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This case study was prepared for the workshop entitled “Extension and Rural Development: A 
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Extension and Rural Development: A Convergence of Views on International Approaches? 

 

The Portuguese Context 
In an article written in the early 90’s, the Portuguese extension experience was reviewed and 
analysed, and the conclusion drawn that “In general, and in practical terms, extension in Portugal 
remained in the hands of isolated technicians, lacking institutional support (from the point of view of 
monitoring and evaluation, as well as for research back up), with the obligation of developing 
concurrent tasks, in a institutional environment marked, among other things, by the lack of 
professional motivations, and, many times, by uncertainty regarding the agricultural policy measures” 
(Portela e Cristóvão, 1991: 49). In addition, a critical analysis of rural development interventions in 
the interior north of Portugal, revealed that extension practice was based on three major traits: (1) a 
“top down” view, providing little room for farmers’ participation; (2) a selective and elitist approach, 
which underestimated social and farming diversity and concentrated attention on a small segment of 
the population1; and (3) a narrow/linear perspective of extension-research-training processes 
(Cristóvão e Portela, 1995). 

Major Phases of Extension Implementation 
If we look at the last 30 years we can identify four major phases of extension implementation in 
Portugal: (1) a phase of active development of public extension initiatives, in the late 70’s and early 
80’s, during which national, regional and local services were structured, extension agents trained, and 
projects and actions developed; (2) a phase of slowdown in the public sphere, starting in the mid-late 
80’s, characterised by national extension campaigns, such as the “100 Days in the Field” or 
“Producing Better”2, in which agents were also increasingly asked to perform administrative tasks, far 
from the day to day labour and problems of farmers and rural communities, public services were 
bureaucratised, and contact with the field was progressively lost; (3) a phase of privatization start -up, 
in the early 90’s, launched with PROAGRI, a government program created with the objective of 
strengthening farmers’ organisations capabilities in the areas of management and technical assistance 
to members and non-members; and (4) a phase of diversified supply of extension services, 
corresponding to the present situation, in which public extension is practically non-existent, being this 
function performed by a variety of organisations, mainly cooperatives, farmer associations, and 
private businesses, in a more or less fragmented and dispersed fashion, the exception being the 
existence of networks or some form of articulation and coordination between them. 

Brief Description of the Reform Measures 
The reform measures were launched in 1989 with PROAGRI, a program integrated into a broader 
scheme – PEDAP -, designed after Portugal’s integration into the EEC and aiming at the development 
of Portuguese Agriculture. The major objectives of PROAGRI were to strengthen the technical and 
managerial capacities of farmer organizations, and to improve their intervention in the provision of 
extension services to their associates and farmers in general. In essence, the basic idea was to 
privatize extension, that is, to transfer this function from the State to farmer organizations, following 
the generalised European trend to make farmers co-responsible for the implementation of technical 
assistance and agricultural development (MAPA-DGPA, 1989). This reform was formulated by the 
Ministry of Agriculture in consultation with three major farmer organizations: the Confederation of 
Agricultural Cooperatives (CONFAGRI); the Confederation of Portuguese Farmers (CAP); and the 
Portuguese Association of Young Farmers (AJAP). 

                                                      

�  The importance of the small farm sector was particularly underestimated. 

� These were national initiatives, implemented at the local and regional levels, through field days, demonstrations and 
seminars, which mobilised the Extension Services and caught farmers’ attention. 
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The program was directed to farmer organizations in general, including agricultural and forestry 
cooperatives, vertical and horizontal associations, forestry associations, and other organizations 
recognised by the Ministry of Agriculture. All organizations were eligible to apply, but its economic, 
financial and associative viability was previously assessed. Given the structuring character of 
PROAGRI, the organizations were required to present a Development and Investment Plan. Financial 
support could be obtained from the State and European Communities: (1) to strengthen the 
organization (hiring human resources; service acquisition; facilities and equipment for new staff; 
initial and in-service training of leaders, managers, technical and administrative staff; facilities, 
equipment and transportation means to support the acquisition of farm inputs and distribution of 
agricultural products); and (2) to support the creation of extension services (creation and development 
of extension capacities; improvement of extension activities; initial and in-service training of 
extension agents). 

Min. Max. Mean Min. Max. Mean Min. Max. Mean Min. Max. Mean
Associations Management Centers Cooperatives Wine Cooperatives

The organizations were co-responsible for financing the proposed activities, and each area of activity 
had a specific amount of eligible expenses and a differentiated level of State and EU support, from a 
maximum of 80-90% in the first year to 50-60% in the fifth year of implementation, being the highest 
level for organizations operating in disadvantaged regions. Sanctions were defined for organizations 
not complying with the programme objectives or failing to use the allocated financial resources in a 
proper manner. 

PROAGRI was first planned to function until 1993, but other similar program succeeded with similar 
objectives, first in the frame of PAMAF (1994-1999) and presently in the frame of AGRIS, but just 
for forestry cooperatives and associations (2000-2006)3. 

Impacts of the Reform in the Interior North: Some Quantitative Elements 
The reformed system was built in the last 10 to 12 years. The following quantitative elements provide 
a perspective, although restricted to some indicators, of the reform development in the region of Trás-
os-Montes, interior north of Portugal: there are about 150 farmer organizations (54 associations, 40 
cooperatives, 24 wine cooperatives and 30 management centers) in which about 400 
technicians/extension agents work; most of these agents have a higher education degree in agriculture 
related subjects obtained in the region about 6-7 year ago, are relatively young (average of 31 years), 
were born in Trás-os-Montes (76, 6%) in families linked to agriculture (about 50%), and participate 
regularly in continuing education courses (average of 1 per year); and the number of agents per type 
organization varies from 3 in the associations and wine cooperatives, to about 2 in the management 
centers and other cooperatives. Table 1 presents additional quantitative information. 

Table 1. Elements about Farmer Organization in Trás-os-Montes 

Age of organizations (years) 2 22 8,9 2 15 7,1 3 62 32,0 9 52 40,8
Founder membership 4 400 38,7 10 48 18,4 10 1360 245,2 12 201 78,8
Actual membership 17 3000 513,7 50 400 153,6 100 4100 1644,7 300 2100 896,2
Extension agents 0 20 3,3 1 4 2,0 1 4 2,0 1 9 3,0
Administrative staff 0 7 1,2 0 2 0,4 0 4 2,0 0 10 3,2
Other qualified staff 0 7 0,4 0 1 0,1 0 10 1,7 0 3 0,6
Others not qualified staff 0 4 0,2 0 0 0,0 0 40 8,0 0 14 6,3
Number of cars 0 16 2,0 0 1 0,1 0 3 1,3 0 3 1
Others vehicles 0 3 0,6 0 0 0,0 0 11 3,0 0 3 1,2

Based in a sample of 50% of the total number of organizations. 

                                                      

� PAMAF and AGRIS, are acronyms for national agricultural development programmes, implemented with EU financial 
support. 
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The system at Work 
The new agricultural knowledge and information system today supporting agricultural development in 
Trás-os-Montes, and which emerged from PROAGRI and successor initiatives, is based upon the 
technical/extension staff of the above mentioned organizations. As portrayed in figure 1, the extension 
agents or farmer organization technicians (FOA) have a central role, as they facilitate the flow of 
knowledge and information. The knowledge and information they deal with is essentially of three 
types: legal-bureaucratic; technical or production related; and social. 

Figura 1- Diagrama do sistema de produção e partilha de conhecimento e informação 
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The first two types, legal-bureaucratic and production related, are the result of the complex 
framework which today regulates agriculture in the EU countries: production norms, farm support 
systems, environmental and sanitary requirements, fiscal regulations, different support measures to 
stimulate the modernization of production systems and develop farmers’ qualifications, etc.. The 
social type has to do with the broad scope of farmers’ needs, which goes much beyond the legal and 
technical aspects. Knowledge in this area is used to build interpersonal relationships and mutual trust, 
and to help solve personnal and community problems. 

What works better? What did not improve? 
Farmers’ access to information, particularly to such elements as the adminstrative procedures and 
requirements related to EU agricultural policy (CAP) and the agricultural legal and fiscal system, 
improved significantly, demonstrating the effectiveness of the organisations and technicians involved. 
However, the legal and administrative dimension of FOA’s work tends to be so intense that, in many 
or most cases, takes all or most time and resources, remaining none or very little for the technical or 
production related tasks. This is obviously a problem requiring attention. 

The weaknesses of the farming structure also restrain the technicians’ efforts in the technical area. 
Neverthless, several highly relevant objectives have been achieved, namely: promotion and 
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certification of traditional products with recognised quality (regional sausages, cheeses, honey, fresh 
and dry fruits, meat, etc.); difusion of integrated pest management and other environmentally friendly 
farm practices, particularly in the cases of vineyards, fruit and olive production; introduction of 
accounting systems and other management practices; planning and implementation of farm 
investment projects. 

The support given to farmers in order to improve product commercialisation in more competitive 
ways is also worth to mention. In fact, through their associations and cooperatives farmers, and 
especially small scale ones, have better access to the market. However, farmer organizations strongly 
compete with private businesses, sometimes quite aggressive, and also face the lack of loyalty from 
their own members, who do not always follow the internal commercial regulations and often sell their 
products to other agents. 

An incipient cooperative/associative spirit (individualistic attitudes, lack of active participation) is 
certainly a cause of the above referred problem. Other problems are the high number of farmer 
organizations working in the regions (high degree of atomisation), the enormous difficulty to generate 
collaboration and synergies, and the great dependency from outside funds (mainly CAP related and 
channeled trough government bodies). 

The linkages betwwen the numerous actors of the system are quite fragile, and objectives and 
resources are not articulated. The flows of knowledge and information are essentially promoted by the 
FOA, who strive to create a demand to their work, and not by active exchanges between the major  
actors. Farmers’ demand, for instance, is still quite rare. Other important system actors, like the officil 
agricultural services, higher education institutions, and credit agencies, interact very little with 
farmers and FOA. 

Major benefits 
Farmers are the main beneficiaries of the reformed system. In spite of the problems observed, they 
have easier and better access to vital services to secure the continuity and improve competitivity of 
farming in the present political, institutional, and market conditions. In fact, the system monitors and 
supports farmers activities and releases them from bureaucratic duties, facilitating exchanges of 
knowledge and information that are important to improve the agricultural production systems. 

As stressed before, this system is the result of national and EU policies, programmes and financial 
instruments, and, in this regards, its performance in a relatively effective way is a benefit to the 
nacional and EU institutions responsible for agricultural development, because their objectives are 
being reached, namelly the co-responsabilization of farmers in policy implementation. For regional 
institutions in particular, the transfer of extension functions also means more time to other activities, 
usually admnistrative ones. 

The FOA are also important beneficiaries, as they have an employment and are were able to build, in 
most cases, successful professional careers. In some instances, the professional involvement and 
experience obtained in cooperatives and associations was a step to other initiatives, such as the 
creation of private consultancy businesses. 

Gender issues have not been subject of studies. It should be underlined that among the FOA the 
percentage of men and women is similar. However, if we take the leadership of farmer organizations, 
the large majority are men. At the farm level, men and women work side by side managing the farm, 
presenting improvement projects, and participating in professional training activities. 
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Critical Success Factors 
The relations of proximity between extension agents and farmers, along with the identification of 
these with the particularities of context and the people, are important factors of success. Proximity and 
identification make the agents more aware of the need to be flexible, namely when it comes to 
combine different types and pieces of knowledge, and to attend to problems byhond the strict 
technical arena. 

Other critical factor of success is the financial support channelled to farmer organizations through 
different ways, direct or indirect: support to create associations and cooperatives, including the 
acquisition of human and material resources; support to improve the agricultural production 
(subventions, for instance); funding to develop professional training initiatives; funding to modernise 
farms and improve sustainability. 

Finally, another factor of success was the contribution of the two public higher education institutions 
functioning in the region, a University and a Polythecnical Institute, both with strong expertise in 
agricultural and rural development related sciences. These institutions provide initial training, 
guarantee opportunities for continuing education, develop research, and disseminate information. 
Most FOA were trained in these two institutions and maintain with their instructors and researchers a 
more or less permanent contact, mostly with an informal nature. 

Reform sustainability and replicability 
The evolution of farming in the region depends heavily upon the promotion of measures and practices 
leading to more sustainability of farming systems and product quality. Such measures and practices 
are knowledge-intensive and require a strong contribution from effective extension, training, and 
information, besides research. This central idea determines the importance of maintaining and 
strenghtening the system built in the last decade. 

However, a major issue and challenge persists: how is the system, up to now mainly supported by 
CAP related financial instruments, going to be funded in the future? Several alternatives can be 
advanced: the continuation of the support levels provide by CAP (not a very probable scenario, given 
the expected budgetary constraints); the assumption of costs by the beneficiaries, which seems more 
viable in agricultural activities like viticulture and perhaps olive and chestnut production, which tend 
to be more profitable (a possible scenario, with some potential implications in terms of small farmer 
exclusion). 

Another challenge to sustainability has to do with the improvement of farmers’ capacity to demand 
and the necessary response from their organizations and other institutions, by improving their 
performance (more demand-driven and performant system). In relation to this last point, the system 
has probably to be re-designed with less but increasingly better qualified grassroots organisations. 
Today, in a single municipality we may very well find three, four or five cooperatives and 
associations serving essentially the same reduced “clientele”. 

Finaly, sustainability will also be helped if farmers’ education and qualifications increase, and if their 
level of consciousness about the complexity of the political, legal, institutional, and market conditions 
continues to raise. 

Lessons to learn 
Lesson 1. The creation of higher education institutions in the region was a powerful strategic measure, 
with broad implication for its development. The University and the Polytechnic Institute, besides 
preparing qualified people, hold a very important pool of experts in many different fields, in the 
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technical, economic, and social sciences. These institutions will continue to play a critical role in the 
preparation of extension agents and other technical staff of farmer organisations. More attention needs 
to be given to the improvement of the courses and degrees offered (particularly the practical 
dimension better adapted to the complexity of modern times), as well as to the promotion of in-service 
training opportunities (very specific, high quality, short duration courses). 

Lesson 2. Good education and development can not be achieved in a short time, and require continued 
medium-long term action. The University and the Polytechnic Institute were created about 30 years 
ago, the FOA were trained about 6-7 years ago, and only now we can observe some results of their 
work as part of the cooperative/associative movement. Considerable time is also necessary to reach 
the combination between abstract knowledge (built during the academic preparation) and experiential 
knowledge (acquired in the field in contact farmers and others), important condition to promote 
change. 

Lesson 3. An old system should not be dismissed without laying down the basis of a new one. In this 
case, the system based upon the public agricultural services was set aside in the late 80’s, and the 
reformed system only in the late 90’s started to perform reasonably. Meanwhile, there was a decade of 
lost opportunities for regional agricultural development. 

Lesson 4. The cooperative/associative sub-system needs to build autonomy. The public services have 
strong technical capacity, legal-institutional legitimacy, and power to supervise, control, and evaluate. 
The cooperatives and associations are in the field, closer to farmers and communities, have 
considerable technical capacity, but are financially very dependent and are controlled by public 
instituions, facts which make them less autonomous. The construction of horizontal partnerships and 
ther promotion of synergistic action may lead to more innovation and help to buil sound development 
projects. 

Guidelines for others interested to replicate de reform 
The contact with local associations cooperatives, national and regional supervision institutions seems 
to be the first step to take in order to obtain more information and to start any training of Bank staff or 
other experts. Further contacts in this respect should be established with the following people: 

Engª Celeste Marques or Engª Fátima Abreu 
Direcção Geral do Desenvolvimento Rural 
Av. Miguel Bombarda 61 - 2º, 1050-161 Lisboa, Portugal 
Tel: (351) 213192820 -- Fax: (351) 213527320 
maria.celeste@dgdrural.pt 
fatima.abreu@dgdrural.pt 
 
Engª. Celina Bouça 
Direcção Regional de Agricultura de Trás-os-Montes – Divisão de Associativismo e Renovação do 
Tecido Produtivo 
R. da República 133, 5370-347 Mirandela, Portugal 
Tel: (351) 278260982 -- Fax: (351) 278260976 
celina.bouca@dratm.min-agricultura.pt 
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The following box presents the guidelines of the PAMAF project directed to strengthen the technical 
and managerial capacities of farmer organizations, which functioned in the period 1994-1999. 

Strengthening the technical and managerial capacities of farmer organizations – PAMAF 
Guidelines 

Objectives 
1. To strengthen the internal structure of farmer organizations and their intervention capacity, 

considering their social objectives; 
2. To support projects to strength the technical and managerial capacities of farmer organizations, 

including the improvement of technical assistance to member farmers. 

Types of beneficiaries 
1. Agricultural cooperatives of different types and levels; 

Public interest co2. operatives working in the agricultural sector having farmers as the major users 
or beneficiaries; 
Farmer associatio3. ns and other associations, namely with interprofessional character, of different 
types and levels. 

Access conditions 
Support can be granted to those associations which fullfil the following conditions: 
1. Are legally established and registered; 
2. Have legally established and active government bodies; 

Have an effective social c3. apital not inferior to 50% of the registered social capital, and the 
required financial reserve. 

Priority criteria 
The selection of applications will take the following criteria into consideration: 
1. Capacity to create and/or  implement the proposed services; 
2. Internal consistency and integrated character of application; 
3. Focus on the professionalisation and specialisation of staff and functions; 
4. Impact on services and technical support to member farmers. 
Eligible expenses and level of support 
1. The support is given in the form of financial subvention; 

The suppor2. t to acquire material resouces can not exceed 30% of the one given for human 
resources; 
The levels of support can be allocated to cover expenses with: (a) hiring personnel; (b) service 
acquisition; (3) facilities, equipment, and means of transport to the hired personnel; (4) creation 
of farmer organizations; (5) facilities, equipment and transportation means to support the 
acquisition of farm inputs and distribution of products; (6) functioning of animal producers

3. 

’ 
associations (local breeds) with animal breeding plans approved by the Ministry of Agriculture. 
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