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1 Summary and Recommendations

1.1 Director Training 

The role of co-operation and joint activity in agriculture is increasing continuously and the position that farmers hold as directors of co-operatives is becoming ever more demanding.  To assist them in their task, SAOS developed and piloted a training programme specifically designed for farmers holding non-executive directorships of co-operatives.  A course was held over five days in the autumn of 2001.  It was delivered by SAC staff, and was fully supported by Scottish Enterprise Borders (SEB) and the European Social Fund.  Fifteen delegates, drawn from eight businesses, participated in the training course.

1.2 Evaluation Study

The objective of this project was to evaluate the benefits gained by the businesses arising from the training delivered to directors in November and December 2001.  This report details the feedback gained from the delegates and the various changes that have been implemented by the businesses since the course.
1.3 Benefits Identified

The evaluation identified that there had been considerable benefits, both for the delegates who attended the course and their respective businesses.  It can be considered that the training project has been highly successful.

Five main benefits have been identified as follows:

Firstly, delegates improved their understanding of the roles and responsibilities of directors and now consider that both they and their Boards are more focused and effective.
Secondly, delegates’ strategic thinking processes and procedures have been improved and opportunities have been taken to review existing business strategies and develop new ones.
Thirdly, corporate governance practices have been reviewed and improved and new ones have been introduced.  The businesses are now more robust as a consequence of this activity.  

Fourthly, outside expertise has been sought where gaps in Boards’ skill and expertise have been identified.
Finally, the course and learning experience were enjoyable, stimulating and thought provoking and attending it has raised the status of the individual delegates.  In essence, the appetite of the delegates for learning had been revitalized.

1.4 Recommendations

The findings of this report highlight the benefits that have arisen as a consequence of the training programme.  This will undoubtedly be important in helping the various directors and Boards lead and control their businesses in order that they deliver high levels of performance for all their various stakeholders.  

In order for this to continue, it would seem appropriate to take account of the benefits that have been highlighted in this report and consider the following three recommendations:
Recommendation One

Support the continued delivery of director training for farmers in the Borders 
The report highlights the benefits arising out of the training received from delegates attending the course in 2001.  However, directors and Boards change and businesses continue to develop.  To ensure that the co-operative businesses continue to deliver high quality services, it is important to ensure that a wealth of talent is available to lead them.  Continued delivery of training to farmer directors and potential directors in the Borders is a vital part of this process and support should be maintained.

Recommendation Two

Champion the availability of a consistent package of support available throughout Scotland
SAOS and SAC have delivered the same training in other areas of Scotland.  However, the assistance available throughout the Scottish Enterprise Network to support the delivery of the course is inconsistent.  Championing a ‘national product’ would redress the inconsistent approach, creating an environment that would encourage a greater uptake and continuity of training throughout Scotland.  The benefits highlighted in this report can be used as evidence to support the adoption of a ‘national product’.

Recommendation Three

Support advanced development for co-operative directors
The delegates attending the course found the learning experience enjoyable, stimulating and thought provoking.  In essence, their appetite for learning had been revitalized.  SAOS is currently developing a director ‘Master Class’, targeted at experienced directors and those who have completed the Director Development Course.  The ‘Master Class’ will focus on co-operative solutions that have been adopted around the world and is designed to accelerate the learning and development of farmer directors.  Supporting delegates who have completed the director development course through the ‘Master Class’ will ensure they continue to address their personal development requirements.

2 Background

2.1 Establishment Phase

The role of co-operation and joint activity in agriculture is increasing continuously and the position that farmers hold as directors of co-operatives is becoming ever more demanding.  To assist them in their task, SAOS developed and piloted a training programme specifically designed for farmers holding non-executive directorships of co-operatives.  A course was held over five days in the autumn of 2001.  It was delivered by SAC staff, and was fully supported by Scottish Enterprise Borders (SEB) and the European Social Fund.  Fifteen delegates, drawn from eight businesses, participated in the training course.

2.2 Course Content

The course was designed to provide delegates with a foundation level of skills in the following areas:

· Roles and responsibilities of the Board
· Strategic business planning

· Interpreting financial data

· Marketing

· Managing change

· Communication

· Managing people

2.3 Project Objective

The objective of this project was to evaluate the benefits gained by the businesses arising from the training delivered to directors in November and December 2001.  This will provide useful information in considering the possible expansion and future development of the training activity.

To carry out the evaluation, a questionnaire was developed and each delegate who attended the course was interviewed on a one-to-one basis.  Section 3 summarises the feedback and comments of the individual delegates.  Section 4 summarises the changes made in the businesses since the course.  Section 4 also provides a short background introduction to the current challenges facing the businesses to put in context the impact the training has had on their activities. 

3 Individual Feedback

3.1 Summary of Individual Feedback

The delegate interviews revealed a number of common responses concerning the effect of the course on the individuals who attended.  The comments are summarised as follows:

· Every delegate agreed the course had been worthwhile, stimulating and thought provoking and that it had increased his or her effectiveness as a Board member. 

· All the delegates stated they would recommend the course to others.

· Raising the level of understanding regarding directors’ roles and responsibilities created an environment which encouraged delegates to:

· Face up to their responsibilities

· Become more inquisitive and not just take things at face value

· Participate more proactively and effectively

· Raise more appropriate issues and topics 

· Prepare in advance of meetings and ask more relevant questions

· Consider the co-operative first (not how the business would affect the director’s farm)    

· Consider and contribute new ideas at Board meetings

· Get to grips with challenging situations and make difficult decisions 

This has had the effect of focusing Boards and improving their level of performance.

· In many cases, the knowledge gained on the course provided a structure that delegates used to develop ideas, views, opinions and judgments.  Various tools such as ‘SWOT’ and ‘PEST’ have been used.  This has improved levels of individual confidence and helped delegates bring forward better ideas and build more persuasive arguments at Board level.

· Confirmation that many of the internal processes and procedures undertaken by the various businesses were appropriate, e.g. financial management, quality systems, planning etc.

· The learning gained has been a useful update of information already received in previous training (in some cases this training dated back to a university or college education received over 20 years ago).

· Attending the course has encouraged delegates to look again at both their own businesses and the businesses where they hold a Board appointment.  It has encouraged them to be more outward looking.

· There is now a greater understanding of the importance of good communication and the various communication channels that can be used.  Since the course a number of the delegates have compiled and made presentations to farmer groups.

· The networking element of the course was extremely valuable and many of the links established were being maintained.

· For the sole female farmer director on the course, there was the realisation and confirmation that her abilities were every bit as competent as her male counterparts and fellow Board members and her confidence was boosted.
· Attending the course raised the status and credibility of the delegates amongst their peers and other individuals in the wider agricultural business community.  
· There were opportunities to look at the delegates’ co-operative businesses as case studies during the course and this provided useful feedback and ideas for the individual businesses.
· Attending the course helped to rekindle the delegates’ enthusiasm for learning.
Participating Businesses

Delegates representing the following businesses attended the course:

· Border Grain Ltd

· Borders Machinery Ring Ltd

· East of Scotland Growers Ltd

· Eildon Grain Ltd

· Farm Stock Scotland Ltd

· Scott Country Potatoes Ltd

· Scottish Borders Produce Ltd

The influence of the training on the activities of these businesses is summarised in the following sections.

4.1 Border Grain Ltd

Business Background

Border Grain (BG) works to maximise its members’ returns from combinable crops by providing the following services:

· Grain testing, drying, cleaning and storage 
· Bulk blending to meet specific customer requirements
· Securing markets and obtaining payment
The harvest of 2002 was the fifth successive year when the profitability of combinable crops had been under significant pressure.  Alongside other similar groups, this has brought into greater focus grain transport and handling charges that account for a larger proportion of the value of the grain as the cereal price falls.  To remain competitive, BG requires to attract more throughput.  However, due to reasons beyond the control of the group, such as set-aside and members exiting the industry, securing additional throughput in its present structure has not been possible.  

Activities Stimulated by the Course
BG is now considering a number of development options in order to provide possible alternatives for members requiring drying, storage and marketing services.  The training encouraged the directors to take this course of action.   Prior to the course it is possible that reviewing these issues would have been delayed, leading to potential losses for BG and less efficient storage and grading for members.


The course also served to confirm that:

· The current financial controls in place were adequate and robust.

4.2 Borders Machinery Ring Ltd

Business Background

Borders Machinery Ring (BMR) reduces the machinery, labour and variable input costs of its members by:

· Matching a shortage of machinery and labour on one farm with a surplus on another
· Pooling the purchase requirements of a number of buyers and negotiating enhanced payment terms
· Seeking diversified activities and opportunities
The business relies heavily on its IT and direct debit systems to facilitate these activities.
Established in 1987, BMR now has over 600 members throughout the Borders and North Northumberland.  In recent years, the trading environment has been extremely challenging for BMR and it has reported losses in both of the last two financial years (ending in April 2002). 

Activities Stimulated by the Course
The most pressing need for BMR is to stem the flow of financial losses and build financial strength into the balance sheet.  The current financial year ends in April 2003.  If the present level of performance is maintained, a substantial and positive change will be made in the financial performance of the business.  This can be attributed to a Board decision to re-focus the business and concentrate on core activities.  The learning gained on the course played a significant role in stimulating this change.
In addition to the above, a number of other activities have been completed drawing closely on the learning gained on the course.  They include:
· Improved financial controls through more frequent monitoring.
· Introduction of regular meetings between the Chairman and senior members of staff to review performance and plan future developments.
· Provision of contracts of employment for all members of staff.

· A greater commitment and understanding of the need for training.  Two members of staff have already undertaken computer training and a further two have training courses booked for March 2003. 
· More punctual distribution of Board minutes that are also now more comprehensive.
· Employment of outside assistance to support the development of the IT systems.
· Appointment of a Board member with specific responsibility for health and safety.
· Modifications to the member newsletter to include regular contributions from Board members and senior members of staff. 
· Provision of stakeholder pensions for all members of staff.
The course also served to confirm the benefits of clarity in respect of the aims and objectives of the business and the need to update the current business plan.

Finally, the course served to raise interest in Investors In People as a vehicle to assist the development of the staff and achieve the aims and objectives of the business. 

4.3 East of Scotland Growers


Business Background

East of Scotland Growers (ESG) assists members to maximise their returns from growing vegetables by:

· Providing advice and knowledge on growing techniques

· Securing markets for produce in processing and pre-packing markets

· Pooling purchase requirements and negotiating lower input costs for vegetable crops

· Planning production and arranging collection and distribution of produce from farm to customer

Vegetable producers operate in an unsupported free market.  Competition comes from a number of European sources, including Spain and Belgium.  

Activities Stimulated by the Course

The highly competitive nature of the sector demands that ESG constantly examines every aspect of its business activities.  A strategic review of the business is currently ongoing and a number of options are being evaluated.  The director who attended the course considered the training he received enabled him to make a more effective contribution to the review process.

In addition to the strategic evaluation currently ongoing, the learning gained on the course has stimulated:

· An employment contract to be drawn up and issued to the Managing Director 

· A Review of the systems available to assist growers reduce costs and improve quality

The course also served to confirm that:

· The current financial controls and quality systems in place were adequate and robust

4.4 Eildon Grain Ltd

Business Background

Eildon Grain (EG) works to maximise its members’ returns from combinable crops by providing the following services:
· Grain testing, drying, cleaning and storage
· Bulk blending to meet specific customer requirements
· Securing market outlets and obtaining payment
The harvest of 2002 was the fifth successive year when the profitability of combinable crops had been under significant pressure.  Alongside other similar groups, this has brought into focus grain transport and handling charges that account for a larger proportion of the value of the grain as the cereal price falls.  

Activities Stimulated by the Course

A priority for the group is to maintain or increase its throughput.  To address this a review of how potential new members can be attracted was completed.  Arising out of this, a presentation was developed which highlights the potential benefits EG can offer new members.  The knowledge gained on the course contributed towards the development of the presentation, which has subsequently been used at farmer meetings and on a one-to-one basis with interested individuals.

In addition to the above, a number of other activities have been completed drawing closely on the learning achieved from the course.  They include:
· Employment of outside expertise to conduct a full health and safety audit of the business and put in place robust policies and procedures. 
· Distribution to the Board of a guide for directors and company secretaries highlighting their roles and responsibilities.
· Presentation by the delegates who attended the training to fellow Board members to provide them with an overview of the course.
· Financial appraisal of a building refurbishment using the techniques learned from the course.  This resulted in the re-roofing of an all-purpose shed to enhance the storage facilities.
The course also served to confirm that:

· The current financial controls and quality systems in place were adequate and robust.
4.5 Farm Stock Scotland Ltd, encompassing Scott Country Lamb Ltd

Business Background

Farm Stock Scotland (FSS) is a federal organisation encompassing three lamb groups.  The lamb groups contract FSS to provide a range of services on their behalf in order to maximise the livestock sale returns of their farmer members.  This is achieved by:

· Selling members’ livestock to a range of different outlets

· Selecting stock on behalf of members to satisfy specific customer requirements 

· Providing the necessary administration to satisfy customer and member requirements
FSS was established in 1996. Membership stands in excess of 600, generating a throughput of 140,000 lambs and 10,000 cattle per annum.  This livestock is drawn from the Scottish Borders and adjoining counties of East and West Lothian, Dumfriesshire and Northumberland.

For a period after its establishment FSS offered one of the few deadweight selling routes available to farmers.  However, this has now changed and there is intense competition amongst businesses offering farmers a deadweight selling option.  

Activities Stimulated by the Course

FSS has recently undertaken a full strategic review to consider future development strategies for the businesses and is currently evaluating a number of options.  The directors who attended the course participated in the review process and felt that the learning gained improved the quality of their contributions. 

Arising out of the review, communication has been identified as one of the key priority areas for the business.  Activities in this area include:

· Reformatting the newsletter and publishing it more frequently.  One of the directors who attended the course now makes regular contributions to the newsletter.

· Holding local members’ meetings to promote the group and gain one-to-one feedback
· Plans to visit a meat processing business to improve members’ knowledge of customer needs and the supply chain in general.

In addition, the learning received on the course has also:

· Improved the understanding of the need for change in the FSS business.

· Improved the communication between FSS and its member lamb groups.


The course also served to confirm that:

· The current financial controls in place were adequate and robust.

4.6 Scott Country Potatoes Ltd

Business Background

Scott Country Potatoes (SCP) works to maximise its members’ returns from growing seed potatoes by providing the following services:
· Planting and harvesting 

· Storage

· Grading to customer specific size specifications and packing  

· Marketing directly to ware growers

· Providing cost information to enable benchmarking

Potato producers operate in an unsupported free market.  As a consequence, the price of seed is greatly affected by the balance of supply and demand, and last season seed prices were very depressed.  The volatility in profitability from year to year is a trend that is likely to continue.  


As a business, SCP transfers its costs back to growers so it is isolated from these trends.  However, the members are subject to the full forces of the market and consequently suffer low or negative returns from their seed potato enterprises when prices are depressed.  


Activities Stimulated by the Course


A priority for the group is to assist growers to reduce cost, increase growing efficiencies and add value through direct marketing.  The Board is aware of this and is currently evaluating a number of alternative strategies.  The tools learned from the course, such as SWOT and PEST, have been utilized in this process and have assisted the members of the Board in clarifying their thought processes.


In addition to strategic evaluation currently ongoing, the learning gained on the course has stimulated:

· Greater participation and professionalism by all Board members.  Previously the Chairman and Vice-Chairman undertook most of the work.
· An appreciation of the benefits of training which stimulated the Chairman to encourage the Seed Manager to complete a leadership training course to assist his people management skills, and all the other directors on the Board to attend the director training course in 2002 (only one director has not attended).
· An awareness of the need to examine in more detail growing and processing techniques to highlight areas of inefficiency and take measures to reduce cost and improve productivity.

· Greater willingness to accept changes in operational processes with higher costs in order to improve product quality and customer satisfaction.
· Improved member communication via a weekly email, to communicate operational information and processing data.

The course also served to confirm that:

· The current financial controls in place were adequate and robust.
4.7 Scottish Borders Produce Ltd

Business Background

Scottish Borders Produce (SBP) is a specialist grower of vining peas and broad beans, with an annual production of 6000 to 6500 tonnes.  On behalf of its members, the group plants, manages and harvests this production grown from some 35 farms in the Scottish Borders and adjoining counties of East Lothian and North Northumberland.  The sale proceeds from this activity are pooled and members receive payments based on the acreage grown on their farms.

The group arranges contract processing through its subsidiary business, Eyemouth Freezers Ltd.  This business was established following the closure of Christian Salvesen, the freezing plant at Eyemouth, in 1999.  An agent, MDC Foods, with well-established networks and connections in the processed vegetable industry, carries out the marketing function.

Activities Stimulated by the Course

Storage charges are a significant part of the production costs and accurate budgeting is necessary to ensure that the performance of the agent is monitored against the monthly volume targets.  Failure to monitor performance can result in reduced volume uptake and substantially higher storage costs.  This leads directly to lower returns for growers.  Since the course the budgeting process has been rigorously reviewed and improved. 
In addition to the above, a number of other activities have been completed drawing closely on the learning achieved on the course.  They include:
· Establishment of an induction programme for new directors that provides information on the recent history of the organisation and guidance on what is expected of Board members.
· Appointment of an outside director and employment of a consultant to bring specific skills and expertise to the business.
· Changes to format of communication between growers.  Previously two grower meetings were held pre and post harvest to plan and then review performance.  All the members attended these meetings.  Now three smaller meetings are held in the Lothians, Borders and Northumberland.  The format encourages greater grower participation and introduces an element of healthy competition between the groups.  Although not yet confirmed, the early indications are that this has improved operational performance.
· Changes to the format of Board meetings to reduce the number of times ‘AOCB’ brings forward items for discussion for which directors are not suitably prepared.  
· More punctual distribution of Board minutes following meetings.
· Review of staffing following the dismissal of the senior manager.  This resulted in existing staff being given enhanced roles and more responsibility and outside expertise being sought rather than the appointment of a replacement manager.
Benefits of the Training Course

5.1 Importance of Co-operation

Change is a constant theme in today’s farming industry, which has been under financial pressure for several years.  That general pressure looks set to continue.  

In the past farmers have shown their resilience and ability to adapt through increased technical efficiency, enlarging the scale of operation where possible and better marketing to improve product pricing.  However, with the changes in method of support and with intervention now much less attractive, it is increasingly important to recognise the real market, to meet product specification and to continue to reduce costs.  

Farmers participating in co-operative businesses are able to access services that help them to address these issues to enhance their own profitability and independence.  The Boards of the co-operative businesses play the lead role to ensure these services are available and the training course was designed to better prepare them for this responsibility.  

From the interviews, it appears the training was successful in this respect, with a range of benefits arising.  

5.2
Principal Benefits

There are five main benefits that have arisen as a consequence of the director development training course.  They are as follows:

· Delegates improved their understanding of the roles and responsibilities of directors and now consider that both they and their Boards are more focused and effective.
· Delegates’ strategic thinking processes and procedures have been improved and opportunities have been taken to review existing business strategies and develop new ones.
· Corporate governance practices have been reviewed and improved and new ones have been introduced.  The businesses are now more robust as a consequence of this activity.  The areas reviewed and changed include:

· Board member induction

· Board meeting format and reporting

· Board appointments for specific areas of responsibility

· Board / staff communications

· Employment contracts

· Staff appraisal

· Staff training

· Health and safety

· Outside expertise has been sought where gaps in Boards’ skill and expertise have been identified.

· The course and learning experience were enjoyable, stimulating and thought provoking and attending it has raised the status of the delegates.  In essence, the appetite for learning had been revitalized.

5.3 Other Benefits

In addition to the benefits outlined in section 5.1 the training course has also stimulated:
· Greater Board contribution towards member and other stakeholder communications.

· Establishment of new networks.
· Renewed enthusiasm from the delegates for the businesses where Board appointments were held.
4 Recommendations

The findings of this report highlight the benefits that have arisen as a consequence of the training programme.  This will undoubtedly be important in helping the various directors and Boards lead and control their businesses in order that they deliver high levels of performance for all their various stakeholders.  

In order for this to continue, it would seem appropriate to take account of the benefits that have been highlighted in this report and consider: 
6.1 Recommendation One

Support the continued delivery of director training for farmers in the Borders
The report highlights the benefits arising out of the training received from delegates attending the course in 2001.  However, directors and Boards change and businesses continue to develop.  To ensure that the co-operative businesses continue to deliver high quality services, it is important to ensure that a wealth of talent is available to lead them.  Continued delivery of training to farmer directors and potential directors in the Borders is a vital part of this process and support should be maintained.
6.2 Recommendation Two

Champion the availability of a consistent package of support available throughout Scotland

SAOS and SAC have delivered the same training in other areas of Scotland.  However, the assistance available throughout the Scottish Enterprise Network to support the delivery of the course is inconsistent.  Championing a ‘national product’ would redress the inconsistent approach, creating an environment that would encourage a greater uptake and continuity of training throughout Scotland.  The benefits highlighted in this report can be used as evidence to support the adoption of a ‘national product’.

6.3 Recommendation Three

Support advanced development for co-operative directors
The delegates attending the course found the learning experience enjoyable, stimulating and thought provoking.  In essence, their appetite for learning had been revitalized.  SAOS is currently developing a director ‘Master Class’, targeted at experienced directors and those who have completed the Director Development Course.  The ‘Master Class’ will focus on co-operative solutions that have been adopted around the world and is designed to accelerate the learning and development of farmer directors.  Supporting delegates who have completed the director development course through the ‘Master Class’ will ensure they continue to address their personal development requirements.
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