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Abstract

A university library is a fountain of information to all its traditional users: 
students and faculty, plus affiliated users and researchers who are granted 
user rights for stipulated periods on payment of a user fee. In the face 
of new realities, it is important to appreciate that university libraries, 
compared to public or community libraries, are conveniently located, bigger, 
open for longer hours, better funded and offer more and better services. 
Unfortunately, they have remained conservative to the colonial exclusive 
setup instead of accommodating the need to transform and meet local needs. 
If knowledge is indeed to be for everybody, then university libraries should 
reconnect and embrace change to benefit more users. 

Focusing on agriculture, which is the backbone of many economies, 
this paper seeks to answer three questions: What information needs do urban 
vegetable farmers have? What information sources are available and used? 
And whether university libraries are priority information sources for urban 
vegetable farmers in Kampala. A qualitative study was conducted, using thirty 
in-depth interviews and six focus group discussions. Data were collected 
and later thematically analysed. Findings revealed that urban vegetable 
farmers needed information on sources of clean seeds, inputs and markets. 
Libraries seemed unwelcoming to and passively excluded “non-educated” 
community members. Thus, farmer teams and not university libraries were 
the most efficient and used sources of information for urban farmers. We 
recommend that university libraries should transform from an only elitist 
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campus discourse to integrate service to the community through library 
outreaches, open days, and capacity-building to benefit urban farmer groups. 
This chapter further recommends that different community categories within 
the university neighbourhood deserve personalised information packages 
to propel the country’s efforts to attain middle-income status, modernise 
agriculture, the backbone of its economy, and contribute to attaining the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 1, 2, 11 and 12.

Keywords: urban farming, vegetable and mushroom growing, agricultural 
information sources, Kampala urban farmers, academic libraries and unique 
user communities, library outreach

Introduction

Globally, urban farming is on the increase in many cities (Yan, Liu, Liu & 
Zhang, 2022) and in Uganda (David et al., 2010; Hemerijckx et al., 2023). 
A number of factors explain the growth of this livelihood strategy. Urban 
farming makes huge contributions, especially lifting standards of living 
and promoting food security amongst the urban poor (FAO, 1996; Sangwan 
& Tasciotti, 2023). Thus, urban farmers require support as all farmers do. 
Unfortunately, urban farmers are excluded when such support is offered, 
including the provision of information and inputs. Yet all farmers, regardless 
of the geographical location, should be supported to meet their information 
needs so that they are able to enhance their farming enterprises. Government 
or private support services extended to farmers unintentionally exclude 
urban vegetable and mushroom farmers. Public libraries would have played 
this role since they were established to freely provide information resources 
and services to interested users (Abdurrahman, 2023). Uganda has over 22 
public libraries mandated to serve cities and towns by providing resources 
and services to equally meet the needs of individuals and groups.

Furthermore, public libraries can be effective in bridging the gap 
between information providers and trainers and information users such 
as farmers (EIFL, 2023). Unfortunately, the current reality in Uganda is 
that partly due to limited space for personal reading in homes and in some 
schools, access to and use of public libraries has been taken over and is 
now dominated by school children (The Monitor, 2021). Over time, other 
potential public library users have been edged out. The displacement of other 
users from public libraries justifies a need to rethink how transformation in 
academic libraries can happen to allow such libraries to embrace the new role 
of an “intellectual commons” (Fagbola, Uzoigwe & Ajegbomogun, 2011).

On 13 July 2018, the Makerere University Library joined the rest of 
the world to celebrate World Library Day. The theme of the day in Makerere 
University Library celebrations was “Remodelled Library Services: Informed 
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Societies”. The theme aligned with the International Federation of Library 
Associations and Institutions (IFLA) annual theme: “Transforming Libraries, 
Transforming Societies: Reaching Out to the Hard to Reach”. The two themes 
motivated the reflection on the role of the university in general through its 
vision statement: “… a thought leader of knowledge generation for societal 
transformation and development” (Makerere University, 2020), but also 
libraries in general and university libraries in particular in supporting efforts 
to transform the Ugandan society, from peasantry to a middle-income 
economy (Museveni, 2013). 

If Makerere University and the university library can assume the role 
of effective players in social transformation and open alternative gates to 
include the otherwise excluded population through information provision, 
all Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially 1, 2, 11 and 12, can be 
impacted. Undoubtedly, agriculture continues to be the backbone of many 
growing economies (Diao, 2010; Schoonraad, 2016; Stilwell, Bats & Lor, 
2016). It is also true that agriculture is a livelihood option for many (Lwoga, 
Ngulube & Stilwell, 2010). Through agriculture, populations find employment 
to earn a living (World Bank, 2017), and it is a source of food supply for the 
ever-increasing number of urban dwellers (Matuschke, 2009).

Although previously, the countryside was a key source of food 
supplies for urban dwellers (Matuschke, 2009), the increasing levels of 
rural-urban migration mean that more people abandon farming for better 
opportunities in towns (Da Silva, 2017). The effect of rural-urban migration 
has not only changed the urban-rural population balance to 54% in urban, 
but it has also created an ever-increasing demand for food supplies and has 
impacted food consumption patterns. Urban income increases make people 
demand processed foods, fruits and vegetables (Da Silva, 2017). Thus, urban 
agriculture comes in handy as a survival strategy (Byamugisha, Ikoja-Odongo 
& Nasinyama, 2010). 

Yet, urban residents experience rapid changes that affect their ability 
to access food (Mackay, Tusabe & Mugagga, 2022). And with more people 
to feed in the urban areas and fewer producers in the countryside, there 
are fewer food supplies and, as such, escalating food prices. Amidst such 
realities, a new trend of urban farming is unavoidable. Urban dwellers have to 
find ways of coping with increasing food prices resulting from an imbalance 
between supply and demand. Due to the food imbalance, urban dwellers, 
particularly the under-privileged, are more likely to have a small garden in 
the backyard as a cheap alternative food source (Byamugisha et al., 2010; 
Garrett & Ruel, 2000; Siegner, Sowerwine & Acey, 2018). In the spirit of taking 
advantage of new opportunities, the increasing food market opportunities in 
towns are push factors fuelling urban farming. Urban farmers grow a variety 
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of crops and practice numerous agricultural activities. About three years 
ago, Kampala had a total population of 1.86 million people; of these, about 
40% were engaged in urban farming (UBOS, 2015). Owing to the fact that 
urban agriculture is practised on a limited land base, it has not been easy to 
establish actual percentages of those participating in this form of agriculture. 
Nonetheless, vegetable production is amongst the dominating practices 
(Sabiiti & Katongole, 2014; Sabiiti et al., 2014).

Successful agricultural practices require information so that 
farmers can be guided  (Rao et al., 2019). A study conducted in 2010 on 
information needs and use amongst urban farmers documented the need to 
provide information to farmers within their respective groups of practice 
(Byamugisha, Ikoja-Odongo & Nasinyama, 2010; Byamugisha et al., 2008). 
This study emphasised that in order to ensure enhanced productivity, 
farms need information. Globally, libraries take the upper hand as sources 
of information (Onuoha & Awoniyi, 2011). It is also expected that libraries 
will always be an information hub and meet the information needs of the 
communities. Unfortunately, most (university) libraries provide information 
to only those directly registered with them, including students, academic 
staff and researchers. It is time for university libraries, such as the Makerere 
University Library, to extend these useful services to new categories of users, 
which is critical for social transformation.

Libraries cannot plan for and provide required information to new 
categories of users, such as urban farmers, if their information needs and 
information-seeking behaviours are not known. The majority of the urban 
farmers are men and women from the community who perhaps have never 
been to the university. It is not known for sure if academic libraries consider 
this category as patrons. It is also not explicitly known if urban farmers are 
interested in the information that the academic library provides. A number 
of possible questions can be posed: “Will urban farmers even know that 
university libraries exist for the sole purpose of meeting information needs?” 
“Do urban farmers have access to rich university library resources?” “Are 
university libraries aware or even prepared with the kind of information 
to serve the information needs of this category of the community?” If the 
answer to all the posed questions is a “no”, then it is certainly right for a 
study to seek to establish the following: 

1.	 What information needs do urban farmers have? 
2.	 What information sources are available and used by urban farmers? 
3.	 University libraries exist in urban communities; however, do urban 

farmers in Kampala consider them as priority options for meeting their 
information needs? 
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The key thesis for this chapter is that university libraries have a missed 
opportunity to serve a unique user group of urban farmers simply because 
urban farmers and the academic library possibly do not know about each 
other. Thus, a study was conducted amongst urban farmers, specifically 
those engaged in vegetable and mushroom growing to answer the questions 
above to explore information needs and information sources used and 
assess if libraries are priority sources of information for urban vegetable and 
mushroom farmers in Kampala. 

Justification for such a study was formed out of a conviction that 
identifying information needs and the sources people use gives the 
information provider an indication of the content or potential information 
that users need. This will go a long way to facilitate university libraries to 
approach the communities that increasingly have unique information needs 
that should not be ignored. This new trend is even more urgent now that 
elite communities are accessing electronic resources more than physical 
ones. Libraries approaching this otherwise new category will guarantee their 
essential role, justifying continued existence and visibility in addressing an 
information gap. This is in sync with the feminist theory and the politics of 
inclusion (Fisher, 1990), a theoretical perspective that guides the discussions.

Methods and tools 

This qualitative study was conducted in the Rubaga division, Kampala 
district. A sample of thirty vegetable and mushroom growers was purposively 
selected. To be included in the study as an in-depth interviewee, one had to 
be involved in urban farming and growing vegetables or mushrooms. The 
in-depth interviews with vegetable farmers were held in their homes where 
the gardening too place. This was also conducted to enable observations 
to be made. In-depth interviews were conducted in Luganda, the widely 
understood and spoken local language in the area, using an interview guide. 
In addition, six focus group discussions were made, with an average of eight 
farmers selected from different associations that bring vegetable farms 
together. Only association members who had not participated in the in-depth 
interviews were selected to triangulate and solicit qualitative data regarding 
the role farmer associations play. Focus group discussion guides were used 
to collect data during the focus group discussions. Permission was requested 
from participants, so all interviews were recorded and later transcribed 
verbatim by two independent researchers. The transcripts were compared 
for completeness before coding and analysis was undertaken using thematic 
analysis. Data collection was performed from September to November 2016. 
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Study Results 

Social demographic characteristics

A total of twenty female and ten male urban farmers were interviewed. 
The higher number of females can be explained by two factors: one of the 
factors is that more women are participating in urban agriculture, and this 
is consistent with a study that was conducted in the United States (US), 
which reported that males are less likely to participate in urban agriculture 
(Chenarides, Grebitus, Lusk & Printezis, 2020). The second factor was the fact 
that sample selection was purposively done, and, therefore, more females 
than males were found participating in urban vegetable and mushroom 
growing and were selected. Further, in this study, the average age for females 
was 31.1 years and 32.8 years for males. Thirteen (65% of the females) were 
single, four (20%) were married, and three (15%) were separated, while 
amongst the males, nine of them (90%) were married.

Information needs of urban vegetable and mushroom farmers

Interviewees were asked to mention all information needed in the urban 
vegetable and mushroom farming practice. The major issues identified and 
listed in the order of urgency included sources of the right seeds for vegetable 
farmers. The interviewees commented that vegetable seeds purchased 
from agribusiness shops often have no labels to indicate expiry dates. Once 
planted, the seeds, often old, do not germinate. While mushroom growers 
needed information on sources of quality spawns, cotton cake was used 
as a substrate. Alternative material was used since cotton was not readily 
available. Furthermore, mushroom growers needed skills and knowledge on 
how to add value to mushrooms because they are perishable. This finding 
points to an information gap that university libraries could fill. This assertion 
is premised on the view that universities are also research institutions and, 
therefore, can and should have information on improved seeds and spawns, 
as well as provide information on processing to add value. The libraries have 
neither collected nor repackaged such information from university faculties 
and researchers for dissemination to the usually poor, semi-literate or 
illiterate urban farmers, as summarised in the words of some farmers:

… we know that in Makerere and Kawanda, research is done, but for 
us, we cannot go there. We even cannot speak English; maybe the 
seeds are quite expensive; we do not know (Female FGD participant).
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Information sources used 

When respondents were asked to indicate how they received information, 
a number of information sources were mentioned, and the mentioned 
agricultural information sources accessed and used included fellow farmers; 
urban farmers in the same areas knew each other and could thus share 
information on what they know as a way of supporting each other as friends 
in the same venture. Another source was listening to radio programmes 
targeting farmers.

Interviewees also said that farmer demonstrations on the farms 
were another source of information that was important, as quoted by one 
mushroom grower: 

For me, I get the spawns from a farmers’ association to which I am a 
member. Once you register with a membership fee of sixty thousand 
shillings (approximately 17 USD) you are able to buy prepared 
gardens of planted spawns … (Female, in-depth interviewee).

… a good source of agricultural information on the price of 
mushrooms and marketing is if you join in farmer groups. For me, I 
am a member of the Kiti Kyamuwogo Mushroom Association and I 
have gained a lot of knowledge from the group. We meet every first 
Saturday of the month and learn many things. We also bring our 
harvests for sale (Female, in-depth interviewee).

 Another interviewee said: 

… we get a lot of information from those farmers who are growing 
the same crops as we are. It is important to make friends with and 
visit big farmers (Male, 30 years).

University libraries strategically reconnect with communities

There is an unmet need amongst urban farmers since services open to benefit 
farmers mainly target rural areas, indirectly excluding urban farmers. 
University libraries could strategically reconnect with urban communities, 
be involved in farming to meet changing information needs and help deliver 
SDGs 1, 2, 11 and 12. In this study, participants were asked if they had access 
to extension services from research institutions for information. Those who 
participated in the in-depth interviews and the focus group discussions 
said these extension services were unavailable. This alludes to the need for 
the university library to extend its services to close this information gap. 
This finding was also different from the earlier finding, which indicated 
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that agricultural researchers and extension workers were the other sources 
of agricultural information for the urban farmers (Byamugishaet al., 2010; 
Byamugisha et al., 2008). This finding can probably be explained by the fact 
that the Rubaga division does not have an agricultural research station. The 
second plausible explanation could be the fact that urban farms are scattered 
in small clusters, possibly not easily identifiable by information service 
providers such as extension workers attached to urban authorities. 

Furthermore, the study participants considered were not highly 
educated and thus could have limited their choice of information sources to 
only the informal ones. It is also possible that, at the moment, vegetable and 
mushroom growing in urban areas is not considered a category deserving 
of support. Thus, such actors are missed when sending out extension 
workers attached to the urban authority. A male participant who had at one 
time benefited from urban authority support to poultry farmers, a more 
established livelihood option in urban areas, commented that: 

There is a radio programme called “Olutindo” [literal meaning 
‘bridge’] on Central Broadcasting Service (CBS), which runs a 
programme on agriculture once a week, usually transmitting 
information related to poultry farming. Furthermore, as Kampala 
City Council, we are privileged to have a programme called “Agaffa 
ewa Mayor” [literal meaning ‘news from the office of the town 
mayor’] on CBS every week on Tuesdays at nine pm. We are also 
privileged that we have been given more airtime to talk about urban 
agriculture and urban agricultural ordinances (Male, 28 years).

Study participants shared the view that radio talk shows support urban 
farmers. It was revealed that more radio stations air agricultural information. 
For example, Top Radio provides information every Saturday from 14:00. 
In addition, a number of television programmes support urban farmers, 
such as Omulimi Asinga (“best farmer”) and Enkumbi Telimba (“the hand 
who cannot tell lies”). The New Vision and Daily Monitor dailies both have 
articles to provide information to farmers. However, the information shared 
in both these print media as well as on radio and television talk shows is not 
categorically for vegetable and mushroom growers. There is room for the 
university library to partner with or repackage appropriate information for 
the less-known and less-provided livelihood options such as urban vegetable 
and mushroom growing. University libraries can take advantage of the 
existing avenues by making use of these channels to support urban vegetable 
farmers. The results show that a number of strategies have been devised to 
address the need for information on mushroom growing. However, this has 
been an initiative by the mushroom-growing farmers, not the university 
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libraries. Yet, universities and their libraries are information fountains 
mandated to conduct research and support the scientific generation of 
knowledge that should support local needs and interest groups such as urban 
vegetable and mushroom growers. 

This finding paints a contradictory picture of university libraries 
as fountains of information because the information held is selectively 
controlled. Scholars have argued that libraries are part of the fabric of 
society and that libraries have gradually moved from being elite institutions 
to promoting reading amongst the general population (Stilwell et al., 2016). 
The current study findings show the contrary. There is no single fresh 
development in the library in general but also in university libraries that 
indicates a deliberate intention of moving out of the comfort zone to assist 
mushroom and vegetable urban farmers. It is quite unfortunate that the 
assertion made by Ranganthan over nine decades ago in the five laws of 
library science, particularly Law 5, that the library is a growing organism 
(Gorman, 1998; Shadrach, 2016) is threatened by the lack of flexibility to 
include new categories of users. University libraries are failing to grow 
beyond the colonial elitist mentality. Transformation should be driven by 
the university libraries as authoritative information sources to provide the 
information that meets the particular needs of individual urban vegetable 
farmers (Moore, 2002).

Discussion

The social demographic characteristics show that there were more women 
than men engaged in urban agriculture. Most of the women who participated 
in the study were younger than the men. They were mostly single women, 
while most of the men who participated in this study were married. This could 
be due to the purposive sampling strategy that was used for selection or an 
indication of the realities about who is engaged in urban vegetable farming. 
The current study findings indicate that sources of information on agriculture 
for farmers are still through fellow farmer networks. The argument by 
Semwanga (2007) that the majority of urban farmers in Kampala use 
networks as the major source of information is still true. Our findings differ 
from an earlier study conducted in 2010 by Byamugisha et al., that revealed 
several sources for agricultural information. As these scholars mentioned 
sources that included neighbours (67.1%), personal experience (57.2%) and 
friends (56.4%) and which were location- and gender-specific, our findings 
only found fellow farmers, associations and radio talk shows as key sources of 
information available for urban vegetable and mushroom farmers. Despite the 
slight difference in sources of information, both studies allude to a situation 
characterised by situated experiences and context-specific variations that 
leaves a vacuum that libraries could fill. A case in point is the urban farmers 
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not in groups, those in private housing arrangements with limited interaction 
with neighbours. 

One result of urbanisation has been the erosion of collective preference 
for individualistic value systems (Chen, 2015). For such farmers, the 
university library could be an empowering institution. In its absence, some 
farmers use farmer-to-farmer sources of information when available. 
Unfortunately, such informal information source alternatives have some 
limitations (Adio, Abu, Yusuf & Nansoh, 2016). Therefore, the information-
seeking behaviours of urban farmers can be limited by the extent and 
effectiveness of the awareness of others with an interest in the choice of 
vegetables to grow. Shared interest in the choice of vegetables to grow is 
the only guarantee to access any information, regardless of its correctness. 
Sharing information is performed for social support. Thus, urban vegetable 
and mushroom growers have confidence in the information received through 
these informal networks. The finding is consistent with and is a confirmation 
that where formal information structures are absent, farmers will try to fill 
the information gap by resorting to informal sources such as relations of 
fellow farmers as peers and radio talk shows (Adio et al., 2016). To transform 
university libraries from elitism, strategies such as redefining library users’ 
categories and university faculty working and mobilising themselves to rally 
with the university libraries would be winning strategies. It would equally 
drive success in the university’s responsibility to share working innovations 
and information that can address local issues and improve communities.

Are libraries priority information sources?

There is an insignificant use of libraries quoted at a rate of 1.1% even when 
some urban farmers have formal education (Byamugisha et al., 2010). The 
reason for less value attached to the library as a source of agricultural 
information was due to limited awareness of the library offering the needed 
information. The university libraries have chosen to play the game of 
exclusionary politics (Fisher, 1990) and, as such, remain alienated from 
urban farmers. This university library culture that focuses on the elite 
formal category of users condemns the farmers to remain users of informal 
information sources that are sometimes limited in scope, extend to only close 
peers and possibly lack updated science facts. This is a new reality that should 
offer an opportunity for university libraries to consider and revise arguments 
put out by earlier scholars. For example, although Atherton (1977) noted that 
interpersonal sources of information are now better suited to handle special 
individual needs and questions and offer immediate feedback than formal 
sources, the current realities of urbanisation make this argument difficult. 
Wilson and Walsh (1996) also observed that the phenomenon of informal 
sources of information is better. As informal sources of information can co-
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exist with formal information sources, university libraries should appreciate 
that the historical appreciation accorded to informal sources of information 
in the information science literature is challenged by new goals like attaining 
the SDGs, middle-income status, which will require the university libraries to 
adjust their original scope of practice. 

Conclusion

To improve the practices of university libraries and how the urban farming 
actors perceive these libraries for their information needs, we revisit the 
words of one scholar of information science, Ikoja-Odongo (2002). He 
once observed that the information sources most preferred by farmers in a 
country or a section of the country are a function of how the farmers have 
been sensitised to the usage of the other options. The university libraries 
should therefore take on the role of supporting the transformation of urban 
vegetable farmers’ information-seeking and guide them to embrace libraries 
as new information sources. This can be performed through a number of 
ways, including outreaches, open days or even capacity-building for the 
existing informal information seekers to equip them with authentic and 
accurate information. Libraries can also repackage otherwise inaccessible 
information from researchers and scientists into easy-to-access formats for 
the level of agricultural information users.
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