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     Inter-Med 96 was convened in Barcelona between January 19-20  as a first conference on the Mediterranean and the global information society. This event was organized by the Universitat Politecnica de Catalunya in cooperation with the Internet Society, Catalan Chapter and other institutions.


	Representatives from DGXIII of the European Commission and the INCO Program as well as about 100 persons from 11  Mediterranean countries ( Algeria, Eslovenia, France, Greece,  Israel, Italy, Malta, Morocco, Palestinian Authority, Spain, Tunisia) attended the conference.


     Inter-Med has been a meeting point of  researchers, experts and managers of computer and telecommunication networks who want to extend the benefits of these technologies and its applications to all the Mediterranean countries. The importance of the INTERNET technology was stressed as a common language for this effort.


	In the multi-lateral meetings held during the conference it was proposed the establishment of a Mediterranean network of Agriculture Extension Services workers (instructors). The initial scheme for such network follows; since January several institutions expressed their willingness to adhere to this initiative which is open to additional partnerships.


MED-Agrinet


	The Barcelona Declaration adopted at the Euro-Mediterranean Conference (27 and 28 November 1995) [Final Version 2 Rev. 1] included among its decisions the following:


         "-agree to cooperate in modernizing and restructuring agriculture and in promoting integrated rural development.


         This cooperation will focus in particular on technical assistance and training, on support for policies implemented by the partners to diversify production, on the reduction of food dependency and on the promotion of environment-friendly agriculture....


         - stress the importance of developing and improving infrastructures, including ... the development of information technologies and the modernization of telecommunications."


         In the section dedicated to Agriculture, in the Work Programme of the Barcelona Declaration the following action items were included:


  "...


technical assistance and training


integrated rural development, including improvement of basic services and the development of associated economic activities;


cooperation among rural regions, exchange of experience and know-how concerning rural development;"





 Agriculture in the Mediterranean


     It is in the  best interests of the peoples of the Mediterranean region to cultivate crops and produce that take advantage of the unique climatic and other properties of the region. The extensive desert as well as obstacles in developing water sources require the employment of special technologies and concentration of production efforts on special products.


	Geographic location lends itself to cooperation in developing regional marketing mechanisms. Examples of common interest areas can be found in the development of olive culture and industry, plant protection and pest control, prevention and treatement of livestook diseases, natural disaster hotlines, husbandry of specially bred livestock, reduction of post harvest losses of yields, marine agriculture and the introduction of "new" crops. (Vardi, 1995).


The role of Extension Services


	Extension services have a main gatewaying role in the  dissemination of knowledge. Information resulting from academy research, experimental agriculture centers and  more experienced agriculture enterprises, find their application in the field of agriculture at large through the mediation of    agriculture extension instructors.


     Interventions aiming at improving the access and distribution of updated information; mutual support among extension field  workers; human resources development among agriculture workers - all these may result in significant payoffs:


improve agriculture techniques and productivity.


shorten the cycle of information dissemination and application from the laboratory into the field.


create a market for agriculture information and agriculture production inputs.


assign a significant role to all collaborating partners; significant knowledge is developed in all participating countries.





Research Institutions and Programs which may enjoy from a computerized network for know-how dissemination


     Several internationally backed agriculture research institutions operate in the area. The results of the research and demonstration projects being carried at these  institutions would have been better disseminated if a suitable computer mediated communications network was available.


     Examples of such institutions and programs:


     International Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas (ICARDA) Focus: Increasing productivity of farming systems involving wheat, barley, chickpeas, lentils, pasture legumes and small ruminants in North Africa and West Asia. Founded in 1977 it has offices in Aleppo (Syria), Beirut (Lebanon), Giza (Egipt), Tunis (Tunisia), Rabat (Morocco),Aman (Jordan), Ankara (Turkey),


     International Service for National Agricultural Research (ISNAR) Focus: Institutional development and strengthening of national agricultural research systems.


     International Network for the Improvement of Banana &  Plantain (INIBAP). Founded in 1984 and based in Aleppo, Syria.


     Programs of cooperation in agricultural programmes between Israel, Egypt and Morocco held since the early 1980's could find in the network an important venue for the dissemination of results. Among these programs we can list the following MERC (Middle East Regional Cooperation Programs):


     1.	The Gamiza program introducing water saving irrigation      procedures in the Delta of Egypt.


	2. The Nubaseed parastatal farm in the Western Desert between Cairo and Alexandria where stress was layed on the introduction of improved irrigation systems and methods.


	3. An R&D center for intensive agriculture (the Abu Masad Project) where Egyptian and Israeli scientists and senior agricultural specialists interact in problem solving endeavors. This has resulted in innovative technologies related to greenhouse agriculuture and production systems under conditions of water salinity.


     4. TAHRP - Tri-national Animal Health Research Projects       dealing with both diagnostic and prophylatic problems.


     5. In Morocco an R&D farm was established in order to study and demonstrate vegetable growing and horticulture, including  greenhouse and seedling nursery systems. (see Vardi, 1995)





Which services will be developed in the framework of MED-Agrinet?


	The provision of the following services are proposed as part of the establishment of MED-Agrinet network:


    


	1. Empowering agriculture extension workers through basic computer capacitation.


	1.1 Basic personal computer training focused on basic tools: operating the computer (OS) and text editing.


     1.2 Basic communications training: establishing a 	connection, using email, participating in emailbased conferences and lists, usigng hypertext interfaces tothe network (Textual and Graphic browsers like Lynx and Mosaic), seeking and using information in the network.


	This will be provided through the development of basic training courses` distribution of basic training modules in the different languages current in the region; the deployment of consulting and training institutions and firms in the different countries.


	


	2. Providing access to the network


     2.1 Stimulating the connection of the offices of extension services and of individual instructors through academic and/or commercial Internet access providers.


	2.2 Providing  technical and operational help desks supporting the process of Internet connection.


	


	3. Establishing training and support services


     3.1 Production and updating of training materials for supporting the training and help desk functions. These materials should be prepared both in electronic and hard copy formats, in the different languages used in the region, and should support the use of the different services described in (1) and (2) above. They will include the introduction of 	hypertext editing as part of the instructional techniques available for extension personnel.


	3.2 The training materials will introduce users to the use of agriculture related information available in the network.





	4. Establishing the NIC - Network Information Center


     The Network Information Center for the MED-Agrinet network will be part of the InterMed NIC. It will focus its activities in the following areas:


     4.1 Establishing and maintaining email distribution lists which will support different professional interest 	groups of agriculture extension officers. Email distribution lists are able to support electronic newsletters, virtual working groups, virtual scientific	and technological seminars and continuing interest groups. The apparatus of lists archives, archives search and text and software libraries that may be deployed 	using email permit an intensive participation using an	extremely basic email connection. This may eventually be the central service for participants restricted in their Internet connection to an email connection.


	4.2 Training email conferences moderators. Good 	moderators are an essential feature for the successful use of email based conferences.


	4.3 Establishing a comprehensive, searchable online, directory of agriculture related officers in the region. Agriculture extension officers will be estimulated to 	register themselves and update their registers through individual password allocation. This directory will serve as the central tool for one to one contacts and 	support based on common professional interests of agriculture professional people of the region.


	4.4 Establishing databases and reaching agreements with agriculture research institutions in the area for 	connecting their existing databases to the network. This way those databases may become more accessible to extension officers and agriculture professionals at large.


	4.5 Establishing and maintaining Web pages (Hypertext/Hypermedia, network based services) integrating the access to the different services. Such Web pages will evolve so as to serve the different professional groups and institutions relevant to the proposed 	virtual environment to be created.


Next Steps


	The best framework for implementing this initial proposal is developing it as part of the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership policy.


     Suitable partners to this project may are:


     1. Agriculture Extension Services from the different countries of the region (including regional development authorities; cooperative extension services; commercial extension services).


	2. Academic and/or commercial Internet access providers from the region; training and consulting Internet firms.


	Since January several such parties have shown their interest in adhering to this initiative. We should stress the following contributions and expressions of interest:


	1. The ARIJ Institute from Bethlehem established a mailing list for the intended partners to the project (agrinet@arij.planet.org) and will participate in the project (pending approval by the Palestinian National Authority) .


	2.	Dr Amine Mounir Alaoui, from the Ecole Mohammadia d’Ingenieurs, director of the MENA Project Server in Rabat, Maroc offered its services for establishing Web pages for the project; establishing the directory of  extension services officers and connecting existing databases from research institutions to the network.


	3.	The Cooperativa Italiana d’Agricultura (C.I.A.) through Mrs. Angela Sciortino expressed its active interest to join this initiative; she is coordinating her work with the The Extension Service of the Regional Government of Sicily,. In Sicily the project is being promoted by Matteo Fici and Marco Leone from the Neomedia ISP company.


	4. Dr Luigi Sisto from the CIHEAM-IAMB Institute in Bari, Italy expressed the interest of this important extension institution to consider its involvement in the proposed network.


	5. Prof. Dov Pasternak from the Desert Research Institute, Ben-Gurion University has expressed his support to the establishment of the network.


	6. In Spain several institutions are interested in adhering to the initiative. Among them: the IRTA Institute in Catalunya through its Integrated Pest Management Unit (Dr. Judith Arno I Pujol); Dr. Juan Carlos Martinez Coll from the EUMED network expressed the interest of such institutions in Malaga; the Consejeria de Agricultura de la Junta de Andalucia; the Centro Aragones de Informacion Rural Europea - CAIRE (Dr. Javier Blasco). 


	7. The Extension Service of the Ministry of Agriculture of Israel, through his director, Moshe Goren, expressed his intention of participating in the network.


	8. I.M.E.O., Greece - Dr Marios Nikolinakos
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In accord with the objectives of the Euromediterranean Partnership Policy we propose the establishment of a network serving the special needs of agriculture extension services in the area. Extension services have a main gatewaying role in the dissemination of knowledge. Information resulting from academic research, experimental agriculture centers and more experienced agriculture enterprises , find their application in the field of agriculture through the mediation of agriculture extension instructors.


The network will improve access and distribution of updated information; mutual support among extension field workers; human resources development among farmers.


The project will empower agriculture extension workers through basic computer capacitation; will provide access to the network; create training and support services; establish a network information center integrating existing euro-mediterranean research institutions and creating additional directories of agriculture extension officers. 
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Errata





In the  4) PILOT PROJECT PROPOSAL item (3) should read as





	3.	The Cooperativa Italiana d’Agricultura (C.I.A.) through Mrs. Angela Sciortino expressed its active interest to join this initiative; she is coordinating her work with the The Extension Service of the Regional Government of Sicily,. In Sicily the project is being promoted by Matteo Fici and Marco Leone from the Neomedia ISP company.





In the Next Steps paragraph the item (3) should  read as:





	3.	The Cooperativa Italiana d’Agricultura (C.I.A.) through Mrs. Angela Sciortino expressed its active interest to join this initiative; she is coordinating her work with the The Extension Service of the Regional Government of Sicily,. In Sicily the project is being promoted by Matteo Fici and Marco Leone from the Neomedia ISP company.





