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Using Apps in Agriculture Through Extension Education 
 

Education through Extension outreach, result demonstrations, producer tours and 
teaching events such as one day or multi-day programs are all mechanisms in which Extension’s 
programming supports and implements the policies known as The Morrill Act and the Smith-
Lever Act. Extension’s role in educating the public takes on all forms. One such program is the 
introduction of new agriculture technologies to the industry. When you think of new 
technology most people think of GPS navigation in a new model tractor or fully automated 
dairies as being cutting edge. You don’t think about incorporating hand held smart devices such 
as iPads or smart phones into your operation. These smart devices use Applications developed 
by multitudes of different companies which offer access to fast information in the palm of your 
hand.  

With the recent explosion of smart devices being used in our everyday lives some 
companies have jumped on the opportunity to bring to the industry the use of applications, or 
Apps, on the smart devices that are beneficial to the producer and the processor. The use of 
these Apps allows for faster calculations, faster identification of problems and faster solutions 
to problems. In today’s agriculture industry it is essential to be able to “do more with less”, to 
be more efficient, and more productive in order to remain competitive. We as the consumer 
want a competitive market because it allows for competitive prices. 

To understand the support behind the policy in which Extension receives not only its 
funding but its purpose we must first realize where the need originates and to whom the policy 
is meant for. To help understand this, a brief history of the supporting policies and legislation 
will be described. 

The support first started in the late 1840’s when the concept of publicly funded 
agricultural and technical educational institutions first rose to national attention through the 
efforts of Jonathan Baldwin Turner. Turner was a professor with a passion for agriculture and 
became the leading force and voice behind this movement. The following bill would give land to 
universities in which they would either generate revenue off of the production of the land or by 
selling the land itself.   The first land-grant bill was introduced in Congress by Representative 
Justin Smith Morrill in 1857. In 1859 the bill was passed but was vetoed by President James 
Buchanan. Morrill resubmitted his bill in 1861, and it was ultimately enacted into law in 1862 by 
President Lincoln. The Morrill Acts funded educational institutions by granting federally 
controlled land to the states for them to sell to raise funds to establish and endow "land-grant" 
colleges. The mission of these institutions as set forth in the 1862 Act is to focus on the 
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teaching of practical agriculture, new agriculture technology, science, military science and 
engineering, all as a response to the industrial revolution and changing social class. An 
additional Morrill Act was established in 1890, aimed at the former Confederate states. This act 
required each state to show that race was not an admissions criterion, or else to designate a 
separate land-grant institution for persons of color.  

The  goals and objectives of this policy, as described, is to teach practical agriculture and 
new technology to the public in order to increase productivity, efficiency and profitability that 
began mainly in response to the industrial revolution.  

To further understand the need and the goals we can ask ourselves what is “policy”? 
Policy is a guiding principle leading to a course of action or specific program that is pursued by 
the government.  The policy is the Morrill Act of 1862 and the Smith-Lever Act of 1914 but what 
are the supporting programs?   

What is a program? Programs are the mechanisms by which policy is implemented. The 
program in this case that supports and implements the policy is the Cooperative Agriculture 
Extension programs supported by the Smith-Lever Act of 1914. 
  The Smith–Lever Act of 1914 is a United States federal law that established a system of 
cooperative extension services, connected to the land-grant universities, in order to inform 
people about current developments in agriculture, home economics, public policy and or 
government, leadership, 4-H (first known as “Corn Clubs”), economic development, coastal 
issues (National Sea Grant College Program), and many other related subjects. It helped farmers 
learn new agricultural techniques by the introduction of home instruction and demonstrations. 

Sec 2 of the Smith-Lever Act as amended through P.L. 110–246, Effective May 22, 2008 
reads as follows; “Cooperative agricultural extension work shall consist of the development of 
practical applications of research knowledge and giving of instruction and practical 
demonstrations of existing or improved practices or technologies in agriculture, uses 
of solar energy with respect to agriculture, home economics, and rural energy, and subjects 
relating thereto to persons not attending or resident in said colleges in the several 
communities, and imparting information on said subjects through demonstrations, 
publications, and otherwise and for the necessary printing and distribution of information in 
connection with the foregoing; and this work shall be carried on in such manner as may be 
mutually agreed upon by the Secretary of Agriculture and the State agricultural college or 
colleges or Territory or possession receiving the benefits of this Act.” (UF, IFAS, 2007) 

We have the policies in place and we have the mechanism of extension in place to 
implement them. This allows for the introduction of new technology…Apps in Agriculture. 

Smart devices and the use of apps are a relatively new venture for farmers and ranchers 
in the United States but it is quickly gaining speed and popularity as more and more people 
begin to utilize smart devices that have access to these “Apps”. 
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One such example is a case study that took place in 2012 in Australia by Karen Roberts 
and Graeme McIntosh. They found that with the increase coverage area of the internet and 
increased access to cell towers the use of smart devices together with Applications, YouTube, 
and social media has increased. Surveys conducted in 2012 by NSW Department of Primary 
Industries show that between 40% and 61% of farmers and advisors own smart phones or 
tablets giving them access to these new technologies. The survey found more specifically that 
the use of smart devices was at the highest, 61% with advisors, and between 40-56% with 
farmers.  
Access to the YouTube videos for the NSW DPI channel shows peek use and viewing during high 
production periods such as harvest and planting with an average increased use of 2% to 8% 
over the past 2 years. (Roberts and McIntosh, 2012) 

A whole range of agricultural apps and software for smartphones and tablets now exists 
or is being developed, although apps specifically for Australian agriculture are still limited. Some 
examples include tracking and managing livestock, monitoring calving, managing water points, 
managing irrigation, talking between machinery, remote performing of roles such as unloading 
grain, monitoring sensors in crops, marketing produce, estimating and mapping yield, 
performing as substitute tools (such as spirit levels), calculating area, mapping soil types etc. 
(Roberts and McIntosh, 2012). 

As a source of information, YouTube functions as the second biggest search engine in 
the world. Surveys indicate that 60% of social media users utilize YouTube as a source of 
technical information.  

Timely release and a short high quality relevant message have considerable impact on 
the success of the extension message. This yields a great opportunity for the increased use of 
these devices and their apps. 

The relative ease of access to these apps and social media sites makes them attractive 
to farmers in that it saves time in addressing issues or acquiring information. Instant access to 
weather, grain prices, and other information makes the farmers more competitive. 

There are still obstacles to overcome however. Farmers and advisors who are reluctant 
to try new forms of communication or who have not been exposed to it can be reluctant to try 
it. In order to make it successful to this group the instruction must be short, concise and be of 
significant interest to the farmer otherwise it is likely to be disregarded or ignored completely. 

One of the biggest obstacles to overcome is the limited or even nonexistent access to 
high speed internet and cell service. Without this access it is very difficult to convince a farmer 
of the benefit of this new opportunity to hasten information gathering and use. 

A third, and potentially large obstacle, is the limited supply of quality apps available to 
date. This can be a barrier to the use of smart devices in the agricultural industry if developers 
and businesses do not see the benefit. This can become difficult to convince them of as in most 
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cases the developers see agriculture as a small market and have little understanding of its 
complexity.  

So how does social media accessed through smart devices weigh in? The ease of 
accessibility and real time information allows every farmer the ability to express opinions. They 
can become advocates for their industry immediately upon any issue becoming known. 
Facebook and Twitter allow for quick dissemination of information and opinions, some of which 
can be detrimental, but for the most part can address issues immediately. 

Extension must capitalize on this opportunity. In a “time poor” business such as 
agriculture the use of this technology can be cost efficient and less time consuming to the 
information provider by the use of blogs, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and more. This also 
presents the opportunity to increase and expand relationships between farmers and 
information providers. The ability to carry multiple resources digitally in one hand makes for a 
great advantage for advisors who in most other cases consult from many resources. Not having 
to carry around this “book shelf” allows for determination of solutions for farmers instantly in 
the field. 

So we know that Australia has already seen the opportunity and has begun to improve 
and utilize this technology. Have we begun here in the United States? The answer to that 
question is YES. For the past few years now Texas A&M AgriLIFE Extension Service has provided 
educational training events to producers and farmers in the use of smart devices, social media, 
and applications. Publications have also been developed by Extension staff that is accessible 
and available online or through the websites. The Extension website also keeps a digital fact 
sheet with a list of apps for use in agriculture. This list gives a short description of the apps use, 
the name, who it was developed by, which operating system it is available for such as iOS 
(Apple) and Droid based phones. It also gives the price of the app. In fact the popularity among 
producers and advisors has opened the eyes a bit to developers and the list is constantly being 
updated with new apps available for use. 

Extension is the mechanism in which this new technology is brought to the producer 
and farmer. It is the mechanism that implements the policies we have discussed. The timely 
dissemination of information and education for the public with regard to agriculture is 
reflective of extension’s goal; improving the lives of people, businesses, and communities 
across Texas and beyond through high-quality, relevant education. 
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