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Summary
Agricultural Extension services world-wide are in transition. The last two decades have witnessed considerable erosion in their capacity, mainly due to lack of adequate political and financial support. Meanwhile, deterioration of natural resources, fragmentation of farm holdings, threats and opportunities related to opening up of agricultural markets and introduction of new standards for production and marketing have all made agricultural development more complex. There is increasing realisation that dissemination of new knowledge on agricultural technologies alone is not enough to deal with these new set of challenges. To be successful, farmers require a wide range of knowledge from different sources and support to integrate these different bits of knowledge in their production context. However, public sector agricultural extension services, which dominate extension provision in developing countries, have generally failed to perform these new roles and this has been one of the major reasons for their declining credibility and political support. 

While donors and national governments are keen on implementing reforms in extension, they are not inclined to re-examine the conceptual underpinnings that influenced the introduction and strengthening of extension since the 1960s. Extension was designed and operated on the assumption that the new knowledge generated by research, once transferred to farmers by extension agencies, would lead to improved productivity and increased incomes. Although the debates on participatory extension, stake-holder interactions, group approaches and agricultural knowledge and information systems (AKIS) tried to question the assumptions of this linear framework (Research-Extension-Farmer based on the diffusion of innovations paradigm), it still continues to influence the design, operation and even reforms in extension. Despite the fact that many of these suggested reforms such as decentralisation, cost recovery, privatisation, farmer participation, use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) and farmer-market linkages are important and relevant in certain specific situations, these are not sufficient to bring about institutional changes needed for reinventing extension due to the following reasons: 
· Firstly, many of these are universal prescriptions for reform, pushed by donors or national governments to improve the efficiency of technology dissemination, and do not offer solutions to improve extension’s relationships with the wide range of knowledge sources, other than research. Quite often these reforms are pushed for implementation without a sufficient diagnosis of existing networks and interactions among the different actors and the underlying institutions that pattern these interactions. 
· Secondly, these reforms only target extension, and that too only its internal management mechanisms, whereas in most cases, reforms are also needed in its relationships with external actors. Moreover these reforms do not target reforms in other organisations, extension has to interact with. 
· Thirdly, these models are often centrally introduced and evaluated, thereby stifling the evolution of locally-relevant extension arrangements. Moreover, these kinds of reforms do not improve the capacity of the organisations involved in agricultural development, including extension to innovate new arrangements to deal with the rapidly changing external environment and further perpetuate its dependency on external funds and expertise. 

If extension has to reinvent itself to remain relevant and effective in dealing with the new set of challenges, it needs a different conceptual and operational framework that is relevant to the current realities. The Innovation Systems framework offers a potential alternative for reforming extension in this context. Recent years have witnessed the application of this framework in agriculture. Its attraction is that it recognises that innovation is not a research-driven process that relies simply on technology transfer. Instead, innovation is a process of generating, accessing and putting knowledge into use. Central to the process are the interactions of different people and their ideas; the institutions (the attitudes, habits, practices and ways of working) that shape how individuals and organisations interact; and learning as a means of evolving new arrangements specific to local contexts. 
The Innovation Systems framework offers two potential insights on reforming extension, Firstly, it provides the framework for extension to widen its agenda. As extension is only one of the major actors in the Agricultural Innovation System (AIS), its comparative advantage lies in its transformation as a “bridging” organisation, linking the different bits of knowledge held by different actors, and facilitates its application and use, thereby leading to innovation. This essentially means it has to interact and partner with a wide range of organisations dealing with markets, policy, financing etc., and also with sources of technical knowledge. Some of the potential roles for extension include: setting the innovation agenda; organising producers and the rural poor and building their capacities; building coalition of different stakeholders; promoting platforms for information sharing; experimenting with and learning from new approaches. It is unable to perform these roles currently, as it is designed and viewed as an agency for transferring technology and therefore improving its linkage with only got attention. Moreover, it also lacks the range of expertise necessary to perform these wider roles. In other words, the habits and practices (institutions) that have conventionally shaped extension as a technology dissemination agency have to change significantly, if extension has to play this broader role. 
Secondly, it offers insights on how to improve its capacity to innovate new locally-relevant arrangements. The Innovation Systems framework emphasises the need for promoting learning-based strategies to design locally-relevant arrangements. Most current extension programmes are designed at the national and state levels and implemented as targets to be achieved. Therefore, staff at the lower level has almost no freedom to experiment with locally-relevant strategies and learn from these. Extension reforms have to address ways of enhancing this capacity in staff at the middle and lower levels. Reforms should ideally target the whole range of actors and ways of enhancing their capacity to deal with a changing environment, rather than tinkering with internal management reforms within any one organisation within the AIS, such as extension. Considering the wide variation in this capacity, implementing a single model of extension or pursuing one reform strategy across the whole state, is not the way to go about reforming extension. 

What is clearly needed is the emergence of a locally-relevant architecture that effectively links the different actors within the AIS. This new architecture should also address the fundamental institutional and policy issues that currently constrain the emergence of effective AIS. The Innovation Systems framework offers principles not only for reforming extension, but also for improving the capacity of the wider AIS of which extension is a part. 
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