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The World Commission on Environment and Development defined sustainable development 
as ‘meeting the needs and aspirations of the present generation without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their needs’ (Brundtland, 1989). Communication for 
sustainable development needs a transformation from ‘meeting the present needs at any cost’ 
to meet the present needs without damaging the resource base keeping in mind the needs of 
future generations.  
 
New Learning Path 
The issue is whether the present day extension approach would be sensitive enough to 
accommodate the needs of a range of land, water, plant and animal based product sub-systems 
(Shingi et al., 2004).  The extension system may be able to achieve this transformation 
through a new learning path. The key elements of the proposed learning path are (Roling and 
Pretty, 1997): 

• The information system: Farmers need an information system that may facilitate 
observation, record keeping, and monitoring. 

• Conceptual framework: Farmers need to know about life cycles of pests and disease 
causing organisms and their identification, biological controls, ecological principles, 
soil life processes, nutrient cycles, etc in order to gain knowledge of sustainability of 
agriculture.   

• Skills: Sustainable farming requires a whole set of new skills, including observation 
and monitoring, application of biopesticides and risk assessment.   

• Higher system – level management: Sustainable management requires thinking at 
system levels higher than the farm and take part in the collective management of 
natural resources at those levels.  

 
Sustaining Impact   
Extension usually has its greatest impact in the early stages of dissemination of a new 
technology, when the information disequilibrium and the productivity differential is greatest. 
As more farmers become aware of the new technology, the impact of extension diminishes 
until the need for more information intensive technologies arises (Byerlee, 1998). It calls for 
adequate planning on the part of research managers and communication experts to prepare 
modules of sustainable technologies that may focus on information disequilibria and the 
productivity differential. 
 
 Development Communicators 
Only development communication experts who handle communication with a difference 
could address information disequilibria. The communication that can make things visible, 
consider farmers knowledge as an asset and prepare extension workers to go through the 
learning path. 
 



An important idea is to make visible the state of the environment and the extent to which 
present practices are untenable. In addition, the feasibility of sustainable practices has to be 
demonstrated. Even more important is to give public the tools for observation and to train 
them to monitor the situation in their own situations. Lessons from IPM Farmers Field 
Schools reveal these. Locally decentralized delivery may improve efficiency of agricultural 
extension (Anderson and Feder, 2004). 
 
The location specific nature of sustainable agriculture implies that extension must make use of 
farmers’ knowledge and work together with farmers. Indigenous practices that have been 
ignored during green revolution era can be fruitfully revived. Participatory technology 
development and transfer with emphasis on indigenous practices can be an important entry 
point for introducing sustainable farming practices.  
 
Instead of transfer of technology, extension workers must help farmers “walk the learning 
path”. Extension workers themselves must learn and facilitate learning of farmers. They must 
provide expert advice whenever required, convene and create learning groups, and help 
farmers overcome constrains in adapting their farms(Roling and Pretty, 1997).  
 
Policy Processes  
Communication efforts are also needed in sensitizing policy makers. Policy processes must be 
enabling and participatory. Policy processes must revolve around participation so as to create 
a much wider acceptance of the sustainable practices. This is a central challenge for 
communicators aiming for sustainable development.  
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