number of users. It is important to conduct detailed studies of potential users, however, in order to identify the most effective combination of methods, always bearing in mind the available resources. Sometimes, MIS are too slow to embrace new technology; others, however, may embrace it before MIS users are ready for it. Thus, studies need to be conducted about access to ICTs; coverage of mobile phone networks (very important when deciding which company or companies to use); percentage of potential users having access to phones and the types of phones they have; difficulties users face in keeping phones charged and in ensuring they are in credit; and radio listening habits. Above all, after explaining to farmers what a MIS can provide, they need to be asked to indicate their preferred method of receiving that data.

ICTs provide a means of generating feedback on the end use or, at least, the end users of the data disseminated. By tracking data, such as the number of requests sent to the MIS for data by SMS, the commodities and markets requested and the number of downloads, the MIS can evaluate how the data they provide is used.

Self-assessment questions (4.1): Are our means of dissemination the most suitable in order to maximize the number of potential users, consistent with controlling costs? Do we know this as a result of consulting with the potential users? Have we adapted the way our data are distributed to reflect new ICT-based dissemination opportunities, such as mobile phones? Does our MIS have a website and is it kept up to date?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: As a result of consultations with users, we are fully confident that the various means of dissemination we use reach the maximum number of users in a cost-effective way, including through the use of mobile phones and an up-to-date web site. We have adapted our dissemination techniques in recent years.

4: As a result of consultations with users, we believe that the means of dissemination we use reaches the maximum number of users in a cost-effective way, including through the use of mobile phones and an up-to-date web site and we have adapted our dissemination methods in recent years. However, some further adjustments to our dissemination methods are required.

3: We have had some concerns that our dissemination methods are not the most efficient and may be out of date and are in the process of consulting with users about improvements to i.

2: We have had some concerns that our dissemination methods are not the most efficient and may be out of date but we are presently doing nothing to see what improvements could be implemented and have not consulted with users about it.

1: Our dissemination methods are clearly out of date and do not involve the use of mobile phones. However, we lack resources to make improvements and can do nothing until those resources are available.

0: We have done no studies of users and are unsure whether the data we provide are reaching them and are useful. We do not disseminate data through mobile phones or a web site.

5.2. Do the data meet the needs of the users?

Customers of a MIS need to receive data in a form they can use. This covers both the content of the data and the way they are disseminated. In the previous chapter, we considered how to assess the preparation and dissemination of historical reports. Here, we discuss up-to-date price data that are disseminated at least once a week and, preferably, on a daily basis.

Frequent MIS reports provide current price data and, occasionally, supply data for one or more markets. When the dissemination method permits it, such reports could also include a brief commentary on market conditions and any factors that are influencing them, such as weather conditions or transportation problems. Such dissemination is targeted at farmers who have products in storage or are ready to harvest. This can give those farmers an idea of prices they can expect to receive, and can assist them in deciding whether to take their produce to market. The data could also assist farmers in bargaining with traders, either those who visit their villages or those based in markets.

To use the data provided, farmers have to know exactly what they refer to. In Chapter 1, the importance of having a clear definition of the products when data are collected, covering varieties and grades, is stressed. The users need to have the same definition when the data are disseminated to them. This is easy to arrange when data are printed in newspapers and even when supplied through a smartphone app, but are more difficult to provide when prices are sent by text messages. MIS could consider preparing leaflets for farmers or posters for agricultural offices, input stores and cooperatives that explain the MIS and the commodities covered.

Farmers should not be overwhelmed with too much data. They are usually only interested in one or two markets. A problem with early broadcasts of prices on national radio stations was that they listed prices at many markets. It became boring for farmers to listen to and even more boring for people who were not at all interested. Use of local FM radio stations allows data to be targeted to a particular area. Similarly, prices that are “pushed” out to a list of users through text messages can be targeted to a particular location and even limited to particular crops that subscribers are interested in. Data that are “pulled” by a farmer by first sending a text or voice message, such as “Teff: Addis Ababa”, clearly meets the needs of that particular farmer.

Self-assessment questions (4.2): Are we confident that data recipients such as farmers, traders, policymakers find the data we provide to be user friendly, in terms of quantity, content and presentation and that users can understand the data provided?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: We have conducted many studies of users regarding their understanding and use of our data and are fully confident that the data meet their requirements in terms of quantity of data, content and presentation and can be understood by all users.

4: We have conducted some studies of users regarding their understanding and use of our data and are reasonably confident that the data meet their requirements in terms of quantity of data, content and presentation and can be understood by most users.

3: We have conducted one or two studies of users regarding their understanding and use of our data and believe that the data meet their requirements in terms of quantity of data, content and presentation and can be understood by most users.

2: We have conducted no studies of users regarding their understanding and use of our data but we believe that the data meet their requirements in terms of quantity of data, content and presentation and can be understood by most users.

1: We have not conducted any studies on the users’ understanding and use of our data and do not know whether the data meet their requirements in terms of quantity of data, content and presentation or be understood by most users.

0: We have conducted no studies of users regarding their understanding and use of our data and are fairly sure that it does not meet their requirements in terms of quantity of data, content and presentation or whether it can be understood by most users.

5.3. Does dissemination work as planned?

A MIS may be confident that the data it provides are the most relevant to the users and that the method of providing that data is the most relevant at the present time, while recognizing that the speed of ICT developments may mean that this will not be the case in a few years. That does not mean, however, that the MIS is providing a good service, as it may not be functioning as intended.

The operation manual should specify when data should reach farmers. As noted in Chapter 2, a data transmission schedule is a good tool to monitor the way the data moves through the system. This should include the time the data is transmitted to those responsible for the final dissemination, most likely radio stations and mobile service providers. Data sent out by phone would normally be transmitted automatically when the MIS sends instructions but this may not happen, because of a human or technical error. Thus, MIS employees should monitor both “push” and “pull” services to ensure that the latest update is available. Similarly, they should listen to radio stations to make sure they broadcast the latest bulletin. This may not always be easy for the head office to do as many FM stations will be out of range. The task could be assigned to data collectors or extension officers.

Mobile messages sent out using the “push” technique and email circulation lists require that up-to-date records of subscribers be maintained. One problem is that lists of subscribers are developed when the MIS is set up but are not subsequently revised or “cleaned”. Cleaning of email lists can be done easily because when a message goes to a non-functioning account, the sender gets a message relaying that fact. The cleaning operation is less easy for mobile phones using Android®, as the recipient has to turn on a message-received function to be sure it has been received. Maintaining up-to-date lists is not a problem when the “pull” method of dissemination is used; the only problem could occur when, for whatever reason, the MIS is forced to change its own number. For example, mobile companies often charge extra to people who want to have an easily memorable number (e.g. 999999) and if the bill for this charge is not paid on time the number could be lost.

If you start with a master email or mobile phone list and do nothing to update it then you will eventually run out of subscribers. Mobile phone users may decide to transfer to a new service provider, with a new number, or they may lose their phone or it may be stolen. Email subscribers may retire, change their job and get a new email address or may change their private address for a variety of reasons. Thus, apart from conducting ongoing promotional campaigns (see Chapter 6), it is vital that the MIS conducts periodic campaigns to encourage former customers to resubscribe and to identify people who have taken over the jobs of former subscribers to also apply.

Self-assessment questions (4.3): Does our market data always go out to users as planned or is it sometimes delayed? If so, are steps being taken to rectify the faults? If we send data to subscription lists, what steps are taken to ensure that the lists are up-to-date?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: Data dissemination is conducted according to a schedule that is always adhered to. We monitor mobile phone companies and radio stations to ensure they follow our agreements. Depending on the methods of dissemination, we maintain lists of cell phone numbers, email and postal addresses and regularly check to ensure that they remain current.

4: Data dissemination is conducted according to a schedule that is almost always adhered to and we are trying to improve the reliability. Depending on the methods of dissemination, we maintain lists of cell phone numbers, email and postal addresses and sometimes check to ensure that they remain current.

3: Data dissemination is conducted according to a schedule that is almost always adhered to. We are not trying to improve the reliability and do not monitor mobile phone companies and radio stations to ensure they are following agreements. Depending on the methods of transmission, we maintain lists of cell phone numbers, email and postal addresses and occasionally check to ensure that they remain current.

2: Data dissemination is conducted according to a schedule that is often not adhered to and we have done little to rectify this. Depending on the methods of transmission, we maintain lists of cell phone numbers, email and postal addresses and occasionally check to ensure that they remain current.

1: Data dissemination is conducted according to a schedule that is often not adhered to and we have done nothing about this. Depending on the methods of transmission, we maintain lists of cell phone numbers, email and postal addresses but we have never checked to see whether they have remained current.

0: Data dissemination is conducted when we are able to do it and does not follow any particular schedule. Depending on methods of transmission, we have lists of cell phone numbers, email and postal addresses but we have never checked to see whether they have remained current.

5.4. Are financial resources adequate to distribute data as intended?

This topic will also be discussed in Chapter 6, when we consider whether a MIS can be run as a business. In the specific case of data dissemination, resources are likely to be needed to pay the mobile phone service operator(s) and radio stations.

Preferably, only one mobile operator should be needed but in cases in which no company has complete coverage of a country, two may be required. While some funding could be generated as a result of providing a “pull” service, the income is not likely to meet the costs of the service. Where prices are “pushed” to lists of phone numbers, it may be possible to get some users to pay to subscribe, but this will not be easy. Use of money-transfer services, such as M-Pesa developed in Kenya, could offer a way of arranging payment. It is theoretically possible to do “reverse billing” every time a message is sent but this would inevitably alienate the recipients, even if they originally agreed to it when they signed up for the service. An alternative is a monthly charge, but collection may be difficult.

When local FM stations were first used to disseminate market data it was thought that either (1) the stations could be persuaded to broadcast data as a public service or (2) advertisers, such as input suppliers, could be persuaded to sponsor the broadcasts. Neither of these scenarios is common, however. Thus, MIS need to ensure that funds are available to cover broadcasting costs.

MIS should have adequate reserves to cover possible late arrival of expected resources coming from the government budget, donors or the sale of data. Once broadcasts cease, for whatever reason, it becomes extremely difficult to persuade users to take interest in a service again.

Self-assessment question (4.4): Are we confident that the resources of our MIS are adequate to ensure that the planned dissemination can be continued without interruption?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation and award yourselves the appropriate number of points:

5: We do not expect any problems with funding dissemination in the foreseeable future and are confident that we can continue dissemination operations at present levels. We have never experienced difficulties in paying service providers, such as mobile phone companies or radio stations, and we expect this to continue. We have financial reserves to cover short-term cash flow difficulties.

4: We do not expect any major problems with funding dissemination in the foreseeable future and are confident that we can continue operations at present levels. We do not expect to experience major difficulties in paying service providers, such as mobile phone companies or radio stations. We have financial reserves to cover short-term cash flow difficulties.

3: We may have some problems with funding dissemination in the foreseeable future, but we are not confident that we can continue operations at present levels. We may experience difficulties in paying service providers, such as mobile phone companies or radio stations, as we do not have the financial reserves to cover short-term cash flow difficulties.

2: Our funding for dissemination is guaranteed for the life of our donor project. After that project ends, we are unsure where resources for dissemination will come from and may have to reduce dissemination to those channels that have no cost.

1: Our funding is precarious and this is likely to jeopardize future dissemination.

0: We are experiencing a major resource constraint that is affecting the dissemination as well as other activities.

5.5. Does the MIS maintain good relationships with users?

The relationship between a company and its customers presents significant problems. Failure to respond to complaints about product quality; slow response to errors in billing; and slow response times from call centres are common complaints about companies, including the most known ones. A MIS needs to maintain a good relationship with its customers. Ways of doing this include providing an email address or phone numbers that can be used by farmers and others to point out errors, seek clarification on the data provided, or find out why they are no longer receiving data to which they believe they have subscribed. Ideally, arrangements should be made for the MIS to pay for such incoming calls. Emails should be replied to within one working day and, if phone calls are received when there is no one in the office, an answer machine should ask people to leave their number and the MIS should call them back. A record should be kept of all communications with customers and used both as a formal record and as a way of identifying potential improvements to the service.

Self-assessment question (4.5): Is our MIS doing enough to maintain good relations with our clients?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation:

5: We have excellent relations with our users. They definitely know how to contact us and we respond to their queries within 24 hours. We keep a record of queries and use it to improve the service we offer.

4: We have good relations with our users. They should know how to contact us and we try to respond to their queries quickly. We keep records of queries and use these to plan upgrades to our service.

3: We have fairly good relations with our users and we usually respond to their queries. However, we do not use data from customer contact to improve our service.

2: Our users contact us but we do not do anything to encourage this, such as invite people to write to us through our web site. We would like to help but have limited staff resources to reply to queries.

1: We occasionally get contacts from users but this is not usual and we do not encourage it. We do not provide data to people about how to contact us, unless they want to subscribe.

0: We do not want users to contact us.

[image: images]
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Training of and promotion to users

6.1. How well-known is the MIS?1

There is not much point in operating a MIS if it is not going to be used. Scarce resources spent on collecting data from many markets, processing the data, preparing analyses of that data and disseminating it to farmers, traders and officials could be reallocated by governments. Therefore, a MIS needs to offer a convincing case for the utility of its service. The main justification for its continued existence comes from the number of users and the impact of the MIS on them. Also, from a perspective of personal pride, it is important that the employees feel they are providing a valuable service. People do not want to spend all day doing something of no utility. Furthermore, the more people use a service, the more likely some of them will be willing to pay for it, thereby generating revenue that can be used to subsequently improve the service and ensure its continued operation.

Making people aware of the service is therefore essential. Such awareness is often not very widespread. Farmers in one country were recently questioned about how often they used a MIS. They all replied that they used it and found it helpful, even though it had been closed down for two years!

The first step in promoting a service is to identify the potential customers and their data needs. This research should be done prior to setting up the service and on a frequent basis thereafter (see Section 2.1, Chapter 2). The more research done, the better. Potential clients can retrieve data about markets and their prices from a variety of other sources, such as word of mouth, calling friends on the phone, and visiting the market in person. To promote its service, a MIS needs to be able to convince farmers that the data it supplies will be more useful than those from other sources or will provide additional data to what they obtain from other sources.

A MIS should identify the strong points about its service that it would like to emphasize. Does it work in several languages where appropriate? Does it answer phone-in questions? Are prices released on the same day they are collected? Does it provide data other than market data, such as weather forecasts and contact details of buyers?

There are many channels available for promoting a MIS. Among them are advertisements; displays at agricultural shows and advertisements on other ICT-for-Agriculture services, such as web sites that provide agricultural extension or web sites of wholesale markets. The training discussed above is also an excellent way to attract clients. It is best not to rely just on one channel. Using several channels will maximize coverage of the message. However, there is a cost associated with promotion, a financial cost or a time cost when MIS employees visit farmers. Finally, it helps to have an attractive logo and to brand all publicity so that it looks the same and helps people remember the service.

Self-assessment questions (5.1): Are the potential users aware of our MIS? Have surveys been done to assess this? Have we carried out promotions to improve knowledge of its existence and of its value?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation:

5: We are certain that all potential users are aware of our services, both immediate market price provision and regular reports. This has been verified by surveys of farmers and traders. We promote our services regularly through the media and by other means.

4: We are certain that all potential users are aware of our services, both immediate market price provision and regular reports, although we have not conducted any surveys to verify this. We promote our services regularly through the media and by other means.

3: We are confident that most potential users are aware of our service although we have not conducted any surveys to verify this. We promote our service regularly.

2: We are confident that most potential users are aware of our service although we have not conducted any surveys to verify this. We do very little to promote our service.

1: We do not how well-known are service is among potential users and do limited promotion of the service.

0: We do not know how well known are service is among potential users and we do not promote the service.

6.2. Is assistance given to the users to help them fully understand the market data provided?

As discussed in Chapter 2, when a MIS is first set up, surveys should be carried out to ascertain what data would be most useful for farmers. They may all reply that they would like price data from the nearest urban market, because that is where they sell their products. Unfortunately, if there are one hundred such markets in the country it is not economically possible for a MIS to cover them all. Therefore, it is likely to choose to cover only the major markets in the largest cities.

While farmers would find it easy to understand prices quoted in their nearest market, they may have trouble understanding fully the implications of prices from the main cities. From the data provided by a MIS, they will be able to note whether prices are going up but will not necessarily be able to translate this into the impact on their farm-gate prices, knowledge which would enable them to improve their negotiation with traders. As noted in Chapter 1, there are many types of prices that can be collected and disseminated, and this can add to the confusion.

It is therefore desirable that farmers are supported by helping them to understand the data given out by the MIS. One approach would be for the MIS to distribute leaflets to farmers to explain clearly the data being disseminated. Another would be for it to work with extension officers to train them to explain the interpretation of prices to farmers. FAO has produced guides on this topic2.

Self-assessment question (5.2): Are we confident that farmers, in particular, fully understand and are able to make use of the data we supply? If not, have we taken any steps to improve their understanding, such as through carrying out or supporting training?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation:

5: We are aware that farmers may have difficulty in translating the data we provide into practical data that they can use for their daily transactions or to plan future production. We have done most of the following: (1) provide training to extension officers on how farmers can use market data; (2) uploaded training materials on our website; (3) offered courses for farmer organizations; (4) used radio programmes to advise farmers; and (5) prepared leaflets or posters for farmers.

4: We are aware that farmers may have difficulty in translating the data we provide into practical data that they can use for their daily transactions or to plan future production. We have done one or two of the five activities listed above.

3: We are aware that farmers may have difficulty in translating the data we provide into practical data that they can use for their daily transactions or to plan future production. We have not been able to do any of the five activities listed above but are planning to do so.

2: We are aware that farmers may have difficulty in translating the data we provide into practical data that they can use for their daily transactions or to plan future production. We have not been able to do any of the five activities listed above

1: We have not really considered whether farmers may have problems using the data we provide. Because of resource constraints it is unlikely that we will be able to provide training and other support activities listed above.

0: We are not interested in training farmers.

[image: images]




1 This section draws on an article CTA. “Agriculture market information systems in Africa”. Available at: http://publications.cta.int/media/publications/downloads/1909_PDF.pdf.

2 Shepherd, A.W. Understanding and Using Market Data. Marketing Extension Guide No 2. Rome. FAO, 2011. Available at: www.fao.org/3/a-x8826e.pdf; Shepherd, A.W. A Guide to Maize Marketing for Extension Officers. Marketing Extension Guide No 1. Rome. FAO, 2010. Available at: www.fao.org/docrep/013/i1792e/i1792e00.pdf. Shepherd, A.W. 2007. A Guide to Marketing Costs and how to calculate them. Marketing Extension Guide. Rome. FAO. http://www.fao.org/3/a-u8770e.pdf



7

What is the sustainability plan?

7.1. How can the market data system remain viable?

A MIS has to ensure its financial sustainability. This can sometimes be achieved by generating income but, realistically, most MIS, including privately owned ones, are likely to depend on government and donor resources. However, these resources can fluctuate considerably from year to year. A donor project may come to an end; the government may face severe financial constraints; or a new minister may be appointed who does not support or understand the need for market data.

MIS are often set up with donor support when funds are not a constraint and try to do too much, saddling themselves with excessive costs when the donor support ends. Donors tend to develop services or improve existing MIS in order to spend the available funds, giving little thought to where funding will come from after a project ends. However, it often proves difficult to reduce costs because government jobs are usually guaranteed for life. So the MIS continues to employ people, even if they are not really doing anything, because arranging for their dismissal or transfer is too complex. New MIS should learn from this and avoid planning activities that are dependent on funding that may not continue. Activities should be based on the funding that is expected to be available in the “worst-case scenario”. If additional resources become available, they can be used for investment purposes, such as new computers or smartphones for data collectors, or to train farmers, but the core activities should be guaranteed.

So a major problem MIS face over the years has been how to ensure funding for operation to continue. The term “business model” is basically used to describe how organizations will identify products to generate revenue, control costs and finance their activities. Developing such a plan is essential for a MIS, even if it is confident of receiving ongoing funding from government or other sources. Nothing can be guaranteed and the MIS needs to hold regular consultations with government and donors to understand its future income prospects. At the same time, it needs to aim to maximize revenue from the sale of data and other products, and ensure cost control.

Self-assessment questions (6.1): Does the revenue received by our MIS cover its costs and is there every reason to think that this will continue in the future? If not, are we taking steps to make the business model viable?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation:

5: Our revenue covers our costs and we have no reason to think that this will not be the case for the foreseeable future. However, we are continuing to try to reduce our costs and are also exploring ways of generating more revenue.

4: Our revenue covers our costs and we have no reason to think that this will not be the case for the foreseeable future. We have done little to reduce costs or explore ways of generating more revenue.

3: Our revenue presently covers costs but we are not sure whether this situation will continue. We are trying to reduce our costs and are also exploring ways to generate more revenue and additional funding.

2: Our revenue presently covers costs but we are not sure whether this situation will continue. We have done little to reduce costs, explore ways to generate revenue or seek external funding.

1: Our revenue presently covers costs but our sources of funding are likely to end soon. Even if we reduce costs and generate revenue we will not be able to continue without external funding.

0: Our revenue is presently inadequate to provide the service we would like and new sources of funding appear unlikely.

7.2. How can you raise funds commercially?

There are basically three ways in which MIS can raise funds commercially: by selling data in various forms; by providing consultancy services; and by attracting advertisers. All are difficult to achieve.

Distribution of data through traditional media, such as newspapers and radio stations, provides few opportunities to raise funds, although it may be possible to arrange for printed data and radio broadcasts to be sponsored by advertisers, thereby reducing the dissemination costs of the MIS. Use of mobile phone text messages provide limited opportunities for income but a problem facing all MIS (indeed, all data providers worldwide) is that while people always welcome the opportunity to receive data that may be useful to them, they are rarely willing to pay for that data. This applies to more-affluent developed countries as well as to developing countries where many of the target audience for a MIS are, of course, very poor.

As discussed in Chapter 4, farmers can be charged a small supplement on the normal SMS message cost to receive “pulled” MIS messages, in order to cover the cost of the reply message from the MIS and also provide it with some revenue. Clear contractual arrangements have to be developed with the mobile service provider to ensure that the revenue is passed on to the MIS and that the MIS can monitor all transactions to know how much it should receive. Revenue from “pushed” messages does not come through the mobile service provider but must be generated by the MIS itself. This means that it must persuade potential users to subscribe to the service. The cost of collecting subscriptions from small farmers may well exceed the revenue generated. Other services that a MIS can offer, such as inclusion of a weather report in the data sent to farmers, or activities to link farmers with traders, also generate some income.

Data that are compiled into periodical or analytical reports, as discussed in Chapter 3, may be easier to sell. Larger companies, donors and other embassies are often prepared to pay a reasonable price for a well-prepared summary of market conditions. Embassies have to send regular reports to their government and input from a MIS report could be very valuable, as it would reduce their own data collection and monitoring costs. Similarly, companies are often prepared to pay significant sums for concise and accurate reports, as it means they do not have to do the work themselves. In addition to companies in the country of the MIS, such as input suppliers, banks, or importers, there may also be potential clients outside the country, such as fertilizer companies, food exporters and international banks. Exploiting the market for analytical reports requires the MIS to do market research to identify customers and do extensive marketing, often by phoning the potential clients, after having first identified the name of the best person to talk to.

A few MIS around the world have made a successful transition from supplying simple price data and periodical analytical reports to selling tailor-made consultancy reports that address a particular need of the client. The best way to market such services is for the MIS to convince potential clients of its competence by producing high-quality, regular reports, which carry a small advert for its consultancy assignments. The mailing list for periodical reports can also be used to approach potential customers.

In addition to seeking advertisers who may be willing to sponsor newspaper articles and radio programmes, there may be some scope for advertisements through ICTs. Text messages cannot be very long but there may be room for “Message brought to you by ABC Co.”. The increased use of smartphones should facilitate the inclusion of advertisements.

While it is desirable that government-run MIS should generate some revenue, the incentive to do this is sometimes limited as government revenue often has to be paid to a central revenue account from where it is not available for use by the MIS.

Self-assessment questions (6.2): What activities are we undertaking to generate revenue? Could more be done, either by increasing the number of customers for existing services or by developing new services? Have we made any effort to attract advertisers?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation:

5: We provide some or all of our services for a fee and are actively trying to identify new customers and new services that we could provide. We generate some revenue from advertising.

4: We provide some services for a fee and are actively trying to identify new customers and new services that we could provide. We generate little or no revenue from advertising.

3: We provide some services for a fee but are not actively trying to identify new customers and new services. We generate little or no revenue from advertising.

2: All of our services are presently free of charge. However, we are exploring services that we could provide for a fee and the possibility of charging for advertisements.

1: All of our services are presently free of charge. However, we are trying to identify services that we could provide for a fee or generate revenue from advertisements.

0: All of our services are provided free of charge. We are not interested in generating revenue.

7.3. How can costs be reduced?

If a MIS assesses itself poorly with regard to revenue generation, then it is probable that it will have to reduce costs to remain sustainable. An important step in assessing viability is to prepare an annual budget that compares all the costs likely to be incurred with the revenue expected. We have discussed the question of revenue above, but reducing costs is often a more effective way of becoming viable.

Costs should be examined to determine the major areas of expense, and why? Money clearly has to be spent on data collection and employees need to be paid a reasonable salary. But, is the MIS collecting too much data? An initial important question to consider is whether all of the data collected is actually being disseminated? If not, why is it being collected? The second question is to enquire whether all the data collected and disseminated are really needed? Do farmers try to “pull” data from all markets covered or only from some markets? Have surveys shown that farmers are using data from all markets? If the MIS uses the “push” method of sending out data by text, do 90 percent of the subscriptions cover 10 percent of markets or is the interest in all markets?

If data are being collected and not used or little used, then the MIS should consider reducing market coverage. Unfortunately, this may involve employees losing their jobs, but it is preferable to lay off a few employees then have to close down the operation and lay off all the employees. It is usually easier for private companies to cut staff than for government departments. Government MIS may also face political pressure to continue carrying out unproductive activities. Politicians may want to know why prices are no longer collected in their district when they are still collected in another politician’s neighbouring district.

High costs at the head office could be the result of several reasons, both positive and negative. If the MIS sends out many analytical reports then it has to have the staff to prepare them. Similarly, if it has developed other income-earning activities, such as consultancy work, then good, well-paid employees are required. If the MIS has been very good at generating revenue then it has also needed staff to promote and market its services. On the negative side, the service may not have moved with the times. It may have been set up 30 years ago when a lot of processing was done by pen and paper and have failed to adapt its staffing to reflect that such processing is now all done by computers. In some countries, employees in government departments are often political appointments. When a new government comes into office, new employees are sometimes appointed but the existing ones are not removed. So the bureaucracy becomes bloated, pushing up costs.

Dissemination does not require many employees. If costs are high it could be a positive sign, as long as revenue is also high. However, there are problems if the MIS is spending a lot on dissemination but neither generating revenue nor being able to show that it has a large number of users. As with data collection costs, a reduction in dissemination costs could perhaps be achieved through a rigorous examination of how the data are actually used, although the scope for savings may be less than in the case of collection.

Self-assessment questions (6.3): Does our MIS work with an annual budget and rigorously follow it? Are we convinced that we operate an efficient MIS in which costs are tightly controlled and are consistent with the services being provided? Have we carried out any activities to reduce costs or to identify ways of reducing them?

Choose the description that most closely accords with your situation:

5: We have an annual operating budget and revenue and costs are consistent with the budget. We have investigated ways to reduce costs but we believe no actions can be taken.

4: We have an annual operating budget and revenue and costs are consistent with the budget. We believe there is some limited scope to reduce costs and are actively implementing our ideas.

3: We have an annual operating budget but our costs exceed the budget. We believe there is scope to reduce costs but we have not yet done anything to achieve this.

2: We have an annual operating budget but our costs exceed the budget. We have never considered whether we could reduce costs.

1: We have an annual budget and this has led to funding shortages on occasions. We have considered reducing costs but have done nothing about it.

0: We have an annual budget and this has led to funding shortages. We have considered reducing costs.

[image: images]
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Responding to the assessment

8.1. Actions necessary to respond to poor performance

As the purpose of this guide is for each MIS to carry out a self-assessment, it is inevitable that there will be some subjectivity involve in the scoring. There may be a slight difference in the scoring by MIS that perform in a very similar way. However, we hope that the guidance provides means that there will not be significant discrepancies. Following the guidance given, one MIS may award itself a score of tree and another MIS might give itself a score of four for the same performance. However, it is unlikely that one would give itself two and another five.

Table 7 presents a summary sheet to record your self-assessments for the first six chapters. You should enter these assessments and then calculate the percentage of the potential maximum that you scored. If your percentage is above 75 percent then you are probably performing well, although some of the matters discussed in this guide may help you improve further. However, the percentages should be more or less the same for each of the six factors: if you score 90 percent for five out of the six factors but 40 percent for one of them, then you have problems that need to be addressed. For example, nothing is achieved if your data collection arrangements are perfect and you are carrying out accurate and efficient processing and analysis but you are not succeeding in disseminating the data in a helpful way. You may be implementing the best MIS in the world but this will be worth little if your funding will run out in a year and you have made no effort to secure additional resources.

You should also look closely at your scores for each individual question. For example, you may score your data collection practices very highly but, at the same time, your answer to Question 6 in Chapter 1 may indicate that you sometimes have problems meeting the cost of collection. If you have an excellent collection system, but sometimes collection does not take place because of lack of funds (or any other reason) then you are unable to provide an acceptable service. This problem must be addressed.

[image: images]

If your average percentage is less than 50, it is unlikely that you are providing a meaningful service for your users. The issues highlighted in this guide may encourage to improve your service, but it is also likely that they will highlight areas in which you require some additional external assistance. For example to improve your use of software or to introduce new dissemination methods, FAO may be able to assist with this through its Technical Cooperation Programme (TCP). Other agencies that have supported MIS projects include the Canadian International Development Agency, the European Union, the International Fund for Agricultural Development and the United States Agency for International Development.

A score of between 50 and 75 percent denotes considerable scope for improvement. Possibly you are collecting, processing and disseminating data quite efficiently but are doing little to consult with your users and nothing to develop new products. In addition, you have poor cost control. Here, also, you should look at the percentages for each of the six factors as well as your scores for the individual questions to see whether your performance is more or less the same for each or whether you have particular weaknesses. Again, FAO may be able to provide assistance in addressing the problems you identify.

8.2. Sources of further advice on upgrading performance

Surprisingly, few publications offer practical advice on operating a MIS. Of these, a series of twelve booklets entitled Agricultural Market Information Systems in Africa, recently published by the Technical Centre for Agricultural and Rural Cooperation (CTA)1, provides considerable assistance in developing market data services, with a particular focus on business development. Although prepared with Africa in mind, these attractively presented booklets have universal applicability.

A somewhat older paper, Guide to the Establishment of Market Data Services, prepared by Bridget Poon, provides good practical advice on topics, such as data collection, processing, analysis and dissemination and also advises on MIS staffing requirements2. The FAO’ Marketing Extension Guide series, particularly No. 2, Understanding and Using Market data, provides tools for training users and extension staff in being able to make use of the data from a MIS.

The Markets & Prices Monitoring: Training Manual, prepared by FEWSNET in 2010, was primarily designed for food security early warning purposes, but it contains useful advice for MIS with regard to the handling and processing of data. For example, it covers data cleaning and rounding; the treatment of inflation; the handling of missing data; and price indices; together with more statistical approaches to data analysis. This publication is particularly useful for MIS that want to do data analysis, in addition to simply supplying regular price data3.




1 http://publications.cta.int/en/publications/search/?search_term=market+data

2 http://makingtheconnection.cta.int/sites/default/files/MIS-Establishment-Guide.pdf

3 http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/sifsia/docs/Market%20Monitoring%20Manual%20__July%202010.pdf
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