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Executive Summary 
The report describes three cases of innovation implemented in two Italian focus regions, with the scope 
to identify the role advisory suppliers play in the farmers’ decision making process related to innovation 
and within each phase of its Trigger Cycle Model (TCM). The Cases are located in Piacenza, Emilia 
Romagna region (1 case) and in Udine, Friuli Venezia Giulia (2 Cases). The regions differ for size, 
geographic, social and economic conditions as well as for implementation schemes of Rural Development 
Plans (RDP) and other agriculture and rural policies. As a consequence, agriculture systems and farming 
structures developed quite differently in the last decades in the two regions.  

The innovation studied in Piacenza refers to the use of permanent green cover in vineyards (as soil 
improving cropping system) and its early implementation dates back to more than 20 years ago, while in 
Udine province two social innovations relatively recently introduced where studied: a collective form 
of direct marketing and the management of common land (within the area of Natural Resources 
Common Management). The cases were surveyed through direct farmers’ interviews (97 in total), the 
participation to local events connected to the innovations, interviews with the most relevant AKIS actors 
and advisers who had/have a role in the implementation (12 in total). 

All the three cases highlight the reduced/absent role of “usual” advisory suppliers in the innovation 
cycle and the lack, in both regions, of independent advisory affordable to medium-small scale 
farms. What came also clearly out from the cases is the fact that innovations were supported in all phases 
by actors who do not have advisory as a primary task: the university in the permanent green cover 
and NGOs in the direct marketing and common land management cases. That could be expected, to a 
certain degree in social innovations, but not in technical innovation. 

Interviewed farmers identify peer-to-peer exchange, often beyond the regional area, as a key element 
in their decision-making. Cross-visits, talks to colleagues, informal meetings where main occasions for 
triggering the interest, facilitate early assessment, allow for proper implementation and consolidation. In 
all three cases the number of droppers is very small and linked to objective conditions (site specific 
situations, distance from gathering point, age of the farmer etc.), somehow proving that even if adaptation 
can be needed, the initial decision of implementing the innovation was overall positive. In the social 
innovation cases early adopters, or pioneers, are acknowledged as key peers to learn from and they 
actively promote it towards colleagues. Their role and commitment is motivated on one side by ethics and, 
on the other, by the awareness that in order to have an impact (at farm and area level) the innovation 
should be shared by a large group of farmers able to cooperate with each other. In the green cover of 
vineyards, the role of early adopters is reduced and also the communication and interaction between them 
and other adopters is weak. 

For the social innovations, a partially satisfied request of knowledge is expressed on topics like 
organization, legal and fiscal management of new structures. At present this kind of knowledge 
comes from non-agriculture actors and is often mediated by AKIS actors such as NGOs or 
individual advisers. 

The fact that sustainability goals, being them environmental or socio-economic or both, are conditioned 
by collective implementation highlighted the need for continuous support also during the consolidation 
phase, that is the moment when “non usual” advisers (university and NGOs) are less active. It indicates 



 AgriLink – Deliverable D2.2    

 

Page 8 of 83 

 

the space for action, now unfilled, for facilitators, as actors having technical knowledge of different 
domains, the capacity to channel knowledge coming from outside and skills that allow them to positively 
act of social dynamics. Consolidation phase presents also another potential weak aspect: often 
implementation is linked to trust in colleagues or NGOs or specific advisers or the restricted group of 
pioneers. In the longer term social dynamics may change, also for reasons beyond agriculture activity, and 
that can hamper the trust and put at risk the objective assessment or weaken the attention in the needed 
adaptation. 

Main advisory organizations, farmers unions, are part of the advisory landscape of interviewed farmers 
but only for topics related to book-keeping, fiscal management and application and management of RDP 
and CAP applications.  
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1 Introduction  

The general goal of WP2 (Innovation case studies in Focus Regions: micro to meso analysis) is twofold. 
Firstly, WP2 aims at understanding why, how and from whom European farmers and farm managers gather 
and exchange information to underpin their decision-making on development and /or implementation of 
different types of innovation. A second aim of WP2 is to analyse the role played by advisors in these 
processes accounting for the range of advisory services available in a series of focus regions across Europe. 
The Focus Region is a key concept adopted by AgriLink, and was defined as a farm census region supplying 
the socio-demographical and farm structural context that might help to explain the farmers’ micro-AKIS 
diversity and its implications to innovation up-take and the role played by advisors. 

The conceptual framework (Deliverable D1.1) underlying the implementation of these goals relied on three 
major assumptions. The first was that the diversity of farmers and farms leads to different decision-making 
processes and influences the type of advisors and the roles they play on them. Second assumption consisted 
in assuming that innovation might not be in convergence with the sustainable development purposes, 
meaning that innovation can affect negatively or be indifferent regarding the sustainability dimension. Hence 
our willingness to investigate both adoption and non-adoption situations. Finally, a third assumption 
establishes that the diversity and the transformation in advisory landscape in European countries and 
regions is a relevant variable explaining the role advisors play (or not) in the farmers’ decision-making 
processes related with the innovation uptake. 

AgriLink developed an integrated research framework (Deliverable D2.1) aimed at gathering empirical data 
for the micro-scale concept of AKIS (Agricultural Knowledge and Information System), the farmer micro-
AKIS, and for the mesoscale concept of R-FAS (Regional Farming Advisory System), in relation with the 
up-take processes of diverse types of innovation by farmers across the EU. This deliverable (D2.2) 
prepared by the 13 partners involved in WP2 offers a synthesis of the qualitative insights on the farmers’ 
micro-AKIS and the role played by advisors in the selected case studies. These were delimitated at the 
census region level and focused on a group of farmers representative of a specific innovation (e.g. biologic 
pest control), comprising both adopters and non-adopters. 

 

 Introduction to the focus regions, innovation case studies and groups of farmers selected  

Country report of Italy is based on 3 Case Studies, distributed in 2 Focus Regions – Udine in Friuli Venezia 
Giulia and Piacenza in Emilia-Romagna. The two regions host the selected cases: Soil improving cropping 
systems in Piacenza province; Direct marketing and Natural resources common management in Udine 
province, with a broader view in the whole Friuli Venezia Giulia Region. 

Emilia-Romagna is a region in the North of Italy that comprises 22.453 sq.km and hosts the population 
of 4.457.115 inhabitants. The low incidence of the population at a young age and the high weight of the 
elderly component determine a structure of the regional population that is older than that of most other 
Italian and European regions. The total population living in Emilia-Romagna in 2017 is stable, after the slight 
decrease of the previous year: the growth rate shows a +0.2 per thousand. After more than twenty years 
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of slow but constant growth, since 2010 there has been a drop in births that has affected both Italians and 
foreign residents.    

Emilia-Romagna is characterised by an advanced agriculture sector, the UAA covers 46% of regional 
territory. There was a significant reduction of UAA from 1990 to 2010, mainly concentrated in mountain 
and hill areas. Another important trend is the concentration of production and increase of farm’s average 
size: 16.1 ha in 2013 (almost double than national average). The value of agricultural production in Emilia-
Romagna rises to 4.7 billion euros in 2018, +0.4% compared to 2017. Emilia-Romagna is the first region at 
national and European level regarding PDO and PGI products, with the presence of 44 denominations of 
origin, highlighted both by their economic importance and by their importance in regional agri-food 
exports. More than 300.000 workers (up to 16.7% of regional workforce) are employed in the regional 
agri-food system considering related sectors upwards and downwards. 

Favourable trends are shown for organic farming with the number of organic farms (6.300) registering an 
increase of 13.7%, followed by a similar increase in the organic UAA, which in the region exceeded 155,000 
ha, about 15% of the regional UAA. 

The Piacenza province is a rural region in the North-West of Italy, in Emilia-Romagna. It comprises 
2,585.89 sq. km and hosts the population of 287,657 inhabitants. Piacenza province is a good example of 
variegated agriculture, as the agricultural land is distributed in plain, hills and mountain areas. The 
agricultural area in use covers 119,444 ha, about 64,000 are used for cereal crops such as wheat, corn, 
barley, sorghum, oats and rye, while industrial crops (sugar beet, soybean, rapeseed and sunflower) cover 
just over 3,600 ha. The total area of horticultural crops (industrial and for fresh consumption) is about 
15,000 hectares. The most common crops are industrial tomatoes (covering an area of 11,000 ha) followed 
by beans (1,825 ha) and other crops such as peas, onions, garlic, fresh tomatoes, courgettes, pumpkins, 
melons, watermelons and asparagus. The wine grape is undoubtedly the main culture of the fruit growing 
sector of the Piacenza province, with a total area of 5,961 ha. The average agriculture enterprise is of 
small-medium scale, with an average utilised area of 18 ha. 

The “Colli Piacentini” wine district is a name of a wine producing area in Piacenza province. It comprises 
around 90 wineries. Among them we can distinguish 4 huge cooperative wineries, the rest are family vine 
growing and winemaking farms of small or medium size. The R-FAS system in the Focus Region is 
composed by Universities of Milano and Piacenza, private advisory services, farmers’ unions (associations) 
and in some marginal level by private companies (machinery and input providers). Regional and local 
authorities perform the functions of production control, but have no role in advisory landscape. 

The soil improving case in Piacenza Focus Region (ITH51) case has been selected in order to reveal 
the challenges for advisory system in viticulture, which is one of the important sectors of Italian economy. 
The innovation in focus consists in the use of permanent cover of inter-row in alternative to herbicide use 
or ploughing. The adoption of innovation started in early 90’s and it’s still in continuous transformation. 
This allows us to examine if farmers’ attitude towards the innovation and the type of advice they use have 
eventually changed during the past decades. 

The focus region Friuli Venezia Giulia (specifically Udine province, ITD42) has been chosen as an 
example of small and geo-morphologically variegated area, where the agricultural sector is very advanced 
for certain sectors (viticulture) while arable systems, even with some very high productivity, suffer for 
structural limitations and the lack of organized processing in the Region. The conformation of the 
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landscapes and the strong conservation in the rural economy, also due to the limited share of young 
farmers, influenced the business setting in agriculture. The average agricultural enterprise is familiar and 
small-medium scale, with an average utilized area of about 10ha per farm, even if larger and innovative 
farms are more and more frequent. In this context, the interest for social innovation in agriculture is 
consistently growing. In the last decades a number of experiences of nature resources commons 
management have been developed, including the building of a food chain link through a cooperative. The 
people involved are citizens engaged in the management of the commons or small local farmers 
(professionals or amateurs) grouped in a cooperative. 

The experiences collected within case Commons management in Udine (ITD42) started bottom up, 
finding little support (if not hostility) within the standard advisory system. From many perspectives the 
conventional AKIS actors are, at the current date, not supportive in the resolution of the challenges 
encountered by these experiences. The lack of expertise pushed the development of cross-figures and 
operative groups and networks. 

The bottom up initiatives, collecting the legacy of Middle Ages commons, fit in a general today's need of 
sustainability by the communities. Together with the feeling that small local actions count as response to 
the huge problem of climate change and landscape preservation, the amateurish and community dimension 
of these experiences make them easier, or at least less risky, to become economically sustainable. 
Moreover, the local scale of the experiences is consistent with the need of environmental sustainability, 
thanks to the low carbon footprint and reduced waste production. 

The collective marketing case has been selected as it was recently develop as an answer to the need 
of farmers on one side, who look for better placement of their organic products through a direct contact 
and relationship with consumers and, on the other hand, the request of consumers for a deep knowledge 
and relationship with the farmers who supply their food, but also a logistic facilitation in order to empower 
the system as a usual and main supply and not only as an occasional choice, as it is often the case for buyers’ 
groups or farm-gate markets.  

The GODO (Gruppo Organizzato di Domanda e Offerta - Organized Group of Demand and Offer) in 
Udine counts on 4 collection/distribution points, a web-based platform for orders and communications 
and involves 45 farmers and processors and supplies 150 consumers’ families. The system was set up and 
is managed by the regional association for organic farming (AIAB-FVG) and is accessible to its members 
(both producers and consumers) exclusively. The system intends to shape a community of food (as from 
Slow Food definition), where all actors of the value chain interact and are co-responsible of its sustainability. 

Farmers involved in the GODO are all organic and located in the region, except for the crops that cannot 
be grown locally (i.e. oranges). By large majority they are small-medium farms managed at family level. The 
production type ranges from vegetable to dairy, including arable, fruit and viticulture, as well as other 
animal husbandry types and processing. 

 
 The advisory challenges in Italy and in the focus regions  

In Italy the agricultural advisory service has been a competence of the Regions for over 15 years and it is 
a complex operational reality, in terms both of facilities and advisory provision. In fact, the 21 regional 
services’ systems differ, both quantitatively and qualitatively, depending to historical political choices and 
peculiar structural configurations. In general, in Italy advisory systems moved towards privatization since 
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early 2000’s for the more profitable sectors, such as viticulture or fruit production, while for lower income 
sector it simply disappeared. The fragmentation of the advisory services results in a lack of institutional 
dialogue with research and political stakeholders, that prevents their participation in the strategic planning 
of agricultural development goals. 

Italian historical dynamics and the recent economic conditions have resulted in a highly fragmented 
agricultural innovation system, in which the actors, whose typologies increased (farmers’ unions, 
entrepreneurs’ cooperatives and consortia, professional organizations, NGOs) according to new rural 
development issues, are in competition one to each other to get public funding (Cristiano S., 2015).  

In several regions the RDP 2007-2013 (Rural Development Program 2007-2013) measure 114 was 
activated so to provide some basic support to cooperatives or other organized structures and groups. In 
the current program the pertinent measure (n.2) went through major legal incompatibilities, with the result 
that only in 2019 few regions manage to use it. 

In Emilia-Romagna the advisory system is mostly formed by private advisors, independent or working 
for advisory companies. The measure 2 of RDP was activated only few months ago due to legal issues, as 
mentioned above. The main challenges revealed in this first period are the following: 

Limited number of eligible topics (as from the list proposed by the Regional authority). For example, farm 
management issues or organizational innovations that seem to be of interest for farm enterprises are not 
included  

Farmers showed limited interest for the most innovative topics (digital, precision farming…) and for the 
environmental topics that do not imply immediate profitability for the farm (climate change, biodiversity, 
etc.) 

The request for advisory is focused mostly on very specified topics with immediate benefit, for example 
which variety of wheat to prefer, when and how much to fertilize in site and farm specific situation, how 
to solve bureaucratic issues relate to sales etc. 

In Friuli Venezia Giulia no public advisory for farm specific support is available. Nor Measure 114 of 
RDP 2007-2013, nor Measure 2 of RDP 2014-2020 were got active, so farmers cannot apply and receive 
the service. Instead, a Regional law from 2007 financially supports sustainable pest and disease management 
and IPM (Integrated Pest Management) in different specialized sectors (viticulture, vegetable production, 
apple production, olive production), including, since 2016, organic. The financing is related to collective 
support (production of guidelines, data collection, pest and disease territorial monitoring, etc.) and cannot 
provide direct advisory, besides it is restricted to plant pest and disease management, even if in organic 
the preventative approach includes also agronomic means. 

For specialized high profitability crops, such as viticulture, private advisory is available, also with different 
options and modes of service, but for arable crops or small farms the cost is not sustainable. 

All management and organizational support is not offered by “usual” advisers, as they often do not have 
the skills or the knowledge availability, but progressively other actors informally took step in the provision 
of advisory, often not being aware of “becoming” an adviser. These new actors are NGOs, private lawyers 
or business consultant or, sometimes, colleagues (farmers) who experienced by their own innovative paths 
or organizational patterns. 
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Advisory challenges associated to the innovations selected 

For the Soil improving cropping systems, the use of permanent cover or temporary cover crops 
instead of the use of herbicides or soil tillage is directly linked to sustainable management, as it increases 
soil health, reduces soil erosion and compaction, avoids pollution. The main advisory challenge regarding 
soil management is both social and environmental. It requires the farmers to acknowledge the soil as a 
living system that interacts with the plant, and not just a growing media or where vines, or cereals, or 
other crops are planted. Such awareness encourages more conscious choices on soil management, often 
leading to long term effects on environment and farm profitability, even if they are often not easily accepted 
by farmers, who are more prone to assess short term effects and act accordingly. 

In this case no potential sustainability conflicts were detected, as the innovation has a positive impact 
on sustainable development. 

 

For the Direct marketing initiative (GODO) the challenges were and are several: 

• from the agronomic point of view, to supply advice for diversification and not for “usual market” 
productions. It means to prolong the harvesting season, to produce many different crops in the same 
period, to choose several varieties for the same species in order to cover longer periods and to offer a 
high degree of diversity. Moreover, to have sufficient and differentiated supply also in Winter, especially 
for vegetables, and to preserve certain product (i.e. apples) for longer periods in order to continue the 
offer along the season. 

• from the organizational and logistic point of view, to provide contacts, information and criteria for 
choice of transport means and suppliers, optimization of goods moving, refrigeration etc. 

• from the legal point of view, to provide examples (not so frequent and easy to find) of fiscal 
management and legal clearness on a sector that is very new 

• from the social point of view, tools for group management and social structuring. For example, on 
how to define prices, how to slip supply among producers of similar goods, how to get consumers feedback 
effectively 

• from the communication point of view, on the social media to be used and how, on society areas 
where most interest can be raised etc. 

No potential sustainability conflicts were identified, as thoroughly the GODO system fosters 
sustainability from environmental, social and economic points of view and advisory had no conflicts to face. 

 

For the commons management the aspects in need of an improved consulting are several: 

• legal, in order to facilitate the process of acknowledgement of committees or other groups of 
citizens or farmers who decide to collectively manage common lands or resources; 

• financial and economic, in order to make the management more sustainable for small local groups; 

• social, in order to develop methodologies to enforce relationships with and within the community 
and stimulate a broad engagement in the commons management; 
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• communication/marketing, in order to improve the communication to a broader audience and 
facilitate the economic sustainability of the initiative.  

 

In this case no sustainability conflicts were detected. 

 

In the following two sections of the report the conceptual framework and the research questions are 
presented (Section 2) and the methodological approach developed by AgriLink for data collection is 
introduced (Section 3). Section 4 describes in detail the three case studies explored in Italy. Section 5 
presents the main results obtained from data analysis for the three case studies. Section 6 is focused on 
the discussion of the results presented in the previous section according to the research questions 
addressed by WP2. Section 7 presents six narratives aiming to describe the sequence of decisions 
undertook by adopters and non-adopters along the trigger cycle change model for the three innovations 
at stake in this report, with a focus on the role of advice suppliers. Finally, Section 8 offers the main insights 
and highlights obtained from the observation and analysis of the three case studies.  
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2 AgriLink key concepts and research questions 

AgriLink key concepts which are relevant for data collection in WP2 comprise the: Focus Region, farmers’ 
micro-level Agricultural Knowledge and Information System (micro-AKIS), mesoscale concept of R-FAS 
(Regional Farming Advisory System), and the trigger-cycle model (TCM). These concepts were established 
in the AgriLink DoA and elaborated by the project conceptual framework (see Deliverable D1.1). 

The Focus Region is as a farm census region that establishes the boundaries of the case study for data 
collection on micro-AKIS and R-FAS. Preferential geographical region is defined at NUTS 3, which is in 
certain cases replaced by NUTS 2 to achieve a better case study delimitation. 

The micro-AKIS describes the micro scale knowledge-system that farmers personally assemble, including 
the range of individuals and organisations from whom they seek service and exchange knowledge with, the 
processes involved, and how they translate this into innovative activities (or not). Empirical uptake of this 
concept entails answering two questions: a) who influences farmers (and farm households) in decision-
making on adopting or choosing to not adopt innovations; and, b) how, i.e., what are the processes 
describing the knowledge assemblage by the farmers and role played by the different sources involved (see 
D2.1) 

AgriLink defines the R-FAS as the set of organisations that enable farmers to develop farm-level solutions, 
enhance skills and coproduce knowledge with advisors. These are envisaged by AgriLink in a pluralist view, 
including traditional advice providers (chambers of agriculture, public bodies, etc.), farmer-based 
organisations (unions, associations, cooperatives, etc.), independent consultants, NGOs, upstream or 
downstream industries, and high-tech sectors. Hence, R-FAS covers the full range of these organisations 
in a given region, and their connection to wider AKIS organisations, and as well as a range of services, 
including research, advice and brokering, meaning they can be active at different steps of the farmers’ 
decision-making processes, and use different methods at these different steps. 

The trigger-cycle model established that farmers’ decision-making regarding the innovation uptake is driven 
by a triggering event that initiates a path-dependency break cycle composed by three main phases, that can 
be described to account for the advisors role: a) farmers’ awareness of the innovation, encompassing 
brokering activities developed by advisors to disseminate the innovation and to (co-)create trigger events 
influencing farmers’ decision-making processes; b) active assessing innovation entailing advisors assemblage 
of information on the innovation costs, benefits, and side-effects by developing and involving in R&D 
activities; c) supporting farmers in innovation implementation by delivering advice and carrying out 
facilitation activities. The Figure 1 offers an integrated view of the TCM and the key concepts that were 
implemented in WP2 through the case studies delimitation and the data collection at farm micro-level and 
at the R-FAS meso-level. 
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Figure 1: Integrated view of the TCM and AgriLink key concepts 

 
Source: AgriLink 

The research questions to be answered with the empirical approach of WP2 are synthesised in Box 1. The 
research questions aim at responding the WP2 goals through the empirical approach delineated in D2.1 
build on the AgriLink conceptual framework (presented by the deliverable D1.1). 

Box 1: AgriLink empirical research questions for WP2 

1.   
 The cycles comprising the trigger-cycle model developed by the AgriLink conceptual framework to understand 

farmers’ decision-making processes regarding innovation up-take and to describe respective micro-AKIS; 
Advisor’s role is investigated at three phases of this model: a) Farmers’ awareness of the innovation, 
encompassing brokering activities developed by advisors to disseminate the innovation and to (co-)create 
trigger events influencing farmers’ decision-making processes; b) active assessing innovation entailing advisors 
assemblage of information on the innovation costs, benefits, and side-effects by developing and involving in 
R&D activities; c) supporting farmers in innovation implementation by delivering advice and carrying out 
facilitation activities. 

 

 Comprising heterogeneity in farmers profile, farm structural features and farm business models; the nature of 
the innovation; regional context; R-FAS landscape and business models (including models associated to 
digitization of agriculture); role of advisory in different stages of farmers’ decision making cycles and if these 
are creating new advisory supply opportunities and /or new functions, and as well as new forms of path 
dependency 

 

 Accounting for R-FAS history and on how new configurations of R-FAS (generally depicted as more fragmented 
and pluralistic) play on the relation between farmers and advice, and respecting this relation: a) allow for more 
creativity, triggers, and a diversity of knowledge and information channels for farmers; b) influence farmers’ 
access to information and knowledge, and equity on farmers’ information access. 

Source: AgriLink  
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3 WP2 case studies overview and methodological approach  

3.1 WP2 case studies selection  

The case study delimitation in AgriLink was built through two dimensions. One of the dimensions was the 
spatial delimitation of the R-FAS boundaries at the focus region level, and the second the farmers selection 
in relation to the innovation type. Table 1 presents the selected innovation according respective innovation 
type and the sustainability challenge addressed by innovation. 

Table 1: Selected innovations and sustainability challenges 

Type of 
innovation 

Innovation cluster Selection focus 
Sustainability challenge addressed 

Technological 

Autonomous vehicles, 
robots, drones, intelligent 
sensors/Precision Farming 

IT (Information 
technologies) 

Climate change, Eco-efficiency, Pests & diseases 
Growth and jobs – Digitalization 
Food security – Biodiversity, Food provision 

Process (farming 
practices) 

Biological Pest Control 
Integrated 
ecological farming 

Climate change, Eco-efficiency, Pests & diseases 

Soil Improving cropping 
systems Food security – Biodiversity, Food provision 

Marketing and 
financing 

Retro-innovation 

Diversification 

Growth and jobs – Business diversification, 
Social cohesion Introducing new crops 

Direct marketing 
Eco-efficiency 

Developing new activities 

Social and 
organisational 

Natural resources 
common management Collaborative 

organisations 

Growth and jobs – Social cohesion, 
Digitalization 

Labour Innovative 
arrangements 

Food security – Biodiversity 
Eco-efficiency, Pests & diseases 

Source: AgriLink 

The farmers’ selection in each case study built on targeting groups of farmers amongst whom the 
innovation is already widespread, so that it would be possible to characterise the micro-AKIS supporting 
innovation up-take of adopters, as well as the micro-AKIS of non-adopters.   

 

3.2 WP2 methodological framework   

The methodological framework implemented in WP2 consists on mixed-method strategy (for a detailed 
description see WP2 research protocol in D2.1), combining case study approach with quantitative survey-
type data collection. It is implemented in three steps. Firstly, the case studies selection, already described. 
Second step consisted on delineating and implementing two major surveys: a) to farmers to collect the 
data for describing the micro-AKIS and the role the advisory providers play on it; and, b) to advisory 
providers to enable describing R-FAS in relation with the innovation addressed by each case study.  

Figure 2 depicts an overview of the WP2 data collection strategy, highlighting the intermediate outputs 
and the outcomes to be generated from the data analysis, including the inputs to subsequent WPs. 
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Figure 2: Overview of WP2 data collection and reporting 

 
Source: AgriLink 

Farmers’ survey was conducted through a question-guide comprising both open-ended and closed-ended 
questions intended to gather quantitative data on whom and how type of questions (who are the advisory 
services providers and how these are provided), along with qualitative data on the why and how type of 
questions allowing for in-depth understanding of farmers’ micro-AKIS. Quantitative data from farmers’ 
survey (FS) were entered on a database, while qualitative information and narratives descriptions were 
recorded and analysed in order to provide the descriptive and analytical insights. This deliverable, the 
synthesis country report, presents the outputs of both, the data analysis and description and the qualitative 
insights for each case study.  

Farmers’ survey was implemented through face-to-face interviews, conducted by members of research 
teams or duly trained students, following a question-guide including open, mixed and closed questions to 
collect data on the trigger events, the farmers’ innovation evaluation, knowledge and information sources, 
flows and social networks, farmer profile and demographics, business model and farm structure. FS 
comprised a set of matrixes to gather data to describe farmer micro-AKIS for the three main stages of the 
TCM (awareness, active assessment and implementation of the innovation), and on the micro-AKIS used 
by the respondent for farm management in general, and as optional the household micro-AKIS for the 
family farms when family members show to be influential actors for information and knowledge flows 
assembled by farm decision-maker(s). Detailed information on the farmer survey and respective question-
guide is available at the Deliverable D2.1. 
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The advisory organisation supplier’s (AOS) question-guide builds mainly on closed-ended questions and 
addressed formal providers of advice (see Box 2), excluding informal providers. Formal advisory suppliers 
comprise organisations providing advisory services as a secondary activity and /or providing them for free 
(e.g. associated with the supply of inputs or software). In-depth information on the R-FAS is gathered 
through complementary in-depth semi-structured interviews delivered to a small number of regional AKIS 
actors.  

Box 2: Definitions on advisory for R-FAS survey 

 A service activity that enable farmers to develop farm-level solutions, enhance skills and coproduce 
knowledge with advisors.

 Any organisation that delivers advisory services to farmers.

 Traditional suppliers specialized in the supply of advisory services to farmers. This corresponds to former 
‘extension suppliers‘

Source: AgriLink 

The question-guide for advisory organisations comprised mostly closed questions and addressed data 
collection to: a) describe the organisation, including its ownership status, action level, advisory services 
supplied, funding resources and in-house R&D facilities; b) characterise its human resources, their 
distribution according to front-office and back-office activities, qualifications, certification and training, and 
on the methods they use for supplying advisory services; c) describe the type of advisory services clients 
and the main topics of these services; d) identify the national and regional public support to the advisory 
organisation, including funding and other type of support to back-office activities (training, R&D and 
networking activities); e) assess organisation benefit from current EU level policy instruments, such as EU-
FAS, EIP-AGRI, and rural development programmes; f) describe the organisation advisory services supplied 
in relation with the innovation at stake in the case study, and the back-office activities undertaken by the 
organisation to support the supply of these services; and, g) collect the organisation’s vision regarding the 
major challenges to be faced in the next years by the advisory suppliers, in the focus region, regarding the 
innovation development. 

The in-depth interviews to AKIS key actors collected their knowledge on the innovation path in the region, 
on major innovation triggers, and on their evaluation on the farmers’ knowledge and information needs 
and demands along the various stages of the innovation TCM and to what extent R-FAS is responding to 
these demands. The target number of interviews to key actors was established as five, whereas they can 
be lesser depending on the number of relevant actors is each case study. 

The data analysis and qualitative insights obtained in each case study are also part of this deliverable, the 
synthesis country report. Detailed information on the advisory organisation supplier survey and respective 
question-guide is available at the Deliverable D2.1. 

In addition, this deliverable comprises the description and the insights gathered from detailed narratives of 
farmers’ decision-making processes regarding the uptake of the innovation build on the TCM and 
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addressing the advisory supplier’s role. Three narratives per case study were included in the data collection 
conducted by the WP2 to generate information for the integrated assessment to be carry on by the WP5. 

 

3.3 WP2 sampling strategy   

The target population for sampling purposes was a group of farmers with similar technical-economic 
orientation amongst whom the innovation is already widespread, enabling to identify adopters and non-
adopters that choose to not adopt the innovation. Hence the target population to be sampled is defined 
by two criteria: a) innovation adopters and (informed) non-adopters; with, b) a similar technical-economic 
orientation, whilst addressing farm structural heterogeneity among the targeted group of farmers, which 
might lead to the inclusion of farmers with different farm styles and/or business models. In addition, specific 
categories of non-adopters, such as droppers, or of adopters, such as partial adopters, were accounted 
for sampling purposes when found to be relevant in the targeted population. 

A sample of 40 to 50 farmers was required by each case study. A snowball-type sampling procedure was 
adopted relying on the support of key-informants (‘gatekeepers’) familiar with the targeted group of 
farmers, which might include farmer associations, researchers, and other AKIS actors and experts. To 
avoid selection bias, different information sources need to be used and cross-checked (See Deliverable 
D2.1 for a detailed description of farmers sampling strategy). 

The advisory organisations were sampled through a snowball process relying on diverse sources to ensure 
that the complete spectrum of advisory organisations supplying (or that could supply) advisory or related 
services is included in the sample. A minimum of 20 organisations was established for the cases were 
sampling was needed to cover the advisory diversity. In other cases, with little formal suppliers on the 
ground the strategy was to interview the maximum of existing organisations. 

 
  



 AgriLink – Deliverable D2.2    

 

Page 21 of 83 

 

4 Country case-studies, farmers’ groups and advisory suppliers 
In the report 3 Case studies are presented in the following Innovation Clusters: Soil improving cropping 
systems, Direct marketing and Natural resources common management. They are located in 2 Focus 
regions – Piacenza (NUTS 3 ITH51) and Udine (NUTS3 ITD42). 

Figure 3: Location of the Focus Regions 

 

 

Table 2: Farmers surveyed per case study 

Innovation case study Adopters Non-adopters Droppers Total 

Soil improving cropping systems 25 7 3 35 

Common management 20 9 1 30 

Direct marketing 24 4 4 32 

Source: AgriLink – Italy 

4.1 Case study 1 – Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza 

4.1.1  Case study and focus region  

The Case is studying the role of advisory services in implementation of different cover cropping techniques 
(perennial crops, green manure, spontaneous or selected crops, etc.) for the rationale soil management in 
vineyards. This Case study was selected for several reasons: 
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 - viticulture is one of the most important sectors of Italian agriculture;  

 - the use of cover cropping, as part of rational soil management strategy, is an innovation directly linked 
to sustainability issues; 

The focus Region – Piacenza (NUTS3 Piacenza) and specifically the “Colli Piacentini” wine district, is rather 
“conservative” and not very open to innovation. This challenging environment allows to highlight some 
weak points of existing advisory system and explore in depth potential farmers’ needs for change. 

The Piacenza province is a rural region in the North-West of Italy, in Emilia-Romagna. It comprises 2.585,89 
sq. km and hosts the population of 287.657 inhabitants. Piacenza province is a good example of variegated 
agriculture, as the agricultural land is distributed in plain, hills and mountain areas. The agricultural area in 
use covers 119.444 ha, about 64.000 are used for cereal crops such as wheat, corn, barley, sorghum, oats 
and rye, while industrial crops (sugar beet, soybean, rapeseed and sunflower) cover just over 3.600 ha. 
The total area of horticultural crops (industrial and for fresh consumption) is about 15.000 hectares. The 
most common crops are industrial tomatoes (covering an area of 11.000 ha) followed by beans (1.825 ha) 
and other crops such as peas, onions, garlic, fresh tomatoes, courgettes, pumpkins, melons, watermelons 
and asparagus. The wine grape is undoubtedly the main culture of the fruit growing sector of the Piacenza 
province, with a total area of 5.961 ha. The average agriculture enterprise is of small-medium scale, with 
an average utilised area of 18 ha. 

The “Colli Piacentini” wine district is a name of a wine producing area in Piacenza province. It comprises 
around 90 wineries. Among them we can distinguish 4 huge cooperative wineries, the rest are family vine 
growing and winemaking farms of small or medium size. The R-FAS system in the Focus Region is 
composed by Universities of Milano and Piacenza, private advisory services, farmers’ unions (associations) 
and in some marginal level by private companies (machinery and input providers). Regional and local 
authorities perform the functions of production control, but have no role in advisory landscape. 

During the 80’s the approach to wine production in the Colli Piacentini wine district changed: the farmers 
gradually moved from high quantity grape production, processed by huge cooperatives, to the “full-cycle” 
wine production, meaning wine-making and bottling on farm. The change required also some agronomic 
techniques adaptation, in order to increase qualitative characteristics of grapes and wines. In that period 
some of pioneer farmers started to introduce spontaneous permanent cover cropping in their vineyards. 
Keeping the soil covered by vegetation reduces soil compaction and erosion, facilitates soil water 
management, increases soil organic matter, allows machinery access even in raining periods, reduces 
diseases pressure and, increasing biodiversity, reduces pests pressure. 

The massive introduction of vegetation cover in “Colli Piacentini” started in the 90’s. Traditional tillage in 
the whole vineyard has been gradually taken over in several lots by the use of spontaneous vegetation, 
often in combination with tillage, mulching or herbicide use. As this technique does not involve any input 
sale, being them equipment or products, its introduction were not driven by any sort of suppliers or 
business actors.  

In the 2000’s some of the adopters of cover cropping started to face problems related to a significant 
climate change in the area. The growing seasons became draughtier which meant that vine plants started 
to suffer from the competition with cover crops. That caused the fact that grapes had difficulties with 
arriving to full maturity and important losses of production volume. The farmers in the most problematic 
areas dropped the use of cover cropping and turned to conservative tillage techniques. 
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At that point the practice of cover cropping was reviewed by research in order to avoid negative collateral 
effects caused by cover crops in droughty seasons. Some alternative solutions were proposed, as seeding 
less competitive selected crops to cover vineyard soil instead of spontaneous crops. There were also 
introduced temporary cover crops used as a green manure. Of course, this solution are more cost and 
time consuming, which makes it difficult to convince farmers to recognise their positive effect. 

 

4.1.2  Group of farmers target and sampling strategy (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

The target group of farmers consists of 35 wine producing farms in “Colli Piacentini” wine district. 
Viticulture is their main agricultural activity, so the vineyard is the only farming activity taken into account 
for the scope of the report, even if data on economic and social profile were collected on the whole farms.  
Mostly small and medium sized wine producers were targeted as, unlike big cooperatives, they do not have 
their internal staff advisor, consequently they highly depend on the advisory local availability for their 
decision making.  

The following farmers’ selection criteria were applied:  

- the wineries should be operating in the Focus region;  

- they should have their own vineyards; 

Regarding the implementation of the innovation the three groups of the adopters, non-adopters and 
droppers were identified and included.  

Following difficulties in managing the task arose:  

- some farmers pre-identified as non-adopters resulted as adopters; 

- the potential category of non-adopters mainly includes small farms not processing their grape, but - selling 
it to the cooperatives that are reluctant to supply their contact details. The few contacts received did not 
accept the interview. 

The Focus Region includes three separate valleys, and the sampling covered the farmers from all of them 
(see Figure 4). After internal team discussions and consultation with some regional AKIS actors (Catholic 
University of Piacenza in particular) the preliminary list of potential participants was created and each farm 
was directly contacted by phone. If the farmer was available and willing to participate, the date and time of 
interview was fixed. After the first interviews we have started to use the information from question B1.3 
of Agrilink WP2 Question Guide (“Example of other farmers in this region adopting or not this 
innovation?”) to find further potential participants, in other words, using a snowball technique. 
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Figure 4: Distribution of interviewed farmers in the Focus Region (Soil improving cropping systems 
in Piacenza) 

 

The selection of the farmers for the in depth interview linked to the narratives took place once all the 
interviews were completed. The research team decided to choose the most complete interviews, which 
were fully reflecting the farmers’ experience regarding the adoption of innovation and interaction with 
various advice suppliers. Of course, the recommendation of including an adopter and a non-adopter was 
taken into account. 

 

4.1.3  AKIS experts and advisory organisations  

3 AKIS experts and 4 representatives of advisory organisations were interviewed. The relatively small 
number of interviewees is due to the fact that the advisory suppliers landscape in the focus region seems 
to be quite unsaturated, as reported in the section 4.1.1. The choice of the AKIS experts and advisory 
organisations were mainly guided by the indications obtained during the interviews with farmers.  

AKIS experts interviewed: 

• Researcher from the Catholic University of the Sacred Heart of Piacenza 

▪ Agronomist with more than 30 years’ work experience in the Focus Region, former President of the 
Consortium for the Protection of PDO Colli Piacentini Wines 

▪ Deputy Director of the Provincial Farmers Union, Head of CAA (Centre for Consultancy in 
Agriculture) Confagricoltura Piacenza 

 
Advisory suppliers interviewed: 

▪ Agronomic service “SATA”, a private advisory company 
▪ Agronomic service SPEVIS, a private advisory company 
▪ Individual agronomic advisor 
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4.2 Case 2 – Commons management in Udine 

4.2.1  Case study and focus region  

Friuli Venezia Giulia is a small autonomous region in the North-Eastern part of Italy, bordering with Austria 
and Slovenia. It covers 7924 km2 and hosts a population of 1,216,853 inhabitants. Its geography is highly 
differentiated as it includes the Alpine area in the North, a morainic hill in the middle, a flat area and the 
coast. The hilly area, especially the Eastern, is well-known for high quality wine production, the Western 
hilly and mountain area has a good apple production, while in general the mountain area is facing strong 
abandonment problems. Animal husbandry faced a severe reduction in the last 20 years, only 14% of the 
farms include animal husbandry, even if there was a strong tradition, linked to family farms, in dairy 
production. The flat area, thanks to soil and climate conditions is very productive for arable crops, 
especially corn and soybean. Their productivity is among the highest at world level, but the lack of a local 
processing industry did not safeguard the sector from world prices fluctuation and, lately, globalization. In 
other words: soybean and corn are commodities and their global market (and prices) rapidly phased out 
small farms and unorganized producers. In 20171 the added value of regional agriculture decreased to 4,7% 
(with exception for aquaculture and forestry). In the same period side farming activities, mainly linked to 
tourism, increased, so demonstrating the relevance of landscape preservation also for farm economic 
sustainability. 

Overall, the economic sustainability of arable farms is at high risk and caused a high degree of abandonment, 
also due to farmers ageing and insufficient new entrants into farming. 

Udine is the largest province of the region and a representative sample of the whole region, for what 
concerns agriculture. 

There is not public advisory system available for individual farms, R-FAS was implemented within the RDP 
2007-20013 (Measure 114) and actually the Measure 2 is waiting for implementation. All the support to 
farmers through collective (not individual) advisory aimed at strengthening knowledge on biological control, 
IPM, organic and integrated farming in viticulture, fruit, olive, vegetables and arable crops production is 
financed by a Regional law (n.5/2006). It is implemented by the Region via producers’ associations or 
consortia.  

As from its definition it includes only farming issues, mainly related to pest and disease management, and 
any topic related to the Agrilink cases is not included. Nevertheless, the agronomic issue concerning 
organic management could get support from the initiative.   

Udine province was selected as focus region for the innovations related to commons management due to 
several factors: 

• it was, in the last decade, among the few Italian Region where an attempt to regulate Commons 
management, within the broader concept of community supported economy, was implemented. Such an 

                                                

1 Statistical data source: Regione in cifre 2018. 
https://www.regione.fvg.it/rafvg/export/sites/default/RAFVG/GEN/statistica/FOGLIA49/allegati/Regione_in_cifre_
2018.pdf  
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attempt led to the approval of a Regional law (n.4/2017) where Commons are defined as “a set of material 
and immaterial goods whose access and usability should be granted to the community, safeguarded and 
managed through a system of social relations, based on cooperation and participation and the promotion 
of the culture that acknowledges the mutual dependence between the goods and the community”; 

• it is one of the Italian Regions with a higher percentage of common land on the total of agriculture 
and forestland; 

• but it is lacking a tradition in common management and, most important, lacking examples of good 
management. This leads to a decrease in use and social acknowledgement of the Commons; 

• besides, the problem of abandonment of rural activities and areas, in proximity to cities and large 
towns is a common problem, not only for Commons. So a solution or an example for their sustainable 
management could serve also similar areas even if not Commons;  

• rural areas surrounding cities is progressively loosing in landscape and environmental quality, both 
impacted by agriculture management. The consequence is a lower appeal also for residents to live there. 
A solution to agriculture abandonment would also solve such correlated problems. 

 

The case study on commons management has been selected as the presence of common lands in the 
region is matter of interest, though still a neglected topic. The commons survived till present time, as 
legacy of the middle Ages, and consist of both forests and cultivated land. Starting from some of these 
common lands, a few projects are developing in the last years, with the aim of cultivating the land, adopting 
low input agronomical methods, and activate local food supply chains. The willingness to recover 
abandoned or over-exploited land to propose different and innovative agriculture, in order to mitigate 
climate change, preserve rural landscape, reduce soil depletion and pollution and, at the same time, to 
produce local and sustainable food, makes this a case of interest. 

The case study comprehends various experiences located in different areas of the region (see Figure 5): 

• The cooperative D.E.S. Friul di Miec (22 interviews); 
• The food chain link of Muzzana (6 interviews); 
• The forest of Carlino (1 interview); 
• The commons of San Gervasio (1 interview). 
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Figure 5: Geographical distribution of interviewees within the Focus region (Commons management 
in Udine) 

 
 

The Cooperative D.E.S. Friul di Miec has been chosen as main part of the case study (and became the base 
of the Living lab in WP3) since it represents one of the most advanced and innovative case in the Region 
where a common management of land and crops has been developed with the aim to start a short food 
supply chain based on flour and bread. The other three experiences have been selected based on the 
existence of common lands, as well legacy of the middle ages, on which local associations or administrators 
are either managing agricultural projects or are responsible for the management of a forest, or both.  

The innovation object of study is the management of these common lands, within the innovation cluster 
of natural resources common management.  

The starting point is the sharing of similar problems: the recession of agricultural districts as effect of 
decades of intensive agriculture and monoculture (corn and soybean), followed by a drop of commodity 
prices that is leading to agriculture activity abandonment, loss of rural landscape quality (also due to land 
reform and unification of small land-holdings toward wider and regular lots), environmental quality loss 
(pollution of soils and water, depletion of biodiversity) and decrease of community economic and social 
cohesion (socio-economic depletion). 

From the common problems, the design of possible solution started, looking for an increased remuneration 
of local farmers and the local communities as a whole, where a local quality product is offered. 

The solutions adopted are diverse in terms of use of the land and type of actors involved. Two experiences 
focus on the cultivation of quality organic wheat that is processed locally into flour in craft mills and 
processed by local bakers into bread.  
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4.2.2  Group of farmers target and sampling strategy  

The target group of farmers is heterogeneous: professionals (who work as third party or earmarked part 
of their possessions to a common management) and non-professional farmers (who are involved in 
associations/administrations that managed the commons or persons who earmarked their entire, though 
restricted, possession to the common management). In the area the rural inclination is still significant, 
although the families involved in professional agriculture are decreasing (as one of the side effects of 
depletion caused by intensive agriculture). Most of the interviewees are owners of a family farm, in some 
cases the younger ones of the family have convinced the elder ones to adopt the innovation, in some other 
the elder still decide, and generally are sceptical about innovation. 

The interviewees have been selected based on their involvement in common management projects, both 
as farmers (professional and non-professional) adopting the innovation and local administrators who have 
the responsibility of the management of common lands. A number of local farmers have been selected as 
non- adopters who are aware of the projects but decided to not adopt the innovation, mostly because of 
scepticism on its successfulness. 

Considering the small number of farmers suitable for the survey their availability and their willingness to 
contribute has been fundamental to reach a significant sample (30 interviewees). The first contact with the 
interviewees, in order to obtain their availability, happened mostly by phone, besides a small group of the 
D.E.S. Cooperative, apprised of the survey during a cooperative meeting. 

Most of them have been available for an interview in person (26), other farmers answered via email (4), 
eventually integrating by phone conversation. 

Starting from the pioneers, the names of others adopters, droppers and non-adopters were collected 
(snowball process), reaching a significant number of interviewees for this case study (adopters: 20; 
droppers: 1; non adopters: 9, see table 2). 

The interviewees selected for the in-depth narratives are two pioneers: the committee for the commons 
of San Marco and the local administration of Muzzana del Turgnano. Both represent experiences of 
developing a local food supply chain, on a common land, and are interesting examples of how such a project 
may arise and develop.  

They differ both in the legal subject that manages the commons (for the first a committee born bottom up 
in purpose for this scope, for the second the local administration through the major and council members), 
and in the extension of the land (5ha vs 340ha). 

The non-adopters and the single dropper do not represent meaningful experiences, therefore none of 
them has been chosen for a narrative. 

 

4.2.3  AKIS actors and advisory organisations 

Considering the characteristics of the innovation under study, it has been difficult to identify experts that 
play a key role on the assessment and implementation of the innovation. The fields in which an expertise 
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is mainly required concern management as well as social-economic issues within their specific 
implementation on Commons. 

The AKIS experts interviewed belong to an institution, a farmers’ union and a NGO, that have been 
frequently recalled by the farmers during the interviews. The first one is the University of Udine, specifically 
the department for agricultural, environmental and animal sciences. The farmers’ union is Coldiretti, the 
largest national agricultural union, that in 2002 set up Impresa Verde, as private consultancy company 
financed through consultancy and assistance services offered to member farmers. The NGO is the Italian 
association for organic agriculture, specifically its regional chapter (AIAB-FVG). 

The first expert was directly involved during the early development of some of the experiences related to 
commons management, thanks to her expertise in agricultural management, from both social and economic 
point of view, and her engagement in community supported economic systems. The second has been 
selected due to his role as accountant for the cooperative management within Impresa Verde. Although 
both AKIS experts operate within large institutions, there is an evident lack of expertise supporting similar 
innovations. The third expert, working through AIAB-FVG, offers consulting in organic crop management 
and was involved since the start in training and advising farmers participating to the initiative. 

 

4.3 Case 3 – Direct marketing in Udine 

4.3.1  Case study and focus region - Direct marketing in Udine 

The Focus region is the same described in the previous case, Udine Province in Friuli Venezia Giulia. 

The innovation case study concerns a collective direct marketing initiative (Gruppo Organizzato 
di Domanda e Offerta, GODO) and has been selected as it was recently developed as an answer to 
farmers and consumers’ needs. Specifically, the need of farmers on one side, who look for better placement 
of their organic products through a direct contact and relation with consumers and, on the other hand, 
the request of consumers for a deep knowledge and relationship with the farmers who supply their food, 
but also a logistic facilitation in order to empower the system as a usual and main supply and not only as 
an occasional choice, as it is often the case for buyers’ groups or farm-gate markets.  

The GODO in FVG counts on 4 collection/distribution points, a web-based platform for orders and 
communications and involves 45 farmers and processors and supplies 150 consumers’ households. 

The system was set up and is managed by the regional association for organic farming (AIAB-FVG) and is 
accessible to its members (both producers and consumers) exclusively. Its objective is to shape a 
community of food (as from Slow Food definition), where all actors of the value chain interact and are co-
responsible of its sustainability. 
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Figure 6: Distribution of farmers interviewed across the focus region (Direct marketing in Udine). 
The 4 pins represent operating sites of the innovation. 

 

 

4.3.2  Group of famers target and sampling strategy  

The target group of farmers included in this case study comprehends 32 family farms located in the Friuli 
Venezia Giulia. The farms produce a wide array of products that are all suitable for selling to the final 
consumer, such as vegetables, eggs, wine, and cheese. The basic concept was to involve small to medium 
farms known for having adopted or at least considered to adopt direct marketing methods to their 
enterprises. More particularly, the case study focused on an organized system for direct marketing that 
has been up and running in the focus region for the last few years. 

The farmers’ selection criteria were the following:  

• farms that operate and sell products in the focus region;  

• farm certified organic;  

• farms with direct marketing channel to consumers (i.e. no farms that sell only to wholesalers).  

Due to the limited number of farms that meet these criteria in the focus region, an attempt was done to 
reach out to every one of them. 

In order to find suitable farms, a local association (NGO in the agricultural sector) AIAB-FVG, responsible 
for managing the GODO was contacted. This was an effective tool to contact adopters and droppers. A 
list of possible participants was created, and each individual farm was contacted via email and/or telephone, 
and a date for an in-person interview was attempted to be set. Due to the high workload of the target 
group farmers at the time of first contact (summer 2018), it was not possible to set a date for all farmers: 
some of them were contacted and interviewed in the fall. The process to identify non-adopters was slightly 
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different: such farms were identified by consulting the regional list of organic farms as well as relying on 
suggestions of advisors, members of the association and peer farmers.  

Due to the inclusive nature of the innovation, the fact that it is quite widespread between the focus region, 
and the limited number of organic farms in the area, it was easy to identify adopters. On the other hand, 
it was harder to identify farms that never adopted the innovation, but aware of it, or decided to drop out 
of it. 

The choice of the three farmers for the in-depth narratives was done after discussing the results of the 
interviews within the research team. Areas of discussion were the following: significance of the farmers’ 
experience and story within the case study, role of the farmer in the development and dissemination of 
knowledge within the innovation area, ability of each case to represent the general patterns of small-scale 
sustainable farming within the region of study. One pioneer farm, one adopter, and one dropper were 
chosen for the narrative. 

 

4.3.3  AKIS experts and advisors 

The advisory landscape directly linked to the innovation is peculiar. The main organizations active in 
advisory supply in the region are the University of Udine; farmers’ unions (such as Coldiretti, CIA, and 
Confagricoltura); a local association - AIAB-FVG - through hired advisors. Moreover, it is interesting to 
note how pioneer farmers are active in advising other farmers: however, although this exchange of 
information is present and has a significant importance in the advisory landscape, it is not in any way 
formalized.  

When talking about the innovation, collective direct marketing, only AIAB-FVG and pioneer farmers had 
an active role in advising other farms. The other advisors active in the territory do not have any direct or 
indirect involvement.  

The following individuals were interviewed: 

• Technical advisor hired by AIAB-FVG (also AKIS expert) 

• Technical advisor hired by AIAB-FVG and active in other association’s works (also AKIS expert) 

• Pioneer farmer who has a role in advising other farms 

The limited number of advisors interviewed is directly correlated to the nature of the innovation: in fact, 
traditional advisory organization did not and still don’t have anything to bring to the table when it comes 
to the specific innovation, and non-conventional advisory systems prevail.  

These advisors were identified by direct mention of farmers. Since there was a limited number of advisors 
mentioned there was no need to apply a sampling strategy as involved ones were interviewed. 
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5 Results 

5.1 Case 1: the role of farm advice in innovation case study “Soil improving cropping 
systems in Piacenza”  

5.1.1  Findings related to the Farmers’ survey  

5.1.1.1 Farmers’ profile and farm structure  

The large majority of interviewed farmers are working in small or middle-sized family farms. In the most 
cases the land is owned by farmers themselves, only 17% of farmers (n=6) have reported that they are 
renting some ha of agricultural land in addition to their own land. As we can notice from Figure 7 the large 
part of interviewees (63 %) has in possession from 5 to 20 ha of agricultural land. 

 Figure 7: Surface of agricultural land (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

Considering the agricultural land occupation, we are considering only one type of crop in this CS: vineyard 
for high quality wine production. 2/3 of farms (n. 24) are under conventional type of management, 1/3 - 
under organic management (Figure 8). 

Figure 8: Form of farm management (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 
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In the Focus Region the irrigation is prohibited for the vineyards used in wine production. It can be used 
only for the recently planted vineyards in the first years. In the CS 2 cases of sprinkler irrigation, 1 case of 
drop irrigation and 1 case of surface irrigation were reported. In all the farms with irrigation irrigated area 
is lower than 1 ha.  

All farms are managed with commercial purposes. All the interviewees have reported that 100% of 
production is for sale. The share of direct sales on farm turnover is summarized in the Table 3: for almost 
50% of the farmers (n=17) direct sales represent less than 35% of total sales, but for the other farmers they 
are an important income generator.  

Table 3: Role of direct sales in farm turnover (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

Direct sales 
represent:  

Less than 35% 
of the total 
sales 

Less than 50% 
but more or 
equal to 35% of 
the total sales 

Less than 75% 
but more or 
equal to 50% of 
the total sales 

More than 75% 
of the total 
sales 

N of Farmers 17 6 5 7 

% 48.6 17.1 14.3 20 

 

Concerning farm business model, only 23% (n=8) of farmers are engaged in other gainful activity. In most 
cases (n=7) it is agro-touristic activity, 1 particular case is devoted to the renting of location for events 
(like weddings, birthday parties etc.). In all the situations side activities brings less than 25% of the holding 
revenue. 

Almost all the holdings (94%, n=33) have benefited from agricultural subsidies, in all the cases subsidies 
represent less than 25% of the total income generated by the holding. In the majority of cases agricultural 
subsidies were linked to plantation of new vineyards or renewing of winery facilities. 

Regarding financial support to innovation, 45% of farmers (n=16) have benefited from this type of support. 
12 of them received it for its implementation, in order to partly finance equipment costs; 4 farmers 
received funding during awareness/assessment stage. Alike agricultural subsidies, innovation support 
represents always less than 25% of the total income generated by the holding. 13 farmers obtained the 
support to innovation through Local Actions Group measures (PSR measure 16.1), 4 farmers through the 
participation in LIFE+ Project (Soil4wine) and2 farmers through participation in Operational groups (Mes. 
16.1 of RDP 2014-2020).  

Concerning farm labour strategy: all of the farms have at least 1 family member working full-time on farm 
(see Figure 9) and 20% of interviewees reported also part-time family workers.  
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Figure 9: Family members working full-time in the farm (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

70% of farmers (n=24) reported the use of temporary workers, meaning groups of 5-10 people hired for 
seasonal operations (i.e. winter pruning, harvest etc.); 54% of farmers (n=19) have full-time hired workers. 

Figure 10: Number of hired workers working full-time in the farm (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

85 % of respondents (n=30) live in the agricultural holding. 

Farmer socio-demographical profile shows a significant heterogeneity throughout the pool of interviewees. 
Out of 35 respondents, 28 are male and 7 – female.  All age groups are included, with the majority of 
farmers (60%) being between 41 and 60 (see Figure 11) at the moment of the interview. The successor 
issue was relevant only for 4 farmers who are older than 61, in 3 cases successor exist already (and belongs 
to family), in 1 case the respondent was not sure about who could be the successor.  
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 Figure 11: Farmers’ age (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

The most common level of education reported by farmers is vocational training (65%), followed by 
University degree (38%) and high school diploma in agriculture (18%) (see Table 4). It is remarkable that 
less than a half of respondents (47%) has studied  agriculture or related fields, while 53% do not have any 
education in agriculture. 

Table 4: Educational level of farmers (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

Level of formal education n. of farmers %  

Minimum compulsory education 1 3 

High school diploma in agriculture 2 6 

High school diploma not in agriculture 4 12 

Vocational training in agriculture  9 26 

Vocational training not in agriculture 10 29 

University degree in agriculture  5 15 

University degree not in agriculture 8 23 

 

Regarding professional experience, a large majority of the respondents (80%) has more than 15 years of 
experience in the farm business, (see Figure 12), while 17 farmers (49%) have experience outside the farm 
sector, out of them, 12 before starting the farming activity and 5 simultaneously with farming activity. 
Among the sectors of employment: teaching, trade, industry, law and IT were mentioned. 
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 Figure 12: Experience in farm business (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

 

When it comes to training events only 42% of farmers (n=15) seems enthusiastic: they have reported about 
more than two events visited last year; 34 % of farmers (n=12) have visited up to two events and 20% 
(n=7) none. Not all the respondents have shared with us the specific names of the attended events. 
However, large part of them refers to compulsory training courses regarding safety, tractor driving licence, 
the use of phytosanitary products, etc. Among other training events, vine pruning workshops, conferences 
about resistant varieties and the latest generations of rootstocks, congress about plant protection products, 
workshops on vine diseases and pesticide use, training meetings of Operational Groups, Demodays for 
sustainable viticulture, training courses organised by Vinidea, technical fairs as Enovitis and SIMEI were 
mentioned. For organic wine producers, mostly, workshops on organic and biodynamic viticulture, fairs of 
natural and biodynamic wine as VIVIT, and VINNATUR were reported as relevant. 

The majority of farmers report to have very basic digital skills and limited use of any special agricultural 
software. 20 % of farmers (n=7) use software for crop management, 15% (n=5) use apps for bookkeeping 
and farm management. Almost all, except one, use software with paid licence.  

No complaint regarding Internet connection was reported: the majority of farm are equipped with wireless 
or mobile broadband Internet and are quite satisfied with its quality. 

 

5.1.1.2 Farmers’ attitude towards innovation and change 

The interviews depict a scenario where farmers in the Focus Region have a relatively limited number of 
advice providers. They only mentioned the following categories: independent advisors, researchers and 
educators, input and machinery providers, farmers based associations/unions, neighbour farmers or peers. 
The ranking of key advice providers based on the frequency of mentioning during the interviews is 
summarized in Figure 13. 
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 Figure 13: Key advice providers to the farmers (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

Analysing the nature of interaction with the advisors and the type of support provided in every case the 
following observations, subdivided by the type of advisor, emerge: 

• Independent advisors. The most frequent topics of advice requested regards technical issues and 
farm development. The majority of farmers reported that this is a one-to-one individual advice 
when the consultant comes to their property. In case of urgencies or presence of the advisor in 
the farm is not possible, the support is provided by phone.  

• Researchers and educators. Under this category the farmers tend to mention the Catholic 
University of Piacenza, or, rarely the Catholic University of Milano. Most frequently mentioned 
topics are technical issues, farm development and in one individual case subsidy, related to 
participation to the innovation project. Interaction with researchers is having place via training 
courses, workshops or seminars or via technical brochures or manuals. Rarely it can also be a one 
to one advice or consultation via phone or email. 

• Input and machinery providers. Technical advice remains the most common topic also in the 
interaction with this category. The advice is provided individually, when company’s representatives 
visit the farms or during agricultural fairs, by phone, via technical brochures. Sometimes 
commercial companies are also organising workshops and seminars in order to present and explain 
their products.  

• Farmers-based associations/unions provide advice mostly regarding subsidies and farm 
records/accounts issues, legal issues, certifications, but sometimes also give technical support. The 
interviewees mentioned only two type of interaction with them, individual advice in person or by 
phone. 

• Exchange with neighbour farmers or peers is normally having place in individual format or in small 
groups and includes technical and legal issues as well as farm development in general. 

It’s difficult to measures farmers’ satisfaction with current support under ‘general’ microAKIS as there are 
many factors in between. Farmers paying for the services of their private advisors seem to be satisfied with 
the quality of advice provided, but, of course, public advice for which they would not need to pay is always 
welcome. Some respondent express a significant dissatisfaction with existing providers, but they have 
difficulties to explain which type of support and on which topics they require. It clearly came out also that 
the farmers expressing the strongest disappointment in existing services are showing less enthusiasm when 
obtaining new knowledge about the innovations.  
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The main activities farmers undertake to obtain knowledge and skills are shown on the Figure 14. Talking to 
peers and observing on other farms are two leading activities which almost all the respondents consider 
relevant and useful for their situations. Internet and technical magazines are both important knowledge 
and information source. On the contrary, participation in different kind of networks is rarely evaluated by 
respondents as a crucial activity for obtaining knowledge. As from the Figure 14 less than 30% of 
respondents (n=10) are giving importance to learning in technical training/workshop. It can be explained 
by two main factors: 1) lack of time, typical for the farmers working in small/medium sized farms; 2) farmers 
which are paying for external advisor are somehow delegating them the obligation of continuous learning 
in order to be aware of the latest technologies and innovations. 

Figure 14: Main activities undertaken by farmers to obtain knowledge and skills (Soil improving cropping systems 
in Piacenza) 

 

 

5.1.1.3 Farmers’ innovation paths and trigger cycle change model 

Regarding the use of green cover, the following situation can be described: 25 adopters, 7 non-adopters, 
and 3 droppers. In the large majority of cases farmers have chosen to manage the soil on their vineyard 
using spontaneous perennial crops. Only few of them (n=2) were experimenting with selected types of 
crops or green manure.  

Curiously, farmers’ perception on the others farmer situation regarding the use of green cover, in many 
cases, does not correspond with the real situation. Many adopters report that the most part of viticulturists 
in the Focus region are still using traditional soil tillage. However, it was to find them, witnessed by the 
small number of non-adopters. It can be argued that even in many cases the innovation was adopted 20-
25 years ago, adopters are still considering themselves as innovative pioneers, not perceiving how the 
overall situation has changed over the years. Contrary to their statement about little number of adopters, 
the interviewees provided examples of other adopters much easier than of non-adopters.  

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Talk to others

Observe on other farm

Test and experiment in the farm

Search in the Internet

Reading technical magazines

Learning in technical training/workshop

Monitor and register the results

Participate in informal group/network

Going to agricultural fairs

Being part of Operational Group

Learning by sharing in social network

Developing own network



 AgriLink – Deliverable D2.2    

 

Page 39 of 83 

 

The most frequently mentioned providers of advice and support are: neighbour farmers or peers, Universities, 
and private advisors and consultants. 

Figure 15 shows that farmers’ innovation evaluation is positive regarding the following aspects: 
environment, product quality, worker health and well-being. With respect to productivity the majority of 
farmers are expressing the same opinion about negative influence on production in terms of quantity. The 
assessment is based on the fact that green cover indices a competition for water and other sources 
between the cover and vine plants. In most cases it does reduce productive capacity of the vineyard, which 
is compensated by better grape quality. A wide range of evaluations (from “detrimental” to “very 
beneficial”) was expressed regarding the aspect of business competitiveness, highlighting a lack of 
“consensus” position among farmers on the topic. Local community and societal issues were considered 
irrelevant in relation to the innovation at the stake. 

Figure 15: Farmers’ evaluation of different aspects of the innovation (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

 

The awareness stage of innovation started in the early 80’s. 15% of farmers (n=5) have reported to become 
aware of the use of several types of green cover in that period. 38% of farmers (n=13) became aware in 
the 90’s, 35% (n=12) in the 2000’s, only 9% (n=3) after 2010 and 6% (n=2) do not remember exactly when. 
There wasn’t a specific triggering event, but mostly a context catalysing the innovation adoption process. 
This context was shaped by two main factors: climate change (prevailing rainy seasons) and the change of 
production model in the Focus Region. The farmers started to move from high volume grape production 
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sold to large-scale cooperatives, to the “full-cycle” wine production, including winemaking and bottling on 
farm. In other words, it was a jump from “quantity” to “quality”-oriented production. 

The answers regarding the approximate duration of the awareness stage are summarized in Figure 16.   The 
majority of interviewees indicated the duration of 1 year sufficient to become aware of the innovation and 
only few farmers reported longer than 2 years’ time. 

Figure 16: Duration of awareness stage (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

 

The main actors influencing the farmers on the awareness stage regarding cover cropping are ranked on the 
Figure 17, together with the frequency of interaction with them.  

No doubt that neighbour farmers or peers are playing the most important role in spreading the awareness 
about innovation. The interaction is mostly taking place one-to-one during meetings, cross-visits or also 
by phone. Sometimes the interviewees underlined the fact that they’ve exchanged opinions about green 
cover not with neighbour farmers but with their friends from other regions (Veneto or Tuscany). All 
respondents underlined the reciprocity of interaction with their peers. 

Another category of actors playing a crucial role in informing farmers about the innovation are research 
and education entities, in the focus region, particularly Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore di Piacenza. 
15% of farmers (n=5) affirmed that they became aware of the concept of green cover during their studies 
in the University. 7 farmers reported that they got their first information regarding the innovation attending 
seminars or workshops organised by the University. Among other ways of interaction participation in 
Operational Groups with the University as a partner and also reading some manuals and brochures 
published by the University were mentioned. Almost all farmers mentioning University affirmed that is was 
mostly one-way interaction (information given by the University to the farmers). 

For 35% of farmers (n=12) independent advisors became a source of information regarding the positive 
effects of green cover in viticulture. It was mainly an individual advice given by advisors while visiting their 
clients (farmers) or information communicated by phone, while rarely, the advisor acted with groups, in a 
sort of small training session. In the majority of cases the information exchange between farmers and 
advisors had a reciprocal character. 
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Another small but still important groups of “informal” advisors, in addition to peer farmers, are agricultural 
technicians and researchers sharing the information about use of green cover with their friends (farmers) 
in their “spare time” out of any contractual obligations. Support in that case is also provided in form of an 
individual advice during meeting in person or by phone and information exchange is characterised by a high 
level of reciprocity. 

In some cases, actually referred to farmers who became aware of the innovation quite long time ago, their 
information source were farmer-based associations/unions, which provided technical training courses at that 
time and, in general, seem to have been more active in interactions with farmers than nowadays.  

Input and machinery providers played quiet a marginal role in the awareness process, which is logical, because 
the innovation is not directly linked to any input, particularly in the case of spontaneous perennial cover. 
However, some suppliers of sowing machines and seeds producers informed farmers about the more 
“advanced” cover cropping technologies during training workshops and DEMOdays for sustainable 
viticulture. 

Figure 17: Actors influencing farmers during awareness stage and frequency of the interactions (Soil improving 
cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

Other information sources relevant during the awareness stage were: Internet, video in social networks, 
study trip in regions where the innovation was already massively adopted. 

It was difficult to evaluate the duration of awareness and active assessment stages, because the vast majority of 
the viticulturists have never perceived the difference between them. For them it is natural to start assessment 
and evaluation process once being aware of some new technique. They tried to distinguish them, as 
requested by the questionnaires, but they were still convinced that it is unnatural to divide the two stages. 

Only 60% of farmers were able to name specific trigger event leading to the start of active assessment phase, 
among them, some different types are summarized in the Table 5, that shows how the main triggers were 
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both objective factors, as the bad state of soil health in the vineyard, and the external advices coming or 
from other farmers or from private consultants. 

Table 5: Trigger events leading to active assessment of cover cropping (Soil improving cropping systems in 
Piacenza) 

Trigger event N. of farmers 

Soil characteristics and soil problems (compaction, erosion, low level of organic 
substances) 

5 

Advice of neighbour farmer 4  

Advice of private consultant 4 

Climate change leading to excessive vigour of vine plants 2 

Participation in training course 2 

Participation in Soil4Wine LIFE+ project 1 

Switching to organic farming 1 

Open call of Coldiretti (farmers’ association) 1 

 

The active assessment of innovation was developing in parallel with awareness stage. The majority of 
questioned farmers were evaluating the benefits and disadvantages of cover cropping in the period between 
the 90’s and the 2000’s. In 50% of the cases the active assessment stage lasted less than 1 year (see Figure 
18). 

Figure 18: Duration of active assessment of innovation (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

When it comes to knowledge and information sources and skills that farmers identified as most needed for 
the innovation active assessment, peer-to-peer exchange with other farmers is definitely the source 
considered as the most important (see Figure 19). The learning process developed through tests and 
experiments on the own farm is also a relevant tool for 41 % of farmers (n=14). Lack of time and of 
workforce in the farm is the main reported reasons preventing farmers from active learning from other 
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external sources. On the same Figure is clearly shown that only few farmers participated in learning 
activities during the active assessment stage. The data gathered show that assessment is mostly based on 
the experiences of others (farmers or advisors) and is rarely a result of active learning process by the 
farmer him/herself. 

Figure 19: Knowledge, information sources and skills identified by farmers as most needed for active assessment 
of innovation (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

 

60% of interviewed farmers reported to have received support during the evaluation of green covers use. 
The main actors influencing the farmers on the assessment stage are ranked in the Figure 20, as well as 
the frequency of interaction.  

In this stage the actors and the character of interaction does not change much compared to the awareness 
stage: neighbour farmers or peers remain the key actor of the system, with only few differences between 
the awareness and active assessment stages:  

• the role of independent advisors in the evaluation of the innovation became more important that 
the role of research and education organisations; 

• the role of “informal” advisors   is also slightly increasing compared to the awareness stage. 
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Figure 20: Actors helping farmers in assessing the innovation and frequency of the interactions (Soil improving 
cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

Advisors (independent consultants on agronomic issues) played a significant role during the active 
assessment of the innovation, but it was impossible to distinguish different types of advisors, due to the 
reduced number of advisors acting in the Focus region. As a matter of fact, there are only three advisers, 
all working both with conventional and organic farmers and they all use, more or less, the same “advising 
model”.  

Generally, farmers seem satisfied with the quality of advice received during the active assessment. Those 
relying on their private consultants have shown a significant confidence with them and readiness to 
“delegate” them some important agronomic decisions. 

During the active assessment stage farmers report to evaluate several factors: 

• costs: 50% of farmers (n=14) were considering the costs of implementation of green cover. 9 of 
them assessed it positively (lower costs comparing with tradition tillage, no need to buy herbicides 
products and time saving); 5 farmers assessed it negatively (decline of production quantity, 
necessity to buy a sowing machine). 

• Benefits: all the farmers were taking in account different groups of benefits, which are summarized 
in the Table 6. The majority of farmers were expecting soil health and better grape quality as main 
benefits.   
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  Table 6: Benefits of cover cropping identified during active assessment (Soil improving cropping systems in 
Piacenza) 

Benefits N. of farmers 
Soil health (preservation from erosion and compaction) 14 
Better grape quality 13 
Better vineyard accessibility 4 
Positive effect on environment and sustainability of wine production 3 
Positive effect on vine plant vigour 3 
Lower risk of vine plant diseases 2 

• Risks: 46 % of farmers (n=13) have identified different risks related to the implementation of the 
innovation (see Table 7). The most frequent concern is the decreasing of production and water 
stress in dry seasons. 

Table 7: Risk identified by farmers during active assessment of cover cropping (Soil improving cropping systems in 
Piacenza) 

Risks N. of farmers 
Reducing yield (decreasing production volume) 5 

Water stress in drought seasons 4 
Development of vine diseases 2 
Frost 1 
Soil compaction in rainy years 1 

 

• Uncertainties were rarely mentioned by the interviewees. Only a case reported the conflict with 
elder generations and another one, who mentioned possible bankruptcy connected to decreasing 
level of production. 

• Negative side-effects: only 28% of farmers (n=8) were worried about possible negative side-effects, 
often connected to already mentioned risks - water stress, sensibility to vine diseases, need to use 
more fertilizers, difficulties (high grass) during the harvest. 

Implementation stage resulted much easier to be distinguished by farmers, even they still have some difficulties 
to set it in defined time frame. The motivation and reasons leading to the adoption of green cover were 
logically connected to the factors analysed during the active assessment stage. The main motivating factors 
were related to a strong wish to protect the soil in the vineyards and to reach better grape and wine 
quality (see Figure 21). 
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Figure 21: Main motivation and reasons for the implementation of cover cropping (Soil improving cropping 
systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

For the pool of farmers, the adoption was a logical step after the active assessment, so no specific trigger 
events that would differ from the already described earlier was detected. Figure 22 shows a high 
homogeneity of the pool regarding the duration of the implementation stage. 74% of farmers have 
implemented the use of green cover quite quickly, within a single growing season, for the rest of them the 
implementation process has lasted 2-4 years.   

Figure 22: Duration of the implementation stage (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

Analysing knowledge and information sources and activities identified by farmers as most needed for the 
innovation implementation, the three “leading” activities have not changed compared to the active 
assessment stage: talk to others, observe on other farms, test and experiment on the farm are still on the 
top of the ranking (see Figure 23). However, they’re also some important differences:  the reduced 
importance of learning on technical workshops, while the importance of reading in technical magazines 
and searching in the Internet has apparently grown. 
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Figure 23: Knowledge, information sources and skills identified by farmers as most needed for implementation 
stage (Soil improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

 

55% of the interviewed farmers perceived to have received support during implementation of innovation, 
acknowledging as main actors as showed in Figure 24, neighbour farmers or peers as most important 
supporting pillar during all the stages of TCM including implementation of the innovation. For 1/3 of farmers, 
independent consultants remain an important source of advice and support during the implementation 
stage.   Figure 24 also shows that the role of research entities relatively decreased during the 
implementation stage, giving more space for informal advice coming from researcher or agricultural 
technician.  

Figure 24: Actors supporting farmers during implementation stage and frequency of the interactions (Soil 
improving cropping systems in Piacenza) 

 

According to the interviewees, the interactions with all the actors, excluding research and education 
organizations, can be characterised as reciprocal during the implementation stage. Also the frequency of 
the interaction with independent advisors seems to be the most intensive comparing with other AKIS 
actors. 
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The farmers show different level of satisfaction depending on the type of advice they use. Those who are 
paying for advice by private consultants affirmed that they were satisfied with the level of support they got 
– it was helpful and efficient. Farmers who are not willing to pay for advice and using mostly peer to peer 
mechanisms of exchange, in combination with self-learning via technical magazines or Internet, are 
sometimes complaining for the unavailability of qualified public advice in the region. They found useful the 
advice of neighbour farmers but would also appreciate an external technical advice coming from a specialist 
regularly updated and qualified. 

Generally, farmers expressed a significant interest regarding further development of use of green covers. 
Some of them became aware that, due to climate change, the system of green covers they adopted years 
ago (perennial spontaneous crops) is not efficient anymore and sometimes can even cause damage to the 
vines. Future plans are mostly concentrated on more “reasonable” use of green covers as using them in 
combination with other techniques, otherwise, the use of green manure, or selected crops, instead of 
spontaneous species. The main problem identified at that moment is the lack of knowledge and experience 
in the region concerning more innovative cover cropping systems. 

In the Focus region 7 non-adopters were identified and interviewed. The main reasons for non-adoption 
are mostly based on personal active assessment and observation of the neighbours’ experience. The most 
important barrier mentioned is connected to the belief that a specific soil type is not fitting for use of green 
covers as it can bring negative effects such as strong competition between vines and cover crops, water 
stress, the difficulty to bring the grapes to the optimal level of maturity for winemaking. The non-adopters 
were convinced that in their particular soil and climatic conditions the use of cover crops lead to more 
damage than benefits.  A couple of farmers affirmed that for them it was a totally conscious choice based 
on the fact that they had no wish to decrease the amount of production, even if it was connected to the 
possibility to increase the quality level. All the 7 non-adopters were not relying on any type of advisors at 
decision-making.  

4 non-adopters are still considering the possibility of adoption, but not in the nearest future; 3 non-
adopters had no intention to implement the innovation. One of the interviewed farmers participated in a 
LIFE+ project related with soil health and preservation. He told us that he is still in the active assessment 
stage and needs more time to evaluate positive and negative effects before potential implementation of 
the technique. 

In the case only 3 droppers were identified. The motivation and barriers are very similar to those 
mentioned by non-adopters: not appropriate soil type and climate, water stress, vines suffering from 
competition. The only difference was that the droppers were basing their decision to drop on objective 
evaluation of their own experience, while non-adopters based it on others’ experience. Potential re-
adoption can be achieved only with the access to techniques of green cover more innovative than with the 
use of spontaneous perennial crops. Selected non-competitive crops and cover crops could be a solution 
for the vineyards placed on a soil type difficult for permanent green cover. Potential introduction of green 
cover advanced techniques needs the facilitation of advisors. 
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5.1.1.4 Farmers’ innovation micro-AKIS 

Farmers’ micro-AKIS in the context of introducing soil improving cropping systems seemed not to differ 
at all from the “general” farmers’ micro-AKIS, as described in section 5.1.1.2. This specific type of 
innovation has not generated any novel type of advisory supply as information regarding the innovation 
was received from traditional, for the Focus region, advice suppliers, meaning private advisors and Catholic 
University of Piacenza. The main role of fuelling the information flow was taken by the farmers’ community 
itself as other farmers remain the main source of information.  

We have not managed to obtain enough data to implement a cluster analysis in order to relate micro-akis 
with farmers and farm characteristics, nevertheless, based on qualitative data, the following dynamics can 
be highlighted: 

• larger farms with more significant turnover are more likely to pay for the services of private 
advisors; 

• farms using private advisors’ services usually maintain their support over all stages of trigger change 
cycle – from awareness to implementation and follow up.  

The prevailing importance of neighbour farmers or peers in the process of adoption of innovation leads 
both to positive and negative effects. The advantages include the quick exchange of information about the 
innovation inside the group of peers. The disadvantage is mainly due to the higher risk of adopting an 
innovation following somebody’s good example but without studying it well enough, that does not 
guarantee that the innovation fits in the same way, and leads to same benefits, as the farm conditions may 
differ. Actually the described risk is similar to some cases of droppers, who started using perennial cover 
crops, following the examples of colleagues, but neglecting the fact that the specific type of soil in their 
own vineyards was not compatible with this technique. 

 

5.1.2  Findings from the AKIS experts’ interviews and advisory organisations survey  

5.1.2.1 Advisory landscape in the focus region 

Advisory landscape in the Piacenza region seems to be unsaturated, in particularly when it comes to 
viticulture. The following types of organisations performing advisory functions are present:  

● individual independent advisors (private sector);  
● private advisory organisations – advisory companies involving several advisors (sometimes; based 

in more important viticultural regions as Tuscany or Franciacorta)  
● professional farmers’ unions/associations (CIA, Coldiretti, Confagricultura); 
● technical advisors employed by 3-4 large cooperatives, which are serving also small farms that sell 

their grapes to the cooperatives   

In the Focus Region there is no public advisory available. From the 60' to the 70's “provincial agricultural 
inspectorates” (Ispettorati Agrari Provinciali) provided such service and each Province had technical staff 
with the agronomists in charge of the education and technical update of farmers. Starting from the early 
80's their role became less and less important, agriculture moved under the responsibility of the Regional 
authorities and the inspectorates and their services were progressively dismantled. Nowadays no similar 
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forms of public advisory services where provided, while technology transfer and innovations support was 
partly funded, as well as consultancy, under the RDPs.  

Word of mouth remains the main network and source of information for small and medium-sized wine 
producers. 

5.1.2.2 Key players of advice for the innovation area in the focus region 

Agrarian department of Catholic University of Piacenza. Even if the University cannot directly provide 
advice and support to farmers, it plays a relevant role in the introduction of innovation in the Focus region. 
Actually, many of innovations adopted, or partially adopted, in the viticulture of the region during last years 
are somehow connected with the activity of the University. The important limitation is the research staff 
can't provide directly the advisory services for farmers.   

The transfer of knowledge is often implemented by farmers graduated at the University, when they manage 
their own farms or become advisors themselves. Another way to disseminate knowledge from the is the 
participation to various Projects financed by the EU and regional funds: LIFE + program, Operational 
Groups (Measure 16.1 of RDP), Projects for Rural Development. Some of these mid-term and long-term 
projects aim at defining a protocol of good agricultural management practices for soil management to guide 
farmers’ actions (conservation from erosion, preservation of organic matter).  

When it comes to TCM, information support provided by University is more relevant for farmers on the 
awareness and active assessment stages.  

Private advisory organisations and independent advisors. Most of medium and large farms, that decided to 
make a qualitative leap in the last decades, opted for the services of private advisors. In the Focus regions 
4 active advisors were identified, 2 of them working as freelance, the other 2 employed by advisory 
companies based in other wine-producing regions in Italy – Toscana and Franciacorta. They interact with 
farmers on all the stages of the trigger change cycle. 

Farmers unions/ associations. In the past they provided some technical advice to farmers, but today they 
are mostly responsible for support on bureaucratic issues, such as accounting management, requests for 
subsidies and invoicing.   

Inputs and machinery companies. The role suppliers in the “chain” of advisory system nowadays is very 
limited. Time ago they use to provide technical consultancy to accompany their products, but nowadays 
they prefer to invest more in commercial agents, which do not have the background to provide a qualified 
advice to farmers. Nevertheless, the information received from them, even if it is more an advertisement, 
could be useful to farmers, specifically during the awareness stage.   

The main advisory challenge regarding soil management is both social and environmental. It consists in 
empowering the farmers with a different approach, where the soil is as a living system that interacts with 
the plant and not just as an inert media or space where different crops are hosted for a certain period. 
This awareness step could facilitate more conscious choices regarding soil management, understanding 
also that such strategies need longer terms to bring results and profits to the farm. 

Another emerging challenge is not directly linked to the innovation, but still pertinent: as the advisory 
landscape of Focus region is poor, it is not competitive. It does not encourage advisors to improve the 
quality of provided services, to invest in their training or to bring in innovative solutions.  
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As the introduction of spontaneous permanent cover in “Colli Piacentini” started since the 90’s, nowadays 
the up-take of the initial form of implementation of the innovation is almost completed and used by the large 
majority of the farms where it makes sense.  Nowadays it is often implemented in combination with tillage, 
mulching or herbicide use.  In the 2000’s some of the adopters of permanent cover started to face 
problems related to a significant climate change: growing seasons became draughtier, leading vines to suffer 
from the competition with covering crops. The farmers in the most problematic areas dropped the use of 
permanent green cover and turned to conservative tillage techniques. At that point the practice of using 
spontaneous permanent crops was reviewed by research and some alternative solutions were proposed, 
as using less competitive selected crops to be sown in the inter-row instead of allowing the development 
of spontaneous species or the use of cover crops as a green manure. Recently introduced solution are 
more cost and time consuming, which makes them more difficult to be accepted by farmers as the evidence 
of their positive effect requires longer times. 

The AKIS actors and advisors evaluate the innovation as a very positive and significant for sustainable 
development of the qualitative viticulture in the Focus region. At the same time, they affirm that a huge 
effort should be done in order to adapt soil management techniques to the recent climate changes and to 
specific soil type and microclimate of the specific vineyards.  

 

5.1.2.3  Transformation of advisory landscape 

The innovative models of soil management do not seem to transform the advisory landscape of Focus The 
innovative models of soil management do not seem to transform the advisory landscape of the Focus 
Region. Even if soil management is acknowledged as an important part of vineyard management, none of 
the advisors/advisory organisation is specialized on soil issues.  

The four interviewed advisory organisations work according to 3 different business models: 

● Free-lancer independent advisor, graduated from Università Cattolica di Piacenza and operating in 
Focus Region and bordering wine areas. He provides advisory services to 15-20 client farms; 

● Private advisory enterprises. They are organised teams of 7-8 advisors, based in other viticulture 
regions (Tuscany, Franciacorta), and operating all over Italy. They provide advisory services to 
about 90 client farms, out of which only 5-6 are located in the Focus Region. They have organised 
and shared back-office activities (secretary, administrative issues, bookkeeping, advisors training 
etc.). The main areas of advice are organic and biodynamic vineyard management, sustainable 
viticulture, biodiversity, clonal selection, plant health management; 

● Farmers’ Unions (Confagricultura, Coldiretti, CIA). The unions are active on the national territory 
through the regional Federations, the provincial Unions, the zone offices and the municipal 
delegations, as well as through the category Federations and the product Federations. They 
provide their members with the following services: legal advice; economic information; training 
and technical assistance for the management of the company; personnel management and payroll; 
support in bureaucratic procedures related to business activities; fiscal and tax assistance. Over 
the last years’ technical advice became a very marginal activity for the unions, that concentrates 
more on legal and bureaucratic issues.  
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5.2 Case 2: the role of farm advice in innovation case study Commons management 
in Udine 

5.2.1  Findings related to the Farmers’ survey  

5.2.1.1 Farmers’ profile and farm structure  

Concerning the extent of the agricultural holdings (Figure 25), one fourth of the interviewees (25%) are 
involved in small-size farms (1-5 ha), inherited from the family and carried on as part-time job. About the 
40% of the interviewees manages a medium size farm (6 – 50 ha), whilst the 32% manages a medium-large 
size farm (51 – 160 ha). The extent of the holding generally consists of agricultural land, with eventually 
residual parts of woods. Considering the medium and medium-large farms, we need to bear in mind that, 
so far, the adopters implemented the innovation only to a small part of the farmland. 

Considering the small-size farms, the total area of land in the agricultural holding is generally entirely owned 
by the family, who does not rent it to third parties, but works it directly as hobby.  

Considering medium and medium-large size farms, the land owned by the farmers represents only part of 
the agricultural land managed, whilst consistent portion of that is rented from others.  

The single case that exceeds these parameters is the common lands of Muzzana (340ha), which is also the 
only example where the land occupied by forest is relevant (160ha). 

Beside this case, where the extent of the agricultural land organically managed is relevant, only some of 
the small-size farms (3) and medium size farms (2) manage part of their holdings in organic. 

A specific interviewee concerns the case of the common lands of Carlino, where the 30ha of commons 
are totally covered by forest (this represents the only case in which the land is not involved in agricultural 
production, therefore it is not considered in Figure 25). 
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Figure 25: Total area of land in the holding (Commons management in Udine)  

 

 

Figure 26: Organic vs Conventional management (Commons management in Udine) 

 

 

 

The farmers are generally mainly involved in cereals and fodders production. Most of them (70%) sell the 
whole production (in particular the small farms), four of them (13.3%) sell between the 50% and the 99%, 
three farmers (10%) sell less than the 50% of the production (animal husbandry farms where the main part 
of the production has  fodder use).  

The 76% is not involved in direct sales to final consumers, only in one case more than the 75% of the 
production is sold to the final consumer. 

Three interviewees own an animal husbandry farm (dairy cows). Seven interviewees are involved in other 
gainful activities related to the agricultural holding: agro-tourism (2); processing of agricultural products 
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(1); production of renewable energy for sale (1); agricultural contractual works using production means of 
the holding (5). 

In a few cases the farm involves also employees, mostly as part-time and belonging to the family of the 
owner/manager (6: 1PT; 2: 2PT). Only in one case a professional manager is employed in the farm. 

Figure 27: Family members working part-time in the farm (Commons management in Udine) 

 

 

 

Concerning the socio-demographic profile of the farmers, they are mostly males (29), mid-aged. In six 
cases the farmer is older than 61 years old, but only two have identified a successor (son or grand-son). 

Figure 28: Farmers’ age (Commons management in Udine) 

 

 
 

Aside for the few professional farmers, the average educational path does not include high school in 
agriculture (none interviewee accomplished a university degree in agriculture). Generally, the elder ones 
have a lower education level. 
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Table 8: Educational level of farmers (Commons management in Udine) 

Level of formal education n. of farmers %  
None 6 20 
Minimum compulsory education 3 10 
High school diploma in agriculture 5 17 
High school diploma not in agriculture 13 43 
Vocational training in agriculture  1 3 
University degree not in agriculture 2 7 

 

Figure 29: Experience in farm business (Commons management in Udine) 

 

Considering the digital skills and access to technologies, the sample is not relevant, as most of the 
interviewees are old-aged and with low educational level, or amateurish farmers.  

Only the three cases of animal husbandry farms, the use of monitoring databases on computer or apps is 
relevant.  

Concerning the participation to courses or training events in the last year, 7 interviewees have not 
attended any event, 6 interviewees up to two events, and 17 more than two events. 

The topics of these events include organic farming (8), cover crops (1), agricultural practices in general (2), 
animal welfare (2), meat processing (1), labelling (1), essential oils (1), educational activities for children (1), 
safety (1), social media and marketing (1). 

As above mentioned, the sample of interviewees is heterogeneous both in terms of professional and 
amateurish farmers, and considering age and educational level; these aspects influence also the farmers´ 
attitude towards innovation, as described below. 

 

5.2.1.2 Farmers’ attitude towards innovation and change 

Keeping in mind the amateurish farming activity of relevant part of the interviewees, the attitude towards 
innovation and change can be read on two levels.  

The amateurish farmers that adopted the innovation generally take into account several sources of 
information and consultant, both farmers-based associations, NGOs in agricultural sector and operational 
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groups (peer to peer exchange). They are generally more open towards change and experimentation, often 
stimulated by younger members of the family.  

The group of professional farmers, regardless the age, are generally related to a more conventional source 
of consultancy and more sceptical towards innovation. 

Farmers’ micro-Akis 

The farmers-based unions/associations mostly offer consultancy in terms of legal issues, financial aspects 
and subsidies, sometimes also technical issues. The advisors pertaining to this institution generally offer 
one to one consultancy in offices, which are widespread in the Focus Region.  

The farmers associated within the cooperative mentioned as primary source of technical consultancy either 
a consultant of the Italian association for organic agriculture (AIAB- FVG) or the cooperative and its 
associates (especially the amateurish farmers taking advice from the professionals or elder ones). The 
meetings of the coop function also as operative management. Seldom the farmers take advice from 
researchers of the local University (Università degli Studi di Udine). 

The nature of the interaction is represented in the Figure below (Figure 30).   

Figure 30: Key advice providers and nature of interaction (Commons management in Udine) 

 

 

Concerning their personal activity, the farmers expressed general satisfaction to the advisory services, 
which encounter their needs. Nevertheless, a precise expertise concerning the management of common 
lands and the cooperative management within a local and sustainable food supply chain is missing. Both the 
cooperative and the administrators of the commons have needs not properly satisfied by the standard 
advisory services. 
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The nature of knowledge, activities and skills the farmers need for the management in their farm is 
heterogeneous, but in general it does not concern technological sources (apps, social networks). This data 
is consistent with the average age and educational level of the respondents. Most of the interviewees assert 
that they test and experiment in the farm (25) and talk to others (22). 

Figure 31: Main activities undertaken by farmers to obtain knowledge and skills (Commons management in Udine) 

 

 

5.2.1.3 Farmers’ innovation paths and trigger cycle change model 

The group of adopters, including the pioneers (20) is quite homogeneous, including prevalently small-size 
amateurish farmers, who decided to develop or adopt the innovation based on shared values. The first 
group of promoters were mostly related to the local administrations and involved the community and the 
farmers through public events, launching the idea of a short, sustainable and local food supply chain. These 
events or the persuasion by the promoters and/or pioneers are the main trigger events recorded. The 
non-adopters are still very sceptical on the innovation and show relative indifference to the values of the 
project, when talking about their business. 

Concerning the awareness stage, as the innovation at stake is generally recent, the interviewees became 
aware of it between 2014 and 2018 (except for the local administration of the commons of Carlino and 
San Gervasio, dated back in the 1960s). 

The perception of the innovation is very positive both by the adopters and the non-adopters in terms of 
sustainability, societal aspects and community, a discrepancy can be read when concerning productivity, 
competitiveness of the business (see Figure 32). 
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Figure 32: Farmers’ evaluation of the innovation (Commons management in Udine) 

 

 
 

The aspects considered by the farmers in the active assessment stage have been: 

- Costs: 3 (in one case considered as positive investment for the community); 

- Benefits: 15 (for economic, social and environmental benefit); 

- Risks: 1 (low risk); 

- Uncertainties: 5 (organic practices, unknown market, possibility to fail).  

Although the adopters are able to distinguish the awareness from the active assessment stage, the two 
moments are very close in terms of time, and the assessment stage is in fact not relevant in the case of the 
simple adopters that came quite directly to the implementation phase.  

The active assessment stage has significance in terms of time (about a year) and path in the two cases of 
the narratives (see below), as the phases are denser of evaluation and experimentation and started the 
wheat chain. 

For these two experiences, the advisor that played a key role from the agricultural perspective has been 
an ONG in the organic sector (AIAB-FVG), through consultancy one-to-one and meetings together with 
the operational group. A particular case has been the introduction of an evolutionary plant breeding activity 
on the common fields of San Marco. 

Besides the agricultural aspects, there are not other relevant conventional or not conventional AKIS actors 
in the active assessment phase. 

V e r y  b e n e f ic ia l

B e n e f ic ia l

N e u tr a l D e tr im e n ta l

V e r y  d e tr im e n ta l

0

1 0

2 0

Productiv ity Product qua lity E nv ironm e nt Work e r he a lth a nd w e ll-be ing Busine ss  com pe titiv e ne ss

Loca l com m unity S ocie ta l issue s



 AgriLink – Deliverable D2.2    

 

Page 59 of 83 

 

As both experiences are distant from a traditional farm business, as pivoting the first on a committee the 
second on a local administration, the conventional advisors face difficulties in bringing in support even on 
matters of legal issues or management consulting. 

Considering the conspicuous group related to the D.E.S. cooperative (22 interviewees), the 
acknowledgement of the innovation, generally attributable to public events or direct persuasion thanks to 
the relationship with the first promoter or pioneers, is directly followed by the implementation in a very 
short period in the case of the adopters (seasonal or within a year).  

It is worth to be mentioned, that the unnecessary investment in structures and machinery and the relatively 
marginal new knowledge and skills needed to adopt the innovation, caused the quick step from awareness 
to implementation. The process has been therefore generally short and linear, facilitated by the consultancy 
of experts belonging to the regional organic NGO (AIAB-FVG) and Legacoop for the legal issues related 
to the foundation of a cooperative. The other advisors named by the farmers are more related to the 
general management of the farm than involved in the innovation. In the case of the D.E.S. Cooperative, the 
peer-to-peer consultancy within the operational group and the feedbacks from backers and clients are the 
most significant activity during the implementation phase. 

Since the costs, risks, side-effects and uncertainties have not been considered as having a big impact on 
the farmers´ business, the benefits are taken into account at most, considering the economic, social and 
environmental perspectives, therefore the implementation started quickly for the adopters. The first and 
partial outputs begin to be seen both by adopters and non-adopters. 

At the current state, benefits in economic terms are restrained since the scale of the projects, whilst 
environmental benefits are to be considered on a mid-long run. On the other hand, the social benefits 
within the community are gained by adopters on a short run. 

Also the non-adopters have in general positive observations about the innovation, considering the 
environmental and social aspects. On the other hand, the impossibility to see economic benefits (at this 
initial stage of the innovation) and the perception of a smaller harvest in comparison to conventional 
agriculture discouraged the adoption.  

About the half of the non-adopters consider adopting the innovation in the future, if the local food chain 
will develop and need more products. 

The single dropper is one of the earliest adopters within the D.E.S. Cooperative that abandoned because 
of the perceived difficulty to farm under organic management. Although the faith in the values that lead 
the innovation, the age of the farmer and the scarce attitude towards new practices brought to dropping. 
These factors do not allow forecasting a potential re-adoption. 

 

5.2.1.4 Farmers’ innovation micro-AKIS 

Considering the awareness stage, the main micro-AKIS has been the promoter of the innovation that 
through direct knowledge or public events informed the farmers about the innovative idea. Beside the two 
cases above mentioned (later described in the narrative section), the active assessment stage is not relevant 
for this case study. 
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One of the most relevant micro-akis considering the implementation stage is the peer to peer exchange, 
one to one or within operative group meetings. 

In comparison to the general management of the farm, the innovation represents for the adopters a small 
part of their business, both in terms of labour and economic benefit, and did not required, so far, important 
new knowledge and investment. For this reason, they do not involve particular AKIS, in addition to the 
ones involved in the current management of the farm. 

 

5.2.2  Findings form the AKIS experts interviews and advisory suppliers survey  

5.2.2.1 Advisory landscape in the focus region 

The advisory landscape in the focus region is variegated although in need of implementation, especially in 
Friuli Venezia Giulia no public advisory for farm specific support is available. Nor Measure 114 of RDP 
2007-2013, or Measure 2 of RDP 2014-2020 were got active, so farmers cannot apply and receive the 
service. Instead, a Regional law from 2007 financially supports sustainable pest and disease management 
and IPM (Integrated Pest Management) in different specialized sectors (viticulture, vegetable production, 
apple production, olive production), including, since 2016, organic. The pubic funds are strictly dedicated 
to collective support (production of guidelines, data collection, pest and disease territorial monitoring etc.) 
and cannot provide direct advisory, besides it is restricted to plant pest and disease management, even if 
in organic the preventative approach includes also agronomic means. 

For specialized high profitability crops, such as viticulture, private advisory is available, also with different 
options and modes of service, but for arable crops or small farms the cost is often not sustainable. 

Farmers Unions (Coldiretti, CIA and Confagricoltura) and cooperative structures supply their members 
with advice on bookkeeping, quality systems implementation and CAP and RDP requested and practices. 

Often management and organizational support is not offered by “usual” advisers, as they often do not have 
the skills or the knowledge availability, but progressively other actors informally took step in the provision 
of advisory, often not being aware of “becoming” an adviser. These new actors are NGOs, private lawyers 
or business consultant or, sometimes, colleagues (farmers) who experienced by their own innovative paths 
or organizational patterns. 

 

5.2.2.2 Key players of advice for the innovation area in the focus region 

The key players for the innovation area in the focus region are cross-figures belonging to the University 
of Udine and to AIAB–FVG, whose expertise derives from heterogeneous experiences achieved also 
outside their institutions and outside the region. The novelty of the innovation under study and the 
complexity of advisory needed makes it arduous to precisely define AKIS-experts. Whilst the University 
is of course involved in research and not in consultancy, the NGO expertise is mainly addresses farming 
aspects, even if the experience in European projects and the fact of belonging to a lively international 
network helps in identifying useful examples even if not local and not explicitly related to the innovation. 
Therefore, the support by the first is more theoretic and addressed to the process, whilst the support by 
the second is more operational and of the based on peer-to-peer exchanges. The advisory support lacks 
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completely in other aspects necessary for a good management (legal, logistic, commercial, communication, 
etc.), also because the specific request is quite new and case-specific.  

 

5.2.2.3 Transformation of advisory landscape 

Considering the novelty of the innovative area the related advisory landscape is more in its first structuring 
than in transformation. Nevertheless, the arising need of advisory related to commons management or 
collective management in a local food supply chain in the last years is slowly influencing the development 
of cross-figures supporting these processes.  

The main challenge will be providing a full-spectrum structured support for the several bottoms up 
innovative experiences in this area. At the moment, the resources (back- and front-office) and the kind of 
services delivered are still very poor and often “adapted” to the innovation and not thought for it. On the 
other hand, also the advisors acknowledge the positivity of this innovation area and express their interest 
in developing a proper support in the future, but it is not predictable whether this development will happen 
within the traditional advisory institutions or through brand new paths.  

 

5.3 Case 3: the role of farm advice in innovation case study Direct Marketing in Udine 

5.3.1  Findings related to the Farmers’ survey  

5.3.1.1 Farmers’ profile and farm structure  

The size of the farms included in the analysis averaged 19,85ha. The group of farms analysed varied greatly 
in size, with the smallest being 0.50 ha and the largest being 98 ha. As from Figure 33, a vast majority of 
farms (77%) farm 20ha of land or less. 22 interviewees reported to own all or some of the land they farm, 
while 18 farms reported renting land or using neighbours’ land. Some of the farms analysed had mixed land 
tenure, and some were only renting land. 
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Figure 33: Area of farms’ agricultural land (Direct marketing in Udine) 

 

As the innovation requires farms to grow certified organic products, all farms are managed organically. 
There are some exceptions: livestock in certain mixed farms is not certified; however, these farms do not 
participate in the innovation by selling such products and consequentially this data is not relevant.  

All farms are family-run businesses; the following figure groups farms based on the type. 

Figure 34: Type of farm (Direct marketing in Udine) 

 

All farms are conducted for commercial purposes. One farm is in a particular situation as it was 
transitioning from being a strictly commercial farm (selling products) to a farm focused on educational, 
didactic, touristic and social enterprises: this farm is categorized as dropper. All the commercial farms 
reported to be able to sell more than 50% of their products, with 62,5% of them reporting that in the last 
year they were able to sell 100% of what they produced. 
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Figure 35: Percentage of sales made directly to the final consumer (Direct marketing in Udine) 

 

56,35% of farms (n=18) reported to have been engaged in the last 12 months in gainful activities directly 
related to their agricultural business. The most common activities were processing of agricultural products 
(n=10), agro-tourism (n=5), and provision of health, social or educational services (n=3). Although quite 
common, these activities only represented a marginal share in the overall income of the farms, with ¾ of 
the farms reporting the revenues from other gainful activities to be less than 25% of the total income of 
the farm. Most farm received subsidies (n=23 – 71,9%) but in 90,9% of occasions these subsidies only 
represented less than 25% of the income of the farm. No farm received subsidies or funding directly linked 
to the innovation at stake.  

Data collected about farm labour strategies were not complete and consequentially the analysis of results, 
even partial, does not show satisfactory results. In general, 71% reported not living in the farm. 7 farms 
reported having hired permanent workers, 9 farms reported having hired temporary workers, 28 farms 
reported relying on full time family help, and 20 reported relying on part time family help. 

The pool of farmers interviewed showed a quite significant variability for what concern socio demographic 
factors. Of the 32 farmers interviewed, 62,6% were aged 41 or older at the time of the data collection, 
with no farmer older than 61. Consequently, there was no interest in collecting information regarding 
succession issues (i.e. farms in the case study are not currently risking to be dismissed). Although this is 
not a topic addressed in this study, it is interesting to note that a significant number of the interviewed are 
farmers of second or third generation who inherited the farm from their parents. 
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Figure 36: Age of farm managers/holder (Direct marketing in Udine) 

 

 

The most common level of education for farmers was at the high school level (50%), with the rest of the 
pool divided between vocational training, minimum compulsory and university. Of the 32 farmers 
interviewed, only 9 received formal education in agriculture (28%), while the rest (72%) did not. It is 
important to note how almost all farmers (n=31) had some sort of secondary education, which indicates 
a relatively high education level among the group. 

Table 9: Level of formal education of farmers (Direct marketing in Udine) 

Level of formal education n. of farmers %  
High school diploma not in agriculture 14 44 
University degree in agriculture  7 22 
University degree not in agriculture 5 16 
Vocational training not in agriculture 2 6 
High school diploma in agriculture 2 6 
Minimum compulsory 1 3 
Vocational training in agriculture  1 3 

 

The farming experience varied as well. The most common experience bracket was between 5 and 14 years 
of experience (31,3%). This once again highlights the diversity of the farmers interviewed. Data also show 
that there are a large number of interviewees that have little farming experience, which indicates the 
presence of new-generation farmers that have picked up the profession only recently. This may also be 
correlated with formal educational training: in fact, younger farmers with less experience also tend to have 
a higher level of education.  
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Figure 37: Experience of interviewees in the farming sector (Direct marketing in Udine) 

 

 

By looking at the data collectively, it is interesting to note how farmers that are in some way involved in 
the innovation (including droppers and non-adopters) tend to be younger, more educated (especially in 
non-agricultural related areas) and with less experience than the rest of the farming community, which is 
ageing and is having troubles in renovating.  

When asked about their work experience outside farming, the farmers gave a multitude of answers. Exactly 
half of the farmers have had professional experience outside of the farming sector before becoming a 
farmer: areas of occupation include but are not limited to administration, marketing, sales, industry and 
craft & trades. Currently, 22% of the farmers carry on a professional activity that is not strictly related to 
their farm business; areas of occupation are: tourism, healthcare, law. 

About 85% of farmers report to have access to a reliable source of high-speed broadband Internet (3/4G, 
optical fibre, ADSL, cable, wireless). The most common software used in the management of the farms is 
open source apps, which are used by 78% of the interviewee. Bookkeeping and management are the most 
common activities carried out with the help of ICT.  

 

5.3.1.2 Farmers’ attitude towards innovation and change 

The pool of farmers interviewed relied on a limited number of resources to get form support from. The 
ranking of key advice providers based on the frequency of mentioning during the interviews is presented 
in the following figure. 
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Figure 38: Resources used as support by farms (Direct marketing in Udine) 

 

Farmers seemed satisfied with the amount of knowledge they were able to obtain when it came to technical 
agronomical skills. They seemed to be less happy with, or maybe less prone to look for, administrative 
help. They looked for practical answers rather than knowledge needed for solving day-to-day problems in 
the farm. 

The main knowledge and skills farmers interviewed felt they needed most was that of how to deal with 
bookkeeping and bureaucratic issues. They seemed to look for answers by asking mainly to farmers’ unions, 
but seemed to be not satisfied with the advice they were given. They expressly said they need more help, 
and they would be pleased if they could have someone to help them deal with that side of the business. 

When asked what is the most important knowledge to run a successful farm business, farmers gave a series 
of answers that can be summarized in three main categories: agronomic (technical) knowledge, 
administrative and bookkeeping knowledge, and marketing knowledge. Farmers interviewed obtain that 
knowledge by testing and experimenting in the farm (n=11), monitoring and registering the results (n=3), 
learning in technical workshops (n=5), observing on other farms (n=5), talking to others (n=15), participate 
in formal (n=3) and informal networks (n=11), searching in the internet (n=7), using social networks (n=1), 
reading technical magazines (n=3), and going to agricultural fairs (n=1).  

From the interviews, it was possible to note how farmers had a passive and conventional way of learning 
and accessing information. They rely heavily on the support of local associations and farmers’ unions who 
mainly give one to one or group advice. 

 

5.3.1.3 Farmers’ innovation paths and trigger cycle change model 

Of the 32 farmers interviewed, 24 were adopters, 4 were non-adopters and 4 were droppers. 

The knowledge about the innovation within the focus region is widespread, and the farmers’ perception 
of it is that the innovation is an integral part of the local organic movement in the area. Most farmers are 
aware that there are many farms that have taken on this innovation, and they perceive that this innovation 
is having beneficial effects on most farms; there is also a general awareness on the problems regarding this 
innovation, and farmers are usually aware of who is most suffering from these problems among adopters. 
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Moreover, a number of pioneers were interviewed, and their role is acknowledged by the majority of 
farmers interviewed; in fact, these pioneers were frequently mentioned in interviews and were regarded 
as important for the innovation itself. 

As the innovation is practically run and managed by the local organic farming association (AIAB-FVG – also 
referred as NGO in the agricultural sector), the role of advisors and the nature of advice are strictly 
dependent on the work of such association. For what concerns topics related to the innovation, advice 
was almost exclusively given by employees or collaborators of the association. Advice on how to run the 
administrative, managerial and logistical sides of the innovation were given by the people who run the 
innovation on account of the association, while all the aspects concerning technical advice (i.e. how to 
properly grow vegetables for direct sale) were given by a freelance technical advisor who is hired by the 
association as well. It is interesting to note that most farms, especially vegetables operations, rely on the 
help of those technical advisors for reasons that go well beyond topics related to the innovation. 

Farmers seemed to answer questions related to impact of innovation based on their own experience and 
what they have seen from what happened in their own farm. It was rarely the case (although it did happen) 
that some farmers evaluated the innovation based on their experience combined with what they have 
gathered from neighbouring farmers’ evaluations.  

It was generally the case that farmers found quite hard to evaluate the effects of the innovation on their 
farms, and consequentially only seldom answered the question. The main topics subject to evaluation were 
business competitiveness and effects on local community. It must be said that this innovation has been in 
place for just a few years, and consequentially it may be too early to evaluate its effects; also, some farms 
only recently took on the innovation, which clearly causes them to be reluctant in evaluating the innovation 
as they haven’t gotten any data or experience to support their statement. 

Moreover, since this innovation is mainly a social innovation, it is interesting to note how only few farmers 
had awareness of societal issues and the impact that the innovation has on them. The farmers that lacked 
this awareness tended to focus mainly on the business side of the innovation, evaluating it based on how 
much they were able to sell it through it. The farmers that had this awareness, however, tended to focus 
more on the benefits that this innovation has in terms of positive impact on the environment and on the 
local community. 

Figure 39: Farmers’ evaluation of different aspects of the innovation (Direct marketing in Udine) 
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Awareness stage 

Trigger events varied a lot between different farms. Some farms became aware of the innovation because 
they were looking for a way to sell extra products from their farm, other farms because they were looking 
for a community of people that shared their values and ideals, other farms were contacted directly from 
the association which manages the innovation, being asked to participate.  

The main actor involved in the transmission of knowledge at the awareness stage is an NGO in the organic 
field (the association responsible for the management of the innovation). It is interesting to note how there 
was a shift in pattern from the initial years of the innovation to the later years of the innovation: in the 
beginning stage, the information that created awareness flowed from the NGO to the farmers (the 
association was actively trying to recruit farms to start the operation). On the other hand, as the innovation 
became established, farmers had personal trigger events that pushed them to look for solutions to their 
problems, which led to them finding the association. Other entities that were involved in helping the 
farmers become aware of the innovation were independent advisors (n=2); business partner or farm 
contractor (n=1); neighbour farmer or peer (n=9). The nature of the interaction varied consistently: the 
graph below summarizes the different methods of contact between farmers and advisors at the awareness 
stage.  
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Figure 40: Modality of information flow at the awareness stage (Direct marketing in Udine) 

 

 

 

The information that let to awareness was processed as a one-to-one modality (84,3%). Qualitative data 
also supported this finding: in the majority of cases, farmers became aware of the innovation after a one 
to one exchange with advisors. As noted before, the flow of information was seen to happen in both 
directions.  

It was very hard in this case study to distinguish between awareness and active assessment stage. This was 
true not only for the farmers interviewed but also for the researchers. In fact, in most cases, the awareness 
stage coincided with active assessment phase: they both lasted a relatively short amount of time and a 
deep dive into the pros and cons of this innovation was usually not carried out by farms. In a limited 
number of cases, the awareness stage was reported to last for a relatively long amount of time (two/three 
years in certain cases); the reason for this is that farmers became aware of the innovation prior to having 
the conditions necessary to take on the innovation, and an active assessment was carried out later on, 
when these conditions were created. It is then clear how in these cases there is a clear division between 
the awareness and the active assessment stage. 

From interviews with farmers, a number of trigger events that led to active assessment were identified. 
One of the most recurring themes was that farmers got positive feedback about the innovation from peer 
farmers or members of the NGO, which convinced them to start assessing the innovation right away. In 
some of these instances, the same exchange of information led the farmer to be aware of the innovation 
and start the assessment process at the same time. Another thematic pattern that can be considered a 
trigger for active assessment was the need for the farmers interviewed to sell excess products of their 
farm. In these instances, farms might have been aware of the innovation for a certain amount of time, but 
only started active assessment when this situation occurred. The third trigger event can be recognized 
within the group of the so-called pioneers of the innovation: in fact, it is possible to define the initial stages 
of the creation of the innovation in the focus region as a trigger event that brought pioneer farmers to 
start the active assessment stage. The length of the assessment stage was hard to quantify, and data 
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collection on this topic was consequentially not conclusive. From analysis of qualitative data, it can be 
noted that active assessment stage was typically relatively short; this is most likely due to the low risk 
involved with the innovation.  

Active assessment 

As awareness stage and active assessment stage almost always overlapped, it was not always possible to 
identify a trigger event for active assessment. The duration of the active assessment stage was usually quite 
short. 

When asked about the type of information and skills needed to assess the innovation, farmers mentioned 
the following: bookkeeping and administrative skills needed to assess the economic viability of the 
innovation, knowledge on logistics and overall management of the innovation, agronomical knowledge 
needed to estimate the ability of the farm to meet the increased demand of products that would come 
with joining the innovation. Farmers looked for this information in different ways, synthesized in the 
following figure: 

Figure 41: Tools and activities employed by farmers to obtain information at the active assessment stage (Direct 
marketing in Udine) 

 

 

As previously stated, from qualitative data collection it was possible to see how the active assessment 
stage was relatively straightforward for farmers. An example of timeline for the learning process that 
brought farmers to actively assess the innovation is presented below: 

1. Farmers were presented or looked for and found the innovation (awareness phase) 

2. Farmers gathered information about the innovation by asking the NGO that manages it  

3. Farmers started shaping an idea on whether that innovation could be beneficial for the farm 

4. Farmers asked to peer farmers and shared thoughts with other farms about the innovation 

5. Farmers made a decision. 

 

When asked if they had been helped in the process of assessing the innovation, 22 farmers said yes, 8 
farmers said no and 2 did not answer. At this stage, only two categories were identified as help providers: 
members of the NGO in the organic sector that manages the innovation and neighbouring farmers/peers. 
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In a majority of cases (59%) farmers reported to have been helped by the NGO: the interaction frequency 
was divided between frequent (n=6), constant (n=6), and sporadic (n=7). In the 34% of cases, farmers 
reported to have interacted with neighbouring farms/peers: this interaction was reported to be frequent 
(n=4), constant (n=2) or sporadic (n=5). Due to the nature of the innovation, farmers usually just 
confronted their ideas with those of neighbouring farmers/peers that had already taken on the innovation 
and looked for more information by asking to NGO members. There was no other advisory system 
involved at this stage, as the process of actively assessing this low risk innovation was straightforward for 
farms. 

At this stage, the modality of interaction and advice regarding the NGO in the organic sector and 
neighbouring farmers was almost entirely carried out on a one to one basis, either in the form of individual 
advice in person or individual advice over the phone, via sms or via email. 

Farmers were usually satisfied with the advice received. During the active assessment phase, flow of advice 
was recognised to be happening both ways. Most of the farmers perceived the advice received at this stage 
as a support to the decision-making process, and were usually prideful in telling the interviewer that the 
decision on whether to take on the innovation or not was made by them, and the role of advice in this 
decision was limited. It is important to note how, from qualitative data collection, the statement “the active 
assessment phase was an easy and straightforward phase” come up multiple times. 

In the active assessment phase, farmers evaluated a number of different factors.  

Costs – 43,8 % of farmers reported to have considered costs at this phase. The cost of the innovation is 
very low (almost inexistent), and consequentially farmers that considered this factor were never concerned. 
An exception related to the vegetable growers, who had to run plant a larger production (with involved 
costs) with the uncertainty of selling it in case the innovative system did not work. 

Benefits – 68.8 % of farmers reported to have considered benefits at this phase. It is interesting to note 
how farmers approached this category from different angles: 10 farmers reported to have considered the 
innovation to potentially carry the benefit of increasing sales of the farm, 5 farmers reported that the 
improvement of the marketing area and outreach would be a benefit of the innovation, and 2 reported 
that the benefit of educating the consumers was important in the assessment. 

Risks – 20 farmers reported that they did not see any risks involved with the innovation, 7 said that they 
saw limited risks, while 4 reported to have considered the fact that important risks were involved with 
the innovation: the major risk reported was the seasonal variability of sales and its impact on their business. 

Implementation stage 

The implementation stage was easily distinguished. In fact, there was a clear cut between the active 
assessment and the implementation stage, defined by the moment in which the decision of whether to take 
on the innovation was made. There were multiple motivations and reasons that led the farmers to adopt 
the innovations: the most common one was by far the prospect of increasing sales of their products, which 
was an answer given by 50% of adopters. Other reasons for adoptions were: the fact that there were not 
risks involved; the prospect of the innovation helping to create a community and build awareness about 
organic agriculture; increased publicity of the farm; the fact that the innovation would ease some time 
constraint on the farm. 
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Once again, the collection of data regarding the length of the implementation stage was quite difficult, and 
answers were given adopting a wide range of interpretation. From qualitative data analysis it is clear how 
implementation stage lasts for a relatively short amount of time (from a couple of weeks to a few months) 
depending on the nature of the role that the farm takes on within the operative group of the innovation. 
Anyhow, it was definitely possible to find that the implementation stage ends and at that point another 
phase begins, which can be defined the consolidation phase. 

At the point of implementing the innovation, farmers relied on a series of skills that can be summarized in 
three main themes: the ability to manage the administrative and bookkeeping burden associated with the 
innovation (i.e. the skills needed to understand how the system works from an administrative point of view 
and how that impacts the farm business), knowledge on how to process and prepare products for direct 
sales (including labelling), agronomical knowledge needed to manage production to meet the increasing 
demand of products coming with the innovation. 

How did farmers obtain this information? 

Figure 42: Tools and activities employed by farmers to obtain information at the implementation stage (Direct 
marketing in Udine) 

 

 

89% of farmers reported to have been assisted at this stage. Once again, the support was given mainly by 
members of the NGO in the organic sector and by neighbouring farmers/peers. For what concern the 
NGO, the frequency of contact was constant (n=13), frequent (n=11), sporadic (n=2). For what concern 
peer farmers, the frequency of contact was constant (n=1), frequent (n=1), sporadic (n=4). The nature of 
interaction was almost entirely structured in a one to one format, either in the form of individual advice 
in person or individual advice over the phone, via sms or via email. 

The flow of information at this stage was mainly one directional (from the advisors to the farmers); this is 
due to the fact that farmers needed clear advice and a defined methodology to adopt the innovation.  

 

Non-adoption 

This innovation seems to be considered a risk-free enterprise, and consequentially non-adopters were 
limited. Whoever decided to not take on the innovation had reasons that were directly related to logistics 
(the farm was located too far, it became too time consuming or too expensive to deliver products) or 
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nature of products itself (high-quality wine that is sold to high-end restaurants and shops). Consequentially 
non-adopters never lamented a lack in support but highlighted the fact that, if conditions became ideals, 
they would consider participating. Diving deeper into the reasons why potential adopters are currently 
not adopting, it can be said that a majority of farmers came to that conclusion as a result of active 
assessment, while a limited number was guided by subjective beliefs. No farmer was led by negative 
emotions. 

 

5.3.1.4 Farmers’ innovation micro-AKIS 

Farmers’ AKIS related to the innovation do not substantially differ from general farmers AKIS, besides the 
fact that farmers rely on organized advisory systems (mainly farmers’ unions) for certain aspects of their 
farm businesses that are not directly linked to the innovation.  

Related to innovation, farmers mainly rely on AIAB-FVG, which is very active in sharing information within 
the operative group, or on other adopters. This is true for every phase, although in the implementing 
phase the role of AIAB-FVG is noticeably more prevalent. The sharing of information between farmers is 
a matter that needs to be discussed. The nature of the innovation, which can only succeed if farmers 
collaborate, encourages farmers to talk to each other about all aspects of their farms and the development 
of the innovation; this lead to a creation of a network of peers that at the moment is the most important 
AKIS related to the innovation for farmers. 

Another interesting theme is the role of consumers as AKIS. Since the innovation is heavily dependent on 
customers, their role influences choices of farmers. However, they influence changed over time: it was in 
fact found that consumers were fundamental in the initial stages of the innovation to inform farmers about 
a number of topics (marketing, packaging, logistics), but they are now less involved and do not have the 
same influence as before.  

 

5.3.2  Findings from the AKIS experts interviews and advisory organisations survey  

5.3.2.1 Advisory landscape in the focus region 

As the Focus Region is the same as for the previous case, see the general description in 2.2.2.1 

Specifically on small-scale organic farms in the region, the advisory landscape at the moment is quite 
unsaturated. Main organizations involved in advisory functions are: 

• AIAB-FVG – association (NGO) active in supporting local organic farming development 

• Individual independent advisors (but only for specialty crops) 

• Farmers Unions (Coldiretti, Cia, Confagricoltura) and cooperatives representatives, mainly for 
bookkeeping and CAP and RDP bureaucracy  

• University of Udine, mainly for education but not directly for advisory 
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• AgriFood FVG, a local cluster of private and public entities engaged in the development of food 
chains, but mainly active on processing. 

These organizations are active in different aspects of advisory services, but there is still a lack in structured 
advice and even a lack of proper communication and coordination among them. Word of mouth and peer-
to-peer advice remain the most important way of obtaining and generating knowledge.  

 

5.3.2.2 Key players of advice for the innovation area in the focus region 

The only organization involved in the advice of farms for the innovation is AIAB-FVG. This organization 
gives two types of advice: technical, which is given by freelance advisors hired by AIAB that periodically 
visit the farms and are always available for giving advice about topics related to the innovation; logistical, 
which is given by employee of the association, whose role is to keep in touch with the farms and make 
sure that all aspects of the innovation run smoothly.  

The lack of other structured advisory systems is inherently correlated with the nature and development 
of the innovation: it was in fact ideated by members of AIAB, both pioneer farmers, advisors, consumers 
and other actors. At that time, an organized group for selling organic vegetables directly to the consumer 
was unheard of in the focus region. Consequentially, local advisory organisations, such as the local 
University and farmers’ unions, did not have any knowledge about the topic and were not able to help. 
There was however, a great need for novel types of knowledge that could bring together all actors in the 
value chain. This knowledge was obtained mainly by experimentation by pioneer farmers and consumers 
and by relying on non-conventional forms of advisory systems: for example, IT advisors were fundamental 
in the developmental process of the software now used to run the system that allows consumers to order 
products made available weekly by farmers, which is at the core of the innovation, and legal advice was 
needed to define the legal and administrative basis for the innovation.  

As the innovation developed, the need of experimentation and non-conventional forms of advice 
diminished, AIAB-FVG took a predominant role in the advice services related to the innovation throughout 
all phases of the innovation cycle. This was possible also because of the knowledge accumulated during the 
initial experimental phases (and also visiting and exchanging with similar initiatives running in other regions). 
It is important to be noted how pioneer farmers that were present during these phases, and had 
consequentially gained a great knowledge on the topic, are still active in helping and advising new farmers 
interested in adopting the innovation. 

Advisors evaluated positively the innovation: they all believed that a system that organizes farmers and 
helps them find a market for their products brings great benefit to the individual farms. Moreover, they 
highlighted the fact that the innovation helped bring farmers closer, gave them an opportunity to share 
ideas and experiences and consequentially advance their knowledge and their awareness on a number of 
topics related to both the innovation and the management of their farms as a whole.   
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5.3.2.3 Transformation of advisory landscape 

The creation and implementation of this innovation radically changed the advisory landscape of the area, 
and further changes are expected for the future. The innovation was the first of its kind to reach the focus 
region, and has since then being of influence for the development of a number of similar initiatives: 
consequentially, advisory systems that provide technical, logistical and administrative skills needed to 
address all aspects of the set-up of an organized group for direct marketing have never been so needed. 
Structured advisory organizations present in the landscape have until now failed to innovate in order to 
provide such advice. The landscape is then quite unsaturated and it will be interesting to see whether 
present advisory organizations will react and adapt to fill that hole or new ones will be created.  
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6 Discussion: Answering research questions 

6.1 Role of advisory suppliers in the farmers’ TCM and innovation paths 

What roles do advisory services play in the cycles of farmers’ decision making?  

The three Italian cases differ in terms of kind of innovation and that reflects as well in the role advisory 
can and did play in their implementation cycle: 

 In the triggering phase of the technical innovation (green cover of vineyards inter-rows) the University 
played a role while usual farm advisers did not. The demo days organized by the University and the peer-
to-peer process, not forcedly only at local level, because several vine-growers tend to have more intense 
exchange with colleagues in other regions than with neighbours, probably were the main triggering factor. 
The environmental sustainability issue was clarified by University and probably at a different degree by 
colleagues in the informal exchanges. What was made clear, and farmers were completely aware of, were 
the potential reduction in production, that is partly compensated by easiness in farming operations and 
reduced environmental impact. 

The other two cases pertain social innovation and are both characterized by two elements: a) need for 
collective decision and action; b) the pull of community/association leaders. In the Commons management 
case the triggering event was impacting a small group of citizens who later convinced the others. The 
triggering factor had no relation at all with advisory providers but is mainly linked to the small groups of 
citizens’ contacts with similar cases in other regions. Concerning sustainability, mainly the economic and 
social aspects were highlighted by the initiators and probably were the majorly impacting factors to 
convince participants. 

In the collective direct marketing initiative, the triggering event was the contact (and visits) to similar 
initiatives in Umbria and Tuscany, organized by AIAB-FVG. The association in this case acted as starter 
and somehow guarantor. No advisory provider acted in the first phase. Environmental sustainability was a 
main motivation as farmers participating are all organic and the idea to shorted the chain and reduces 
waste (through the reservation platform) is an answer to this main goal. Besides, economic and social 
sustainability were considered and communicated since the beginning of the initiative and acted as relevant 
issues to convince farmers to implement it.  

In the assessing phase the vineyard green cover case the classical advisory service had a very limited role, 
probably only in setting the contacts among some implementers. In the commons management case 
classical advice had no role (or to some extent a negative role, meaning trying to convince farmers not to 
do it), while individual experts of different skills and knowledge (agronomic, legal, administrative) and the 
university for the social aspects gave support to the core group. In the commons management assessing 
and implementation are practically overlapping, with the main role played by the small group of initiators 
and no role by advisory. In the collective direct marketing initiative classical advisers had no role, while the 
association advisers had a strong influence on the agronomic aspects, especially for vegetable growers. The 
back-office activity in this case (of the association advisers) was quite intense and oriented to find similar 
experiences out of the region and abroad. Several visits were organized in the region (among colleagues 
within the same initiatives) but also in other regions. 
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In the implementation phase of the vineyard case, as from the previous phases, a main role was played 
by the university but as group advisory, not one-to-one. Larger farms got the support of private advisers 
while the large majority did it autonomously and with peer-to-peer exchanges.  

For the commons management cases some advice was provided by individual advisers, both as collective 
events and one-to-one advice. 

In the collective direct marketing the association advisers gave broad support from the agronomic point 
of view and from the logistic and organizational, using several tools for facilitation of peer-to-peer exchange, 
individual and collective activities, including demo days. 

 

6.2 Farmers diversity and role of advisory in innovation uptake processes 

What is the relationship between different types of farmer and advisory providers in the decision-
making process? 

In all three cases, being the innovation technical or social, the role of classical advisory service was very 
limited or inexistent. It must be highlighted as well that while the technical innovation starts dates back to 
more than 20 years, and that means that at that time public and structured advisory services were still 
easily available, the two social innovations stared only recently, meaning in a period when public advisory 
was already dismantled. 

In general, small farms have more difficulties in finding a support from private advisers, simply for cost 
reasons. It also depends on the kind of production, if with higher profitability, like winemaking or vegetables, 
farmers may effort to pay the consultant, while with arable crops that is hardly possible, if not for very 
large farms. 

Where collective advisory is co-funded with public money it can be of help, even if specific farm 
requirements often need further support. Nevertheless, it usefully complements peer-to-peer exchanges 
and visits to colleagues. 

The innovation type highly affected the support classical advisers can provide. In general, social innovation 
requires knowledge and a network of contacts that other actors, often not related to agriculture, have. 
Such supports or are provided for free (i.e. NGOs) or are difficult to be paid as quite expensive and outside 
the reach of individual farmers. They can become reachable if a group of small farmers or an association 
act together and in such case can also apply for projects partly covering also advisory costs.  

In case of very new topics or innovations, when few experts or groups own the knowledge the peer-to-
peer exchange tools, such as cross-visits or workshops, may provide support for the triggering, the 
assessment and partially the implementation. That is also the case of scattered farms or farms distant from 
colleagues interested in the same innovation. In those cases, digital tools became progressively more 
interesting, at least for the triggering and assessment stages. 

What remains quite critical is the support during the implementation phase, especially for innovations that 
are supposed to deliver multiple advantages (difficult to measure) or for innovations that require longer 
times for expressing the outcome (i.e. organic cereal production and the management of soil fertility and 
weeds). Lack of support in this phase may put at risk also promising implementations.  



 AgriLink – Deliverable D2.2    

 

Page 78 of 83 

 

For social innovations requiring collective implementation the cohesion within the implementing group is 
of strategic relevance and in both studied cases the cohesion is linked to the trust in a core group of 
proposers (inside or outside the farmers group) and to the continuous mutual exchange and contact among 
farmers. For that a facilitator, more than a classical adviser is needed.  

      

6.3 Transformation of advisory suppliers and farmers’ innovation uptake processes 

How does the transformation of advisory providers landscape influence farmers’ decision-making 
and uptake of innovation?  

In the focus regions R-FAS were and are only partly implemented. Especially FAS systems linked to RDP 
2014-2020 were only recently offered in Emilia Romagna. 

Theoretically the open and more pluralistic system is very beneficial for innovation up take. A constrain 
for social innovation support is related to the fact that it is not included in the topics where advice can be 
co-funded by M.2 of RDP (In Emilia Romagna but in general as well). 

Informal interaction among farmers or farmers and expert (not forcedly classical advisers) within the same 
region but very often outside the region as well results more impacting in the trigger phase and also in the 
assessment phase. 

New actors performing as advisers include: NGOs, IT experts, technology providers, legal or marketing 
experts (not only from the agriculture sector). Their independence and their capacity to assess the whole 
farming system is sometimes limited and may lead to risky situations for the farmers. Farmers’ capacity to 
buffer their advice is closely linked to the possibility to access multiple sources of knowledge (but for very 
new issues that is often not easy nor possible).  
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7 Case study narratives 
 

This section was removed due to GDPR regulations.  

 



   

8 Conclusions: Insights & Highlights 
Concerning the Soil improving Cropping system in Piacenza following highlights are identified: 

Good stories 

● the leading role of the University in training vine growers and advisers on the specific contents of 
the innovation; 

● the positive role of other vine growers (neighbours and colleagues in neighbour regions) who 
contributed to raise awareness on the innovation and promote good group dynamics engaging 
several pioneers; 

● the participation in Operational Groups for Innovation and other projects finances by EU (LIFE+, 
RDP) that allowed to create synergy between farmers and researchers, pushing farmers to start 
a lively interaction with the University regarding different types of innovation. 

Gaps 

● the advisory landscape is far from being saturated and it leads to the lack of competition 
between advisors, somehow detrimental to the innovation mood also among advisers: 

● Public Advisory is practically disappeared, letting small farms without any independent support, 
as small-scale farmers have limited access to paid professional advice; 

● the weak coordination within the AKIS, missing the opportunity of an integrated approach 
towards innovation, something always strategic but even more than strategic if the challenge is to 
have an environmental impact;   
 

Surprise - it is surprising the important role played by several informal advisors (technicians and 
researchers) who often do not consider themselves as advisers, on both awareness and implementation 
stages 

Risk of failure - if the innovation is not being re-adjusted to the recent climate changes and not gaining 
some new dynamics, it risks to become detrimental for soil management in the Focus Region and in the 
specific management schemes of involved farms. 

Highlight- The 2 most important triggers for the innovation adoption are climate change and the 
change of production and business model that took place in Piacenza wine area in the last decades. 

 

Concerning the Collective direct marketing initiative in Friuli following highlights are identified: 

Good stories - success stories were quite common for this innovation. The main factor of success of a 
specific advisory system can be identified in the fact that the main advice-provider (AIAB-FVG) also has a 
hands-on role in the organization of the innovation. This allowed for advice to always be practical and 
direct, which was always very much appreciated by farmers. Moreover, because the success of the 
innovation is dependent on positive cooperation between the farmers (also the advised) and AIAB-FVG 
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(also the advisor), the environment in which information is passed on is inherently supportive an effective 
exchange.  

Surprises – the role of fellow farmers in giving advice to recent adopters of the innovation. Although 
peer-to-peer exchange of information is very common in the agricultural world, the role that advice given 
by pioneer farmers to new adopters in this innovation was surprising. In fact, pioneers were not only 
passing on their own experience to new comers, but they also adopted a role of active advice, guiding 
fellow farmers in the process (mainly for the initial steps). 

Failure stories – failure stories can be identified especially when considering farms that were different in 
business structure and crop produced. In fact, when the network of fellow farmers was not present, and 
in the cases where AIAB-FVG did not have enough resources to give advice, such farms were not able to 
obtain enough information and tended to not take on the innovation.   

Gaps – for what concern this specific innovation, the lack of advisors (or the lack of the ability to find 
advisors) with expertise in both marketing/business administration and organic agriculture can be identified 
as the main gap. Many farmers would in fact benefit from help and resources in these areas, which are 
recognized to be very important when it comes to direct marketing of products. 

 

Concerning the Natural Resources Common Management in Friuli following highlights are 
identified: 

 

Good stories - the fact that in a very small region as Friuli Venezia Giulia, diverse examples of commons 
management still exist and have a high vitality, either directly involving common lands or gathering farmers 
that manage a food supply chain together, represents a positive starting point for the development of local 
sustainable projects. These experiences, born as bottom up projects and still a novelty in the regional rural 
economy, have the merit of stimulating the development of new expertise and enable new advisory 
providers. 

Gaps - at the current state, most areas of needed advisory are missing (the exception is, to a certain 
extent, the agronomic support for crops management through several phases). The gap is therefore mostly 
filled by peer to peer advice or operative informal or formal groups or actors not linked to agriculture but 
to other economic sectors. The difficulty of planning a management of common lands or a local food supply 
chain that is sustainable from an economic point of view, makes it arduous the development of such 
advisors within the traditional entities such farmers´ unions, associations, private advisors… What is of 
utmost difficulty is the need of several kinds of knowledge and skills (including soft skills to manage groups 
of different actors who need to work together for the sake of the purpose) together and at the same time. 
Often the economic dimension of the initiative does not allow for a pool of experts to be involved all 
together for a long time, so a solution could be  

The surprising aspect is that operational groups gather in fact several actors from different branches, 
favouring the confluence of expertise for the benefit of the group. This approach, that started based on 
theoretical basis, proved to work in practice and to harvest results also in the short term. 
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