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Abstract
Introduction: Poor-quality extension service delivery moti-
vated the introduction of the Extension Recovery Plan (ERP) 
in South Africa. The paper assesses the influence of the ERP 
on field-level, public extension practitioners’ technical farm 
management knowledge and delivery of farm management 
information to small-holder farmers in the Thulamela munici-
pality following their qualifications’ upgrade. 
Methods: The study used a mixed-methods approach and 
employed a cross-sectional survey design. Due to logistical 
challenges, 80 out of 135 targeted farmers were available, and 
thus purposely selected for this assessment. Descriptive and 
inferential analytical methods were used.
Findings: The findings showed that extension practitioners’ 
technical farm management knowledge had improved; fur-
thermore, there was a positive relationship between extension 
practitioners’ qualifications’ upgrade and the delivery of im-
proved technical farm management information as attested to 
by respondents. 
Conclusions: The findings indicate that the ERP has a posi-
tive influence on extension practitioners’ technical farm man-
agement knowledge as well as the delivery of improved man-
agement knowledge to producers in Thulamela Municipality. 

Keywords: extension recovery plan, service delivery, small-
holder, qualification, upgrade, professionalism

INTRODUCTION

Since the 1960s, research on public agricultural exten-
sion professionalism has received a great deal of atten-
tion around the world, especially in the USA (Martin 
and Sajilan, 1989 citing Davis, 1963; Collings, 1964; 
Hurd, 1967). This is in view of the importance of the 
professional competency of the field extension practi-
tioner in relation to the effectiveness of the extension 
organization he or she represents. The recent Scoping 
Study of 15 Extension Professional Competencies in the 
United States attests to the importance of extension pro-
fessionalism to deliver effective customer service (Don-
aldson and Vaughan, 2022). Competence or expertise or 
special technical knowledge in a particular field has al-
ways been mentioned as one of the qualities of a profes-
sional (Clark, 1966; Australian Council of Professions, 
2003; Herrity, 2022).

Parry’s (1996) definition of competency seems to be 
the most popular amongst writers on the subject. It views 
competency as a cluster of related knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes that affects a major part of one’s job (a role or 
responsibility); correlates with performance on the job; 
can be measured against well accepted standards and 
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can be improved via training and development. A sum-
mary of the critical view of the definitions of one’s com-
petency in the job situation reveals that an underlying 
qualification is one of the common threads. 

Professionalism in extension practice requires that 
the extension agent is competent in his work, amongst 
other characteristics (Maddy et al., 2002). Therefore, 
a basic qualification of an extension practitioner hired 
to work with crop or livestock farmers or in a mixed 
farming situation in South Africa, for example, is that 
the practitioner is proficient in the technical aspects of 
crop, livestock production or the mixed farming situ-
ation so that the practitioner can support the farmers 
to be productive in their enterprises. A variety of stud-
ies have observed the positive influence of competency 
on work performance (Scheer et al., 2011) or training 
on job proficiency (Truitt, 2011). The relationship be-
tween competency and job performance studies has 
been undertaken in many disciplines, and these include 
the works of Tilson and Gebbie (2004) in public health; 
Chen and Song (2008), Gamble (2010) in education; 
Cavallo and Brienza (2001) in consumer companies; 
Debnath et al. (2014), and Israr et al. (2014) in agricul-
tural extension. 

Extension practitioners’ professionalism and com-
petency in work situations became topical issues in 
the new, integrated national extension service in South 
Africa after 1994, when the country emerged from its 
dark apartheid past. This new extension service com-
prised extension personnel from the previously segre-
gated black areas (homelands) and the white farming 
sectors of South Africa. Thus, the new extension service 
inherited a black majority of extension personnel that 
was poorly trained for the job. The academic standard 
of the field-level extension personnel from the home-
lands was described as poor-quality in the report on 
profiling of the government-employed extension and 
advisory service officers in South Africa (DAFF, 2007). 
The South African government responded to these ex-
tension competency and quality issues by putting in 
place measures to turn the situation around and move 
towards professionalizing the extension service. Firstly, 
it formally recognized the need for professionalism in 
extension in 2005, when it published its report on the 
“Norms and Standards for Extension and Advisory 
Services in Agriculture” (Department of Agriculture, 
2005). Secondly, it introduced the Extension Recovery 
Plan (ERP) in 2008/2009 (DAFF, 2011) to revitalize the 

public extension services to provide quality services to 
its clients. To achieve this goal of the ERP, five strate-
gies called ‘pillars’ were put in place; among these five 
pillars are the promotion of professionalism and im-
provement of the image of extension, as well as reskill-
ing and reorientation of extension. The recently gazetted 
national extension and advisory services policy of South 
Africa notes that amongst other roles, extension and ad-
visory services are to provide technical advice and men-
torship as well as general management support for pro-
ducers’ improved decision making (DAFF, 2016). 

The ERP strategies notwithstanding, extension ser-
vice effectiveness is ultimately founded on the profes-
sional competency (technical farm management knowl-
edge, skills, and other professional qualities) of the 
practitioners on the ground, who deliver the service to 
farmers. A Google scholar search for peer-reviewed pa-
pers published in the South African Journal of Agricul-
tural Extension between 2009 and 2016 and in the Pro-
ceedings of the South African Society for Agricultural 
Extension for the same period on empirical evidence 
of the influence of the ERP on improving practitioners’ 
extension service delivery performance based on their 
professional competencies and therefore, on the quality 
of services in the field as seen by the farmers they serve, 
yielded no results. This situation creates a knowledge 
vacuum and, therefore, it becomes difficult for policy-
makers to assess the impact of the investment in the 
ERP on improving extension practitioners’ professional 
qualities as seen by farmers in improvement in exten-
sion service delivery. In view of the positive influence 
of training on professional competence and the latter’s 
effect on job performance in the literature, we argue in 
this paper that extension practitioners’ technical knowl-
edge of farm management (crop and/or animal/live-
stock) since they upgraded their technical qualifications 
(4-year bachelor’s degree) following implementation 
of ERP (2008/2009) will lead to delivery of improved 
technical knowledge of crop and/or livestock manage-
ment to small-holder crop and livestock farmers in the 
Thulamela municipality.

Aim of study: To assess the influence of the ERP 
on extension practitioners’ technical knowledge of crop 
and/or livestock management since extension practi-
tioners upgraded their technical qualifications (4-year 
bachelor’s degree) following the implementation of the 
ERP (2008/2009). The aim was achieved through the 
following research objective, question, and hypothesis:
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Research objective: To determine whether farmers’ 
opinions on extension practitioners’ technical knowl-
edge of crop and/or livestock management have changed 
since extension practitioners upgraded their technical 
qualifications (4-year bachelor’s degree) following the 
implementation of the ERP (2008/2009).

Research question: How have farmers’ opinions 
on extension practitioners’ technical knowledge of crop 
and/or livestock management changed since extension 
practitioners upgraded their technical qualifications (4-
year bachelor’s degree) following the implementation 
of the ERP (2008/2009)?

Research hypothesis: Farmers’ opinions on exten-
sion practitioners’ technical knowledge of crop and/or 
livestock management have not significantly changed 
since extension practitioners upgraded their technical 
qualifications (4-year bachelor’s degree) following the 
implementation of the ERP (2008/2009).

METHODOLOGY

This study was conducted within selected wards in 
Thulamela Local Municipality in the Vhembe District, 
which is situated in the eastern-most part of Limpopo 
Province, South Africa. The wards include Tshiombo, 
Matangari, Mukula, Tshidimbini, Muangawandodzi, 
Mukondeni, Makwarela, Phiphidi, Vhudimbilu, Lwa-
mondo, Khumbe and Tshikonelo. 

Study population and study design
The study population comprised 135 crops and live-
stock farmers in Thulamela Municipality, who were 
serviced by public extension practitioners. The study 
used a mixed-methods approach and employed a cross-
sectional survey design.

Sampling selection and size
According to Isaac and Michael (1981) and Smith 
(1983), for populations of 125 and 150, the recommend-
ed sample sizes are 96 and 110, respectively, at 5% preci-
sion. The average population of 137 provides an average 
sample size of 103. Our population of 135 is between 
150 and 125, thus the researchers calculated an average 
sample size of 103 based on proportions. However, due 
to logistical problems and non-availability of farmers, 
80 farmers were registered for the study. All the 80 crop 
and livestock farmers in Thulamela Municipality who 

were serviced by public extension practitioners were 
therefore specially selected for the survey.

Data collection
The data were collected from 26 April 2017 to 11 May 
2017, through face-to-face interviews using a semi-
structured questionnaire. Data collected from the 80 
farmers encompassed their views on extension practi-
tioners’ delivery of technical farm management knowl-
edge before 2013 and from 2013 up to 2017 when the in-
terviews were conducted. The cut-off dates were chosen 
because the Limpopo Department of Agriculture started 
to award ERP bursaries for qualification upgrades in 
2009/10 and most qualification upgrades took a mini-
mum of two years (DAFF, 2014), hence the cut-off date 
for any benefits of upgrades for the farmer would be, 
at least, after 2012, of registration at an institution. The 
farmers did not know that the extension practitioners 
went for qualification upgrades. They were only asked 
to assess their extension practitioners based on the two 
time periods.

Reliability of the measuring instrument
The reliability of the survey measuring instrument used 
in this study was measured by means of the most used 
indicator of internal consistency, the Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient (Pallant, 2007). A value of 0.7 is accept-
able while values more than 0.7 show a high reliabil-
ity (DeVellis, 2003 in Pallant, 2007. In this study, the 
Cronbach’s alpha for the 18 items used in the delivery 
of farm management knowledge improvement in crop 
management was .887, while it was .822 for the 14 items 
used in the farm management knowledge improvement 
in livestock management. 

Measurement of variables
Professional qualities were used and restricted in this 
study to include extension practitioners’ technical 
knowledge in crop and livestock management disci-
plines acquired through tertiary education such as uni-
versity training (technical competency) for application 
in the work environment. Key variables in the study 
were: Independent variable: Extension practitioners’ 
upgrade of technical qualifications in crop and/or live-
stock management (4-year bachelor’s degree) follow-
ing implementation of ERP (2008/2009), measured as 
1. Upgrade, 0. Otherwise; Dependent variable: Farmers’ 
views on extension practitioners’ crop and/or livestock 
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management knowledge improvement or (Farmers’ 
views on extension practitioners’ delivery of improved 
crop and/or livestock management knowledge or infor-
mation) since the practitioners upgraded their technical 
qualifications (4-year bachelor’s degree) following im-
plementation of ERP (2008/2009). Key variables in the 
dependent variable were measured as follows:

Delivery of improved crop and livestock 
management knowledge 
Extension practitioners’ delivery of improved crop man-
agement knowledge or information before 2013 and from 
2013 to 2017 was measured as 1 = has improved; 0 = 
not improved, as viewed by farmers. This improvement, 
or otherwise, was determined by the crop management 
knowledge index on the following selected extension 
practitioners’ farm management knowledge variables: 
crop production activity (information on seed cultivar 
choice, soil tests, fertilizer issues, seeding, planting dates 
and distance, crop rotations, climate variability coping in-
formation); financial management activity (record keep-
ing); marketing decision activity (produce quality issues, 
marketing channel to use, niche markets). A respondent’s 
mean score for the extension practitioner was compared 
with the total mean score (crop management knowl-
edge index) and standard deviation for all respondents 
on these variables. Any respondent mean score equal to 
or higher than the total mean score judges the extension 
practitioner’s farm management knowledge as improved; 
any respondent mean score less than the total mean score 
judges the extension practitioner’s delivery of crop man-
agement knowledge as not having improved.

Similarly, extension practitioners’ delivery of im-
proved livestock management knowledge before 2013 
and from 2013 to 2017 was measured as 1 = has im-
proved; 0 = not improved as viewed by farmers. This 
improvement or otherwise, was determined by livestock 
management knowledge index on the following selected 
extension practitioner’s livestock management knowl-
edge variables: livestock production activity (informa-
tion on the best breed of livestock, livestock vaccination 
plan, type of vaccination, vaccination dosage, livestock 
stocking rate/density, isolation of sick animals, informa-
tion on sick animals, information on disposal of manure, 
prevention of entry of dysentery into the farm, infor-
mation to get animal feed, conditions of feed, housing 
condition for animals); marketing activity (best time to 
sell, niche market and information on prices); financial 

management activity (record keeping). The respond-
ent’s mean score for the extension practitioner was 
compared with the total mean score (livestock manage-
ment knowledge index) and standard deviation for all 
respondents on these variables. Any respondent mean 
score equal to or higher than the total mean score re-
gards the extension practitioner’s delivery of livestock 
management knowledge as having improved; for any 
respondent mean score less than the total mean score, 
the extension practitioner’s delivery of livestock man-
agement knowledge is judged as not improved.

Data Analysis
The data collected were subjected to both descriptive 
and inferential analyses. Descriptive analysis in the 
form of percentages and tables was used to answer the 
research question and to describe respondents’ views on 
practitioners’ delivery of farm management knowledge 
(crop or livestock). The Z test was used in the inferential 
analysis to test research hypothesis and is described in 
the paragraph that follows.

The hypothesis was that extension practitioners’ 
delivery of crop or livestock management knowledge 
did not significantly change following the upgrading 
of their technical qualifications (bachelor’s degree). 
The researcher was interested in making a comparison 
and analysing differences in two populations of exten-
sion practitioner (those who went for qualification up-
grade and those who did not) in terms of a categorical 
characteristic, i.e., whether qualification upgrades lead 
to the delivery of improved technical farm manage-
ment knowledge or not. The aim here was to determine 
whether there is any difference in the proportions of suc-
cesses (here, delivery of improved farm management 
knowledge: crops or livestock) in the two groups (two-
tailed test) at a 5% level of significance. The evaluation 
of differences in the delivery of improved farm man-
agement knowledge between the two proportions was 
based on independent samples. A test procedure whose 
test statistic Z is approximated by a standard normal 
distribution was used, as recommended by Bereson and 
Levine (1979). The Z statistic is given by:

Z = P1 – P2 (1)√P1(1 – P1)/n1 + P2(1 – P2)/n2

with

P1 = X1/n1
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P2 = X2/n2

where:
P1 – sample proportion of successes in population 1 

(serviced by practitioners with qualification 
upgrade)

X1 – number of successes in sample 1 (with quali-
fication upgrade and judged by respondents as 
knowledgeable in farm management informa-
tion) (= 62)

n1 – size of sample taken from population 1 (with 
qualification upgrade) (= 69)

P2 – sample proportion of successes in population 2 
(without qualification upgrade)

X2 – number of successes in sample 2 (without qual-
ification upgrade and judged by respondents as 
knowledgeable in farm management informa-
tion) (= 4)

n2 – sample size taken from population 2 (serviced 
by practitioners without qualification upgrade) 
(= 11).

To test whether the null hypothesis of no difference 
in the proportions of the two independents populations 
(i.e., with qualification and without qualification up-
grade) are the same regarding farm management knowl-
edge and improvement in service delivery at the level of 
significance .05 with a critical value of ± 1.96:

H0: p1 = p2

The alternative hypothesis that the two population 
proportions are not the same is:

H1: p1 ≠ p2

RESULTS

Extension practitioners’ farm management 
knowledge before 2013 and after
The information described in this section reflects pillar 
four of the ERP, which is reskilling and reorientation 
of extension. The purpose of the pillar was to address 
the lack of appropriate technical farm management 
knowledge (crop or livestock) among field-level exten-
sion practitioners, which should lead to the delivery of 
improved, quality technical service to farmers. To give 
effect to this pillar, extension practitioners with diplo-
ma qualifications were encouraged to enroll at tertiary 

institutions to upgrade their qualifications to at least 
a bachelor’s degree in order to be recognized as agricul-
tural advisors. The findings presented in this section are 
thus based on the research question posed in the Intro-
duction section of this study.

Farmers’ opinions on extension practitioners’ crop 
and livestock management knowledge following 
technical qualifications upgrade
The research question posed in this study was addressed 
by asking farmer respondents to evaluate the extension 
practitioners who provided them with farm management 
information and whether they saw a change (improve-
ment or no improvement) in the extension practitioner’s 
delivery of livestock or crop management information. 
The comparison was between extension practitioners’ 
current technical knowledge in livestock or crop man-
agement support compared to the quality of the same 
support before 2013. The current support refers to the 
period after 2013 up to the time of the survey in 2017. 
This was the period during which extension practi-
tioners with diploma qualifications went to tertiary in-
stitutions to upgrade their qualifications to bachelor’s 
degrees. 

Table 1 reveals the summary of opinions livestock 
producers. The findings indicate that most respondents 
generally believed extension practitioners demonstrated 
an improved level of knowledge in livestock manage-
ment following the upgrading of their qualifications. 
Over 90% of extension practitioners had an improved 
level of technical knowledge in the different areas of 
livestock management, according to the farmers’ as-
sessments. In the marketing and financial management 
knowledge areas, more than 70% of extension practi-
tioners improved their level of technical knowledge, ac-
cording to the farmers’ assessments.

Table 2 shows a summary of respondents’ opinions 
of crop farmers. Overall, crop farmers were of the view 
that their extension practitioners demonstrated an im-
proved level of technical knowledge. More than 90% 
of farmers indicated that their extension practition-
ers had improved their technical knowledge in vari-
ous areas of crop management and marketing activity. 
Respondents’ assessment also indicated that financial 
management compared to other areas of crop manage-
ment, was the only area where most extension practi-
tioners fared slightly lower (78.9%) in their technical 
knowledge.
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Table 1. Farmers’ opinions on extension practitioners’ technical knowledge of livestock management following qualification 
upgrade (n = 42)

Knowledge area Improved Not improved
Livestock production Information on the best breed of animal 95.2 4.8

Animal vaccination plan 97.6 2.4
Type of vaccine to use 97.6 2.4
Vaccination dosage to use 97.6 2.4
Animal Stocking rate/density 95.2 4.8
Isolation of sick animals 90.5 9.5
Information on disposal of manure 95.2 4.8
Prevention of entry of disease into the farm 97.6 2.4
Where to get animal feed 97.6 2.4
Conditions of or how to keep animal feed 95.2 4.8
Housing condition for animals 100.0 0.0

Marketing management Best time to sell animals 90.5 9.5
Where to sell animals 71.4 28.6
Information on prices 88.1 11.9

Financial management Record keeping 88.1 11.9

Source: own elaboration.

Table 2. Farmers’ opinions on extension practitioner’s technical knowledge of crop management following qualification up-
grade (n = 38)

Knowledge area Improved Not improved
Crop production Seed cultivar choice for your area 92.1 7.9

Fertilizer recommendation 97.4 2.6
Planting dates 97.4 2.6
Seeding rate 97.4 2.6
Planting distance 97.4 2.6
Pest control 94.7 5.3
Disease control 94.7 5.3
Irrigation issues 97.4 2.6
Land preparation issues 97.4 2.6
Crop rotations yielding maximum returns 97.4 2.6
Return on hectare of land 81.6 18.4
Climate variability information 94.7 5.3

Marketing management Best time to sell produce 94.7 5.3
How to sell produce 94.7 5.3
Information on price 92.1 7.9
Where to sell produce 94.7 5.3
Produce quality issues 92.1 7.9

Financial management Record keeping 78.9 21.1

Source: own elaboration.
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Results of inferential analysis
Tables 1 and 2 indicated farmers’ positive assessments 
of extension practitioners’ improved crop and livestock 
management knowledge before and after 2013 up to 
2017, the period in which most extension practitioners 
upgraded their qualifications in crop and livestock man-
agement at tertiary institutions. This positive assessment 
was tested in the research hypothesis of the study. The 
rest of this section provides the results of this test.

Influence of extension practitioners’ 
technical qualification upgrade on the delivery 
of crop and livestock management information
A hypothesis test was set up to assess the influence of 
extension practitioners’ technical qualification upgrade 
on the delivery of improved crop and livestock manage-
ment information from the farmers’ perspective.

The researcher was interested in making a compari-
son and analysing differences in two populations of ex-
tension practitioners in terms of a categorical charac-
teristic, i.e., whether qualification upgrades in technical 
knowledge in farm management lead to an improve-
ment in the delivery of crop and livestock management 
information to farmers. The aim here was to determine 
whether there was any difference in the proportions of 
successes (delivery of improved farm management in-
formation: crop or livestock) in the two groups (two-
tailed test). The evaluation of differences in knowledge 
between the two proportions was based on independent 
samples.

To test the null hypothesis of no difference in the pro-
portions of the two independent populations (i.e., with 
qualification and without qualification upgrade) regard-
ing the delivery of improved crop or livestock manage-
ment information, a test procedure whose test statistic 
Z is approximated by a standard normal distribution was 
used as recommended by Bereson and Levine (1979). 
The level of significance .05 with a critical value of ± 
1.96 was used. The null hypothesis that the two popula-
tions are the same regarding the delivery of crop and 
livestock management knowledge or information was: 
H0: p1 = p2

The alternative hypothesis that the two population 
proportions are not the same regarding the delivery of 
crop or livestock management knowledge or informa-
tion was: H1: p1 ≠ p2. The test result was Z = 3.58. The 
Z value is larger than 1.96 at a 0.05 level of probability; 
the NH was thus rejected, and the AH accepted. This 

means that extension practitioners who had upgraded 
their qualifications to bachelor’s degree delivered im-
proved farm management knowledge (crop or live-
stock), as judged by the farmers they served compared 
to those who did not. Extension practitioners who went 
for qualification upgrades in Thulamela Municipality 
showed the delivery of improved technical crop and 
livestock management knowledge or information ac-
cording to the farmers they served. 

DISCUSSION

The problem that motivated the study was the lack of 
empirical evidence for policy-makers of the influence of 
the ERP on improving extension practitioners’ technical 
farm management knowledge after extension practition-
ers upgraded their technical qualifications and whether 
any improvement in technical farm management knowl-
edge leads to the delivery of improved or quality techni-
cal farm management information to farmers. A scop-
ing study that reviewed and synthesized the literature 
(1997–2018) on government agricultural policy and 
production shows a mixed impact of extension servic-
es on production; three studies showed an increase in 
production, while four showed a decrease or no effect 
(Lencucha et al., 2020). The same scoping study report 
showed that amongst other factors, quality of services 
provided, and well-trained extensions officers were as-
sociated with a positive impact on farmers’ production. 
These findings underscore the important implications of 
our findings for extension policy and management.

The research question that was set up to address any 
improvement in extension practitioners’ technical farm 
management knowledge is discussed here.

Respondents’ opinions on improvements 
in Extension practitioners’ technical farm 
management knowledge
Livestock production, marketing, and financial 
management
Over 90% of the respondents held a positive view that 
extension practitioners’ livestock production knowledge 
had improved, while more than 80% thought the practi-
tioners’ marketing or financial knowledge had also im-
proved following the upgrade of their technical qualifi-
cations. These findings resonate well with the literature 
on the importance of education in developing expertise 
(Alexander, 2005; Boshuizen et al., 2004). Our findings 
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have important positive implications for the growth of 
the livestock sector in South Africa when one consid-
ers Adisa’s (2015) statement about the important role 
of a competent and well-trained extension personnel 
in enhancing the development of the livestock sector 
in Nigeria. Four of the livestock management vari-
ables (feeding, housing, records, and vaccination) in our 
study, featured in the five topmost livestock manage-
ment needs of farmers in Adisa’s (2015) study in Nige-
ria. This indicates that the extension practitioners in our 
study acquired essential livestock technical knowledge 
relevant for the industry in their qualifications’ upgrade, 
as attested to by respondents. 

Crop production, marketing, and financial 
management
Better crop production and other crop management 
practices are a sine qua non for improved crop produc-
tivity. Sixty-seven percent of the crop production prac-
tices in our study (seed cultivar choice for land area, 
fertilization issues, seeding rate, pest control, disease 
control, irrigation issues, land preparation issues, crop 
rotations) were also studied by Khan et al. (2021) and 
were found to affect cotton production significantly and 
positively. This shows that crop productivity depends on 
the potential use of available resources and the use of 
better management practices. Even though production-
oriented research and extension could be relevant for 
agricultural development, it has been shown that access 
to markets no doubt makes the production of crops at-
tractive to farmers and that the lack of well-functioning 
markets can severely hinder farmers’ increased produc-
tion (Appau et al., 2020; FAO, 1987). Marketing Ex-
tension is thus seen as complementary to production 
in extension activities (Elbert, 1998). Three marketing 
issues in our study (quality-related issues, how to sell 
produce and price-related issues) were related to nine 
of Ajayi’s (2006) top ten marketing related issues stud-
ied in Nigeria. The marketing of organic products was 
among the four training needs mentioned by extension 
agents in a study in Saudi Arabia (Alotaibi et al., 2019) 
and this shows the importance of marketing in the work 
of field-level extension practitioners to support produc-
ers in their farming enterprise decision making. Most 
respondents in our study had a positive assessment of 
the extension practitioners’ crop production knowledge 
as well as marketing and financial management follow-
ing their qualifications’ upgrade. This also shows that 

education has a positive effect on expertise development 
(Alexander, 2005; Boshuizen et al., 2004).

CONCLUSIONS

In the researchers’ view, the technical competency of 
field-level, public extension practitioners is the bottom-
line in all that the practitioner does with farmers as an 
extension professional. In this paper, the researchers 
have aimed to establish at least two important facts that 
are worthy of note, especially by agricultural exten-
sion policy-makers and provincial extension manag-
ers. Firstly, the evidence of this study in the Thulamela 
municipality of Limpopo province provides an indica-
tion that through the extension practitioners’ reskilling 
strategy, by which extension practitioners are provided 
the financial support to upgrade their technical qualifi-
cations at tertiary institutions, at least to bachelor’s de-
gree level, the DAFF ERP is helping to improve their 
technical competencies. Secondly, and finally, the em-
pirical evidence from this study suggests that upgrading 
the technical qualifications of extension practitioners is 
contributing to a significant degree to the delivery of 
improved technical farm management support to pro-
ducers, as attested to by respondents. This could help 
producers obtain better productivity and, therefore, food 
security, all things being equal.

The findings of this study show there is evidence 
to suggest that the introduction of the ERP is making 
a positive contribution to improving the effectiveness 
of the public agricultural extension service delivered to 
small-holder farmers in the Thulamela municipality of 
South Africa. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the evidence provided in this study, it can 
be recommended that for the DAFF to achieve a com-
pletely and full-fledged professional extension service, 
it should continue to make more funds available to en-
courage all field-level extension practitioners with di-
ploma qualifications to enrol in tertiary institutions to 
upgrade their qualifications at least to the bachelor’s de-
gree level. This should perhaps be linked to promotions 
to encourage practitioners to enroll. The establishment 
in this study of an empirical link between job techni-
cal knowledge and job performance opens the door 
for extension employers to pay attention to extension 
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practitioners’ qualification upgrades. The study thus 
contributes to the field of agricultural extension man-
agement, as extension managers can make funding deci-
sions for extension practitioners’ qualification upgrades 
that are based on empirical evidence. 

Farmers have given a good report in this study in fa-
vour of improved crop and livestock farm management 
knowledge in the service delivered by extension prac-
titioners. Another way to corroborate in a future study 
what the farmers have said regarding, for example, im-
proved crop production knowledge of extension practi-
tioners might be to collect evidence of their crop yields, 
and production costs using counterfactual analysis. This 
will provide empirical evidence to show that farmers 
are implementing the better crop management practices 
they claim extension practitioners are providing to them 
and are using production inputs in as efficient a manner 
as possible.

Most public extension organizations, especially in 
developing countries, generally face this problem of 
poor quality and ineffective agricultural extension ser-
vice delivery, like the situation in South Africa. There-
fore, extension managers elsewhere could take a cue 
from this study and put measures in place to revitalize 
their extension services through qualification upgrades 
of their field-level extension practitioners to improve 
the technical competency of their field-level extension 
practitioners to achieve the objectives of their own ex-
tension organizations.
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