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THE RAPID ASSESSMENT TECHNIQUZ (RAT): A PROCEDURE FOK IDENTIFYING
FARMZR PPOBLEMS Arld DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES

BACKGROUND AN DESCR1PTION

The purpose of this paper 18 ©o review the Rapid Assessment
Technique (RAT) conducted within the cropping systems (C.S.)
component of the MERAD Project to document its successes, 1its
shortcomings and the lessoas learn2d in order to facilitate its
use by otner agencies or rcrojects concerned with rainfed
agricultural cevelopment and o gzin feedpack in order to improve
the tecnnique in the future.

Assessments of farmer problens ara 1sually made from a comrodity-
oriented perspective of =z ceniraliy-located resesrcher or an
experiment station researcher ‘ocat2d in the provinces. Based on
the problems thus perceived, ou-farm cropping systems trials are
similarly usually implementecd oy 2 single agency basad upon the
technologies availsole from itz various experiment stations. This
leads to trials that are invarianly technology-based, usually
mandatad fror the various commodity and technical institutes,
with agronomists as tne only discioline involved in trial
implementation  and thus linkages with extension and other
agencics are often rather weak,

The Rapid Assessment Techniqu: (RAT) is a tool which can be used
to overcome these problems. #irst, it can be usad as a means of
detarmining the neads, prooloms and constraints facing farmers as
regards agricultu.al developmeat within the target area and as an
effective tool for planning, implementing and analysing the R & E
trials thus implemented. Secoadly, it can help to promote inter-
departmental cooperation amongst the relevant agencies therevy
fostering an inter-disciplinary aporoach to agricultural research
and axtension.

RAT is a new technique, coild undergoing  development  and
refinement. It is ¢ssencially 2 needs  assassment procedurz
utilizing semi-structured inrory 71ng techniques conductad by a
small group of -:xperienc:a perzcanel who follow up on  leads,
revise questions and prooc som. 1

=5 1a qor2 depth than would he
possivle witn a formal survey. Ta: aoility to submit the findings
to rigorous statistical anzlysis it sacrificasd in order to gain
an in-depth, holistic nnders:a s of the situation. At the same
time it allows the researchirs o learn from the farmers
themselves who have considerzsi. :orhnical knowledge valuable to
the research and extension srscoss.

RAT has a numbar of advantagos,  Sirstly, it is 2conomical in its
use of both time and manpowv:c 20d ¢ao information ootained is
such that it can be immediaizly usee ta specify ralevant research
and extension (R & E) prioritics. Szcondly, it promotes a highly
effective interdisciplinary foram for problem idantification and
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solving which results in a much clearer 'system! understandipg
than can be achieved by tne anzlysis of ea'h component in
isolation. This is compatiols witna the farming systems approach
to research and extension 2n¢ helps to produce a 'closer-knit' R
% E system by being responsive to farmers' needs as articulated
by the farmer himself, thus estsblishing a dialogue between R & E
workers and the farmer. Fin2lly the RAT process fosters
the involvement of staff not only aiross a large number of
concerned agencies but also thz narticipation of staff throughout
the entire departmental structare  from national, provincial,
district and local levels. in addition, it creates the
opportunity for all concornod officials to participate at each
stage of the R & E process from o.anning through implementation
to eventual analysis aad evaluation of results as opposed to
individuals working solely on one stage and never fully
undarstanding how it relates o the entire process.

MEIA05 OF JSE

RAT's differ from traditional Rapid Rural Appraisals (RRA's) in
that they cover the whols process of davelopment in a dynamic and
iterative manner. Ideally, they siould be considered as part of
an ongoing process of target site description, needs assessment,
technology rosearch and development planning, monitoring and
evaluation. The suggested schaduling of the various stagss of
the process zre presented in Aopendix 1 and the remainder of this
section describes the stages in detail with a summary of
implementation guidelines for 22Cn.

1. DEFINITION OF OBJECTIVES

This initial phase consists of cicarly defining the objectives of
the RAT and can bust be achicyod oy agreeing to a series of key
questions that nezd to be ansyared during the necds assessment.
Tnese questions will vary nceording to the specific purpose for
which the RAT is being conduci.d r 1t 25 an cxample the following
were  found to e uaseful for o %ALY aimed at identifying the
cropping systaems development nceds of target farmers:

1. #hat are the existing cropping patterns and what are
their relationshios iz time and spuce with local zgro-
ecological and socio-ceoomic conditions?

2. Wiy is thz existing novlorn oeing practised?

3. #hat are the koy oroviems and constraints in the curr-
ent cropping pattsras and how can they be alleviated?

4. Wnat changes would the farmers like to make to thesa
patterns and what is e technical feasibility of the
desiied changes?



2. ORIENTATION OF THE CONCERNES AGENCIES

The RAT process encourages tn participation of field lavel staff
as a means of incorporating local experience and expertize into
the planning process and in order to achieve this it is necessary
to delegate responsibility o local level parsonnft. It is
assential; thorefore, firstly to znsure support for this from the
higher level, often centraliy lozated, senior officials of those
agencies involvad in the PAT. This can be done by discussing
concepts, potential advantages ond tentative plans with raspons~
ible agency representatives, nc will provide team membars, to
get  their suggestions and fiadonck un the process. It is  best
achieved, however, oy inviting octive involvement of these
officisls in the implemsniatizn 5F the RAT. Although this is
often very difficult to achiove, it is nighly desirable in order
to foster a future commitment fov tac procass.

3. COLLECTIN OF AVAILABLE (474 Al TNFORMATION

The RAT process should not rely 52lely on the information gained
during farmer interviews, and rigat from the planning stage as
much use as possible should b2 and: >f the information and
secondary data that is already availadble for the targct ared.

The availability of ralevant ¢rin is quite variable dz2pending on
the purpose and target arez of the RAT. Hovwevar, all availabla
information on: climate, soils, topography, land-use, socio-
economics, demography, ctc. should ve collectad and prepared for
use. If time and resources pormit, oxperience has shown that
Agroecosystems Analysis  is aa excremely valuable tool in  pre-
paring for RAT's (Phreukantrakorn ot al., 1987; Limpinuntana and
Patansthai, 1982; Craig, et 21., 1535, Conway, 1986 and 1987).

4. RAT TEAY FORMATION

Decisions concerning team compusitinn should attempt to  achieve
tie correct mix of disciplinis, apsacies and levels of official
responsibility. For the purpose of cropping systems development,
it was found that cach teww should include as a minimum the
disciplines »f agronomy, s5.il scitnce, agricultural economics,
agricultural extonsion and rureel ssciology or  anthropology in
order t> cnsure a holistic uwrrerstonding of  the  target
agricultural systems and ©> fnciii:~ze an interdisciplinary croass
fertilizaticn of ideas. Every agaicy that will be concerned with
the  implementation  >f dovelopment  activities  should  be
represented in the RAT teans -ad if possible s>fficials from each
level in thne administrative 2iorarchy should be  included. The
balance <f senior to junicr »fficinis should be very carefully
considered, however, as tou oregence of senior officials  can
innibit the active involvemoatr f fanior, field level staff whose
participation is essential for ©a> succossful implementation of
the RAT. If doubts axist, it is safer to favor ficld 1level
representation on the teams.
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5. TRAINING OF THE RAT TEAWS

It should be emphasized that the apility to conduct 2 successful
RAT  must be daveloped by giving the trainees 'hands-on'
experience. Although classrum training in RAT procedures is
important, the best W2y o devilop individual skills in  the
relevant techniques is by zroviding the spportunity for trainoes
to conduct RAT's with experiiacad Jractitioners.

Classroom Training in RAT anitnodoiigics and techniques is  best
conducted in a workshap oy seiving with lecture sessions
interspersed with workgrius  ©9375 or  roviews.  The workgroup
sessions should concentrat. - J21:15ping the tyls needed to
elicit the key informatisn JETTifint €Y tie objectives of  the
RAT. The workgroups should be formad ty include personnel that
will later comprise the individusl 24T T2ams s3 as t3 act as  the
forum for inter-disciplint~y discussion where the seeds of true
inter-departmental CIIPerniisin  are swn as an essential pre-
requisite to 1 successful .7 BRI ers) o W8

The issues t be covered in rlesranving lectures  and workgroup
sessions should include:

* Roles and function f ta. vari-us disciplines in each team

* Review and analysis -f cuririacly available data

* Review of the relevene ¢ 1s including: semi~structured
intervicwing technignus, crop  calendars, mapping

~as, laoor and income profiles and
Arendix 2. for A more  detailed

techniques, decisio
rainfall graons.  (Sc.
explanation Of those).

r

* Planning and schedulins £+ Frrmer interviewing and aroup
discussion sessions Freiowy KT implementation

* Preparatisn >f matcriale incleding: blank crop calendar
forms, wnite boards, s:il samtling equipment, graph paper,
cte,

* Dofining criterin f.r the ceicction of target villages
and farmers to be intorvicged,

* Draving up tentative fiois schedules far cach RAT Team,

* Preparation of provisionni o travel and accommodation
arrangements

By the econd LHf the worksic. . the 20T teams  should arrive at
tentative  hydothescs ansut System siructure 2nd perfsrmance  for
the target site.  These snolZ t:2n o¢ used ty define tho key
questions that necd to be 2Sg2eel by the RAT during  farmer
intervicws.
















CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHSR DEVELOPMENT REQUIRED

RATs are not data but information gathering exercises. They are
not suostitutes for more formal survays. They are not an excuse
to be "quick and dirty'" or to do what Chambers calls ""development
tourism". Many times RATs genzcate hypctlieses that cannot be
answered in a rapid assessmant bui require a formal survey.

Further use should be made of ctnho wore macro-level data after the
RAT village assessment has taiken place. It is recommended that
time is put aside during the trial planning sessions to
specifically assess how RAT findings are reflected in other
available data sets. Tnis snould both increase the
appropriatensss of R & E activitics initiated by the RAT process
and also greatly facilitate future veplication of the technology
o areas where formal-svrvey daca are the only information
available.

Further work is nceded on wae gencral  tochniques  and
methodologics of rapid rural appraisals.  Additional work necds
to be undertaken on linking thos. anpraisals with the design and
planning process of activitics. in fact this combination is the

More work is nceded by socisl scicntists on farmer participation
in this RAT-tyge of process in ruisl development.  This includes
the development  of more offoctive mochanisms for dialogue and
communications between  frrmars and officials. Also,
communication oetworn fisla tovel staft  and centratly-located
superiors within  the agencics coacerned should be improved to
ensure the dzlivery of activitics which are more responsive to
farmers needs and problems.

Finally, the proolem of sustainiag tne interdisciplinary momentum
generated during the needs-nssessnent comonent of the RAT neeads
to be tackled. With lack of coiy, activities planned on tha pasis
of an integratod, interdiscislinory, inter-departmental  nzeds
assessment will be implemented in 2 disjointed, component fashion
and as a consequence will Fail to raalize their potential for
development of the rural comnanicy system for which they were
targeted.
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APPENDIX 1.

SUGGESTED SCAEDULING OF HMAJOR PAASES OF THE RAT PROCESS

NEEKS 1-4

- Planning Norkshop to define specific abjectives of the RAT.

- Contact individuals, institutions, etc. who will assist in
the RAT training,

- Orientation of concerned ageicies  in the dbjectives,
benefits and requiremcnts of the RAT process.

WEEKS 5-8

- Cbllection and preparation of Secondary data for the target
area,

- Preparation of materials, sciodules, invitations, etc. for
the RAT training WOrksasp.

WEEXS 9-10
- Conduct RAT training workshop at a convenient central
location,
= Prepare for fizld implementation of the RAT.
WEEK 1

- RAT team village assescment (Sce appendix 3).,
WEEKS 12-14

- RAT data analysis ang olannins of development activities,
- Preparation  “of action olan and approval by ralevant
agencies ,

WEEK 15 ONAARDS

- Presentation of tipai 2oa o villagers for approval and
madification,

- Selection of participating farmers and develspment sites,

- Implementation of develepment activities by RAT teoams.

- Monitoring and evaluation of nztivities by RAT teams.










sCROPS:; PLOT  LAND COMMENTS

NO. TYPE
"14 r—- —[ —————— — e
(SOIL) Rotates water melon between
12 L WATER plots in field 1 from year
MELON KENAF to year. Kenaf fcllows in
GLUTINOUS same fields as water melon
10 UP%Aizbs?DDY RICE \ (b]ﬂOQ&Hi)‘ that year in order to benefit
s KENAF \ from residual fertiiity. Kenaf
8 L 250 kqg/rai) (159 kg/rai) rotation also helps to reduce
Area n e Bhytopihera root rot pathogen
(rai) 6 bo— e — buiid-ur.
2 |LOWLAND PADDY GLUTINOUS RICE TORACCO | Tobacco 2lsc rotated to
(SANDY LOAM) (300 kg/rai) soread the fertility benefit.
! _.S. GEQXQD_;;55§ AY' KENAF " TUse of cuban kenaf may reduce
> L |(sAaNDY Loam) KENAF GLUTINOUS RICE root-rot problem.
\ (200 kg/rai) (200 kg/raij
ol i\

............
.......................................................................................................................

Forage shortage from July to
ANIMALS: [ Eorage shortage] Eorage shorta;e7 November due to all fields

~

for buffalo for buffale being in rice.

ﬁigh mortality rate in 7
rative chickens

D R T T L R *e s s enen St sees e LR O N L R A A A L T T R L T T

wabor shortage during pre-rice

OFF-fARM: . -
Children School / Term 7 L Time 7 Crop ssason therefore la}?or
f intensive crops not possible.
-LFarmer Erives taxi in Bangkok]
Figure Model cropping/farm calendar showing relationships amsng crop production, arable area, off-farm activities

and time from an actual example {Source: Craig, 1983).
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6. DECISION TREES:

A decision tree is essentiaily a simple diagrammatic aid foo
understanding farmer decision-making. It depicts the options open
to farmers according to their local conditions and farm resources
and helps the rasearcher to define important constraints facing
the farmers. Hypothetical dscision irees can also be used to aid
in interviewing oy attempting to follow the farmers own decision
making process by working througa it with him. An examplsa
decision tree used to elicin infovmation regarding constraints
imposed by subsistence rics requiraments is presented in  the
following Figure.

Figure showing decision trac for ot and off farm strategies under
rice subsistence constraints {sourca: Limpinuntana et al., 1982),

das rice sunsistence
requivement vezn met?

YES NO\\\\\SS
Does soil need Is farm size
improvement? small?
YES \ NO YES
Does water malon Are contracts avail-
disease build up? aole for tobacco? NO
YES NO ' YES NO
v
Rotace water Crop watermalon Plant Taka off-farm
melon around with added for- tonacco employment in

211 fields tilizer each yaap dry season




APPENDIY 3,

SAMPLE TIMETABLZ FOR A TYPICAL FIELD RAT

DAY 1 MORNING

AFTERNOON

DAY 2 MORNING

LUNCH

AFTERNOON

]

Meet at comweniantly located office facility
in the locality that will be available for
use througnout the RAT.

Brief review of RAT objectives, schedule,
respoisicilitizs, otc. by team leader.

Selection/analysis  of farmer sample and
allocation of <ccam mambers to sudb-groups
according ¢o discipline and experiesnce.

Travel to warpst village

Villagz oricatation and introduction of RAT
team to viilagars by local extension agent
and village azadman.

Initial farmcr interviews by RAT sub-groups.

Meating in tno 2vening of 2ntire team to
discuss intervizw results and modify approach
accordingly.

Intervicws by subgroups continue interspersed
with soil sampling in farmers fields and map-
ping excrcisz continued by one subgroup.

Presentation of subgroup findings and discus-
sion of zuggesisd changes in farmer sample.
Extend fnemee somple to ensure representative
intervicw covarage.

Village/¥armor  interviews continued by sub-
groups.

Plenary sossion of entire team to  discuss
findings aad madify tentative hypotheses.

Village/Farmsr  interviews continued by sub-
groups.

Subgroup oroseacations and  discussions on
findings =2nd  development of a  first
definition of key problems and proposed
ameliorative interventions.



DAY 4 MORNING

AFTERNOON

Presentation of major problems identified and
proposed development activities to entire
group of sample farmers for feesdback.

Nevise civinition of major problems basad on
farmer COMMINLS, refin» developmant
activitizs nccoriingly and draft action plan
and imclemontation scnedule for approval by
relevant sgonciss.,



APPENSTX 4

The following NERAD Working P2p37s are available on requast from
the Projact Director:

NERAD Methodology Documentation Scrics

M1. A cropping systems tocnnolosy ~.2velopment process: the NERAD
RN I

modal. Craig, I.A. ot E., iZo0.
- (Thai and English)

MZ. Triage: 2 methodology ‘o scr.ining agricultural technolog-
ies and prioritizing siscarc: and  extension activities.
Craig, I.A. and Suk-poag, 7., i447.

(Thai and English)

M3. Northeast Regional Agriciulinsal wxevelopment Information and
coordination system (MER\5:2C). Pisone U. and Hopkins, J.,
1987.

(English)

Mi. The Rapid Asszssment Tocanigue  (RAT): a procedure for
identitying farmer prooloms and development opportunities.
Alton, C. and Craig, i.4., 1937.

(Engiish)

NERAD Technology Documentation Series

TO. Executive Summary of ¢ne ¢ERAD promising technologies.
Thamaoood, S. (Editor), 1337.
(Thai)

Tt. Direcct sown rice tezanology  documentation. craig, I, A.
et al,, 1985.
{Thai and English)

T2, Modified shallow woll {2cindiogy  documentation. Ragland,
J.L. and Thamabood, 3ey 1855,
(Englisn)

T3. Demonstration farmer buying groaps: a technology documernit~
ation. Meyer, L., 1935.
(English)



