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Mobile Apps for Agriculture:  
Opportunity, Challenges and Scope
Nowadays, people are increasingly interacting 
with each other using mobile phones, whether it 
is through talking, texting or using social media. 
This increase in mobile communication has facilitated 
faster sharing of information, helping to overcome the 
human communication barriers of time and distance. In 
2013, there were 6.8 billion mobile-cellular subscriptions 
worldwide, a figure approaching the total population in 
the world. In developing countries, the number of mobile 
broadband subscriptions more than doubled from 2011 
to 2013 (from 472 million to 1.16 billion) and surpassed 
those in developed countries in 2013 (ITU). These 
figures support the premise that mobile phones have 
now become a prominent medium for communication 
for the masses, with dynamic growth even in developing 
countries. However, the majority of mobile phone usage 
in these developing countries is mainly confined to 

making voice calls and text messaging, with other usage 
still being less common. The increase in the penetration 
of smart phones and improved promotion of their 
capabilities in developing countries will start to change 
this situation, as users begin to get accustomed to these 
advancements.

With the advent of mobile applications, mobile phones not 
only link people together and increase knowledge sharing 
and the pace of information dissemination; but they are also 
enabling people to learn, earn, play and have fun. A mobile 
application is application software designed to operate on 
smartphones, tablet computers and other mobile devices. 
They enable us to perform various tasks on portable devices 
including mobile phones, using internet services. They can 
provide large volumes of pertinent information on specific 
topics with much greater speed than mobile browsing. 
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Mobile applications commonly known as “Mobile apps” 
or simply “apps” have gained social acceptance in a short 
space of time, as they are specifically designed to be easy 
and convenient to use. Once an application is downloaded, 
it is usually ready to use straight away, providing users with 
access to the latest information and get instant notifications 
when connected. Instant information updates are possible, 
as apps can be programmed to use a data connection to 
fetch information automatically from the servers they are 
configured to.

The usages of these apps is much more prevalent in 
urban areas or areas with high speed data connectivity. 
Many apps have been developed and are highly used in 
developed countries and in urban areas, but not many 
apps have been created specifically for developing 
countries or rural areas. The speed of data connectivity 
is one of the barriers to usage of mobile apps efficiently 
in these areas. Some of the examples of the apps which 
have been developed for these areas are:

• Optimizer 2.0 (www.optmzr.co), which forecasts corn 
yield based on a variety of seed, soil type, weather 
data and other restrictive factors.

• Virtual Farm Manager  
(http://www.virtualfarmmanager.com) is a notable 
app which aids farmer to store, view and log 
information about their fields.

• Totheshelf (www.totheshelf.com), this app helps 
growers in any region of the world to get directly linked 
to traders and vice-versa.

• Livestock Manager  
(www.appszoom.com/android_applications/
productivity/livestock-manager_jayd.html)  
is developed for livestock producers, which helps 
users to track different information about their 
livestock.

• Farm Pad, (www.farmlogic.com), this app helps the 
users to enter farm records, equipment service logs, 
spray records and take notes or pictures.

There are many other apps for agriculture which help to 
provide better access to information on markets, climate 
and disease; provide better access to extension services 
(e.g. good agriculture practices); establish links between 
farmers, suppliers and buyers; and provide better access 
to credit and insurance payment methods.

There are several examples of farmers, benefiting 
directly from using this sort of app. By using Virtual 
Farm manager in Kenya, tea growers experienced a 
9% increase in their income (about $300 a year) due to 
better measuring and recording of the produce weights. 
Similarly, by using Dialog Tradenet in Sri Lanka, farmers 
received a 23% premium on their produce due to timely 
market price information. Using Dialog Tradenet helped 
to balance out the inherent information asymmetry in 
the market by providing access to up-to-the-minute 
prices of agricultural commodities and also by providing 
information on the trading platform to help farmers 
identify potential buyers. In the Philippines, it is reported 

that production has increased by 20% for farmers using 
the Farmers Texting Centre. Through this app, farmers 
receive information on varieties of crops with higher 
potential yields (Mobile Applications for Agriculture 
and Rural Development, World Bank). These examples 
start to show the immense potential that apps have for 
supporting the information needs of the agrarian society.

Most of the agriculture-focussed mobile apps are still 
in the pilot stage, but they are already starting to show 
visible benefits to real users. When scaling up these 
apps, it will be important to consider the steps that 
need to be taken to enable all segments of society to 
experience their benefits. Two of the main challenges in 
scaling up the usage of mobile apps in the rural segment 
are willingness among farmers to pay for apps and the 
strength of the speed of data-connectivity. In addition to 
this, many people in rural areas do not understand the full 
capabilities of smart phones or the technical language 
used (e.g. MB, GB, 2G, 3G). All of these barriers will need 
to be overcome to ensure the successful uptake and 
scale-up of mobile apps in rural farming communities.

Despite the early examples of tangible benefits being 
experienced in developing countries through using apps 
in agriculture, the potential of apps has still not been fully 
realised in these countries. It is likely that large numbers 
of people would readily adopt suitable apps if they found 
them both easy to use and beneficial. In the editor’s view, 
mobile apps could provide a real solution to the lack 
of relevant, in-time information available to farmers in 
developing countries. 
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The history of mobile applications can be 
traced back to 1992-93, with the IBM Simon, 
the first smart phone. Gradual developments 
took place following that, but the real 
breakthrough happened with the release 
of BlackBerry’s first smart phone and the 
use of mobile email. But the field of mobile 
applications was revolutionized when, Apple 
launched its first mobile phone, the iPhone, 
preloaded with the application App Store. A 
number of other platforms followed including 
Symbian, Android, and Windows Mobile. This 
saw the establishment of an entire apps eco-
system which includes device manufacturers 
(Apple, Samsung, and Nokia etc.), operating 
systems (Android from Google, iOS from 
Apple, Symbian from Nokia, Blackberry, and 
Windows Mobile), apps developers, content 
providers and B2B markets.
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mKisan is running 
successfully across six 
states of India

The mKisan project is now running successfully 
across six states of India. The states are Andhra 
Pradesh, Bihar, Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, 
Maharashtra and Uttar Pradesh. mKisan is a 
mobile based agro-advisory service, accessible 
to the subscribers of multiple mobile operators, 
such as Airtel, Idea, BSNL etc. This project is 
funded by GSMA through the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation’s mAgri fund. The project is being 
implemented through a consortium consisting 
of CABI, ILRI, Digital Green and Handygo 
Technologies. In this project, information is 
delivered to farmers as vernacular voice messages 
of 1 to 3 minutes duration via an Interactive Voice 
Response (IVR) system, available through a short 
code 55678. This is further supplemented with a 
dedicated farmers’ helpline.  

mKisan was launched in July 2012 and by November 
2013, the total number of subscribers had reached  
1,571,116  a significant number, in a relatively short span 
of time. 
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percentage of calls received in 
mKisan Farmers’ helpline
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Figure: Percentage of calls received by farmers in different categories  
from October – December, 2013
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The farmers’ helpline has been functional since July 
2013 in three states; Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and Uttar 
Pradesh. There has been a continuous rise in the 
number of calls from farmers across the different subject 
categories from the launch of the Helpline to the current 
day. The number of calls received from October to 
December, 2013 was 1539. There were 236 calls related 
to agronomy, 283 calls on insect related queries and 409 
calls on disease related queries during this period. The 
maximum number of calls were received on livestock 
related issues, with a total of 608 calls.

The continuous growth in the number of calls and the 
usage of the helpline shows that the farmers want to talk 
to the experts directly to get the answers to their queries 
and farm related problems.

As well as the statistical evidence supporting the 
success of the mKisan service, there are many real life 
stories of users benefitting from the service. One such 
success story is that of Rajendra, who is a farmer from 
the Lakhori village of Uttar Pradesh (India). Rajendra 
received information from the mKisan service on a wide 
spectrum of crop-related issue,s from quality of seeds 
before sowing, to local market prices before he sold his 
crops. This information helped Rajendra in doubling the 
production of Bajra (Pearl millet) and sugarcane crops. 
Besides the agricultural information provided by mKisan, 
he also uses his mobile phone to access other diverse 
services like medical advice and mobile based courses 
on English and basic computer knowledge. Rajendra 
says “now life for me seems easier….there are no 
restrictions”.
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