 “The County Delivery System” 



A Discussion on the Flow of Information in the Georgia Cooperative Extension Service.  

“To aid in diffusing among the people of the United States useful and practical information on subjects relating to agriculture and home economics and to encourage application of the same.”   The above statement is contained in the Smith Lever Act of 1914 has been the central mission of the Cooperative Extension Service.  The law states that Extension will be the deliverer of practical and useful information to people.  The implications for youth and community are in the law and were specifically added later in history to the language as Community and Resource development and 4-H.  
In practice, the Cooperative Extension Service  acts as both a delivery and response system.  A USDA study stated “the county partner is essential to the success of the Cooperative Extension Service.  The county agent insures that ext remains relevant to local needs and that the priorities set by ext are those that, in fact, best serve the people.   The same report included the statement, “It is also important that local partners are made aware of statewide and nationwide concerns so these concerns can be incorporated into local programming. (NASULGC, 1983)

A 1985 study commissioned by the University of Georgia stated, “The University of Georgia Cooperative Extension Service has had and will continue to have the county Extension unit as its base of operations, with the problems and needs of people identified at this level.  The Extension program is a continuing process of analysis, study, implementation and evaluation, with the system ready and geared to change as the demands of people dictates. (Golden, 1985)   

From the historical base of the Cooperative Extension Service and the strongly stated intentions of administration throughout history, the term county delivery system has perceived as policy and held us as a manta by agents.  The term County Delivery System is often misunderstood or perhaps has various meanings to different people. 

The message contained in above citations contends that the county delivery unit is critical to Extension’s  success. The local agent is both the deliverer and  gatherer of information.  However, to maintain credibility with a contemporary clientele, county and state staff must understand that the public is accessing information from many sources.  Extension staff must be careful to serve as information provider and enhancer.

Extension agents are educators who are trained and supported to make information available, useful and practical.  Extension is effective because information is just words in a brochure or notes on a screen.  Extension provides information that is localized and personable to help people help themselves. As an example, an internet site may contain information about what chemicals to use in controlling a weed.  The Extension agent will not only recommend the herbicide needed for control but give the reason to use a particular product based on research.  The agent also can help the client locate the product, clarify the directions, suggest alternative processes and follow-up if the treatment did not work. The applications of personal intervention in family and youth are more dramatic.  An agent and county staff members can physically be at meetings with youth and families helping them discuss issue and seek resources.  The agent can tailor a program to best match the needs of local people. 

An Extension agent should be aware that specialists at the state level are great resources for not only information but also for identifying state and national trends.  Specialists can help agents seek out relative programs from across the state and nation.  

4-H state staff (as part of the Cooperative Extension Service) encounters questions relative to the county delivery system on occasion. The questions typically arise in three areas.  The following is a description and advice on how to best avoid problems in each if the three areas. 
1) A 4-H member or volunteer leader calls a state 4-H staff member for advice and program information.  The specialist should be courteous and helpful in guiding the person to information sources and always lead the person to their local agent.  The specialist must always follow up with call to the appropriate county agent letting them know about the inquiry and also asking the agent to follow up with the client. 

2)  A State Specialist needs the expertise of a person for a district, state or national program.  Typically, this is a call to serve as a judge or official.  The agent should be contacted before communication occurs with the individual.  This call to the agent is to discover if the agent supports the involvement of the person at the state level and to check for conflict of interest situations. The agent and specialist should then decide who will make the contact based on who has the best personal relationship with the individual. 

3) A majority of donors or potential donors to support Georgia 4-H reside in a Georgia County.  The Georgia 4-H Foundation representatives should keep agents informed and involved in fund development.  Prospective state donors should either have a multi county, state or national position/perspective or be a member of an identified 4-H alumni group.  The Georgia 4-H Foundation will contact corporations with statewide and national interest and also members in the alumni data base.  The county agent should always be notified that contact is occurring.  This assures that there will not be conflicting request for support. 

At the risk of creating a new cliché entitled the “District Delivery System”, a brief discussion is needed in this area.  It is understood that in general language usage that the District and the State Staff is considered synonymous with agents. The statements made throughout this white paper in referring to “state staff” are intended to include those stationed in district offices as well. 
Occasionally, a specialist with statewide responsibilities questions how to best involve the district staff.   In Georgia 4-H, the District 4-H Program Development Coordinators are members of the State 4-H Staff. This situation eliminates many communication concerns.  To make wise decisions in communication it is important to remember that the District Extension Head is responsible for the personnel and administrative matters of the staff in his or her area. The administrative responsibilities dictate that there is a need to know a many issues that could involve personnel and administration matters. 
The State 4-H Leader has the overall responsibility of providing program leadership and direction in 4-H Youth for the state.  The 4-H PDC should serve as a liaison between the two administrators enhancing the communication between district and program administration.  The 4-H PDC also serves in a role as mentor and advisor to agents.  The position of PDC can often facilitate communication on programmatic issues.  The District Extension Head and the 4-H PDC can serve a very effective role in facilitating the communication of needs from counties in a collective manner.  The 4-H PDCs can also help both specialist and agents see the benefits of open, frequent and effective communication.  It is important that the 4-H PDC is always a communication enabler between agents and specialists and never a barrier. 
Information and response should flow freely and effectively from the state to county and county to state level.  If our public perceives we are hoarding information or resisting their involvement, Extension will lose support and interest. The “County Delivery System” works when communication is strong.  If there is ever a doubt on best practice relative to county delivery situations, call the agent, visit with your program leader or administrative head.  
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