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Abstract:

As a country that is endowed with ample natural and human resources, Nigeria has the potential of being Africa’s most vibrant
economy and an active player within the global terrain. Having an expanse of 98 million hectares of land of which about 74
million hectares is arable, agriculture happens to be one of the major source of its national wealth after oil. Yet, it cultivates only
40% of the available farmland that abound and places more emphasis on oil. With the current tumble of global crude oil prices
as a result of the oil supply glut however, the future of its economy remains fragile. Since information is a basic prerequisite for
development and information centers are the strongholds for attaining coherent and adequate information, the establishment and
adequate utilization of rural information centers that would boost the agricultural sector and facilitate a healthy national
transformation remains paramount. As such, the premise of this paper is to showcase how rural Information centers can serve as
pathways for Agricultural Development and National Transformation in Nigeria. To achieve this, related literature on the
concept of Rural Information Centers (RIC's), Agricultural Development and National Transformation were explored. More so,
the emergence of Rural Information Centers (RIC's), components of Rural Information Service, and the prospects of establishing
adequate rural information centers that would serve the rural agrarian communities in Nigeria amongst others were highlighted.
To this end, the paper suggested a blueprint on how to leapfrog into the information paradigm so as to foster a robust
agricultural output for national transformation in Nigeria.
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1. Introduction

Nigeria has the largest economy in Africa and is classified as an emerging market owing to its rich reserves of natural resources, well-
developed financial and communications sectors with petroleum as a major product that plays a significant role in the economy of the
country. More so, manufactured products like leather, textiles, plastics and processed food enhance the economy of the country
(www.africaranking.com2015) and its agricultural sector is one that employs almost sixty percent of its inhabitants. Having cocoa,
sugar cane, yams, maize, palm oil, groundnuts, coconuts, citrus fruits, pearl millet, and cassava as its major agricultural products with
multiple vegetation zones, surface water, plentiful rain, underground water resources and moderate climatic extremes that paves way
for the production of diverse food and cash crops(www.mapsofworld.com), the country is one that is certainly blessed.

While the revenues made from oil provide the largest source of income for the country, its overly-dependence on its oil sector has
truncated the accelerated growth of other sectors of the economy despite their potentialities of sustaining the economy i.e. our palm oil
production and coconut processing are in decline (www.unicef.org).

Nigeria happens to have much prospects for sustained growth considering some key non-oil sector areas of agriculture, information
and communication technology, trade and services. As such, the increase in the contribution of the agricultural sector would certainly
heighten the country’s positive outlook because exportation of primary products within the agricultural circle would certainly aid the
country in becoming more industrialized; thereby providing additional opportunities for the informal sector to progressively move into
the formal economy, thereby making growth more inclusive and offering a high potential for job creation, increased income and
poverty reduction.

Agriculture — particularly crop production — trade and services continue to be the main drivers of non-oil sector growth as there
appears to be prospects for strong economic growth in the expected positive outcomes from the Agricultural Transformation Agenda.
Agriculture, which is largely informal, employs about 70% of the labor force, a large portion of which is poor. Adding value to
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agriculture tradable will create more jobs through its upstream and downstream integration with other sectors of the economy, increase
export revenues, boost income of the poor and reduce poverty incidence (http://www.nigeriaembassyusa.org)

In developing countries such as Nigeria however, rural farmers account for the greater part of the population. Governments of
developing countries have a major responsibility of ensuring that there is adequate rural development in their various communities and
local governments which would lead to effective and efficient agricultural systems that will not only supply food and animal protein
but also foster the utilization of natural resources in a sustainable manner (CGIAR, 1995). When the rural farmers lack access to
knowledge and information that would help them achieve maximum agricultural yield, they are not only grope in the dark but are
driven to the urban centers in search of formal employment, as the only option for survival (Munyua, 2000).

Blait (1996) pointed out that the least expensive input for improved rural agricultural development is adequate access to knowledge
and information in areas of new agricultural technologies, early warning systems (drought, pests, diseases etc.), improved seedlings,
fertilizer, credit, market prices etc. Corroborating the above assertion, Aina (2007) pointed out that farmers would benefit from global
information, if information centers, are cited in rural areas complete with all information and communication gadgets Sadly, there
have been short-comings of traditional print and library based methods of providing such agricultural information to rural farmers who
are generally illiterate and relatively remote from formal sources of information e.g. Information centers, extension stations, libraries
(Van and Fortier, 2000).

1.1. The Concept of Agricultural Development

Fundamentally, development implies a noticeable movement out of a perceived stagnation. Such a movement could be backward
(negative) or forward (positive) development. It is an ongoing and all-encompassing process not specific to a particular region and
race, and hence the content of development is entwined with ‘human empowerment’.

According to Bapir, (2011) in El-Kalash and Ahmed (2014), the concept of development has been a contested and broad-brush term
that has injected different meanings into the mind of the observer. It is such an all-encompassing term that covers wide range aspects
and observers in different disciplines have problematized the concept to the extent that disagreement is more than agreement as what
development ‘means’ and how it should be ‘measured’ in reality.

However, agricultural development depends on several interdependent components that involves a process - a series of actions and
decisions — that improves the situation of the agricultural sector. Hence, infrastructure, economic development, services and policy are
crucial. First, adequate infrastructure is needed to support agricultural activity and community life. Second, it requires a healthy
economical atmosphere to enable it flourish. Third, policy settings can help position agricultural development in an economically
competitive, socially just, and environmentally responsible atmosphere. Indeed, investment in infrastructure or major business
development such as irrigation development, transport infrastructure, adequate and relevant information provision and industrial
development have transformed some local economies.

1.2. The Role of Agriculture in Nigeria’s Economy

It is a truism that the fundamental role that agriculture has played in the development of Nigeria’s economy cannot be overestimated.
So many writers have written quite a number of literature and researches on the subject as right from the infant stage of our
independence as a nation, agriculture has been a source of contribution that helped induce industrial growth and a structural
transformation of our economy. Sadly, our policy makers seem not to foresee the imperative of rural information centers as active
drivers of the agricultural sector. This has resulted to a reduced growth in our agricultural productivity, increase in rural poverty, food
insecurity and widespread environmental degradation.

Prior to the attainment of Nigeria’s independence in 1960, agriculture was the most important sector of her economy, and accounted
for more than 50% of GDP and more than 75% of export earnings. More so, the country was the world's leading exporter of palm oil
until overtaken by Malaysia in 1971 and the fourth largest exporter of cocoa beans in 1990/91. Again, in 1990, Nigeria overtook
Liberia as the largest rubber producer in Africa (http://www.fao.org/ag/agp). Consequently, with the rapid expansion of the petroleum
industry, agricultural development was neglected, and the sector entered a relative decline. Source: FAOSTAT data 2005.

However, it appears that short-term benefits of the ongoing reforms in the agriculture sector through the Agriculture Transformation
Agenda have started trickling in. Moreover, the rebased GDP also reveals the emergence of new non-oil sector activities driving
growth. It is our belief that the newly elected president who has a pedigree of zero tolerance to corruption and his cabinet would
drastically transform the agricultural sector to compelling standards.

1.3. Rural Information Centers (RIC's)

The term "rural" could be regarded as any place that lacks basic social amenities like schools, good roads, power supply, health
facilities, portable drinking water etc. Iwe (2003) described the rural area in the Nigerian context as any area that is far from the urban
city, a village, a hinterland with no good access roads, no pipe-borne water, no electricity, and no factories and industries while
Mohammed (1996) in Ezekiel & Saleh (2014) is of the opinion that in Nigeria, the rural environment is characterized by highly
illiterate, petty traders, as well as subsistence farmers.

Ravallion, Chen, and Sangraula (2007) asserts that three, out of four poor people in developing countries—890 million people—lived
in rural areas in 2002. Further, they explained that even with rapid urbanization, the developing world is expected to remain
predominantly rural in most regions until about 2020, and the majority of the poor are projected to continue to live in rural areas until
2040.
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Information is usually a message that is communicated by a communicator to a receiver. Davies (1976) defined information as any
data that has been processed into a form that is meaningful to the recipient and is of real or perceived value in current or future
decision. Sturges& Neill (1990) and Camble (1994) in Ezekiel & Saleh (2014) argues that lack of relevant and adequate information
has impacted negatively on any development process.

However, the rural based information center is basically an information center that is provided for the survival and growth of the rural
community. It is meant to cater for the rural dwellers who are usually occupational farmers as information required by such members
of the community is usually expended on the available resources around them. The information service through which the RIC's are
provided to communities is called Rural Information Service (RIS). Survival information that relate to agriculture, housing, health,
political rights, legal issues and economic opportunities are communicated among the peoples of communities through such
information centers.

Thus, rural information service could be said to be the provision of information about resources and services that can be used to
improve the overall wellbeing of community members. Kempson, (1990) described community information service as those services
that assists individuals or groups with daily problem solving.

1.4. The Emergence of Rural Information Centers (RIC's)

The idea of establishing rural information centers is not a new one. It dates back to the 18" century when the first attempt to improve
access to information involved the collation and organization of all forms of recorded knowledge into what was then called community
libraries. As time passed by, community information centers began surfacing. Their focus was on the selection, acquisition,
organizing, storing and disseminating the information that was needed by the community that they served.

Consequently, the first examples of rural libraries as information centers were found in Africa in the 1960s. By that time, the
information centers were initiated, funded and maintained by the development agencies that were working in conjunction with national
or public libraries which were themselves, part of colonial legacies.

Basically, the rural information centers aim at supporting the development of literacy skills and supplementing the formal education
provision in rural areas. Before their emergence, the focus of public libraries that are located within the confines of the rural setting
was usually on children and young people. More so, the public libraries in such rural areas have elicited severe criticisms as a result of
their emphasis on literacy to be a prerequisite for reaping the so many benefits being offered by them despite the fact that a vast
majority of the inhabitants of the rural areas are farmers.

The available literature and research reports on the existing trends in the provision of community information services by public
libraries in Nigeria shows that the provision of community information services in the country is nothing to write home about because
they are haphazard and ineffective and have not contributed meaningfully to sustainable development. Sturges and Neill (1998),
Alegbeleye (1998) and Matare (1998) advocated for advanced paradigm shifts in the provision of library and information services in
Africa. By implication, the creation of less formal models of book oriented libraries is what is required for agricultural development to
occur and recent developments shows that some of the barriers to attaining rural information centers are beginning to be tackled as the
development of Nigeria’s agricultural sector is tied to a more realistic and value oriented rural information centers.

1.5. Components of Rural Information Service

Rural information service is basically tailored towards analyzing and providing for the information needs of the rural people.
Kempson (1990), asserts that the first stage in the establishment of a rural community information service is through analysis of the
needs within the community. Though, temptation may likely make the initiators to jump-start into rendering actual services, resisting
such temptation is quite important for a successful service requires spending a considerable amount of time and effort with the
community members in order to ascertain the hierarchy of their information needs.

Further, Aliyu (2014) citing Kempson indicated that the nature of the information needed in rural areas varies among communities and
in most cases, people meet their needs by talking to friends, neighbors and relatives which does not provide sufficient detail to enable
the service to be planned and its needs to be supplemented by the collection of detailed local information. He suggested that collecting
the detailed information requires-

e The community to be served - the community profile.

*  The primary information providers in the community - the information providers profile.

*  The information needs of the people of the community and the extent to which they are being met - the information needs
profile.

In another vein, Reynnells, (2010) outlined some products and services of the rural information center of the National Agricultural
Library that is under the United States Department of Agriculture as -

*  Provides customized information products to specific inquiries, including assistance in economic revitalization issues; local
government planning projects; rural health topics; funding sources; technical assistance programs; research studies; and other
related issues.

*  Processes a broad array of literature and funding source of information on such topics as: successful strategies, models, and
case studies of community development projects; small business attraction, retention, and expansion; housing programs and
services; tourism promotion and development; sustainable communities and energy programs; community water quality;
health programs and services; and rural research.

*  Provides Internet access to rural information, products, and services through the RIC web site and Web 2.0 media.
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*  Refers users to organizations or experts in the field who can provide additional information.

*  Furnishes bibliographies, Rural Information Center Publication Series titles, and other RIC developed information products.
However, in their theoretical framework for Rural knowledge centers, Guntuku, et.al. (2011) offered the Process in evolution of a
rural knowledge center as: needs assessment; mobilization; capacity building; installation and incubation; operations and monitoring;
and evaluation. Trailing a similar pathway, Roling, Neils (1988), the evolution of rural knowledge center is a function of 7 C s, i.e.,
Connectivity, Content (Static and Dynamic), Context, Cash, Culture, Community and Communication. Ensuring the 7 Cs requires a
process of Mobilization, Organization, Capacity Building, Technology Incubation, Technical Support, and System Management.

1.6. Perceived Obstacles to the Provision of Information Services to the Rural Areas for Agricultural Development in Nigeria
Information and knowledge are very vital in agricultural development of any community and where they are poorly disseminated as a
result of certain constraints, the community’s agricultural development becomes highly impeded (Obidike, 2011).
McAnany (1978) opines that for any community to function efficiently and productively, a basic minimum stock of usable
information is essential. In other words, the absolute survival of a society largely depends on the generation, acquisition and
transmission of relevant information. The fact that information is central to the solution of any society's economic, political and social
problems, and should be regarded as a factor of production, cannot be contested. This is why community information should be
viewed not only as a way to improve the quality of life of the individual, but also as a primary social concern (Baruchson-Arbib, et.al.,
1996).
Unfortunately, the significant role of rural information centers in Nigeria has not been entrenched. To buttress this point, Ozowa
(1995) asserts that farmers in Nigeria seldom feel the impact of agricultural innovation either because they have no access to such vital
information or because it is poorly disseminated. The resultant effect of rural farmer’s inability to access agricultural information
certainly leads to a poor agricultural yield.
Obidike (2011) indicated these constraints as: lack of access roads for regular visits by extension officers, poor public relation of some
extension staff, poor radio and television signals, non-availability of electricity supply in most rural areas, lack of funds to purchase
newsletters, leaflets on agricultural information; illiteracy and inability of radio and television stations that would broadcast
agricultural information programmes in native languages.
Similarly, Aina (2007) associated the following as the constraints with dissemination of agricultural information in Africa:

1. Inadequate financial power of farmers in Africa.

2. African farmers are illiterate. Majority of them cannot read or write in any ~ language.

3. Farmers in Africa live in areas where there is lack of basic infrastructure, such as telephone, electricity, good road network,

pipe borne water etc.

4. Few number of extension workers (the ratio of agricultural extension workers to farmers is low).

5. Poor radio and television reception signals in most village communities in Africa.
In a similar vein, studies conducted by Correa, et.al. (1997) and Obinya, et.al., (2009) listed the obstacles to the provision of
information service to rural areas: dispersed population, poor transportation and communication systems, illiteracy, poor financial
resources, language barriers, poverty, lack of physical infrastructure, inappropriateness in library collection and services and low
patronage.

1.7. Strengthening Agricultural Development through Rural Information Centers (RIC's)

There is no iota of doubt to state that as humans, our efforts towards attaining goals is largely dependent on the communication of
information and the basic ingredients of effective communication is the provision of information. As such, the importance of
information centers in agricultural development cannot be overemphasized. Information is one of the basic supportive input for any
development program to occur and the rural populace in Nigeria suffers from low productivity in their agricultural output, resulting in
economic retrogression which is mainly due to ignorance as a result of inadequate or total absence of information provision by
information centers.

The provision and maintenance of rural information centers would certainly bring about timely and reliable information that would aid
the rural farmers in knowing about what is happening in areas of improved seedlings, better methods of cultivation and fertilizer
application, pest and weed control/eradication, new advances in livestock production and disease control etc. Munyua, (2000) asserts
that where rural farmers are not faced with constraints in accessing agricultural information, traditional media such as rural radio, has
been used in delivering agricultural messages to rural farmers. He went further to state that other ways of delivering these messages or
information to the rural farmers include print, video, television, films, slides, pictures, drama, dance, folklore, group discussions,
meetings, exhibitions and demonstrations.

Today, one of the most pressing needs of our nation if for the establishment of integrated and innovative community information
centers that would enhance agricultural productivity as such centers would serve as a place where information can be organised,
stored, accessed and utilized either manually or electronically. Such information can be made available to the farmers via extension
workers, community libraries, state and local government agricultural agencies (ADP, ENADEP etc.), e-mail or the World Wide Web
(www) in a telecentre (Telecommons Development Group, 2000) for technological innovation is critical in improving productivity as
adequate and timely information is very important when it comes to agriculture.
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Strengthening agricultural development via rural information centers can be attained by rural farmers via a variety of factors. Such
factors as provided by Obidike (2011) includes:

e the provision of access roads, installation of radio and television antennas at strategic positions in for better radio and
television signal receptions, mounting of electric transformers in villages/communities. airing of agricultural information
programmes on radio between the hours of 2 and 3 pm; when the farmers would have come back from their farms, provision
of community rural electrification, broadcasting agricultural information programmes on radio and television, building of
community libraries in towns and villages, community libraries will no doubt help in procuring books, newsletters, leaflets on
agricultural information which the literate farmers can borrow and read through.

The provision and utilization of rural information centers could go a long way in eradicating ignorance and enlightening the masses on
how to achieve their economic, social, political, educational, and cultural objectives. Bordchart (1977) aptly underpins the essence of
the need for rural information dissemination when he remarked that: None of the thousands of projects in the developing countries can
be executed without the fundamental conditions of the establishment of a literate and numerate society, and a system for the
continuous provision of exchange of ideas, thoughts and knowledge on which the society can feed and use with suitable modifications
to construct its own cultural and industrial destiny.

However, it wouldn't be out of context to say that the provision of rural information centers for Nigeria’s predominant rural agrarian
communities will go a long way in exterminating poverty, ignorance and offer them enlightenment on how to achieve economic,
social, educational, political and cultural objectives towards the development of the entire society. As such, the provision, adequate
funding and utilization of libraries, information centers and other related agencies to the rural communities remains paramount so long
as the development of the agricultural sector is required for a transformed Nigeria.

1.8. The Role of Rural Information Centers in Attaining National Transformation

The concept of transformation is one that has been diversely defined by different scholars of different orientations. It could be said to
be a complete change from one situation to another; a total departure from an old order to a new one; or any profound and
fundamental change that alters the very nature of something. That is why a transformational change is viewed to be both radical and
sustainable. It will always require a complete obliteration of old walls and erection of new ones as something that is completely
transformed can never go back to exactly to its prior state.

The Chambers 21st century dictionary (1999) offered one of its definitions of the word transformation to be an act or instance or the
process of transforming or being transformed. The dictionary also defined the word transform as: to change in appearance, nature,
function, etc., often completely and dramatically.

Similarly, the UNDP-LDP as cited by (Asobie, 2012) defines transformation is a fundamental shift in the deep orientation of a person,
an organization, or a society, such that the world is seen in new ways and new actions and results become possible that were
impossible prior to the transformation.

In this regard however, attaining transformation cannot be accidental as it requires a courageous and deliberate effort. Using the rural
information centers to advance the frontiers of the agricultural sector will certainly bring about the stringent developmental and or
transformational changes to the Nigerian nation because it calls for a performance of some activities that will facilitate the
actualization of such dreams.

Since transformation calls for active and practical moves, the institutionalization, funding and maintenance of rural information
centers goes beyond simple expressions or verbal pronouncement. Rather, it requires a number strategic planning in order to attain its
purpose and in a bid to seamlessly attain a positive and concrete transformation however, one of the most critical steps to take is to
create and curate the engine drive that other economies have utilized in making their agricultural sector more secure- information
centers- as food security is one of the most important basics that a country can be proud of.

2. Recommendations

This paper strongly recommends the necessity of partnerships with some external agencies, locally reliable organizations and local
communities for successful implementation of rural information centers.

It is recommended that developing nations like Nigeria should formulate policies for developing strategies to harness the potential of
rural information centers and ICT's.

For such initiatives to be successful, there is a concrete need for the community to have a sense of ownership and participation right
from the beginning.

More so, our governments at different levels should put hands in gloves to develop the telecommunications infrastructure so as to help
the rural farmers’ access agricultural information for optimal farm production. More so, they should

There is need for construction of good access roads and other infrastructural facilities that would enable easy access and habitable
conditions for information specialists into the remote rural communities in the country.

Information centers in every rural community should be equipped with up to date information and communication gadgets, such as
computers with internet access, local area and wide area networks, radio and television sets, telephones and fax machines, multimedia
projectors, video and audio recorders (Griffith and Smith, 1994).
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3. Conclusion

Summarily, this paper x-rayed the invaluable nature of information and its need to humanity with particular emphasis to the rural
people regardless of their religious, geopolitical, socioeconomic, religious, educational and racial variations. This is because a 21st
century Nigeria requires an effective utilization of information for agricultural development. The world has gone global and we cannot
afford to be left behind.

As such, there is need for the establishment of rural information centers in the rural communities of Nigeria and such information
centers must not be analogue in nature. They must be embedded with the latest telecommunication infrastructures. According to
Griffith and Smith (1994), telecommunications infrastructure connects homes, businesses, schools, hospitals, libraries to each other
and to vast array of electronic information resources.
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