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1.0 Introduction to the project 
 
Nowadays many African radio broadcasters have regular access to the internet, and this access 
continues to grow. As a result Farm Radio International felt the timing was right to experiment 
with an interactive website for African rural radio broadcasters. In late November 2009, Farm 
Radio International received funding from IDRC to carry out this initiative. With this support 
from IDRC, Farm Radio International was able to leverage additional support for the initiative 
from the Technical Centre for Agricultural and Rural Cooperation (CTA). 
 
The aim of the site is for broadcasters to connect with peers, access and share relevant and 
appropriate resources and information in order to increase the extent to which rural radio helps 
African small-scale farmers meet their food security, farming and livelihood goals.  
 
Specific objectives included: 

1) To enable at least 100 African broadcasters to connect with peers, access and share 
relevant and appropriate resources and information, and participate in discussions and 
forums on a specialized farm radio social networking space  

2) To enhance access to and use of Farm Radio International’s services by African rural 
radio broadcasters  

3) To increase the extent to which Farm Radio International content services are shaped by 
the needs and talents of member broadcasters  

4) To promote the participation of women in the Community by creating topics relevant to 
them, and engaging African woman role models as facilitators for at least one discussion 
group topic. 

5) To discover and share learnings about the potential for on-line communities to help 
development media serve the needs of low income people. 

 

2.0 Activities and outputs 
 

2.1 Design and develop the social networking site 
 

Engaging designer  
 
Farm Radio International distributed a call for proposals for website developers in early 
February. Four organizations were shortlisted, and South African web developer Digital4Good 
(D4G) was engaged in early April 2011. 

 

Forming and activating an advisory group  
 
To help shape the site, Farm Radio International formed an advisory group. We wanted people 
with a mixture of backgrounds ranging from African radio broadcasters to people with expertise 
in radio for agricultural and rural development as well as social networking. Farm Radio 
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International sent an invitation letter to people we thought would be useful members asking them 
if they would be interested in getting involved.  
 
Advisory group members and their organizations are: 

• Ken Lohento, CTA, The Netherlands 
• Luca Servo, FAO, Italy 
• David Mugo, a web developer, Kenya 
• Kofi Larweh, Ghana Community Radio Network, AMARC Africa's Training and 

Capacity Building Officer  
• Grace Amito, Mega FM, Uganda  
• Bart Sullivan, Farm Radio International, Tanzania 
• Hyppolite Dossou Yovo, from Panos Institute of West Africa 
• Modeste Shabani, Radio Sauti ya Mkaaji, Democratic Republic of the Congo 
• Georgette Koala Naze, Radio Pengdwendé, Burkina Faso, AMARC Africa representative 
• Franklin Huizies, vice president of AMARC for Africa (newest addition to the advisory 

group following a meeting with Blythe McKay in South Africa) 
 
So far, the advisory group has carried out the following: 

• Provided feedback on the Request for Proposals (RFP) distributed to site development 
companies 

• Distributed the RFP to their networks 
• Commented on proposals submitted by website development companies  
• Helped with final hiring decision. 
• Publicized the contest to name community. 
• Publicized voting on online community name. 
• Feedback on site 

 
In addition to the advisory group several other individuals from Farm Radio International and 
other organizations have been providing feedback on Barza including Ian Pringle from the 
Commonwealth of Learning and Samuel Mikenga from CTA. 
 

Naming the site 
 
Farm Radio International surveyed around 1000 Farm Radio Weekly subscribers and 
broadcasting partners, asking them to suggest names for the online community. We chose six of 
the best and asked the 1000 subscribers and broadcasting partners to choose between them. 
Barza was the winner. Barza is a French Congolese word with Kiswahili roots which means, 
“The place where people in a village meet under a tree to talk and sort out questions concerning 
the community.”  
 

Creating and testing a prototype of the site 
 
There was extensive communication between Farm Radio International staff and D4G to create 
the site. 
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Anouk Janssens-Bevernage, an expert in eLearning, was hired and has trained two African site 
moderators (Busisiwe Ngcebetsha and Oge Ogbechie). Both moderators were also facilitators 
during Farm Radio International’s most recent online course for our Scriptwriting Competition 
on Healthy Communities.  All three experimented with the different components of the site and 
discussion groups, helping Farm Radio International staff to identify bugs and problems with site 
functionality.   
 
Farm Radio International staff, the d-group facilitators and their mentor tested the site 
extensively in the months prior to launch providing feedback on how to improve it to D4G. This 
took longer than initially anticipated given the many tools that the site offers to broadcasters. In 
particular, extensive time and effort was required to develop and test the “discussion forums” 
feature of Barza. The initial forum developed by D4G was too basic, so D4G installed a new 
forum program which took several weeks to customize for Barza. Unfortunately, this made the 
site unstable. Therefore, D4G returned to the original forum design and improved it with several 
new features such as WYSIWYG, forum digest, the ability to move posts between different 
forums, and the ability to reply with a quote from a previous post. One of the positive features of 
the new forum tool is that it is searchable.  
 
At the beginning of October, we emailed 100 broadcasters who had previously indicated they 
were interested in testing the beta version of the site, to sign up and try out the features. Around 
50 did so. A few people indicated that they had trouble with the Captcha code they needed to 
complete when setting up their account. We have explained to people to try several times 
because some of the codes are easier to read than others. We have also subscribed some people 
that were not successful after several attempts. Other feedback received is that they would like to 
see the post they make on a wall visible right away. In order to see it you need to leave the page 
and then return to it. This is a bug that D4G is working to fix.  
 

Barza features 
 
Barza has the following features: a user profile for each member, user status updates, an 
interactive map of radios involved and space for radio stations to create their own profiles, 
discussion forums, audio upload and download functionality, a resource page, e-mail alerts, links 
to other web 2.0 platforms such as a Facebook Page for the Barza community, content rating 
system and much more.  
 
Below are the various aspects of Barza with descriptions of how they can be used.  
 
Registering on Barza: Members can create their own user profiles by filling out a registration 
form (See Appendix 1.1)  
 
User profiles: After registration a user profile is created. A registered user can: update their 
status, upload a script, upload an audio file, upload a photo, upload a video and share an event. 
They can also follow other members and invite their colleagues to join the site. (See Appendix 
1.2) 
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Radio Station Profile: Once a radio station has registered, it gets its own radio station profile, 
with its own unique URL which it can share with others. A radio station profile allows each 
member station to share basic information about itself, including the type of station, its 
frequency, the number of staff, and the language of broadcast. The station also has a “wall” 
where it can post messages and where people can leave messages for it. The wall can also 
include: a list of station staff; the station schedule; uploaded scripts; uploaded audio clips, videos 
and photos; event announcements, and blog posts.  (See Appendix 1.3) 
 
Find a radio station: By doing a search for a radio station by name, type of radio station, country 
or even by clicking directly on the interactive map, radio broadcasters will be able to find what 
other radio stations are registered on Barza. If the radio station is not registered yet, they can fill 
out a form which will allow them to be part of the list of radio stations. (See Appendix 1.4) 
 
Discussions: The “Discussions” (or d-group) section of Barza is a place where members can 
interact with each other on various topics of interest to them and their listeners, and where they 
can exchange ideas and learn from each other. The d-groups also allow people to:  

• gain new knowledge from the resources provided through the site and from the other 
participants in the d-group 

• challenge each other to consider perspectives they hadn’t previously considered 
• encourage action such as producing radio scripts that can be shared on the topic that is 

discussed 
• share ideas for and experience with program formats that can work well with the topic 

that is being discussed 
• share other resources they are aware of and have used to address the theme (i.e. going 

beyond just the resources we provide through the site) 
 
Within the discussions, users have the:  

• ability to reply with a full rich text WYSIWYG editor 
• ability to subscribe to a daily or weekly digest of discussion topics (based on their 

preference) 
• ability to "quote" what a previous member has written earlier in a thread 

There are currently four main discussions that are being moderated on Barza:   
• An introductions discussion where people can meet and greet 
• A climate change adaptation discussion which provides probing questions and resources 

on the topic 
• A community participation discussion about how to engage the audience in radio 

programming. 
• A broadcasting tips discussion that provides useful information about varying 

broadcasting technologies.    

These discussions are a launch pad. With guidance from the site moderators and email digests, 
users are encouraged to create their own spin off discussions. (See Appendix 1.5) 
 
Resources page: The resources page is a space where Barza users can find information uploaded 
to the site pertaining to agriculture and broadcasting. Barza users can search by topic as well as 
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resource types: audio, scripts, photos, Farm Radio Weekly news feed and featured blog posts. 
The page also features a tag cloud that allows Barza users to visually see what topics are 
available and which ones are most popular. (See Appendix 1.6)  
 
Finding an event: This is a place where Barza users can search for events through an interactive 
map, a clickable calendar, or by entering the date, place or name of the event. (See Appendix 
1.7) 
 
Barza email digest: The Barza email digest is a round-up of the latest activities of the Barza VP. 
(See Appendix 1.8) 
 

Refining and finalizing the site  
 
The funding we have received from IDRC and CTA has enabled us to complete the initial phase 
of developing Barza. There are still many more features we would like to add to it.  
 
Changes we would like to see to the design and functionality of Barza include: 

• making the following friends thumbnails less cluttered by removing the topics they 
are interested in 

• Adding the possibility to like posts in a discussion forum 
• Adding the date or time stamped on all content (front page features, news items, etc.)  

 
Below are some tools that our broadcasters said they would like to see on Barza through the 
initial survey we conducted with them. These tools were not seen as an immediate priority so we 
have decided to integrate these functions in phase 2 of Barza.  
 
SMS Linkages: As many people in Africa are increasingly accessing information through their 
mobile phones, it makes sense to make some content SMS’able. Using the SMS, we can enable 
interaction between mobile users and Barza. Features would include: 

• Sending SMS messages  
• Collecting, confirming, and storing mobile information for Barza users 
• Sending batch messages to Barza users 

 
We also want to see how content can be emailed via mobile phone and directly uploaded to 
Barza. This would allow users to, at the very least: update their status, comment on posts, submit 
questions and reply to forum posts. 
 
Phone-casting/ audio publishing: This would allow broadcasters in the field to conduct 
interviews for radio by using their mobile phones. There are a variety of solutions available. 
Users can record the interview and email the MP3 or subsequent sound file to an email address. 
Alternatively they can attach a sound file to an MMS message and send to a dedicated mobile 
number. D4G will investigate solutions like iPadio for live broadcasts. It would be ideal to 
integrate as much as possible as the process would involve registration of a phone number and 
the selection of a password. Ideally, a toll free number would be provided. Then, it would be a 
question of entering a password and start recording. The idea is that the recording would 
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instantly be available as a phlog (phone blog) on a platform like ipadio. D4G would need to 
investigate how ipadio could be integrated with Barza. 
 

2.2 Recruitment and orientation of members to the site 
 
Creating and circulating announcement inviting people to join site 
  
We developed and circulated an announcement to our more than 1700 Farm Radio Weekly e-
subscribers, which includes all of our broadcasting partners (stations that receive our script 
packages), to sign up to Barza. The invite was also sent out to CTA, AMARC (International 
Secretariat and AMARC Africa), FAO and other organizations for them to share with their 
networks. All our advisory group members were sent the announcement and asked to share it 
with their networks. (See Appendix 2 for announcement) 
 
We also published the announcement in the December issue of Voices, our newsletter for 
broadcasting partners. Broadcasting partners are radio organizations that receives our script 
packages and benefit from other services we offer. We distribute Voices as part of our script 
package. The December issue is being mailed and distributed electronically to 400 broadcasting 
partners in 38 countries in sub-Saharan Africa. 
 
Blythe McKay, Farm Radio International’s Manager of Resources for Broadcasters, was in Cape 
Town, South Africa from September 11-19, 2011 for a meeting on Media for development and 
healthy communities supported by the Commonwealth of Learning and hosted by the Media and 
Training Centre for Health. She presented Barza to the 20 organizations from around the 
Commonwealth represented at the meeting. Many of the organizations were community media 
networks or those working closely with radio stations including AMARC Africa, Story 
Workshop, Kenya Community Media Network, and the Community Radio Forum 
(Mozambique). They were all interested in Barza. 
 
Farm Radio International’s country offices in Ghana, Ethiopia, Tanzania and Mali are 
encouraging stations they work with to sign up to the community. Other organizations that FRI 
works in partnership with such as JADE Productions in Burkina Faso, Farm Radio Malawi in 
Malawi, and Cameroon Link in Cameroon are also encouraging people at radio stations to join 
Barza. 
 

Creating and offering an orientation package for new members 
 
We initially anticipated using a slide cast video orientation package to provide people with an 
overview of the site. However, we opted to use screenshots and text to explain to users how to 
use different parts of the site. We thought this would be easier to use for members with low 
bandwidth.  
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Providing direct support to new subscribers 
 
Anytime a new user signs up to the site the African moderators post a greeting on their wall and 
encourage them to create their profiles and upload their photo if they haven’t already done so. 
They also encourage them to post in the Welcome Forums. 
 

2.3 Managing Barza 
 

Adding new resources 
 
A Farm Radio Weekly feed has been set up to feed news stories directly into Barza as they are 
posted every week 
 
The hired African moderators have uploaded and continue to upload resources to the site. Farm 
Radio International staff are also uploading resources to the site. For the first time ever, Farm 
Radio International has translated 15 of its most popular scripts into Kiswahili. All these scripts 
were posted under the Resource page on Barza in mid December. 
 
With pro Bono support worth the equivalent of $5,000 CAN the Canadian law firm Blake, 
Cassels & Graydon LLP developed terms and conditions for participation in the Barza site. 
 

Monitoring use and responding to questions and requests for assistance 
 
Farm Radio International staff and the African moderators are monitoring site use and 
responding to questions and requests for assistance. In the Discussions page, there is a forum 
where users can post questions regarding technical support they would like to receive. The 
screenshots, available as part of the FAQs and Help page, also offer support to users. 
 

Creating and moderating discussion groups 
 
Based on feedback from radio practitioners we initially decided to have a dgroup on climate 
change adaptation another on broadcaster tips/technologies, and a third on general questions 
about the site. After several meetings involving the site moderators, their mentor and Farm Radio 
International staff we decided to launch the discussions by encouraging people to introduce 
themselves in the Welcome forum and participate in an ice-breaker activity. We also added 
another discussion group area on how to engage the audience in radio programming. 
 
Our aim is for the discussions to eventually be initiated by users based on interest. Farm Radio 
International recently carried out a five-week online training followed by a five day face to face 
training on producing radio pieces of relevance to small-scale farmers. This group of 20 
broadcasters were keen on continuing the exchange ideas and experiences and we have 
responded by setting up a space for them to do this on Barza. 
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Farm Radio International’s managing editor, Vijay Cuddeford, has developed a series of 
questions, resources and messages for the discussion on climate change adaptation. This 
discussion is being moderated by Oge Ogbechie. Oge will also be moderating the French 
discussion groups (except for the one on technical support which Nelly is moderating in English 
and in French) once they begin. 
 
Bart Sullivan, based at Farm Radio International’s office in Tanzania will moderate the English 
group on broadcaster tips. Busisiwe Ngcebetsha is moderating the discussion on how to engage 
the audience in radio programming. 
 

2.4 Monitoring and evaluation 
 
Farm Radio International engaged an external evaluator, Anish Parmar to carry out the 
evaluation of the site. His report is attached. His findings will help us improve the site. 

3.0 Successes, challenges and outcomes  
 
Although Barza has not been running for very long there are several successes, challenges and 
outcomes we can highlight.  
 

3.1 Successes 
 
As of December 2011, more than 100 people have signed up to Barza. Barza users have been for 
the most part able to upload pictures, fill out their information (their location, the languages they 
speak, what they do, the agricultural and broadcasting topics that interest them), update status, 
follow friends, post messages on walls, upload scripts and stories, upload audio and create 
events. (See Appendix 1.9 for example of user profile and explanation of user’s use of Barza)  
 
The introductions forum is a space in the discussions section of Barza where members can get to 
know each other. There, they introduce themselves and their work. Also, we have created a space 
for them to exchange stories. This has worked well so far, giving people the ability to explore 
how to create posts on discussion forums as they familiarize themselves with Barza. 
 

3.2 Challenges 
 
Only a small percentage of users are women. This is not that surprising given that the majority of 
rural radio broadcasters are men. In the coming months we will devote energy to encouraging 
women broadcasters to join the site and providing them with extra orientation support. 
 
Community participation has been hard to keep constant. When people first sign up they are very 
enthusiastic and want to fill out their profiles and introduce themselves in the introductions 
forum. However, it seems that the initial enthusiasm wanes.  
There are a few factors that might be influencing community participation: 
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1) Users access to the internet 
2) Cost of internet access 
3) User’s time  
4) User’s understanding of Barza  

 
Farm Radio International will be dedicating more time and energy in helping users understand 
how best they can use the varying functions of Barza, especially when it pertains to user-
generated content, as it is an important aspect of Barza – moving from a top down (Farm Radio 
International to user approach) to a more vertical approach (broadcaster to broadcaster exchange)  
 
D4G has taken a lot longer than anticipated to create the Barza site. This significantly delayed 
the launch of the site.  
 

3.3 Outcomes 
 
With Barza, new users are signing up nearly every day. Currently over 130 people have signed 
up, and approximately 100 of these are African radio broadcasters. While many of these users 
are our broadcasting partners, others are completely new to Farm Radio International. Through 
Barza we are establishing new connections with other media people who are interested in and 
dedicated to agricultural media. When Farm Radio International started in 1979 (known back 
then as Developing Countries Farm Radio Network), information and knowledge management 
was top down – we disseminated scripts written in Canada.  Barza creates the potential for more 
horizontal, user developed knowledge management.  
 
Although this hasn’t happened yet since it’s still too early in the process to assess this objective, 
Farm Radio International is hopeful that through Barza people will produce better programs for 
their farming audiences.  
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1.7 Finding an event 
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1.8 Barza email digest 
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1.9 Example of Barza user James Karuga 
 

 
 
James Karuga is a 29 year-old freelance journalist from Kenya. He writes for various 
publications including the New Agriculturalist and Kenya’s Business Daily. James has used his 
Barza profile to promote his written work through updating his status and creating an event (the 
Extension Innovation Conference in Nairobi) which he has shared with the community. James 
has even written as his introduction to the Barza community that he finds Barza very useful and 
that he considers himself a ‘Barzaddict’!  
  



 21 

Appendix 2: Barza announcement distributed to broadcasters 
 
Introducing Barza, the online community for radio broadcasters 
 
We are delighted to announce the launch of Barza (www.barzaradio.com) – the online community 
for radio broadcasters!  
 
On Barza, you will have your own profile page to upload audio, scripts, photos, events and video. 
There is a Discussions page where you can participate in various discussions such as the introduction 
forum, the climate change adaptation forum and the broadcasting tips forum. On the Resources page, 
you will find audio, text and video resources on topics ranging from climate change adaptation to 
equipment for recording programs. Radio stations can have their own page where they can highlight 
the work they do.   
 
Why is the site called Barza? 
Farm Radio International surveyed around 1000 Farm Radio Weekly subscribers and broadcasting 
partners, asking them to suggest names for the online community. We chose six of the best and asked 
the 1000 subscribers and broadcasting partners to choose between them. Barza was the winner! 
Barza is a French Congolese word with Kiswahili roots which means, “The place where people in a 
village meet under a tree to talk and sort out questions concerning the community.”  
 
Please join Barza! 
You can join Barza by going to: http://www.barzaradio.com/account/register. 
As you create your account and set up your profile, make sure you fill out the form thoroughly and 
upload a picture of yourself! 
 
Once that’s done, we invite you to go to the Discussions page: http://www.barzaradio.com/forum. 
There, in the Welcome forums, you can introduce yourself and then join the icebreaker activity with 
other Barza community members.  
 
We invite you to explore the site. If you have any questions about the different tools and features, 
don't hesitate to post a message in the technical support forum on the Discussions page 
http://www.barzaradio.com/forum. 
 
Also, if you are a Facebook user, we encourage you to “like” the Barza Facebook page: 
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Barza/136418766438517  
 
Please send all comments and suggestions to barza@farmradio.org.  
 
We would like to thank the International Development Research Centre as well as the Technical 
Centre for Agricultural and Rural Cooperation (CTA) for supporting this initiative. We would also 
like to thank Digital4Good, a web development company based in Cape Town, South Africa, who 
worked with the Farm Radio International team to develop Barza.  
 
We look forward to interacting with you on Barza.  
-The Barza team 
Nelly Bassily, Oge Ogbechie, Busi Ngcebetsha, Blythe McKay, Bartholomew Sullivan, and Mark 
Leclair 

http://www.barzaradio.com/
http://www.barzaradio.com/account/register
http://www.barzaradio.com/forum
http://www.barzaradio.com/forum
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Barza/136418766438517
mailto:barza@farmradio.org
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