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Executive Summary 
WP2 aims to understand 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 goal 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. 

In the UK, WP2 was carried out over two case studies: Case Study 1 was carried out in Aberdeenshire 
and Angus (in North East Scotland) and the innovation at stake was the adoption of Variable Rate Precision 
Farming; Case Study 2 was carried out in Cumbria and East Anglia (in different parts of England) and the 
innovation at stake was participation in Cluster Farms for environmental management. 

This report introduces WP2 and its aims and objectives, describes the two case studies and presents 
findings from interviews with farmers across the two case studies, as well as narratives exploring key cases 
in more detail. 

Methodology and sampling: Data was collected via interviews with farmers and key AKIS actors across 
the different focus regions. The interviews were structured around both open and closed questions, 
therefore the results are drawn from both qualitative and quantitative data. In Case Study 1, farmers were 
selected for interview who had either adopted, dropped, or never adopted variable rate precision farming. 
The sampling was achieved through both snowball sampling approaches and letters being sent out to 
registered farms, with snowball sampling being the most successful approach. 31 farmers were interviewed. 
In addition, 5 AKIS experts were interviewed. These were selected based on recommendations of the 
farmers in terms of their track record in the innovation area. In Case Study 2, farmers were selected based 
on their signing up and participation in farm cluster groups in the focus regions. In total 32 farmers were 
interviewed – 10 in East Anglia and 22 in Cumbria. In addition, 7 AKIS experts were interviewed.  

Highlights: In Case Study 1, we found that the largest determinant of adoption of precision farming 
technologies was farm size – only farms over a certain size (typically over 200 HA) are large enough to 
see a timely return on the relatively large investment required. Farmers with a pre-disposition towards 
new technologies and “gadgets” are also quicker to adopt. Advisors with most success in supporting 
adoption tend to be commercial companies offering soil sampling trials (often with trusted existing 
relationships with the farmers). It is these trials which provide tangible evidence to the farmers that the 
innovation can reduce their costs, thereby acting as the most effective trigger seen in the case study.  In 
Case Study 2, a majority of participants felt that the activity had (or would have) positive impacts on the 
environment, with a lesser number citing positive impacts at community and productivity levels. The results 
show that participation led to collaboration between farmers outside of the group meetings in many cases.   
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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 farmer’s 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 farmer’s 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 farmer’s 
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. 

UK Innovation Case Studies  

Case Study 1 – Uptake of Precision Farming Technologies in Aberdeenshire  

Aberdeenshire and Angus in the North-East of Scotland were chosen as the focus region for Case Study 
1 (see Figure 1). These two regions form an area of the north-east of Scotland known as UKM50 and 
UKM21. The region is well known for producing barley for the malting industry, potatoes for national and 
international markets as well as livestock producers and smaller mixed farms. The region is responsible 
for a significant proportion of Scotland’s crops and livestock. It is the large-scale production of crops 
(particularly barley and potatoes) in the region that makes it an ideal region to study the adoption of 
variable rate precision farming.  

Farmers involved with arable production were selected, based on whether they had adopted, dropped or 
never adopted the technology. We utilised different approaches to contact farmers for interviews, 
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including snowball approaches. We also distributed letters to a sample of farmers identified from an online 
public registry with an invitation to take part in our research. 31 farmers were interviewed, of these 30 
were male, and 1 was female.  The majority of farmers interviewed were based in Aberdeenshire whilst 
one interview (2 farmers present) were interviewed in Angus.  The idea that precision farming leads to 
environmentally sustainable farming practices was not reflected as a priority for the farmers that we 
interviewed.  

 

Figure 1: UK Focus regions investigating precision farming: UKM50 and UKM21 

 

Case study 2 – Farmer collaboration for environmental benefit 

The Case Study 2 areas (see Figure 2) selected are both located in England (Cumbria and East Anglia). The 
choice was determined by trying to identify examples of farmer collaboration that had already sufficient 
uptake to allow for meaningful sampling, and an approach that was similar enough across different 
geographical locations. There was the option to focus on ‘Farmer Clusters’, an approach piloted by the 
Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust in association with Natural England (the nature conservation 
authority in England). However, it was difficult to identify farmer clusters as there was no record or group 
contacts available and many groups did not explicitly refer to themselves as farmer cluster. 

Therefore, groups were selected that had received funding under the Countryside Stewardship Facilitation 
Fund (CSFF). The CSFF has been rolled out across England and according to DEFRA’s record in 2018 there 
was a total of 98 groups (>2400 members), selected for funding through 4 competitive rounds since 2015. 
A comparable funding mechanism in Scotland was the Environmental Cooperation and Action Fund (ECAF), 
launched in 2015 with a view to support landscape scale agri-environmental management. However, it was 
withdrawn in 2017 before any funding was awarded to groups. Other initiatives in Scotland were limited 
to a single or just a few groups (Catchment Partnerships such as the Tweed Forum) or focused on farm 
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productivity or climate measures (monitor farms, Farming for a Better Climate) rather than the farm 
environment as a whole.  

The CSFF is an instrument that provides funding for facilitators to develop cooperation amongst a new or 
existing group of land managers (e.g. farmers, foresters) and agree the agri-environmental management 
priorities that they plan to take forward across their holdings (www.gov.uk/countrysidestewardship). The 
aim is to deliver the priorities from the CS scheme at the landscape scale. To qualify for funding, the group 
has to undertake activities that are new to them as a result of cooperating, including the alignment of 
management across holdings. Facilitators also have an advisory role in that they help group members to 
interpret CS requirements so that members submit individual but complementary applications, and they 
provide farmers with skills and expertise required to deliver the management activities and secure 
additional resources. Facilitators are expected to maintain links with local partnerships, initiatives, and 
government authorities to ensure the group's work complements other actions. Facilitators come from 
National Park Authorities, river trusts, wildlife trusts, conservation organisations and private consultancies. 
A group must include at least four farmers who manage a minimum area of 2000 ha between them, with 
holdings (largely) adjoining. Funding is provided for 3-5 years and covers the facilitator's costs associated 
with organising meetings, training and expert speakers. The fund does not cover one-to-one advice but 
delivers on a one-to-many basis, i.e. group cooperation.  

The underlying idea is that joint up action across farm boundaries will create better linked habitats for 
wildlife, thus enhancing mobile species and biodiversity overall, contribute to better flood management 
and more effective measures to address diffuse pollution. As such, the innovation of farmer collaboration 
for environmental benefits should have only positive effects for the sustainability of farming. Challenges are 
associated with attributing environmental effects to the activities of recently formed groups due to time 
lags, and farmers that may prefer not to join a group and attend meetings for various reasons. While 
cooperation among farmers is not new (e.g. cooperatives, machinery rings), cooperation for environmental 
benefits often does not have an immediate benefit for the individual which makes it more challenging to 
diffuse the innovation beyond already conservation-minded farmers. 
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Figure 2: UK focus regions investigating natural resources common management: UKD1 and UKH1 

 

Advisory challenges in the UK and case study focus regions 

Advisory challenges in the UK relate to fragmentation which came about as a result of commercialisation 
and later privatisation of originally state-funded and organised agricultural advisory services since the 1980s. 
Fragmentation has geographical, institutional and temporal aspects. Firstly, farm advice is structured, 
organised and financed differently in the four UK countries, with little exchange and alignment between 
the devolved governments, agencies and non-state providers. For example, the main advisory actors in the 
Case Study 1 region are agronomists, representatives from private chemical input companies, agricultural 
college branches in the region and various course lecturers and speakers, demonstrations at agricultural 
shows and neighbouring farmers. On the other hand, sources of advice in the Case Study 2 regions differ 
based on dominant forms of farming – in Cumbria auctions and peer advice are important sources of 
information and advice due to the dominance of livestock farming; in East Anglia, agronomists and potato 
consultants are more important due to the dominance of arable agriculture. Secondly, advice on different 
topics is spread across a broad range of providers, with a big disconnect between production advice and 
environmental advice. The latter is delivered through contracts with non-state providers and as such there 
is no guarantee of continuity of advisors or types of funding; once programmes end it is open in terms of 
if and which new programmes are put out for tender. 

Advisory challenges in the innovation areas  

In Case Study 1, the innovation of interest is the adoption of variable rate precision farming technologies. 
We found that farmers mostly get information regarding precision farming from a small group of leading 
advisory suppliers in the region. These advisory suppliers tend to be commercial and are often associated 
with soil testing and agronomy companies which have long (often generations) running relationships with 
farmers. Although they are commercial, they are trusted sources of advice and information. They are also 
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seen as more expert on the technology than other forms of advisors. Despite this, we find that farmers 
often have a different idea of what precision farming means than the advisors that they work with. The 
challenge is in effective communication of the meanings of and benefits of precision farming for their farm. 
In Case Study 2, challenges exist in the sense that farm clusters require participants to be collaboratively 
minded – funders and facilitators (who often also act as the advisors in these cases) are not able to reach 
all relevant farmers or encourage their participation.  
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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 3 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. 

 
Figure 3: Integrated view of the TCM and AgriLink key concepts 
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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; 
Advisors’ 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. 
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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.  
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Figure 4 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. 

 
Figure 4: 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 
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assembled by farm decision-maker(s). Detailed information on the farmer survey and respective question-
guide is available at the Deliverable D2.1. 

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 farmer’s 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. 
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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 
farmer’s decision-making processes regarding the uptake of the innovation build on the TCM and 
addressing the advisory supplier’s role. Three narratives per case study was 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 are 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. 
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4 Country case-studies, farmers groups and advisory suppliers 

4.1 The case studies and focus regions  
Two case studies are to be presented for the UK. The first concerns the uptake of precision farming 
technologies in Aberdeenshire and Angus, Scotland. The second, looks at 2 regions in England, Cumbria 
and East Anglia, discussing farmer clusters as a type of innovation to support the environment.  

 

4.1.1 Case Study 1 - Precision Farming in UKM50, Aberdeenshire, Scotland  
Aberdeenshire and Angus in the North-East of Scotland were chosen to be the focus region for 
exploring the uptake of precision farming in the UK. The region is well known for producing barley for 
the malting industry, potatoes for national and international markets as well as livestock producers and 
smaller mixed farms.  

Aberdeenshire and Angus are located in north-east (NE) Scotland, known as UKM50. The NE corner 
including both Angus and Aberdeenshire together accounts for only 16% of the agricultural area for 
Scotland yet is responsible for a significant proportion of Scotland’s crops and livestock1. In 
Aberdeenshire, the main agricultural land use is for cereals (33%), oilseed rape (32%) and produces over 
60% of Scotland’s malting barley.  

The main R-FAS actors in the region are agronomists (some independent, others more commonly attached 
to private chemical and machinery companies), representatives from private chemical input companies 
namely SOYL and SoilEssentials, agricultural college branches in the region and various course lecturers 
and speakers (SRUC), demonstrations at agricultural shows and neighbouring farmers. The FAS for 
Scotland is part of the Scottish Rural Development Programme. 

 

4.1.2 Case Study 2 - Farmer collaboration for environmental benefit 
We selected one region in the Northwest of England (Cumbria) and another in the East (East Anglia). 
Cumbria has mainly upland sheep and beef farming, nestled between mountain ranges, lakes and rivers. 
There are two National Parks, the Yorkshire Dales and the Lakes District National Park. Farm sizes are 
smaller. While lower land adjacent to the farm holding is owned by an individual farmer, the higher ground 
is under common usage with fell rights (grazing rights for a specified number of sheep) being shared by 
many neighbouring farmers. The lower land near the water courses is more fertile and supports some 
arable cropping (barley, pockets of wheat) and dairy farming. Seasons are shorter and the climate very wet, 
making irrigation unnecessary. 

                                                
1 See recent report produced in conjunction with local authority councils for the NE, ‘The Land Based Sector in NE 
Scotland’ March 2016, available at https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/media/22087/land-based-sector-web.pdf 
[accessed 1 April 2019].  

https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/media/22087/land-based-sector-web.pdf
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East Anglia is a flat, predominantly arable region in the lowlands with fertile soils (e.g. fenland with high 
organic matter content) and larger farm sizes. A wide range of crops are grown including potatoes, 
vegetables, and different cereals. Some of the slightly undulating ground is sandy and as such better suited 
to livestock grazing. There are also some intensive pig production units. Pressure on water resources is 
high due to demands for crop irrigation and potential diffuse pollution. 

The specific locations within the regions were determined by where groups had been established, and 
which of these groups were accessible through their facilitator. 

Main actors in the R-FAS in Cumbria include the Farmer Network, private consultants (agronomists, vets, 
land agents), the farm team of the Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority, suppliers of agricultural inputs 
(e.g. Aspatria Farmers Ltd., H&A Carlisle, Carrs Billington, feed merchants), livestock auction mart, Natural 
England advisors and river trusts (West Cumbria Rivers Trust, Eden Rivers Trust, Lune Rivers Trust).  

The main R-FAS actors in East Anglia include private consultants (agronomists, farm conservation 
consultants), Anglian Farmers, East Anglia Buyers Group, suppliers of agricultural inputs (seeds and 
fertilisers), Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group (Norfolk FWAG), Natural England advisors, conservation 
organisations (Wildfowl Trust, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), Game and Wildlife 
Conservation Trust (GWCT), British Trust for Ornithology) and river trusts. 

Main challenges include lack of interest in joining a group, perceived loss of flexibility if joining a group, lack 
of individual benefit, lack of problem perception, (implicit) expectation to sign up to an agri-environment 
scheme, lack of funding for follow up one-to-one advice, farmers not knowing other farmers in the area 
and their respective interests and views, limited funding (not all group applications successful), short 
duration of last funding rounds (earlier rounds provided funding for 5 years, later rounds for 3 years), lack 
of history of engagement with farmers, relatively junior staff with limited facilitation experience, paperwork 
associated with scheme accountability requirements. 

 

4.2 Group of farmers target and sampling strategy 
Case Study 1: Precision Farming in UKM50, Aberdeenshire, Scotland  

Farmers were selected based on whether they had adopted, dropped or never adopted the technology. 
We utilised different approaches to contact farmers for interviews, namely a snowball approach where 
one farmer interviewed identified another farmer and so forth. We also distributed letters to a sample of 
farmers identified from an online public registry with an invitation to take part in our research. 
Approximately 120 letters were posted, and these letters were followed up with phone calls from the 
researchers to arrange a potential interview.  

The snowball approach was very effective but took a lot of time.  Farmers in the region are not connected 
directly to any specific meeting groups for technology and we were also keen to avoid targeting farmers 
specifically identified from advisory suppliers so that our results would not be skewed to those already 
connected with a specific advisory supplier. However, owing to the relative disparity of farmers potentially 
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using precision farming technologies in this region, it presented a unique opportunity to examine the 
advisory suppliers used to access information and support by farmers.  

From our approach, 31 farmers were interviewed, of these 30 were male, and 1 was female.  The majority 
of farmers interviewed were based in Aberdeenshire whilst one interview (2 farmers present) were 
interviewed from Angus.  Whilst efforts were made to interview more female farmers, as well as more 
diverse ages, time became a significant barrier to conducting further interviews. The researchers in this 
case found the best method to recruitment through a snowball approach from one farmer to the next and 
this ultimately led to issues of diversity amongst the sample. All of the farmer interviews took place at 
their homes, on the farms, and often we were fortunate to be in the company of not only the farmer but 
usually the spouse, elder parent (who had recently retired from the farm), another sibling or other family 
member present. Whilst they were not formally recorded for the interview, they often provided additional 
information during the course of the interview and helped to elicit more information on certain topics of 
discussion.  

 

Table 2 Farmers surveyed per case study 

UKM50 and UKM21 

Precision Farming  

Adopters Non-adopters Partial- 
Droppers 

Total 

Precision Farming  22 6 3 31 

Source: AgriLink – Abedeenshire & Angus, Scotland 

 

Case Study 2: Farmer collaboration for environmental benefit 

The target group of farmers were essentially all farmers who had signed up to be members of a group 
funded by the Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund. The farmer groups were chosen based on the 
profile description of Facilitation Fund groups provided by DEFRA 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/facilitation-fund-successful-applications-in-2017-national-
round). Different groups were selected to ensure a range of facilitating organisations in both case study 
regions. The facilitators were contacted and ask permission to engage with group members. Due to data 
protection regulations they could not provide farmer contact details, therefore a different strategy was 
applied. The researcher attended one of the meetings that the facilitator organised for their group, and 
invited farmers to take part in the study. Interviews were scheduled with those farmers who agreed for 
the days following the meeting. Although the researcher tried to approach different age ranges and both 
male and female farmers, the selection was ultimately based on self-selection and limited to those farmers 
who happened to attend the specific meeting. The time available to both farmers and researchers was the 
limiting factor for the number of farmers interviewed. In order to capture non-adopters, several days were 
spent driving around the area and stopping at farms. This generated several interviews, however, some of 
these also turned out to be adopters (this explains the higher number of farmers sampled for group C3 
and C1, see Table 3). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/facilitation-fund-successful-applications-in-2017-national-round
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/facilitation-fund-successful-applications-in-2017-national-round
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The sample of farmers interviewed included 32 farmers in total, with more than twice the number of 
farmers interviewed in Cumbria. Four non-adopters were interviewed in Cumbria. The facilitating 
organisations for the Cumbrian groups included a rivers trust and a national park authority, and in East 
Anglia a farm conservation NGO. 

Table 3: Farmers surveyed per case study 

Case study region Total farmers Adopters Non-adopters 

Cumbria 22 18 4 

Of which:    

Group C1 6 5 1 

Group C2 5 5  
Group C3 11 8 3 

East Anglia 10 10  
Of which:    

Group E1 5 5  
Group E2 4 4  
Group E3 1 1  

 32 28 4 
Source: AgriLink – UK case studies 

 

4.3 AKIS experts and advisory organisations 
Case Study 1: Precision Farming in UKM50, Aberdeenshire, Scotland  

The AKIS interviewees were selected based on the frequency with which they were mentioned during the 
farmer surveys, namely two private advice/input companies, an independent consultant now working for 
one of the privately owned companies, a public-body agriculture advisory body and a farmer with a private 
limited company considered to be a pioneer in the uptake of precision farming across Scotland. The farmer 
considered to be a pioneer has a contracting business providing services with variable rate technology 
available to customers. The two privately owned advice/input companies in particular were mentioned by 
nearly half (48.4%) of all the participants, all who were influential at the awareness stage through to 
implementation. The researchers decided to follow up with the AKIS experts elicited from the farmers 
rather than approach advisory suppliers perhaps unknown to the farmers in the study. This way, we were 
not directed to farmers likely to give favourable answers about a specific advisory supplier just because 
they were already using their services. The AKIS experts were mostly mentioned at the awareness and 
implementation stages and not necessarily appeared again throughout the interview. Soil mapping was the 
main ‘trigger’ for farmers to adopt the technology and these companies in particular afforded farmers the 
chance to conduct a soil map trial. In addition, the AKIS experts interviewed for this study are all 
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considered ‘local’ or nearby for the farmers. The different headquarters of the businesses may lie outwith 
the region, but staff and employees for the AKIS experts resided or worked nearby to farmers and were 
able to visit personally and maintain a face-to-face relationship with the farmers who had adopted.  

 

Case Study 2: Farmer collaboration for environmental benefit 

The AKIS interviewees were selected based on their involvement with farmer groups as facilitators, as 
funders, or as researchers. We expected that these experts would be able to provide a range of practical, 
political and theoretical insights into the innovation of farmer collaboration for environmental benefits. 
Interviews were carried out with facilitators (2 rivers trusts, a national park authority, a farmer network, 
an independent consultant, advisors employed by RSPB and FWAG, a conservation charity).  

In addition, the researchers had exchanges with the staff in Natural England who were involved in designing 
and implementing the CSFF, and the social scientists in Natural England whose research related to farmer 
clusters, farmer collaboration and the design of the new environmental land management (ELM) scheme. 
Further email or telephone exchanges took place with researchers or independent consultants who had 
either compiled reports or studied aspects of farmer cooperation for their PhD. 

In Cumbria, the National Park Authority, rivers trusts and the farmer network played an important role 
in facilitating groups for the Facilitation fund. Working with groups of farmers is integral to their activities, 
be they with a focus on the environment or on production. In East Anglia, independent consultants and 
FWAG were important providers of advice associated with farmer cooperation. There were also river 
trusts in this region but they had only marginal involvement with the groups studied, and there was no 
National Park in the region. Advisory organisations were identified based on organisations mentioned 
during the farmer meetings, in exchanges with the facilitators, and then by following a snowballing approach 
(asking about other organisations that promoted a group approach). 

 

4.4 Farmers selected for in-depth narrative interviews  
Case Study 1: Precision farming in UM50, Aberdeenshire, Scotland 

Three farmers have been chosen for further discussion in section 7, a non-adopter, and 2 adopters who 
had both dropped a part of variable rate technology.  The majority of those interviewed were adopters of 
the technology, 22 were adopters and a further 3 were also adopters but had significantly dropped one 
part of the technology. These were still considered to be adopters but had dropped one piece of 
technology or innovation. In that sense, 80% of those interviewed had adopted precision farming 
technology. In all the interviews, farmers were asked if they were aware of farmers who had adopted and 
those who had not, and their suspected reasons if they had or had not. The choice of our non-adopter is 
typical of the area who discusses the size of his farm and farming style that currently prohibits the use of 
variable rate precision farming. Half of the non-adopters interviewed for this study held future plans to 
adopt precision farming techniques in the future, whilst the other half did not. The reasons behind these 
decisions will be explored further in section 7. 
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Case Study 2: Farmer collaboration for environmental benefit 

  

The selection of three farmers for the narrative was based on the most-different-design which means that 
cases with most differences were selected. Two adopters and one non-adopter were selected. The first 
adopter is a farmer manager on an estate in East Anglia who has had an earlier involvement in the facilitating 
organisation and was instrumental in applying for funding and getting a group of farmers together. The 
second adopter is a dairy farmer in Cumbria who has been going along to several of the meetings. The 
non-adopter example is a farmer in the same area who knew of the group and had made the conscious 
decision not to get involved because he felt he could make a better contribution to the environment by 
keeping his management decisions independent and flexible. 
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5 Results 
This section will outline the 2 different case studies for the UK. The first case study will be the region 
UKM50 for Aberdeenshire and Angus looking at the uptake of precision farming. The second case study 
will look at East Anglia and Cumbria examining farmer clusters as a source of innovation.  

5.1 Case Study 1: The role of farm advice in innovation case study 1: Precision 
Farming in UKM50 Aberdeenshire and UKM21, Scotland 

5.1.1 Findings related to the Farmer’s Survey  

5.1.1.1 Farmers profile and farm structure  
The total agricultural land for all the farmers in this case study amounted to 17,512 ha, with the average 
farm size being 565 ha. Despite this high number, the majority of farms, nearly 75%, held agricultural land 
under 500 ha. Figure 5 shows the differences amongst farm size and levels of adoption of precision farming 
technology. There is a significantly higher degree of adoption for farmers with farm sizes between 200 and 
500 ha. The majority of non-adopters are those with farms up to 200 ha and those who have partially 
dropped some technology can be found in farms with sizes above 1000 ha and between 200 and 500 ha.  

  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Figure 5: Farm Size and the number of Adopters of Precision Farming Technology 
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Figure 6: Age of farmer and whether they have adopted the technology 

 

The majority of farmers, 28, lived on the agricultural holding with only 3, who lived outside the farm 
worked on. These 3 farmers however lived close by, with their parents’ home still located on the 
agricultural holding.  

Farmers aged between 51 and 60 were more likely to adopt technology than other age groups, but this is 
also reflective that our sample included more farmers interviewed in this age group than any others. It is 
also at this age that we can identify the majority of non-adopters. The increase in adoption of precision 
farming technology from 31 and over suggests that it is when farmers come to play a more prominent role 
in the running of the farm, most likely from succession and the retirement or partial retirement of their 
parent(s) that adoption takes place.   

 

No. of Years in Farming 
Business Adopter Non-adopter Partial-dropper 

Less than 5 years 1 0 0 

Between 5 and 14 years 3 0 0 

Between 15 and 29 years 4 1 3 

More than 30 years 14 5 0 
Table 4: No. of years in the farming business 

 

Table 4 illustrates the number of years farmers interviewed for this sample were involved in the farming 
business, including time spent as a child on their parents’ farm. Adopters in general were more likely to 
have worked in the farming business for over 30 years. While only 6 non-adopters were interviewed for 
this study, the vast majority were also in the farming business for more than 30 years.  
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Labour Strategy 

Family members accounted for a significant number of the temporary labour supply for farmers in this 
region. The spouse very often was accounted as the person most likely to be responsible for the accounts 
and budgetary side of the farm business and very often the children of the farmer helped out outside school 
time.  

 

Labour supply Hired permanent Hired temporary Family permanent Family temporary 

Adopter 30 115 11 11 

Non-adopter 2 6 4 0 

Partial dropper 3 1 3 2 
Table 5: Labour supply 

 

Table 5 indicates that the adopters are employing the majority of hired temporary workers, however a 
large farmer company responsible for many other farms in the region accounted for 100 of this number. 
Adopters were also seen to hire more family members, both permanent and temporary than non-adopters. 
The high number of hired temporary staff also reflects the high number of farmers who employ contractors 
for specific work on the farm, such as drilling and spreading of fertilisers and pesticides.  

Digital Connectivity and Training  

The sample overall were quite active in their attendance of training courses and workshops on agricultural 
topics over the preceding 12 months, with nearly 60% attending 2 or more courses. Nearly half the sample 
attended a sprayer’s licence course which is held annually at various locations and dates across Scotland. 
It is intended for use for farmers who operate sprayers on their tractors for the application of specific 
pesticides and fertilisers. At this event, farmers mentioned that it was here they also learned about variable 
rate precision farming techniques and it became an additional source of information.  

Of the sample, there were varying responses to the type and quality of digital connectivity the farmers had. 
Most commonly, farmers had Wireless Broadband (70% of the sample) with the majority reflecting the 
quality of the signal was ‘fair’ (8 farmers) and a further 7 farmers declaring the signal was ‘poor’. The issue 
of having a good broadband connection for rural areas has become an important topic in Scotland2. 
Farmers utilised the desk computer for bookkeeping and the general management of the farm, more so 
than their smartphones or other digital devices. The use of the smartphone was however noted for its 
high use amongst farmers for crop management (approximately 50%). In addition, 5 farmers expressed the 
use of a weather application on their smartphones to be considered a specific agricultural application and 
was used several times daily.  

 

                                                
2  There is a Working Group within the Scottish Parliament looking at issues of broadband access for rural 
communities https://www.scottishruralparliament.org.uk/broadband/ [Accessed 11.04.19].  

https://www.scottishruralparliament.org.uk/broadband/
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5.1.1.2 Farmers attitude towards innovation and change  
The main advisory channels for farmers in this case study comes from private consultants, agronomists 
linked to either chemical supply companies or college, contractors with variable rate applications on their 
machinery. farmer peers and neighbours, attendance at demonstrations at agricultural shows, and farmers 
press and magazines. For uptake of any technology, the initial soil map has proven to play a hugely significant 
role for adoption of technology. This means there often is no specific external trigger event for farmers, 
outside the desire to save money, reduce waste and increase productivity. The soil maps are often trialled 
and performed by external private companies who farmers already work with for other needs outside of 
precision technology. The soil map is then most often the means by which farmers choose to adopt the 
technology or hire contractors who can perform tasks using the equipment. The soil mapping exercise is 
sometimes offered by an external company as a trial and linked into additional savings if the farmer were 
to then opt into further use of the technologies by the company.  

Farmers did not reveal they had problems with having or finding access to information but potential issues 
relating to farmers not being able to use or feel they could use the data generated from their equipment 
to its full potential.  

“…but it's what you do with that information once you've gathered it and how you then regurgitate it and then use 
it the following year or the following season or whatever. And I think that's probably where the challenge is.” (Farmer 
No.08).  

5 farmers identified that for the general running of the farm, the internet proved a great resource for 
accessing information quickly, outside of the other channels mentioned in the survey, another 2 mentioned 
the vet for specific livestock information and  In addition, a lot of farmers referenced their own personal 
practical experience on the farm as a source of information and relied on this practical experience for 
making decisions on the farm, rather than first consulting externally.  

All of the farmers interviewed did not express dissatisfaction with regards to the information provided for 
the adoption of precision farming, but concerns were raised regarding the use of the data, particularly 
knowing how to apply the data to its fullest potential. Farmers were aware that data generated from each 
application could potentially be used to indicate further changes and improvements to the farm yet were 
unsure of how to apply this knowledge or interpret it correctly.  The initial application of variable rate 
technologies especially with regards to lime-spreading did not present any concerns. Yet farmers 
anticipated the need to have additional training in order to better understand the data applications further 
but were reluctant to do this. In addition, in order to reduce costs, farmers were often retro-fitting 
equipment enabled with the variable rate technology onto older farm machinery and were questioning the 
compatibility (or interoperability) of different models and equipment. Farmers from larger arable farms 
had made the decision to adopt a particular brand (or from one supplier) of equipment with the technology 
in order to circumvent this potential future issue.  
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5.1.1.3 Farmer’s innovation paths and trigger cycle change model 
When asked at the beginning of the interviews for this case study, every farmer was aware of other farmers 
in the region who had either adopted the technology or not. The majority of farmers interviewed perceived 
that farmers in the focus region already used some sort of precision farming variable rate technology 
especially when it came to lime spreading. Traditionally, lime spreading was performed as a blanket spread 
over the field and the option to utilise lime targeting only specific areas where it was needed, allowed the 
farmer in theory to save money on inputs by only purchasing what was required.  Neighbouring farmers 
and other peers they would meet socially or at agricultural events and shows, were a good source of 
information about precision farming. An arable farm in the region was selected for the monitor farm 
programme (see section 7) which is where many of the farmers interviewed knew about precision farming 
and the application benefits and disadvantages.  

Farmers who were non-adopters, felt that others who have chosen not to adopt the technology was likely 
due to the size of the farm and the farm type. Mixed farming or predominately livestock farms, were 
perceived to less likely adopt than larger mixed farms and arable farms. Farmers also speculated that some 
farmers would be reluctant to change even though they may benefit from the adoption of specific precision 
farming technologies.  

None of the farmers interviewed could think of any farmer who had dropped the technology after adoption, 
and whilst many did not offer a reason as to the case, those who did felt the initial cost and time invested 
in the active assessment and implementation phases would be a deterrent to dropping the technology. 
Furthermore, farmers speculated that the benefits and cost savings from adopting variable rate precision 
lime spreading are noticeable almost immediately and would likely reflect why there were no farmers to 
have dropped the technology outright. In this particular case study, 3 farmers were considered to be 
‘partial-droppers’ as they had dropped one piece of technology, namely the variable rate application of the 
chemical nitrogen.  

A handful of farmers able to purchase and own the equipment and technology outright, have justified the 
expense because they are also contractors, with the ability to offset the investment costs from their 
contracting business. The use of contractors in this region was quite high amongst our sample, and using 
the services of a contractor with the ability to variable rate lime spreading is an easy way for farmers to 
‘adopt’ the technology without the initial upfront machinery and equipment costs. Farmers did note that 
the cost of variable rate technology has reduced, but for many smaller farms the cost of owning their own 
equipment with this technology is still prohibitive.  

All farmers interviewed were asked to evaluate different aspects about precision farming and whether they 
felt precision farming technology was to be very beneficial or very detrimental. The results of these 
questions are shown below in the chart (not all farmers interviewed took part in this section). 
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Figure 7: Farmers perceptions of precision farming on these aspects. 

 

Reading the chart, farmers were able to place a positive response (very beneficial and beneficial) to their 
perception that precision farming is beneficial to productivity, product quality the environmental and 
business competitiveness. There were no responses for detrimental or very detrimental but many 
unknowns, especially regarding the potential impact on the local community and societal issues. Farmers 
were unsure about the intended meaning behind the question but those that did respond positively felt 
the environment was considered a societal impact and would therefore be considered positively. Farmers 
agreed throughout the sample that the general public would remain largely unaware of what they do day-
to-day and wouldn’t understand the difference technology could make. Precision farming was considered 
to largely be of a benefit to the environment due to less fertilisers and chemicals being required thanks to 
the introduction of technology. The highest share for ‘very beneficial’ was found amongst productivity, 
product quality the environment and worker health and well-being.  Farmers that considered worker 
health and well-being to be improved by the use of precision farming felt it was down to the introduction 
of accurate technologies on the tractor that allowed for precision steering and application of products to 
the fields. Workers the farmers reasoned would be less tired driving newer equipment and more 
comfortable.  

 

Innovation Awareness Stage 

The awareness stage for farmers in this case study can be divided into 2 separate sections, their first 
learning about precision farming in the first instance and a separate section when farmers had the 
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opportunity to conduct a soil map on their farm. Farmers often mentioned they had heard about precision 
farming a while before they implemented it onto their farms, but this was not an active assessment period. 
From attending agricultural shows, demonstrations, farming newspapers and magazines, as well as 
discussion groups across the region and talking to other farmers, they were aware of the technology. 
Individuals from independent consultants and private input and machinery companies were also identified 
as making the farmer aware of the technology and were reported most commonly amongst the sample as 
being frequently in contact. Individual advice in person was the most commonly cited nature of interaction 
(17 farmers) with the independent consultants. The earliest report time of awareness was 1993 and the 
latest time given as 2014. However, we often encountered responses such as “early 1990s” and “before 
2010” which were hard for the farmer to specify. Furthermore, some farmers could not place a time at all 
and instead used the period by which they began implementing the technology on their farms.  

 

Trigger Events and Implementation 

The main reasons as to why farmers decided to adopt the technology relate to cost savings, less wastage 
of inputs and to reduce variation overall. 80% of adopters (including the partial droppers), mentioned cost 
savings as a significant factor for the implementation of using variable rate precision lime spreading. The 
cost of lime had increased, and farmers were looking for ways in which to reduce their expenditure and 
lime spreading by variable rate was seen to reduce costs significantly.  

Farmers identified private independent consultants and advisors as well as machinery and chemical input 
companies to be the main sources of information for implementation. This notably came from conducting 
a soil mapping on the farm and a relay of information back to the farmer.  

As the soil map became one of the most important factors for the adoption of the technology for farmers, 
looking ahead to the future, many farmers have raised concerns about the impact the technology will have 
on the organic soil content of the farm. This potential problem could then necessitate the need to buy in 
other fertilisers to make up the deficiency, offsetting any cost savings.   

Some concerns were raised amongst the sample as which went into their consideration of adopting and 
not-adopting the technology. The most common concerns mentioned related to the reliability of 
technology and the ability to be able to retro-fit equipment onto existing machinery.  Farmers also 
expressed doubts about their ability to decipher the data correctly and their concerns about potentially 
being tied into longer contracts with private companies as the technology or date changes. A few farmers 
also wondered whether the cost savings were substantial enough to warrant the implementation of the 
technology.  

For non-adopters, the decision(s) to not implement the technology were split down the middle as 50% 
attributed the decision to the high costs of the machinery and the other 50% considered the type and size 
of the farm to prohibit the use of precision farming. The sources of information for the non-adopters 
largely came from neighbouring farmers (50% of the sample) and contractors as well as college lecturers 
from the SRUC branch in Aberdeenshire.  
  



 AgriLink – Deliverable D2.2    

 

Page 31 of 56 

 

 

Future Plans 

All bar two of the non-adopters had plans to adopt precision farming in the future, specifically for lime-
spreading. They anticipated using a soil map in the first instance to map the variation in the soil and from 
there make a decision as to whether to apply lime spreading by variable rate. Farmers currently adopting 
this technology, mentioned their future plans to adopt further technology which included, variable rate 
nitrogen spreading, potassium and phosphorus spreading, variable rate seed application, use of drones and 
electro-magnetic sensors for scanning crops and variable drilling. It was during this question that farmers 
were often asked if they found information difficult to access at any point, to which they responded no. 
Many farmers were keen to stress accessing information wasn’t a problem but having support by which to 
use the data correctly was the issue at stake.  

 

5.1.1.4 Farmer’s innovation micro-AKIS 
The micro-AKIS for farmers generally remains consistent across different stages of adoption/non-adoption 
or partial dropping of the technology. Private commercial companies are the main sources of information 
for farmers seeking to adopt since these provide the essential soil mapping service, analysis and necessary 
data for farmers to go ahead and adopt the service. For non-adopters, contractors are an important source 
of information, as it is from the existing contractor that the current non-adopters who intend to adopt 
lime-spreading by variable rate precision farming in the future, will use. Partial droppers also use the 
services of private commercial companies for information. Neighbouring farmer peers were noted amongst 
all the sample as key providers of information, especially in the early stages since, it is from other farmers 
that they become aware of the technology and the companies offering the service.  

The initial awareness stage of variable rate precision farming often happened a while before the active 
assessment and implementation stages. Pioneers from within and outside the region were noted as being 
the first-time farmers became aware of the technology, resulting from farm visits, demonstrations and a 
monitor farm programme within the region. All farmers within the sample could be characterised as active 
in their pursuit of knowledge with active weekly subscriptions to farming press and magazines as well as 
attendance at workshops and important agriculture shows throughout Scotland.   All farmers whether 
adopters or non-adopters used these resources as well as the internet during the different stages.  

 

5.1.2 Findings from the AKIS experts’ interviews and advisory suppliers survey for Precision 
Farming in UKM50, Aberdeenshire & UKM21 Angus, Scotland  

5.1.2.1 Advisory landscape in the focus region  
The main advisory channels for farmers at the adoption/implementation phase are outlined below in Figure 
8. Independent advisors and consultants were rate highest for both sporadic and frequent contact by 
farmers. Advice from input and machinery companies were also rated high for both sporadic and frequent 
contact. The majority of contact was identified as conducting the soil mapping exercise, i.e. one to one 
contact, as well as being present on-site to discuss different implementation strategies i.e. the neighbour 
farmer or peer was largely as a result of the monitor farm programme.  



 AgriLink – Deliverable D2.2    

 

Page 32 of 56 

 

 

 
Figure 8: Bar chart showing support for implementation of technology and the frequency of contact 

 

The main triggers for farmers to adopt the technology largely involve cost savings, keeping up to date with 
changes in farming practices and ultimately using the technology to maximize the potential of farms. As 
one AKIS expert identified, “at the end of the day it should really be cost savings, shouldn't it, and trying to farm 
better” (AKIS expert 05).  

 

5.1.2.2 Key players of advice for the innovation area in the focus region  
The issue of trust may be a key factor for many advisors in the region. The same organisations and very 
often the same names were mentioned by farmers as to who they had been in contact with for 
implementation of technology and general advice. This suggests that these advisory suppliers are very active 
in the region, often with a local office, but also that they are known to provide a good service or provide 
good advice. One advisor, who is an arable contracting business based outside the region, was considered 
by adopters in the region to be a pioneer of certain precision farming technologies. Visits to this particular 
farm were what inspired many farmers in the region to adopt. They were interviewed for their role as an 
AKIS actor but not as an advisory supplier as they only offer advice to the farms they contract. This AKIS 
actor also shared concerns that a common occurrence within the advisory supplier sector is the lack of 
partiality: “So, people are supplying- well their providing agronomic advice and selling a chemical on the back of it. 
And that's a growing area.” (AKIS expert 05) Impartiality and trust are key for farmers to go ahead and make 
decisions, often expensive decisions. Whilst the number of interactions with private input and machinery 
companies is high, the farmers recognize it was a key individual from these companies that they dealt with 
and often someone who had a very local presence.  

Similarly, for non-adopters, the challenge may be to convey more specifically the benefits of adopting the 
technology and find ways in which to translate certain preconceived ideas about what it means. Advisors 
stress they are not there to prove farmers are wrong yet explaining what the soil maps mean can allow 
farmers to make an informed decision. 
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Identify new functions for advisory organisations related to the innovation 

In the beginnings of precision farming becoming more prevalent across different farms in Scotland, one 
advisor from a government funded advisory group stated: 

“No the number of- the first real, eh, impact of precision farming was in combine yield mapping, em, and the 
number of offices- farm offices that I've gone into where the combine yield maps are sitting on the shelves gathering 
dust... and they're pretty to look at…they don't make any more use out of it than that… There's less and less of 
that now as the other technologies catch up and there's much more opportunity to integrate yield mapping into, 
you know, eh, seed zones. So, em, but in the early days it was just a pretty picture.” (AKIS expert 02).  

This was a view shared by other AKIS actors as well as farmers who anticipate concerns related to the 
use of the data and knowing what to do with it. Compatibility was an issue shared amongst farmers, as 
they often try to retro-fit different bits of technology onto existing machinery. For advisors too, this was 
a noted concern: “All these systems, you spend a lot of money on them and they're supposed to save cost in your 
business, but actually they can quite easily waste an awful lot of time and instead of saving you money they can 
actually start making- you know, cost you a lot of money instead.”(AKIS expert 05).  

Data management is considered to be a key issue of many AKIS actors and relaying the necessary 
investment of time and money into this process. AKIS actors identified a key problem being the 
misconception that the adoption of precision farming will mean huge cost savings, when it might only mean 
a little. However, the priority should be that money is not being wasted and is being invested correctly to 
the benefit of the farm business. Moving forward, conveying the correct use and application methods of 
equipment is something AKIS actors have had to strongly consider. AKIS actors also identified instances 
where farmers have mis-judged the correct ways in which to apply the technology and the farm has as a 
result, been left in a bad state.  AKIS actors reported seeing instances of farmers using technology to cover 
up other insufficient practices on the farm which is not the intended purpose of this technology.   

Many AKIS actors saw the uptake of innovation really take off with lime spreading by variable rate and by 
large arable farms. Lime spreading was seen to provide an almost immediate effect which was attractive to 
farmers as well as providing significant cost savings. Peer support was regarded as a significant factor for 
many farmers to adopt as they can witness and talk about the technology as well as the farmers’ views on 
which company or individual to work with.  

Their view on the public policies role to advisory and to advisory related to the innovation in the region  

AKIS actors identified the public policies that exist currently are strongly related to environmental policy 
and precision farming can be seen as one way of achieving a better environmental record in agriculture. 
However, the motivations and decision behind adopting are more closely aligned to cost savings and a 
desire to keep up with new technology.  

 

5.1.2.3 Transformation of advisory landscape 
Of the AKIS actors interviewed for this case study, only 3 were considered to be advisory suppliers or 
identified as such themselves, these being SoilEssentials, SOYL and Hutchinson’s. From these interviews 
we were able to make some generalisations about the structure of the organisations. As well as being able 
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to sell technology, equipment and chemicals or fertilisers, they also importantly offer data management 
and support and advice.  This means that customers might approach them with some analysis already but 
don’t necessarily know what to do with it, and the advisory suppliers will work with what they have.  

Advisory suppliers interviewed were large nation-wide companies not only operating in the focus region 
but across the UK. Hutchinson’s for example has a staff turnover of over 350 staff, with over half involved 
in direct customer agronomy support services. Two AKIS actors were located within the case study region 
whilst the others interviewed were located in Morayshire, Lothians, Dumfries and Galloway and Norwich, 
England.  

The advisory suppliers interviewed have their own research and development programs within the 
business and this is then used to determine whether a piece of kit or new technology can be commercially 
sold to farmers. They have their own testing process which then determines the viability of new equipment, 
and often the equipment and technology is sold outside the UK. The ability to test and evaluate different 
equipment is considered a key strength to their business.  

Not all those interviewed would consider themselves to be advisory suppliers, particularly 2 AKIS actors, 
who rather offer advice to the contract farms they manage within their business. The 2 private input and 
machinery companies interviewed provided advice as a key component of their business.  One of the 
individuals interviewed used to be the agronomist for many farms in the region before joining this company. 
His previous work experience helped him develop a client base as he was trusted and respected by many 
farmers already.  

Farmers in the case study region are often disparate and rely on their agronomists, neighbouring farmers 
and peers to find out about different technology. There is no particular dominant advisory supplier in this 
region.  

Major challenges envisaged respecting the innovation development and advisory role 

Advisors imagined different challenges for their role in the future, cost of equipment, ownership of the 
data and getting farmers who are already aware of the technology to understand its’ potential better. Thus, 
for non-adopters, the challenge remains for advisors to decipher the misconceptions that remain about 
what precision farming can do for their farm. As one AKIS actor stated, “probably one of the biggest barriers 
we come up against in the last few years is, you know, farmers are very familiar with the term precision farming 
now” (AKIS expert 04). As the benefits of using precision farming often require a lengthy time investment 
before benefits are seen, it can be difficult to convey this message to farmers. “It's selling the benefits of 
precision farming, isn't it, and then helping people actually getting the systems up and running and making them 
use it.” (AKIS expert 05). Not only time in which to see results on the farm, but it requires an investment 
of time from farmers to understand and learn about the technology as well as the data being generated is 
where AKIS actors envisage their strength to be, able to provide this support to farmers and adapt to each 
specific farm’s needs.  
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5.2 Case study 2: The role of farm advice in farmer collaboration in Cumbria, East 
Anglia, England, UK.  

5.2.1  Findings related to the Farmers Survey  

5.2.1.1 Farmer’s profile and farm structure  
The average size in Cumbria was 218 ha (24-1800 ha, with a median of 103 ha). In East Anglia, farms in the 
sample had an average size of 585 ha (20-2400 ha, median 482 ha). 

The majority of farmers (60%) owned more than 75% of their land. In Cumbria, the common use of the 
fells is typical. A fell is a high and barren landscape feature, such as a mountain range or moor-covered 
hills. Because this is common land, the farmers did not provide the area in hectare but in fell rights for a 
specified number of livestock they are allowed to graze on the hills. Fells have rough grazing, or allow no 
agricultural use at all. Five respondents (23%) in Cumbria had small shares of woodland, usually no more 
than a few hectares with the exception of one holding that had 20% woodland on the holding. In East 
Anglia, 80% of respondents had woodland on the holding, covering and area of between 1-30%. 

The dominant crop grown in Cumbria was barley (23% of respondents can grow barley, with another 2 
farms growing small areas of wheat and one growing grain maize). The sample also included one small farm 
that grew outdoor vegetables for market gardening. Most farms had a mix of improved grassland, pasture 
and meadow, as well as rough grazing. Cattle numbers supported on the farms in the sample ranged from 
7 to 1923 heads of cattle (two farms had no cattle). Sheep numbers ranged from 50-4040 heads (two farms 
had no sheep). All farms had either sheep or cattle, except one farm without any livestock that was owned 
by a lady aged over 80 years who was preparing to pass the farm on. Other livestock included three farms 
with chickens and one farm with pigs. 

East Anglia has very fertile soils, supporting the production of wheat, barley, peas and beans, potatoes, 
sugar beet and oil seed rape on most farms. Single farms also grew linseed, onions, carrots, leeks, grass 
seed and bird seed. The majority of respondents had land in agri-environment schemes with various 
options and management prescriptions. Two farms grew energy crops (e.g. maize). 

Four farms (40%) in East Anglia had cattle (between 120 and 300 head), with two of these farms also 
breeding sheep (350 and 2500 head, respectively) and two farms raising pigs (300-4000). One further 
holding supported 150 farmed red deer. 

Farm labour strategy  

Almost all respondents lived on (or very near) the farm. In terms of labour strategy, more than half of the 
Cumbrian farms (14 out of 22 farms) employed neither permanent nor temporary workers. In East Anglia 
9 of the 10 farms had hired workers. The average number of farm workers was also higher in East Anglia. 
Family workers were much more typical in Cumbria, all but 4 farms had family workers helping either part 
time or full time. Half of the farms in East Anglia used family workers. It should be noted that farms in both 
regions make substantial use of contractors for their farming operations (e.g. tilling, harvesting, cutting, 
baling) which saves the farmer the cost of machinery purchase and maintenance, as well as time. 

Socio-demographic profile 
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Most respondents were in the 51-60 years age bracket (see figure). Of the 6 farmers who are over 60 
years old, 3 had successors and 3 did not. There are very individual circumstances for succession, but the 
data collected did not suggest that succession was a particular issue among the respondents. With regard 
to education, farmers in East Anglia tended to have higher educational qualifications, with more degrees 
related to agriculture. Many Cumbrian respondents had learned the trade on the farm, working alongside 
parents and other family members.   

Two thirds of respondents had more than 30 years of experience in farming, and slightly less than a third 
had between 15-30 years of experience. This pattern was similar in both study regions. Slightly less than 
half of the respondents in Cumbria (45%) had experience working outside the farming sector (either prior 
to becoming a farmer or simultaneously with the farming activity), compared to 60% in East Anglia.  

 

 
Figure 9: Age of farmers and years in farming business 

 

With regard to using ICT (information and communication tools), 36% and 70% of respondents in Cumbria 
and East Anglia respectively, use some type of app or agricultural software for farm management. It was 
noteworthy that 6 out of 22 respondents in Cumbria said they used ‘pen and paper’ rather than digital 
devices for all or some aspect of farm management. Three respondents referred bookkeeping and subsidies 
management to an accountant or consultant, while one explicitly mentioned his wife looking after this 
aspect of the business. None of the East Anglian farmers mentioned ‘pen and paper’. The respondent aged 
over 80 years referred to his son looking after all the management and use of digital devices. 

All respondents in East Anglia were served with at least one kind of digital connection with the quality 
ranging from poor to excellent. In Cumbria, there were two respondents who had no digital connection 
at all; the rest had connections with the quality ranging from poor to excellent. 

In summary, there are substantial differences between the two regions studied. Cumbria is a farming region 
dominated by hill sheep and cattle grazing complemented with some meadow and barley crops for feed. 
The survey results indicated smaller farms often relying on family labour, few hired workers and less 
advanced use of digital technology. East Anglia is a highly productive arable region with larger farm sizes, a 
higher degree of digital technology used and higher numbers of hired workers. Farmers interviewed in 
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both regions fell mainly into the 51-60 years age class. Contract farming is important in both regions, and 
in East Anglia it is also common to lease out land for other businesses to grow crops or manage the land. 

5.2.1.2 Farmers’ attitude towards innovation and change 
Those farmers who were members of a group were aware that there was funding available for farmer 
collaboration. Very few knew the exact name of the scheme. Indeed, the very few farmers in Cumbria saw 
themselves as ‘member’ of a Facilitation Fund Group. They did not know what the group was called or 
could only give a somewhat similar name that contained some element of the locale or river they were 
close to. This was explained in part by the way the facilitators promoted the groups. Especially in Cumbria, 
the key focus was on getting farmers together so they could get to know each other, and provide an 
interesting expert speaker who would deliver information that was relevant to current issues faced by 
farmers in the area. Farmers in East Anglia generally knew the name of the group they were part of. A 
possible explanation is that in these areas, farmers already knew each other, some were even friends, and 
had been involved in similar group-based initiatives before. In addition, groups in East Anglia had been going 
for longer than groups in Cumbria because they had been successful in earlier rounds of funding. The 
Northwest of England was the focus of the last round (also called the ‘Floods’ round) which had a regional 
focus on those areas affected by severe floods. Therefore, groups had only been going for approximately 
a year. 

The facilitators involved in establishing the groups contacted mainly farmers that their organisation had 
already been in touch with previously, e.g. for providing advice on biodiversity or flood management. Most 
farmers agreed to sign up to the group. They did not need much information for this decision because no 
binding obligations arose from it. Indeed, facilitators mentioned that there were cases of farmers who 
signed up originally and then never attended a single meeting. Funding amount were calculated per head, 
so there would have been an adjustment to the total amount, however this would not have concerned the 
farmers but only the facilitator. 

5.2.1.3 Farmer’s innovation paths and trigger change cycle model 
The key providers of support were the respective facilitators. These differed between groups, ranging from 
Rivers Trust, National Park Authority to FWAG as an organisation providing environmental advice to 
farmers (www.fwag.org.uk/). Some facilitators had worked for their organisations for several years, thus 
having built relationships and trust with the farmers in the area, while others were junior in their role. All 
advisors came from a farming background or had had some exposure to farming so they were aware of 
farming issues, as well as farmers’ seasonal and daily time availability. 

It is difficult to distinguish between adopters and droppers because those farmers who had signed up as 
members may have attended some, but not all meetings. As long as they do not officially declare to the 
facilitator that they intend to leave the group, they could not be classed as having ‘dropped’ the innovation. 
On the other hand, some farmers interview subscribed to the goals of the group, but they did not think 
that the group approach was the best way to address environmental issues; they valued their flexibility in 
decision making and felt time in meetings was wasted. 

Farmers’ assessment of the innovation: 

http://www.fwag.org.uk/


 AgriLink – Deliverable D2.2    

 

Page 38 of 56 

 

 

‘Environment’ was the aspect that over 60% of respondents assessed as most positively influenced by the 
innovation of Facilitation Fund groups. Most of those that gave no answer, did not know or were neutral, 
added that it was too early to say, realising that the impact of changed management on the environment 
often takes years to become visible. When asked about monitoring, very few farmers were aware of any 
monitoring undertaken. This was confirmed by the facilitators. The CSFF only requires reporting on 
number of meetings, topics discussed and numbers attending, but does not include any environmental 
monitoring or monitoring of changes in management. The expectation is that if group members sign up to 
an agri-environmental scheme, this will result in environmental benefits. 

 

 
Figure 10: Assessment of impact of farmer collaboration for environmental benefit 

 

About 40% of respondents found productivity to be positively affected, while product quality would only 
marginally be affected. The logic was that good environmental management should also benefit their 
produce, grain and animal, but this would be an indirect effect and difficult to attribute. Worker health and 
well-being was seen as not affected by the innovation, with almost all respondents being either neutral, did 
not know or gave no answer. Farmer collaboration on environmental issues would also have little effect 
on business competitiveness, unless farmers subscribed a large amount of land to an agri-environment 
scheme which would leave them substantially reduced basis of production. However, this would only be 
an indirect effect of collaboration. Some of the respondents belonging to groups that focussed on flooding 
said that the actions resulting from engaging with the group could contribute to storing more water on 
the land and in the soil, thus reducing the flood risk to towns downstream. In this way, there could be a 
beneficial effect on the local community. Almost 40% agreed with such beneficial effects but many 
commented that, as with ‘environment’, they felt it was too early to say. The link from their local action 
to ‘societal issues’ was not apparent to most respondents, hence they assessed there to be no effect. 
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The point of becoming aware of the innovation for most farmers was when the facilitator approached 
them with the idea of forming a group in order to apply for funding from the CSFF. Some facilitators invited 
farmers they thought might be interested to an initial meeting at which they presented the scheme, set 
out what would be involved, and collected farmers’ signature for the application form. All farmers 
interviewed signed up at this stage. Several farmers had joined the group at a later stage, mainly because 
the facilitator distributed the invitations to meetings with interesting speakers more widely. In fewer cases, 
a family member or neighbour had mentioned the event so that the farmer decided to go along. The key 
trigger would have been a mixture of factors including attractive topic, nothing else planned for the day, 
suitable location, children could be brought along or childcare arranged, and free food. 

The earliest dates mentioned for becoming aware of the innovation was 2014. This was just before the 
CSFF was launched and the first round of applications invited. These were respondents from East Anglia. 
Most respondents from Cumbria became aware of the scheme in 2016 or 2017. This coincides with the 
later rounds of funding. Those farmers that had joined groups recently quoted early 2018 as the time they 
became aware of the group. Once farmers had been invited, the process of assessing the opportunity and 
deciding to join was very short, due to the act of joining creating little to no commitment to any future 
activities. Some of the non-adopters had heard of the meetings but had no interest in going. Other non-
adopters were simply not aware of the existence of the group. 

Assessment stage 

One key motivation for farmers to sign up to join a Facilitation Fund group was that this earned them 
extra points for their upcoming application to a Countryside Stewardship scheme option. This could raise 
their total points above the threshold and thus secure them funding for agri-environmental activities. 
However, not all farmers who joined wanted to sign up to a scheme, or had their existing agreement come 
up for renewal. Respondents mentioned a range of motivations for joining meetings: Farmers see the 
meetings as an opportunity to learn something new, refresh their knowledge, see how someone else 
tackles a problem on their farm, hear how others fared with particular scheme options, meet and socialise 
with local farmers, and put in a stake for young farmers. There were also those that wanted to be seen to 
mingle with other farmers (e.g. if they are small scale or organic), or wanted to “keep up numbers” so that 
such events continue to be funded. Non-adopters were either of old age and about to give up the farm, 
or they prioritised their time differently. Others felt that they could benefit the environment more 
effectively outside of group meetings.  

The costs mainly involved the fuel for travelling to the meetings, and the time that had to be taken out of 
other daily activities and commitments. For example, a dairy farmer explained that he can never join a 
meeting before 7.30pm because this is time when he finishes milking and feeding the cows. This routine 
cannot be changed, and only if he arranges for someone else to look after the cows could he attend any 
earlier meetings. There was no mention of any negative side-effects or risks associated with joining a farmer 
group. Uncertainties existed regarding the continuation of the groups once the funding for the facilitators 
runs out. None of the farmers was confident that the groups would carry on without the facilitator. 

Implementation stage 

There was no clear starting point to the implementation stage after the farmers had decided to join and 
signed up as a group member. The facilitators were the key drivers for regular meetings. The number of 
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meetings depended on the specifications in the funding agreement with Natural England. Some groups in 
Cumbria had committed to 12 meetings a year over three years. Groups in East Anglia had a less dense 
schedule and would meet once during the growing season and two times over winter when there was less 
work to do. 

Generally, ideas for topics and speakers came from the facilitators although they would check with 
colleagues, align with topics at other events, and run the ideas past the farmer members of the group to 
ensure there was sufficient interest. Some groups had set up a steering group, consisting of some of the 
farmer members, and representatives from other organisations involved in agri-environmental 
management. For example, the Yorkshire Dales National Park farm team would draw on local rivers trusts 
and the Farmer Network. In this case, there was also broader coordination between the facilitators who 
worked with different groups in the area: the 5 facilitators would meet several times a year to update each 
other, plan and coordinate activities.  

The groups in East Anglia were built on pre-existing groups which made people more confident about 
speaking up and discussing future topics they were interested in. The label ‘farmer-led’ applied to these 
groups to a greater extent, whereas groups in Cumbria were facilitator-led (albeit not ‘top-down’) and 
relied heavily on facilitator initiative and skill. Although the groups in East Anglia appeared more established, 
one member commented that he perceived his group as “very disparate”, where the “direction is unclear 
and difficult to pin down”. This hints at the important role of the facilitator even in areas where more 
social capital may be present. 

Not all of the facilitating organisations can be described as ‘conventional’ farm advisors. In some instances, 
their main activities were centred on implementing river restoration and water quality projects. Facilitators 
considered themselves project officers who worked with a range of different landowners. The geographical 
locations (in relation to water management issues) was key in determining who the project officers would 
work with, so to some extent they would work with farmers but not consider themselves farm advisors. 
Although these officers had mainly ecological and hydrological knowledge, they were well equipped to also 
advise on capital works relating to farm infrastructures (e.g. midden covers, hard standing surfaces), soil 
management, dredging and livestock management. The expert speakers at the meetings brought additional 
specialist knowledge. Farmers also mentioned that they kept the speaker’s contact details and would follow 
up after the meeting with specific questions relating to their individual farm situation. 

5.2.1.4 Farmer’s innovation micro-AKIS 
The micro-AKIS relating to the innovation of farmer collaboration for environmental management is not 
substantially different from the general micro-AKIS, although it can be said to be more centred around the 
group facilitator, and characterised by more (regular) interaction with farmers who are also regular 
attendees. Environmental and farm conservation organisations are already part of most farmers micro-
AKIS, but they will only be drawn on if there is interaction in the context of a specific project or if advice 
is sought/ provided for agri-environmental schemes and grants. Therefore, the strength of ties also 
fluctuates over time, and will increase if project ideas are discussed, or agri-environmental agreements 
come up for renewal (every 5 or 10 years). 
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The micro-AKIS does not vary between different stages of the triggering change cycle, mainly because the 
stages are not as clear-cut as with other innovations and the ‘adoption’ may simply mean attending a few 
meetings without further obligations. 

As outlined above, interaction with facilitators was initially through an invitation (flyer, email, online post) 
with a first meeting to gauge interest. Future meetings were announced by email (with a flyer attached). 
Some facilitators also called round the group to see if sufficient numbers planned to attend so it was 
worthwhile holding the meeting rather than an (expensive) speaker turning up for only a handful of people. 
In groups that had already established trust between members and common interests, the group itself 
could be described as a micro-AKIS. One example in East Anglia illustrates this, where farmers first listened 
to a presentation on enhancing habitat for farmland birds, in particular corn buntings. They then went on 
to discuss the experience they had with managing these birds on their own farm, current numbers, timings 
of tilling, sowing and harvesting operations, seed mixes, impact of fence posts and perches. The discussion 
continued outside when they had a look at the fields of the host farm and expanded into design and 
placement of nesting boxes for tree sparrows. Interviewees confirmed they talked among each other about 
these topics outside of group meetings and even had friendly competition for the most birds or breeding 
pairs. They had also visited sites and reserves together in the past. 

 

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

5.2.2.1  Advisory landscape in the focus region 
Searching the internet for information is a common source of information for farmers in both regions, 
with the exception of those that have no digital connection. In some cases, the farmer himself does not 
use the internet much but he relies on his wife or children to look the information for him.  

In Cumbria, the auctions play an important role for information exchange and socialising. This is due to 
the livestock-based farming systems which require regular visits to the auction mart. Most Cumbrian 
farmers cited other farmers as their most important source of information. Farmers interact regularly with 
their feed and machinery merchants, as well as nutrition sales representatives. The vet plays a key role for 
herd management and is regularly on the farm (e.g. fortnightly on a dairy farm). Some farmers have also 
joined stock health groups set up by the vet to keep up to date with best practice in managing the health 
of their sheep. Farmer networks and groups are a further important source of information, ranging from 
the more formal Aspatria Farmers Ltd and Farmer Network to informal farmer discussion groups or 
grassroots clubs. Advice for subsidies comes mainly from Natural England advisor, the National Park’s farm 
team, and independent consultants or land agents. Interaction is often face-to-face, with telephone calls as 
a follow up or for quick information, and emails and brochures for dispensing more general information. 
No gaps in information provision were noted; the key challenges were rather sifting relevant information 
from the oversupply and finding the time to ‘digest’ and apply information. Training offered by e.g. the 
Farmer Network were taken up, in particular when membership entitled farmers to reduced rates or 
vouchers were available. 

Due to the dominance of arable agriculture in East Anglia, agronomists and potato consultants played a 
significant role as key advisors for farmers. Talking to other farmers was rarely mentioned as a source of 
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information. Nevertheless, farmers were active members of farmer cooperative and buyers groups 
(Anglian Farmers, East Anglia Buyers Group, AgriTech East) and received information on commodities, 
input and machinery prices. Conservation-minded farmers also had links to FWAG, wildlife trusts, and 
organisations focussing on farmland birds. Interaction was often face-to-face, but also phone and email 
played an important role. Technology and software were also used to pull together information or analyse 
data from their own business, sometimes with the help of external consultants or membership 
organisations (AgriTech East). Most farmers had undertaken training in the last 2 years. Respondents were 
confident if they needed to know something, they would know where to get the information. 

 

General description of the advisory landscape and trends 

There is a variety of advisory organisations present in the regions, most of which are non-governmental 
organisations that are organised as a trust or a charitable organisation (meaning they may offer commercial 
advice but are not for profit). Natural England is the nature conservation agency providing advice to the 
English Government. In Cumbria, they have an area office in Kendal, and in East Anglia their offices are in 
Norwich and Cambridge. GWCT works across Great Britain and Ireland. 

 

Organisation/ advisory provider Type  

Active across England   

Natural England Public organisation  

Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust NGO/ trust on-farm game management and 
conservation advice, 9 advisors 

Cumbria   

Yorkshire Dales National Park 
Authority, farm team 

Public organisation  

The Farmer Network Farmer-based organisation Independent, not for profit 
company 

West Cumbria Rivers Trust NGO/ trust  

Lune Rivers Trust NGO/ trust  

Eden Rivers Trust NGO/ trust  

Yorkshire Dales Rivers Trust NGO/ trust  

Yorkshire Farming and Wildlife 
Partnership 

Informal network  

United Utilities Water company Mainly for funding projects, no 
direct farm advice 

East Anglia   

Norfolk FWAG NGO/ trust  

Farm conservation consultant Private consultant  
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Royal Society for the Protection of 
Birds (RSPB) 

NGO/ trust  

Lincolnshire Wildlife Trust NGO/ trust  

River Glaven Conservation Group Informal network  

Wildfowl Trust NGO/ trust  

British Trust for Ornithology NGO/ trust  

Norfolk Rivers Trust NGO/ trust  

Anglian Water Water industry company Mainly for funding projects, no 
direct farm advice 

 

5.2.2.2  Key players of advice for the innovation area in the focus region 
The key advice providers differ by group but not by stages in the triggering change cycle. For example, one 
group in Cumbria had the National Park’s farm team as they key advice provider throughout awareness, 
assessment and implementation stage. For another group in Cumbria, the key advice provider throughout 
all stages was a rivers trust. 

Contextual developments for facilitators included changes in the funding landscape. With decreasing 
budgets, all organisations active in this area (as well as some farmers) realised that the CSFF was an 
excellent opportunity to secure funding for collaborative working for 3-5 years. Challenges related to 
delineating areas and holdings of sufficient size to meet the criteria of the scheme, adjacency of holdings, 
generating enough interest for farmers to sign up to the application, identifying environmental management 
activities that aligned with funding priorities and farmers’ interests. In some cases, groups had not been 
successful at the first attempt. They needed to maintain momentum, adjust the applications, and submit 
again to the next funding round. 

Regarding uptake in the focus regions, the map (Figure 11) gives and overview of the location of groups 
that are funded under CSFF agreements (an interactive map is provided online by 
https://www.farmerclusters.com/). There are more groups in Cumbria than in East Anglia due to the 
additional Northern Flood Round targeted specifically at the Northwest of England, so application success 
rates were higher there. 

https://www.farmerclusters.com/
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Figure 11: Map of Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund agreements provided by DEFRA 

Given the historical development of farm advice provision in England, the fact that none of the facilitators 
are associated with a public or governmental organisation is not surprising. Agri-environmental advice has 
been contracted out to non-governmental providers for the last decades. Novel ways of providing advice 
became apparent with two groups that were not studied in depth, but information came from facilitators 
that were encountered by chance. One example is a group set up by a farmland conservation advisor 
employed by the RSPB in early 2018. It followed similar principles to farmer clusters and facilitation fund 
groups but did not apply for funding through the CSFF. The time spent on organising meeting and 
coordinating the group is paid for as part of the advisor role. The second example is a group that started 
up with funding from the CSFF in 2015. Over time, the group grew more independent, and now employs 
an advisor solely funded by the farmers in the group. 
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In the context of farmer collaboration, AKIS actors have a more important function for networking, 
identifying funding (both public and private sources) for group activities as well as their own post, 
coordinating activities with activities contributing to similar goals across the region, and promoting the 
achievements of groups and results of their management activities. 

All AKIS actors and advisors’ interviews confirmed that the innovation was important or very important, 
and that its importance was still growing. They pointed out that the facilitation activities are essential but 
cannot, or only to a very limited extent, be carried out without some basic funding. Most informants 
criticised the amount of paperwork associated with the application stage and the stage of administering 
the grant. One claimed that the money spent on the CSFF would have been more efficiently spent on farm 
advisors working with individual farmers to get them into an agri-environment scheme, with a landscape 
scale effect achieved through the advisor coordinating individual management agreements. Another 
criticised that more time was spent doing the paperwork than actually talking to farmers. The majority of 
facilitators felt that a significant drawback of the CSFF was that it did not fund any one-to-one advice which 
they felt was necessary to follow up from group meetings. 

5.2.2.3  Transformation of advisory landscape 
Several of the advisory organisations interviewed act at the local or regional scale but are part of a 
federations or umbrella organisation (see table). The year of establishment refers to the most recent 
organisation, but several had existed in other forms or under different names before. In all four 
organisations, the total number of employees as well as the number of advisors increased over the last 5 
years. They employ between 2 and 9 advisors who interact regularly with farmers. FWAG and the farmer 
network work with all sizes of farms, while the rivers trust and Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority 
(YDNPA) work mainly with small and medium farm (which reflects the farm structures in their regions). 
Other types of farming clients tended to be minor target groups. Semi-subsistence and subsistence farms 
tend to not be served – they are rare in the region. Other clients include other types of landowners, 
angling groups, local communities, businesses, sponsors, corporate members, and partner organisations 
(mainly conservation organisations). 

None of the organisations have experimental stations or farms. They tend to use a shared drive or the 
intranet which are not publicly accessible, and neither is content available for a charge. YDNPA is the 
exception with a website that holds lots of documents that are open access. 

Although only four organisations are presented with their full details it is important to note that none of 
them work in isolation. They all work with other partners in delivering projects and advice to farmers, 
partially because they may have a higher chance of success if they can demonstrate partnership working, 
they can cover larger areas and higher number of clients, and they can draw on various sources of expertise 
that they do not hold in-house. Advisors, project officers and facilitators know each other, some may have 
worked for another organisation in the area before. One facilitator working for a rivers trust was 
previously a full-time farmer; other facilitators run a farm alongside their paid job as facilitator. 

There is a wide range of organisations that act as facilitators for farmer groups funded by the CSFF. They 
include large organisations such as the National Trust, RSPB, Butterfly Conservation, and smaller 
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organisations such as the various rivers trusts, Wildlife Trusts, private consultants, different local FWAG 
groups, Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs), Wye and Usk Foundation, and local authorities. 

Throughout the research it became apparent that there is a tension between different approaches to 
farmer collaboration, mainly related to the distribution of limited resources and attribution of intellectual 
property around the idea of farmer collaboration and any benefits arising. Although the idea of farmer 
clusters was piloted by GWCT, this was not the first-time initiatives to encourage farmer cooperation 
were trialled. The CSFF subsequently introduced funding which, by its very nature, was tied to application 
forms, selection criteria and processes, and accountability requirements. While some interviewees said 
farmer clusters and facilitation fund groups are essentially the same (see also recent GWCT webpage on 
farmer clusters launched in November 2018), others emphasise their different genesis, rules, structure and 
activities3. A key challenge with regard to promoting farmer collaboration for environmental benefits is 
for the involved organisations to agree on an overarching direction, provide avenues to access the 
necessary funding, and put aside differences regarding ‘ownership’ of the innovation.  

 West Cumbria 
Rivers Trust 

The Farmer 
Network 

Yorkshire Dales 
National Park 

Norfolk FWAG 

Umbrella 
organisation 

Rivers Trust UK 
www.theriverstrust.
org 

Is itself an 
amalgamation of 
two regional 
networks 

Association for 
National Parks 
England 
www.nationalparkse
ngland.org.uk 

FWAG Association 
www.fwag.org.uk/ 

Year of 
establishment 

2009 2006 NP 1954, NP 
Authority 1997, 
farm team ca. 1998 

2011 

Main source of 
financing 

Contracts with 
state organisations 
and projects funded 
by local businesses/ 
water utility 
company 

Membership fees Contracts with 
state organisations 
and projects funded 
by NGO 

Fee for advisory 
service paid by 
farmers 

Number of farmers 
served 

142 1100 1000 260 

Main advisory topics Environment, 
livestock, farm 
infrastructure 

Arable and 
livestock, cross 
compliance, rural 
development, 
environment 

Environment, rural 
development, farm 
infrastructure, 
natural flood 
management 

Environment 

Back office: 
Knowledge platform 

Shared drive Intranet  Website repository Shared drive 

Table 6: Key characteristics of surveyed advisory organizations 

                                                
3 “Unlike existing environmental schemes for farms, which are top-down and involve much red tape, GWCT’s scheme 
is voluntary and led by the farmers themselves.” (https://www.agricology.co.uk/packed-line-returning-farmer-cluster-
conference)  

http://www.theriverstrust.org/
http://www.theriverstrust.org/
http://www.nationalparksengland.org.uk/
http://www.nationalparksengland.org.uk/
http://www.fwag.org.uk/
https://www.agricology.co.uk/packed-line-returning-farmer-cluster-conference
https://www.agricology.co.uk/packed-line-returning-farmer-cluster-conference
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Figure 12:  overview of rivers trust in England and Wales  
Fisheries and rivers trust are organised separately in Scotland (http://fms.scot/policy-areas/) 
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6 Discussion: Answering research questions 

6.1 What roles do advisory services play in the cycles of farmers’ decision making?  
In Case Study 1, we find that having some tangible evidence that investing in the innovation will bring 
returns is necessary. This typically takes the form of maps that are produced as a result of soil sampling 
across a neighbouring (or nearby) farm. The farmer viewing the map is able to instantly recognise, due to 
colour coding of different PH levels in the field, that there are significant portions of the field that do not 
require inputs. The farmer then quickly realises that over the scale of a large farm this would represent 
large cost savings annually. For farms over a certain size, it’s clear that the return on investment would 
come quickly. This is particularly the case when considering lime as an input, though many farmers had 
gone on to adopt (or were considering adopting) soil sampling and variable rate for other types of inputs. 

This is just one finding that reflects the fact that farmers are typically not focused on environmental 
sustainability goals in making decisions to invest in costly innovations – rather it is cost savings and returns 
on those investments that are the main driver.  

In Case Study 2, facilitators (not necessarily farm advisors) typically invited farmers to initial meetings – 
this is not necessarily a trigger event as outlined in the conceptual framework but may be the trigger to 
awareness for these farmers at least. Much of this awareness raising process builds on previous interactions 
with organisations involved in conservation, river restoration and flood management, particularly in the 
context of agri-environmental grants. 

Which role for farm advice in supporting farmers in “assessing innovation”: who and how do advisory providers 
support farmers in assessing the positive and negative effects of innovations? This relates to the back-office activities 
of farm advice for producing knowledge about payoffs. It also relates to new activities of knowledge brokering and 
assisting farmers in finding reliable and relevant source of knowledge in fragmented AKIS, and in the digital age. 

Case Study 1: A challenge for AKIS in supporting farmers in uptake of precision farming is that in our 
sample, we found that the advisors most turned to for advice on the innovation were commercial, often 
working with soil sampling companies. However, farmers report that these relationships are trusted, and 
that the advisors had been honest with them regarding the pros and cons of adopting the innovation – in 
particular if the farm was too small-scale to see a profitable return on the investment. It is possible that 
farmers turn mostly to these advisors as they consider them the experts regarding the innovation, meaning 
that other types of advisor might not be approached regarding these types of technology.  

Case Study 2: This is not applicable to CSFF groups because the adoption does not come with any 
commitment or change of farm management beyond attending a few meetings. Farmers in groups with 
facilitators that interact with other facilitators may benefit from learning in other groups, although only 
scant evidence of this was found in the interviews. 

Which role for farm advice in supporting farmers in implementing innovation: who and how do advisory providers 
support farmers in the acquisition of learning-by-doing type of knowledge? This relates to classical front-office 
function of farm advice, with one-on-one consulting, or coaching, but also group facilitation, use of Decision Support 
Tools, etc. 
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Facilitators are crucial for implementing farmer collaboration for environmental management. In Case 
Study 2, for all groups interviewed the facilitator was seen as the driver, without whom the group would 
no longer arrange to meet, invite speakers or plan joint activities. Only in one case where the group pre-
existed and build on personal friendship is it likely that some informal activity may continue. 

 

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? 

How do farm characteristics relate to the role of advice in decision-making for different innovation areas? This will 
encompass farmers’ profiles (their sociodemographic variables, innovation profile, development models and values, 
among other variables) and farm characteristics (technical orientation, farm size, economic size, farmer style, 
business orientation, among other variables). In addition, AgriLink sample comprises farmers who adopted 
innovation, but also who did not adopt innovation (either because they could not, or because they chose not to). 

Case Study 1: Overall, we found that farm size (in terms of numbers of hectares farmed) was the main 
determinant of whether or not a farmer adopted the innovation, due largely to the impact of farm size on 
returns on the relatively large investment required for variable rate precision farming. This variable also 
therefore impacted upon farmer-advisor interactions, as advisors were firstly more likely to approach 
large-scale farmers to propose adoption (bearing in mind that these advisors were typically commercial) 
and secondly in the sense that when farmers discussed options with these advisors, they were often advised 
against adoption if their farm size was small. There are also clearly some farmers who are more 
predisposed towards adopting innovative technologies (and even pioneering them) as opposed to those 
who are more reluctant – this can be compared with the early adopters and laggards discussed in Diederen 
et al. 20034. 

Case Study 2: Different geographical areas historically had different organisations that have taken a stronger 
role in advising farmers. In Cumbria, it’s the Farmer Network and rivers trust (and National Park authority 
where within the boundary) while in East Anglia FWAG and RSPB play key roles. This is likely due to the 
different types of environmental challenges faced (water management in Cumbria, farm biodiversity in East 
Anglia) rather than farm characteristics. Farm characteristics broadly determine what kind of specialist 
expertise the advisory organisations need to be relevant to farmers, in Cumbria livestock and farm 
infrastructure, and in East Anglia the cropping regimes interaction with farm wildlife. 

How does the nature of the innovation area’s (technological, social…) interact with farmer diversity and is reflected 
in the contribution of different types of advice and provider to decision-making? 

                                                
4 Diederen, P., Van Meijl, H., Wolters, A. & Bijak, K. (2003). Innovation adoption in agriculture: innovators, early adopters and 
laggards. Cahiers d’Economie et de Sociologie Rurales, INRA Editions. 67, 29-50. 
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In Case Study 1, the nature of the innovation is technology, and therefore relates to diversity in the sense 
of whether farmers are more or less inclined towards adopting new technologies (compare with Diederen 
paper described above). However, these kinds of diverse characteristics are probably not as important as 
farm size, which ultimately dictates how quickly a farmer will see a return on his or her investment in 
costly technology. 

What is the role of the regional context (rural vs. urban, history of R-FAS…)? 

We are not aware of any relevance of regional context, or differences in other parts of the UK. 

How do new business models of advisory suppliers (including models associated to digitization of agriculture) interact 
in different stages of farmers’ decision-making cycles? Are they creating new opportunities and new functions? For 
instance bringing new triggers in the agricultural scene? Or speed up farmers’ assessment of innovation through 
new technologies? Can they generate new forms of path dependency? 

In Case Study 1 we found only that the advisory suppliers on precision farming technologies were typically 
quite narrow and connected with commercial organisations already dealing in those technologies – this 
probably should not be described as a new advisory model, since these individuals, though commercial 
were well trusted and had long standing relationships with those farming families. In Case Study 2, the only 
thing relevant to farmer collaboration might be Facebook, Twitter and webpages that can contain 
information about similar groups and their achievement, thus exerting (positive) peer pressure and 
providing good practice examples, ultimately inspiring more farmers to join a group or progress the 
activities in their existing group. Examples are the platform recently set up by GWCT 
(https://www.farmerclusters.com/), and the Nature Friendly Farming Network (www.nffn.org.uk). While 
the former contains elements to bring together farmers geographically, the latter focusses on like-minded 
people irrespective of geographical location (presents profiles of leading farmers from across the UK). 

 

6.3 Transformation of advisory suppliers and farmer’s innovation uptake processes 

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

In terms of farm clusters (Case Study 2), if we take the availability of a trusted facilitator as a precondition 
for the establishment and maintenance of farmer collaboration, then regions with less relevant or less 
active organisations will have unequal (less) access to information and support. However, the experience 
has shown that a wide variety of organisations can provide the facilitator role. Key is that they have good 
links to the farming community and an understanding of farming as such. They also need to be able to 
translate government’s environmental priorities (e.g. as stated in agri-environment schemes) into 
meaningful objectives and management activities for farmers, and identify funding sources beyond the public 
purse. 

Differences in funding of R-FAS (e.g. England, Scotland, Wales) means that different funding mechanisms 
are available. The CSFF is only available to support groups in England. Also NGOs have regions where 

https://www.farmerclusters.com/
http://www.nffn.org.uk/
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they are more strongly represented. The GWCT is more present in England, and their attempts at 
establishing farmer clusters in Scotland are very slow to take off. 

This question is less relevant to Case Study 1, where we find a different model of farm advice – farmers 
are typically seeking their advice on precision farming from trusted sources through commercial companies 
already dealing in these technologies in the first instance.  

How does new governance models of farm advice (often described as more decentralised) influence farmers’ and 
advisors’ access to shared knowledge (through platforms, training schemes, networks, etc.)? Do these models allow 
for the accumulation and distribution of knowledge about the positive and negative effects of innovation for farmers, 
and for society at large? Who are the new key players of brokering and linkages within AKIS? 

Each of the 4 countries within the UK, are responsible for implementing their own farm advisory services 
therefore there is limited cross-regional learning. FAS is treated as a devolved policy matter and as a result 
there exists no national joined up policy. Each country decides on the policy matters most important for 
their jurisdiction and opportunities to learn from each other are limited.  

In England, there exists a wealth of non-governmental actors delivering advice, and these are potentially 
are less restricted by administrative boundaries, utilising the internet, social media and networking and 
repositories for materials. GWCT was a key driver for piloting the innovation of farmer clusters, and 
getting Natural England to support it, ultimately setting up a funding scheme. Both governmental and non-
governmental actors organise regular annual meetings (e.g. Farmer Cluster Conferences 12/10/2017 
London; 1/11/2018 Birmingham) 

In Scotland, there exists a mixture of public and private bodies offering farm advice, with the majority used 
in Aberdeenshire & Angus coming from the private sector. These companies offer specific precision 
farming advice, variable rate precision farming technologies, trials and soil samples, as well as crucially the 
ability to interpret the data. The advice and technology offered by private companies is acknowledged as 
being more cutting edge than advice coming from the public sector.  
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7 Case study narratives 
 

This section was removed due to the GDPR regulations.  

 

  



 AgriLink – Deliverable D2.2    

 

Page 53 of 56 

 

 

8 Conclusions: Insights & Highlights 
INSIGHTS 

The types of farms engaged over our two case studies are quite different in structure and scale. In Case 
Study 1 we interviewed farmers in Aberdeenshire and Angus (Scotland) working with arable crops (or 
mixed farming) who had either adopted, dropped or never adopted variable rate precision farming. The 
average farm size was 565 ha, and 75% held agricultural land under 500 ha. In Case Study 2, we interviewed 
farmers in Cumbria and East Anglia (England) who were part of farm cluster groups. There are substantial 
differences between the two regions studied in this case study. Cumbria is a farming region dominated by 
hill sheep and cattle grazing complemented with some meadow and barley crops for feed. East Anglia is a 
highly productive arable region with larger farm sizes, a higher degree of digital technology used and higher 
numbers of hired workers. Therefore, our case studies present quite different contexts and insights in 
relation to advisory services and the uptake of innovation. 

Good Stories: In Case Study 1, many good examples of successful advisor-farmer relationships were 
discussed in the interviews. For the uptake of precision farming technologies (and perhaps any technologies 
which are new to a particular farmer) farmers place trust in knowing that an advisor has expertise in the 
technology. Perhaps this is the reason that many of the advisors active in supporting uptake of precision 
farming technologies are representatives of technology or soil sampling companies who have existing 
relationships with the farmers. In particular it is the ability to present convincing data that has the most 
power in supporting uptake. More adoption is also witnessed in farmers who have a self-confessed 
tendency towards technology and “new gadgets”.  

In Case Study 2, farm clusters were led by facilitators who were seen as drivers, and critical to the 
continuity of the group. The case study was characterised by a broad range of different types of actors 
acting in an advisory or facilitator capacity, but regardless of background, if the facilitator held a number 
of key characteristics (collaborative, had a good knowledge of farming generally etc.) they were generally 
successful in driving the meetings and encouraging sustainable farming practices and ethos.  

Failure Stories: In Case Study 1, the failures we see, if they can be described as such, are a “failure” to 
adopt the technology (or perhaps dropping the technology when it has not worked). However, this is 
largely due to characteristics of the farm (farm size too small to see returns on the investment for example) 
rather than a failure in the advisory landscape.  

In Case Study 2, challenges exist in whether certain farmers would wish to participate – some farmers 
don’t attend all of the meetings, rather picking and choosing meetings which are most relevant or 
interesting to them.  

Gaps: In Case Study 1 we did not find gaps in available information, rather the information was provided 
by somewhat specialist sources. In Case Study 2 no gaps in information were identified, rather there are 
difficulties in sifting through excessive information, and having time to process the information to find 
relevance. In summary, we observe plenty of advice and resources available to farmers across the two 
innovation areas (through advisory channels and online), but challenges may exist in finding relevant 
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information from all of the “noise”. This is where advisors can be helpful, as long as the right advisors are 
accessible and identifiable in each case.   

Surprises: One of the main themes we were interested in across both case studies is the importance of 
environmental sustainability in the adoption of more sustainable farming practices (precision farming, farm 
clusters). In Case Study 2, environmental motives were present in many of the participants. However, in 
Case Study 1, none of the farmers attributed a concern for the environment as a driver for adopting 
variable rate precision farming, rather it was the promise of cost savings (particularly in terms of inputs) 
that was the main factor in their decisions to adopt.  

HIGHLIGHTS  

In Case Study 1, the issue of trust between farmers and farm advisors was revealed as very important. For 
the majority of the adopters in our sample, a key source of information came from private commercial 
companies who performed the soil sampling process and led onto the adoption of variable rate precision 
farming technologies. Crucially an advisor and not the company was named who became the responsible 
person for the farmer’s adoption of the technology, thus suggesting a close and trusting relationship.   

 

In Case Study 2, the role of the facilitator was very important to the success rate of the farmer cluster. 
Their background and skills to lead and manage a group were identified as being important to the longer-
term viability of a group.  Environmental concerns were also noted by many farmers as a reason behind 
their desire to be a part of a farmer cluster.  
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