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1. BACKGROUND

1.1 introduction

Smart Farms is a Scottish Enterprise Network led project and was proposed in response to strategy development work carried out by the Scottish Enterprise Food Cluster Team.  The Food Cluster Team identified a number of significant threats to Scotland’s farming industry and Smart Farms was designed to acknowledge and address relevant support issues relating to profitability and standards of practise in the industry. The Business Club was the first concept to emerge from the Smart Farms project in August 2001. 

1.2 OBJECTIVES

The overall objective of the study is to undertake an evaluation of the Smart Farms Business Clubs in order to:

· assess what impact the project has had;

· identify if the Business Clubs were the correct forum;

· identify any best practice examples from alternative business clubs; and

· assess the level of future interest from the farming community.

The results of the evaluation will be used to:

· develop or modify future interventions;

· determine future resource allocation;

· establish appropriate indicators and targets; and

· determine future roles and responsibilities.

1.3 STUDY METHOD

The study was undertaken in five stages between October 2002 and December 2002, as detailed below:

· Stage 1 Inception & Set Up;

· Stage 2 Consultation & Fieldwork Programme;

· Stage 3 Impact Analysis;

· Stage 4 Learning Workshop; and

· Stage 5 Report Writing.

1.4 FORMAT OF REPORT

The remainder of this report is structured as follows:

· Chapter 2 provides an overview of the Smart Farms Forum and presents an introduction to the 4 Business Clubs;

· Chapter 3 discusses the outcomes of the consultation programme;
· Chapter 4 reports the findings of the company survey;
· Chapter 5 covers the review of the project against targets and the economic impacts; and
· Chapter 6 contains our conclusions and recommendations.

2. overview of the project

2.1 introduction

This chapter considers the background to the development of the Smart Farms Forum and its first major Business Clubs initiative.

In detail this chapter will examine:

· the rationale for the development of the Smart Farms Forum;

· partners, aims and objectives of the forum;

· the Business Club initiative and how it fits within the overall Smart Farms remit;

· the role of the Business Clubs and their aims and objectives; and

· the specific characteristics and methodology of the initial four Business Clubs.

2.2 rationale for development of smart farms

A number of factors pushed forward the need for the establishment of the Smart Farms Forum.  Both the Scottish Food and Drink strategy and the SEERAD forward strategy for Scottish Agriculture were key drivers, alongside farming difficulties incurred during the Foot and Mouth crisis.  We provide comment on these below.

2.2.1 Farming Difficulties

Prior to the outbreak of Foot and Mouth disease in 2001, the Agriculture sector was in the midst of economic recession.  Farming incomes had suffered a significant decline, falling by 60% since 1996 in the UK.  Consequently many sectors of the industry generated zero or negative profits and many farms only existed due to government subsidies during that time.

Whilst only 2% of the UK workforce is employed within agriculture and the sector produces only 0.8% of the economy’s gross value in 2000, it remains an important UK industry.  However, as highlighted in Table 2.1 the gross contribution of agriculture to the economy has declined since 1995.  This was a result of world prices for agricultural commodities falling and exports to continental Europe becoming more difficult due to conditions such as a weak Euro, the negative effects of BSE and the Foot and Mouth outbreak.

With falling incomes, employment in the sector has decreased.  Furthermore, many farms are becoming lifestyle businesses, maturing upon owner retirement instead of traditionally being passed on through the family.  There is currently a low incentive to engage in farming as a career and the agriculture industry is facing the prospect of declining skill shortages in many key areas.

	TABLE 2.1: CONTRIBUTION OF AGRICULTURE TO THE UK ECONOMY

	
	1995
	1996
	1997
	1998
	1999
	2000

	% Gross Value to the economy
	1.6
	1.5
	1.2
	1
	0.9
	0.8

	% Total workforce employed
	2.3
	2.3
	2.2
	2.2
	2.1
	2


The Foot and Mouth outbreak had a number of implications for the already weakening agriculture industry:

· over 6 million animals were slaughtered;

· average financial loss for affected businesses was £125,000;

· almost half the farmers hit by the disease planned to leave or scale down their business prior to the inception of Smart Farm Business Clubs; and

· 6% of affected businesses expected to give up farming altogether.

(Source:  Farmers Weekly 27th April 2001)

The aftermath of the Food and Mouth crisis, combined with poorly performing commodity prices highlighted the need for specialist assistance for the farming community.  Finance, competition and the cost of capital investment rose, at the same time as the farmers were facing the gradual removal of subsidies.

Furthermore, Scottish farms are predominantly SME businesses, which traditionally operate in isolation.  In order to ensure the longer-term sustainability and profitability of this sector it was felt necessary to develop a specific farming support service.  This would increase the collaboration, co-operation and co-ordination of individual farming SME’s and allow them to exploit benefits from information exchange and mutual capital investment.  The aim would be to increase profitability and improve best practice, through participation in a larger support service network.

2.2.2 SEERAD: A Forward Strategy for Scottish Agriculture

A Forward Strategy for Scottish Agriculture was published by the Scottish Executive’s Environment and Rural Affairs department (SEERAD) in June 2001, highlighting the integral role of farming within the rural economy.  Specifically the Agriculture Strategy Steering Group formulated the strategy. Fifty-two action points are highlighted within the strategy, five of them explicitly relate to the economic sustainability of Scottish Farming businesses:

· Action Point 7: All sectors of the industry must undertake regular consumer research into customers’ requirements.  Individual businesses should seek regular feedback on how well they are meeting their customers’ requirements so that they can respond to these views;

· Action Point 8: Scottish food has earned a reputation for quality.  That is an asset, which all parts of the food chain must protect by achieving high standards of quality and integrity in all their markets;

· Action Point 12: Our food industry has a history of distrust of other people in the supply chain.  Short-term gain has been put above long-term relationships.  This must change from the initial producer through to the final retailer if farming – and the whole food industry – is to see long-term benefits;

· Action Point 13: Every effort must be made to shorten the supply chain and identify who the customer is and what they want.  No one in the food chain should be producing something simply hoping that a buyer can be found; and

· Action Point 14: The Scottish Executive and the Enterprise Networks will prioritise future financial assistance for processing and marketing investments to encourage projects, which demonstrate closer collaboration and linkages between producers and processors.

From these designated action points it becomes clear that farm businesses must become fully integrated into a wider business network.  They would benefit from a support system, which would promote collaboration and co-operation of individual farming industries in order to collectively meet the stated aims.  These are the aims of Smart Farm Business Clubs.

2.2.3 Scottish Food and Drink Strategy

Scottish Enterprise’s Food and Drink Cluster Team’s strategy “The Big Opportunity” sets out a vision of how the Scottish Food and Drink industry should be perceived by 2010.  Their associated aims in relation to Scottish food farming include:

· increase sales of food and soft drinks from £4.2 billion to £7.4 billion;

· treble exports to £1.5 billion; and

· increase food manufacturing employment from 48,000 to 54,000.

In order to achieve these aims it was deemed essential that a new cluster based strategy for groups of related industries within Scotland’s food and drink industry be established.  Furthermore the strategy highlighted the need to build on Scotland’s competitive position by adding value to primary materials; through emphasis of Scottish Branding and encouragement of profitable and sustainable farming.

A one-day “Big Opportunity Workshop” event was held on the 27th November 2000 following on from the publication of The Big Opportunity strategy.  The objective was to consult with representatives from across the agricultural industry to focus on building a shared appreciation of the current threats and opportunities to the industry.  The workshop also addressed the issue of developing projects which would provide committed action.

It was from this workshop that the initial concept of Smart Farms emerged.  The forum evolved to address the aims of “The Big Opportunity” strategy by providing practical support for improving the efficiency of farming businesses and practice’s. 

2.2.4 Smart Successful Scotland

A Smart, Successful Scotland (SSS): Ambitions for the Enterprise Network was launched January 2001 and identified a vision for Scotland that Enterprise networks in Scotland (SE and HIE) were to be the key drivers in its delivery.  The key organising themes for their activities would be:

· growing businesses:

· Scotland a fast learning, high earning nation, through closing the productivity gap with other leading nations;

· global connections:

· Scotland, a globally connected European nation, where Scotland economy is integrated into the world economy; and

· learning and skills:

· every Scot ready for tomorrow's jobs - the vision is for a high skill high wage economy with high levels of employment.

The Smart Farms Business Club concept fits a number of priorities within each of these themes.

growing businesses

The Smart Farms Business Club concept fits the global success in key sectors priorities within the growing businesses theme.

SSS recognises that Scotland needs to raise its productivity in all sectors, with higher skills sustaining both higher wages and employment growth.  Furthermore it is recognised that Scotland’s under performing enterprises need help to improve their potential.  Smart Farms addresses a key under-performing sector that has faced challenging times due to the Foot and Mouth crisis in 2001.

A key component of the Business Clubs will be the exchange of expertise and business skills between farming businesses.  This will allow the Business Club members to benefit from transferring knowledge of best practice within the business and technical aspects of business operation.  The Business Clubs will also promote networking opportunities within a business management framework.  The Business Club environment will consequently help to generate efficiency and profitability for its members, which will in turn improve business productivity.

learning and skills

The Smart Farms Business Club concept further fits the improved demand for high quality in-work training priorities within the learning and skills theme.  

SSS recognises Scotland has a weak record in workforce training and that people must increasingly take responsibility for their own training.  The business club concept helps to ensure the availability of appropriate business performance skills within the farming industry.  Key learning areas targeted by the business clubs include;

· the understanding of cost/income impacts on business performance;

· the role of benchmarking as a business management tool; and

· customer needs and awareness training.

This form of training provided through the Business Clubs will improve the skills of farming employees, including stronger management and leadership capabilities.  SSS identified such training as necessary to allow Scottish businesses to cope with the challenges of rapid change.  

2.3 Characteristics of the smart farms forum

2.3.1 Partners of the Smartfarms Forum

Following the “The Big Opportunity” workshop, Scottish Enterprise Ayrshire organised two planning meetings to initiate the establishment of the Smart Farms Project.  SE Ayrshire led the Smart Farms food cluster project on behalf of, and in participation with, the SE Food and Drink team.

There are several bodies involved with the Smart Farms Project.  These encompass the Sector Skills Council for the environment and land-based sector (LANTRA), the National Farmers’ Union of Scotland (NFUS), the Scottish Agricultural Organisation Society (SAOS), the Scottish Agriculture College (SAC Auchencruive) and the Scottish Enterprise Food and Drink team.  SE Ayrshire’s representation is kept to a minimum, however the LEC is represented by the critical mass of farming businesses involved.

The numerous action points highlighted by the SERAD forward strategy, were implemented and monitored by the “Rural Group”, whose members included Scottish Enterprise, Scottish Executive’s Enterprise and Lifelong Learning (SEELD) and SEERAD.  This group would further comprise of three subgroups:

· Food and Customers;

· Training and Skills; and

· Business Development.

The Smart Farms forum took over the role of the “Food and Customers Sub-group” within the Rural Group. This was identified as the best option to avoid duplication of effort and avoid groups following the same perspectives.  The Smart Farms forum adopted the food related action points set out in the 2001 SEERAD strategy, as outlined above.

Non-food action points would be pursued by two separate sub-groups of the Rural Group; being the “Training and Skills” and “Business Development” groups, which we understand have yet to be established.  Smart Farms will consult with these other rural sub-groups when appropriate.

2.3.2 Intended Aims of the Smart Farms Forum

The Smart Farms Forum has outlined a number of aims to achieve the goals of the Scottish Food and Drinks industry for their vision of a successful industry i.e. “to build on our leading standards in quality, service and food safety”.

Smart Farms has three established aims:

· to identify and implement a programme of practical activities that will help to develop efficient and profitable farms with improved standards of quality and processes;

· to encourage links between primary producers and end user markets so that farmers gain a better understanding of consumer needs; and

· to encourage effective communication and collaboration within the agricultural sector to facilitate the effective delivery of advice, best practice and business development support to farmers.

2.4 Business Club concept

2.4.1 Strategic Fit within the Smart Farms Forum

The business clubs concept is the specific initiative being reviewed through this evaluation.

Business Clubs were the first project to emerge from the Smart Farms forum in August 2001.  The forum’s aim in introducing the initiative was “to improve the competitiveness of farm businesses through the establishment of Business Clubs”.

Business Clubs are a recognised method of working with businesses to help them improve their performance, increase collaboration and help the transfer of best practice activities.  They were therefore recognised by the Smart Farm Forum as a positive source of meeting their objectives.

Though the Business Clubs are in early stages of development, the concept has been positively received by the 99 participating farming businesses over the 2001-2002 period prior to this evaluation.  The Clubs are recognised as an efficient means of achieving many of the Smart Farms intended aims by facilitating the transfer of skills and experience and providing effective support to often isolated farming businesses.

2.4.2 Objectives of the Business Club Concept

The specific objectives of the Business Clubs as stated by the Smart Farms forum is to enhance and improve:

· awareness of the need to develop essential business skills;

· co-operation and collaboration by sharing skills;

· the understanding of cost/income impacts on the business performance and decision making process;

· the transfer of best practice within business and technical aspects of business operation;

· the role of benchmarking as a business management tool;

· the awareness and understanding of consumer needs and what action may be taken to satisfy these; and

· networking opportunities within a business management framework.

2.4.3 Business Club Characteristics

The Smart Farms Forum identified four geographical areas, spread across the Scottish Enterprise Network area, where Business Clubs would be established.  The Clubs belong to the members who set the agenda and manage the club.

The four Clubs are highlighted below.  Each targets a specific characteristic of typical farming businesses.  The rationale for this targeting is to allow comparisons of different sectors of farming, on completion of the project.

	TABLE 2.2: SMART FARM BUSINESS CLUBS

	Business Club Geographical Area
	Member characteristic

	Ayrshire
	Young Dairy Farmers (25-40 years)

	Borders
	Farming Women

	Grampian
	Mature Farmers (50+ years)

	East Coast
	East of Scotland Growers


2.4.4 Business Club Methodology

Of the four Business Clubs proposed, three of the clubs were newly formed directly as a result of the project.  The fourth, East Coast Business Club, was an established co-operative.  The three newly formed clubs would adopt a different methodology to the East Coast Club.  The two different methodologies are outlined.

Ayrshire, Borders and Grampian Club Methodology

The delivery body of these clubs would be SAC, and within each club it was anticipated that there would be a series of four meetings held between September 2001 and April 2002.  The first meeting would be the lengthiest and form the basis of a “Business for Profit” workshop.

This workshop would focus on the analysis of a number of farming business areas ranging from:

· recent trading analysis of the individual Business Club members;

· setting of objectives and targets for each individual farming business;

· budgeting for potential change;

· machinery policies;

· highlight the important role of Information Technology; and

· initiate a Benchmarking Exercise.

Benchmarking Exercise

The benchmarking exercise is intended to allow the farmer to recognise their business as more of a production unit (converting raw materials into products and services that are demanded by consumers) as opposed to a lifestyle business.  The exercise measures business excellence, from a variety of quantitative and qualitative factors such as:

· resource management;

· policy and strategy;

· business processes;

· leadership;

· customer satisfaction;

· impact on society; and

· business results.

For the Business Clubs this benchmarking exercise began at the initial meeting, with all members receiving a form to be completed and returned SAC for analysis.  From the information disclosed in these benchmarking questionnaires a brief report was to be drafted for each business.

These reports and the overall benchmarking exercise will provide the following information:

· the individual businesses own performance;

· average performance and the top 25% businesses;

· the main areas of difference between the worst and best performing businesses;

· identify future areas for action; and

· highlight areas to be addressed in forthcoming meetings.

The exercise allows farmers to identify their current position and prioritise their future direction effectively.  It also provides the basis of comparison with other businesses and promotes regular business progress monitoring.

It is recognised that the potential for this exercise is vast and that eventually it could become a source of industry recognition, improving farmer access to greater information.

Training and Development

The three newly established business clubs were further behind the East Coast group and needed to assess their individual businesses skills and training levels.  For this each business prepared a training and development plan, indicating their required training needs and matching them with approved training providers and routes to funding.

This analysis will provide a catalyst for further training to be undertaken by future non-Business Club farming businesses.  This could lead to specific courses being designed to meet the assessed skill shortages in the farming community, which could be targeted to a broad audience.

Recruitment of Clubs

Membership of the three new Business Clubs was through best use of local knowledge and local network of contacts.  It was envisaged that each Club would have no more than 12 members initially in order to allow the regular meetings to be viable.  It was recognised, however, that this number may need to rise in the future to ensure sufficient turnout at meetings.  Progressive businesses will be the overall target for recruitment purposes.

East Coast Methodology

This group was an existing co-operative with a membership base of 63, which is co-ordinated and delivered by SAOS.  Members encompass a wide range of businesses from growers, customers and technical consultants.  The group aim to extend their membership to other farmers and growers across lowland Scotland.

The focus of this existing Business Club is on marketing and customer needs satisfaction.  This aim, however, needs to be achieved in line with the more profound demands of economic sustainability and continual reference back to costs and income.  Consequently the group also sought to develop new thinking and provide new information with an emphasis on technical expertise and cost awareness alongside delivering customer needs.

2.4.5 Extension Meetings

In addition to the meetings held within the four business clubs, a series of extension meetings was also proposed in order to reach a wider farming community.  The four business clubs would each hold an extension meeting within their geographical remit, targeting around fifty different businesses.

Furthermore, there would be three-extension meetings outwith the defined business clubs geographical areas, including:

· Dumfries and Galloway;

· Central Scotland (Lanarkshire); and

· Central East Coast (Perthshire/Forfar/Cupar).

This series of extension meetings has the potential to inform 350 previously non-associated farming businesses of the benefits of Business Clubs and form the catalyst for further clubs to develop over time.

The agenda of such extension meetings would be to show how business clubs can be established, promote the benefits of membership and explain how to ensure club success.

2.5 Overview

2.5.1 Rationale For The Development Of Smart Farms

The rationale for the development of the Smart Farm concept was:

· the 2001 Foot and Mouth outbreak provoked serious difficulties for the agriculture sector in the midst of an economic recession;

· falling employment levels, salaries and skills shortages within the agriculture sector;

· in order to ensure the longer-term sustainability of SME’s within the farming sector, businesses would need to operate out of isolation;

· the SEERAD “Forward Strategy for Scottish Agriculture”, highlighting the integral role of farming within the rural economy; and

· Scottish Enterprise’s Food and Drink Cluster team’s strategy;  “The Big Opportunity” vision for the Scottish Food and Drink industry by 2010.

2.5.2 Characteristics Of The Smart Farms Forum

The characteristics of the Smart Farms forum are:

· bodies involved within the Smart Farms project include;  LANTRA, NFUS, SAOS, SAC and the Scottish Enterprise Food and Drink Team;

· Smart Farms took over the responsibility of the “Food and Customers Sub-group” within the Rural Group, set up to implement the SEERAD forward strategy; and

· alongside the 3 main objectives of the Smart Farms Forum, the overall vision is to “build on our leading standards in quality, service and food safety”.
2.5.3 Business Club Concept

The concept behind Business Clubs was:

· this was the first concept to emerge from the Smart Farms forum with the aim to “improve the competitiveness of farm businesses through the establishment of Business Clubs”;
· the clubs are recognised as an efficient means of achieving the transfer of skills and experience and providing effective support to often isolated farming businesses;

· Business Clubs are spread across four geographical areas within the Scottish Enterprise Network and each club targets a specific characteristic of typical farming businesses;

· Ayrshire, Borders and Grampian Business Clubs have all adopted the same methodology and were newly formed by Smart Farms.  Their main delivery body is the SAC and run approximately four annual meetings;

· the East Coast Business Club was an existing co-operative, delivered and co-ordinated by SAOS.  This club has a different methodology, which is directly focused on marketing and customer needs; and

· a series of extension meetings is proposed in order to reach a wider farming community.  These meetings would be held by the four business clubs within their geographical remit and three  further meeting will be held in Dumfries and Galloway;  Central Scotland and Central East Coast.  The aim of these extension meetings is to inform previously non-associated farming businesses of the benefits of Business Clubs.

3. CONSULTATION PROGRAMME

A key aspect of the study was to adopt a strong consultative approach.  This required consulting with a range of organisations that had a role in, or remit for, the Smart Farm Business Clubs.

In total, eight individuals across seven organisations were consulted with.  The organisations and individuals are shown below in Table 3.1.

	TABLE 3.1: KEY CONSULTATIONS

	Name
	Organisation

	Stewart McKay
	AME Marketing (AME)

	Alistair Ewan
	East of Scotland Growers (ESG)

	Lisa Roberts
	National Farmers Union Scotland (NFUS)

	Chris Savage
	Scottish Agricultural College (SAC)

	Katie Kieley
	Scottish Agricultural College (SAC Stranraer)

	Robin Barron
	Scottish Agricultural Organisation Society (SAOS)

	Jenny Brown
	Scottish Enterprise Ayrshire (SEA)

	Ron Vass
	Scottish Executive (SX)


The consultations were undertaken through face-to-face or in-depth telephone interviews using a semi-structured approach with an agreed pro-forma.  A range of issues were covered including:

· roles of the Partners;

· past performance of the Business Clubs;

· future intervention; and

· other issues.

Not all of these issues were relevant to all organisations and the consultations were tailored to fit the particular organisation being consulted.

The outputs from the consultations are presented in aggregate form and reflect the general consensus of the Consultees.  In particular, no reference or attribution is made to any specific organisation or individual with the exception that comments on the East of Scotland Growers group are identified, where appropriate.
3.1 Roles of the partners

At the outset, consultees were asked to describe the role that they played in the Business Clubs and the roles of the other partners.

Each of the partners involved in the Business Clubs played a different role in the process.  The overall aim was to establish farming Business Clubs across Scotland – some had a direct role in this process, while others played a more strategic role.

East of Scotland Growers (ESG), Scottish Agricultural College (SAC) and Scottish Agricultural Organisation Society (SAS) had direct responsibility for the running, management and outputs from the Business Clubs.  SAC managed 3 of the Clubs (Ayrshire Young Dairy Farmers, Borders Farming Women and Grampian Mature Farmers) while SAOS championed and monitored the East of Scotland Growers, which was directly managed on a day-to-day basis by ESG.

In addition, SAC and SAOS developed the detail of the original concept and prepared the proposal to deliver the project through the Smart Farm model.

The other partners played a mix of roles, Scottish Enterprise Ayrshire (SEA) financed the project, AME Marketing (AME) facilitated meetings and assisted with administration and National Farmers Union Scotland (NFUS), Scottish Executive (SX) and LANTRA played a guiding role in the wider Smart Farm Business Club concept.

Consultees were then asked if the role that they played in the project accorded with that which they originally envisaged, and also if the role of other partners lived up to their expectations.  On their own performance, most consultees felt that their involvement was fairly close to the role that they expected to play.  It is important to note that a few partners had no fixed idea at the outset what their role would involved – this is not uncommon with a new project, especially with the large number of partners involved.

On the issue of other partners’ performance, while most agreed that other organisations played an effective role, a small minority of consultees were disappointed with the role that LANTRA played in the process.

LANTRA are a specialist skills/training organisation and there was an expectation at the outset from many partners that they would provide greater input to the project in general, and in particular that they would manage one of the Business Clubs (the Borders Farming Women’s Group).  It is also understood that responsibility for the project within LANTRA changed a number of times early on in the process.

There was, however, recognition from the partners that LANTRA do not have a large staff resource, and many were unsurprised that they were unable to devote as much effort as they may have wished.
Overall, the group of partners that developed, funded and managed the project appear to be the correct ones.  None of the partners felt that they were inappropriately involved and nobody felt that there were other partners that could have assisted the project.

3.2 past performance of the business clubs

Consultees were asked a series of questions around the past performance of the Business Clubs.

3.2.1 How have Business Clubs Performed?

Most of the consultees thought that the Business Clubs had been effective in helping farmers to improve their business skills, however, two were unable to answer specific questions due to a lack of detailed information on the project.  There appears to be very little information being fed back to the Smart Farm group on the outputs achieved overall and with individual Clubs.  This is an issue that we return to in the Conclusion and Recommendations section.

The Business Clubs were viewed by all consultees as a good first step in providing business advice, but there was also a recognition that it is still too early to tell exactly how effective they have been up to now and how effective they could be in the future.

One of the key issues that had to be addressed through the Business Clubs was that farmers do not think of farming as a business.  In order to improve their performance it is important that farmers recognise that they are managing and running a business.  Consultees believe that the Business Clubs have helped to establish this concept through discussion and use of standard business terminology and practices, for example profit and loss, benchmarking, accounting procedures, etc.

The East Coast group was slightly different as the Business Club concept was largely directed through the Board and Management Committee and there was relatively little direct input from the farmers.  The project was driven by the Managing Director who recognised the potential that the project could bring and was prepared to invest ESG management time.

3.2.2 Why did Farmers get involved?

As outlined above, the involvement of ESG was largely directed by the Managing Director, who sold the concept to the Board and Management Committee.  ESG recognised the advantages of the concept to improve the profitability of individual members and therefore the whole co-op structure.  The farmers in the ESG group were, therefore, involved by default.

Farmers have traditionally been a difficult group for economic development organisations to engage with.  Farmers have not traditionally though of themselves as businessmen and therefore do not see the relevance of generic business development support through Scottish Enterprise and other agencies.  These agencies do not have the resources to work with farmers on a one-to-one basis, but recognise that there is an increasing need for farmers to take a more business orientated view.

At the same time there is a growing recognition from farmers that they have to improve their profitability to ensure survival and expansion.  Business Clubs offer farmers the opportunity to receive business advice in a format that suits them and the economic development agencies.

Some consultees commented that the farmers involved in the first round of Business Clubs are likely to be those that already recognise the need to develop and improve their business skills.  There is a hope, however, that if the Clubs continue they will encourage other farmers to recognise their need for updated business skills.

3.2.3 How Effective have they been?

There was general consensus from partners that the Business Clubs have been relatively successful in promoting business development skills with the farmers involved.  There is, however, a recognition that it is too early to identify what impact the Clubs will have had, especially in quantitative targets.

The ESG group has probably secured the earliest impacts.  ESG and SAOS believe that impacts have already been secured across a number of indicators including increased turnover, profit, sales and training; and that it would deliver increased employment, especially if the businesses become more profitable as a result of the assistance.  The Business Club has helped ESG to improve its business internally and the objectives are now embedded into the culture of ESG.  The project has also delivered some tangible benefits, for example training and information packages.

For the other groups it is more difficult to identify the impact that the Business Clubs have had.  Most consultees believe that they will have already made an impact, but that it will take some time before this will be seen.  Many consultees believe that the main impacts will be seen in the future i.e. through the changed mindset and approach of farmers toward farming as a business venture.

The effectiveness of individual Clubs will depend to a large extent on the personal dynamics of the group. Consultees recognised that it is essential that trust and relationships are built up from the outset.  The Business Clubs are an important first step in encouraging farmers to think differently and share information – they have not traditionally done this.  Setting up the Business Club is an attempt in itself to break down barriers.

3.2.4 Business Clubs – Best Forum?

Consultees were questioned whether they believed that the Business Clubs were the best forum to provide business advice and assistance to farmers.

All consultees believed that the Business Clubs were a good forum to help farmers, but many recognised that they are not the only model that would work.  Most of the consultees accepted the essence of the model, i.e. farmers learning from each other with the objective of improving their overall business management and performance, as the best way for this group to improve their business skills.

The ESG group believe that the Business Club was a good forum in the revised format that they adopted.  Everybody in the business was involved in the concept, although the farmers had little direct input.  The ethos of the Business Club was therefore embedded into the organisation from production, through marketing to sales.

3.2.5 Counterfactual Position

The counterfactual position describes what would have happened in the absence of the project i.e. how farmers would be performing without the Business Clubs.

The general perception was that the performance of the farmers would not be any different yet, but that over the longer period performance will improve as a result of support already provided.  Consultees felt that there may be some small differences since farmers will have a better understanding of business needs, but that they would expect major changes in performance in the future.

The longer term performance of the farmers is therefore expected to be better as a result of the Business Clubs.

3.3 future intervention

Consultees were then asked a range of questions about the future need for intervention through the Business Clubs.  All consultees thought that the Business Clubs should be continued.  They also believed that there was interest from the farming community in getting involved.

3.3.1 Should Business Clubs Continue?

All consultees believed that the Business Clubs had produced benefits for the farmers involved and that they should be continued in order to secure improvements in the Scottish farming industry.  There was less consensus, however, on the format that the Business Clubs should adopt.

Those involved in the ESG group believe that future Business Clubs should be based around a co-op or grower group model, where possible.  This type of group will have a ready-established long-term future and has the capacity to develop strong links between members, managers and buyers.  This has the potential, therefore to benefit individual farming businesses as well as the industry overall.  We come back to this issue in the Conclusion and Recommendations section.

Two of the consultees felt strongly that there should not be a standard format or prescribed model for the development of future Business Clubs to follow.  Both felt that the success of Clubs would depend on local dynamics and it would be most appropriate to have a flexible model that could be adapted to local circumstances.  Ownership of the Business Clubs is critical, the format should therefore be driven by local members.

Only one partner felt strongly that there should be a standard format with a formal structure that could be developed and extended in the future. Other consultees had no strong feelings on the subject.

Most partners agreed that future Business Clubs should have some geographical and/or sectoral split.  It was accepted that there should be some reason for the group to get together, that geography and/or sectors could provide this reason, but that they are not essential and that local dynamics need to take the lead in developing future Clubs.

On size, again there was realisation that local issues should prescribe the format for the Clubs.  They should be large enough to get robust comparative figures for benchmarking, regular attendance and a broad range of experience, but not too large that members do not feel fully involved.  There was some consensus that between 15 and 18 would be an ideal size for new Clubs.

3.3.2 What Level of Interest from Farming Community?

Most of the consultees felt that there would be enough interest from farmers to run more Business Clubs, however, a number of important caveats were raised.

Firstly, it was felt by several consultees that those most likely to be interested in the concept will be those farmers that are already well down in the line in understanding what changes are required to make their business profitable.

Secondly, farmers will have to be persuaded of the benefits of getting involved.  It is important that there are clear and consistent messages going out from all bodies saying that the Business Clubs are worthwhile.  The Clubs will have to be sold to farmers, but it was felt that the current climate is difficult enough that farmers will be amenable to the concept.

Thirdly, there will always be the bottom level of farmers who will have absolutely no interest in getting involved in Business Clubs, don’t see the need for business development advice.

Finally, the Business Clubs are not being well promoted at present and therefore farmers have limited information about the concept and the benefits.

3.3.3 How Should Business Clubs Be Marketed?

Consultees felt that a range of products were appropriate in marketing Business Clubs in the future.  In the past members have been handpicked, but this is time consuming.  In the future it was felt that members should apply to join a Club that is being set-up.

Several consultees felt that NFUS could play a key role in promoting and marketing future Business Clubs through editorial coverage in their industry magazine.  This should identify the benefits of membership and active participation.

In addition, a formal marketing campaign could be used, but this could prove expensive.  Any campaign should involve an intensive promotion effort with a consistent message.  A formal campaign would have to secure the endorsement of the main stakeholders and partners.

Other ‘marketing’ products could be through personal knowledge, word of mouth, NFUS meetings and other press articles.  It will be important that when Business Clubs are discussed there should be somebody able to speak positively and knowledgeably about them.

In promoting the concept to existing co-op and grower groups, marketing should be directed through SAOS who have contact with all relevant organisations.  Marketing should be targeted through Chairmen and Managing Directors who, if sold on the concept, would automatically include their whole group structure.

3.3.4 Funding

Funding is possibly the largest obstacle in securing the continuation of existing and the establishment of new Business Clubs.  An established pool of money is required to promote and develop Business Clubs across Scotland.

Most of the partners felt that future funding, to establish Clubs, should come from either Scottish Enterprise or Scottish Executive and that European funding should be explored.

There was general consensus that the Clubs should aim to be self-financing in the longer term, however, there was little agreement over what this meant in practice.  There was also concern that the funding structure would be too rigid and that Clubs would develop at a different pace, and require funding for different issues and for different lengths of time.  Again local dynamics should be the key in defining what is needed at a local delivery level.

3.4 other issues

Consultees were given a final opportunity to raise any issues which they thought were important to the past success and future establishment of Business Clubs.  The three issues outlined below were identified by only one partner. That is not to say that they would not be supported by others, but in the absence of specific questions on these issues, we cannot comment on the level of consensus.

One partner felt that it was important that the aims and objectives of the Business Clubs (as required locally) should be discussed and agreed at the outset.  This would ensure that members know the purpose of the Business Club and would help to keep meetings on the right discussion track.

Lack of information on the performance of the Business Clubs was raised as an issue.  Regular monitoring would help to ensure that Clubs stay on course and would also provide feedback to the partners (especially the funding partners) on how they are performing.

The level of interest from Scottish Enterprise was questioned by one consultee.  It is recognised that while there are farms in every LEC area across Scotland, they are more predominant in some areas and of relatively low importance to the local economy in others.  This is a significant issue, since Scottish Enterprise were regarded by most consultees as the most appropriate body to manage and take forward the Business Club concept and to provide business development advice and support to the farming community. This issue will need to be resolved, especially for urban LECs, and we therefore return to it later in the Conclusion and Recommendations section.

3.5 overview

The main feedback from the consultation programme can be summed up as:

· the right partners were involved in developing, overseeing and delivering the project;

· there was overall consensus that the Business Clubs had been effective in helping farmers to improve their business skills and performance;

· farmers got involved in the project in order to improve their business skills;

· Business Clubs, while successful, are not the only method of improving business skills in the farming community;

· the main benefits of the project will be evident in the coming years as farmers begin to use their new skills;

· Business Clubs should continue in the future;

· there is demand from the farming community for more Business Clubs;

· a variety of marketing tools should be used to promote Business Clubs, but clear consistent and positive messages need to be delivered; and

· future funding needs to be resolved ASAP.

4.
PRIMARY RESEARCH

This Chapter reports the results of the surveys undertaken as part of the study.  Telephone surveys were undertaken with a random, representative sample of farmers from the 3 smaller business clubs, namely Aberdeen, Borders and Ayrshire.  In addition, a slightly amended telephone survey was undertaken with some of the Steering Group members from the East of Scotland Growers group.  The breakdown of respondents is as follows:

· 9 telephone interviews with Aberdeen, Borders and Ayrshire groups; and

· 4 telephone interviews with ESG Steering Group.

The study proposal envisaged conducting telephone interviews with a random sample of the ESG group, however after discussions with Robin Barron, SAOS (who have responsibility for managing this Business Club group) and with Alistair Ewan, ESG Managing Director, it was agreed between the Consultant Team and the Client that it was appropriate to speak only to the ESG Steering Group members.

Whilst all ESG farm members have received assistance from the Business Club, it was felt that only the Steering Group would recognise that these were delivered as a result of the Business Club funding – other members would not be aware of the additional funding and would not be able to distinguish support that they received through Business Clubs and support that they receive through their membership of ESG.

This approach was approved by SE Ayrshire (as Client) and we contacted all 6 members of the Steering Group.  Unfortunately only 4 of these were able/willing to participate in the survey.

4.1
Background Details

A random sample was chosen from each of the 3 smaller business clubs to take part in the telephone survey – 3 from Aberdeen, 3 from Ayrshire and 3 from The Borders.  In addition, 4 Steering Group members from ESG were interviewed.

Table 4.1 shows the characteristics of the farms that took part in the survey.

	Table 4.1: Farm Characteristics

	Farm Type
	0-250 acres
	251-500 acres
	501-750 acres
	751-1,000 acres
	1,000 acres +

	Dairy
	1
	2
	
	
	

	Arable
	
	
	
	1
	

	Mixed
	1
	2
	2
	1
	3

	TOTAL
	2
	4
	2
	2
	3


As the table shows, a range of different farms were used in the study, necessary to investigate if the business club was the best forum for any farm type and any farm size.

Respondents were then asked to state the year they began to manage their farm business.  Of the thirteen questioned:

· 2 began managing between 1975-1980;

· 6 began managing between 1980-1990;

· 2 began managed their farm between 1990-present; and

· the remaining 3 surveyed do not manage the farm (from the women’s group – their husbands/partners are the managers).

Interviewees were asked to provide current, past and future turnover information for their businesses.

Of the farms in a position to answer, current turnover is as follows:

· 30% of respondents have current annual turnover between £200K and £300K;

· 30% reporting a turnover between £300K-£400K; and 

· 40% with a turnover between £500K and £750K.

Change in turnover in the past three years is as follows:

· 40% of farmers have experienced no change in their turnover;

· 40% recorded a fall; and 

· 20% have increased their turnover.

Projected turnover in the next 3 years is as follows:

· 40% predicted increases ranging from just £40K rising to £150K;

· 40% did not predict any change; and

· just one predicted a small decrease in turnover.

Many found it very difficult to predict their future turnover and stressed their predictions were not certain. This was attributed to so many exogenous shocks to the farming industries in the past few years – e.g. foot and mouth.

Of the 40% of respondents who reported a drop in turnover over the last three years, a variety of reasons were given as explanation.  The drop was largely attributed to issues outwith the farmers control and often depended on the type of farming business. For example, cereal farmers quoted the drop in the value of grain having an adverse effect and dairy/mixed farmers, the price of milk.


Of those reporting an increase in turnover, they attributed it to growing their enterprise by concentrating on higher value crops.

While respondents emphasised that projections were uncertain, they were rather positive when predicting turnover in 3 years.  Farmers believed they would experience a return on investment and that the adoption of new procedures (particularly in crop growing procedures) will increase turnover.

Farmers were asked about the levels of past investment and projected future investment in their business.  Figures 4.1 and 4.2 illustrate the responses.


Past investment has concentrated on the business (in terms of equipment and machinery) and on IT equipment, with 92% and 77% of interviewees reporting significant investment in these areas respectively.  Reasonable investment was made in terms of people (i.e. training for employees), with 46% reporting significant past investment in this area.  

In general, future investment is lower than past, with most future investment concentrating on equipment and machinery and on property (e.g. extensions and refurbishments).

4.2
Employee Details

Participants in the telephone survey were then asked to disclose information in employee levels and type (i.e. gender and full time/part time)

4.2.1
Current Employment

Farmers were asked about their current staffing levels. The responses were as follows:

· five farms employ just one additional member of staff and in all but one case this is a full time male;

· five employ between 2-3 staff;

· two employ 4 staff;

· one does not employ any staff; 

· only two farms employ females, and no more than one female is employed per farm; and

· two farms reported the use of casual staff over holiday periods.

4.2.2
Past Employment

Farmers were then asked to compare current employment to past employment (i.e. 3 years ago):

· six reported no change in staffing levels in the past three years;

· four have seen a drop; and

· three reported a rise in employment.

The drops were attributed in most cases to health related reasons or retirement of the individual employee and increased mechanisation.

The rise in employment, both in terms of employee number and in terms of  part time employees becoming full time, was due to more labour intensive techniques being used (milking and crops) and due to expansion.

4.2.3
Future Employment

The respondents predicted future employee levels to be as follows:

· seven farms expect no staff changes over the next three years;

· two expect to employ more staff to replace staff that have recently retired;

· one expected to decrease the number of staff (due to further mechanisation); and

· two are unsure of future staffing levels.

4.3
About BUSINESS CLUBS

When asked how many of the business Club they attended, 67% have attended all 3 meetings, 22% attending two and 11% attended just one of the business club meetings.
Farmers became aware of Smart Farm Business Clubs through word of mouth – in particular from an SAC advisor and in one case from the SRCDT (South Rends Community Development Trust).  Those involved through East of Scotland Growers, automatically participated.

Farmers were asked to give their main reasons for initially getting involved in the Business Clubs.  These included:

· comparison with other farms, like-minded people – benchmarking;

· to learn from others – think outside their own farm;

· to develop business skills; and

· socialising.

The costs and benefits of getting involved were straightforward.  The costs were simply quoted as opportunity costs (i.e. time spent away from the farm), yet many stressed that it was well worth the loss of time to the farm.

The main benefits quoted are very similar to the perceived benefits of getting involved outlined above, namely:

· benchmarking;

· best practice comparisons;

· financial training;

· networking; and

· generating fresh ides, availability of grants, overcoming problems.
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As Figure 4.3 shows, a very large proportion of respondents (85%) believe the business clubs have helped them develop their business skills.  At least half of the farms have gained:

· an understanding of cost/income impacts on business performance;

· an understanding of benchmarking as a business management tool;

· a knowledge of best practice in other farm businesses;

· advice/support on training for themselves and their staff;

· greater co-operation a with other farm businesses; and

· an understanding customer needs.

The ‘other’ support received and not listed as an option was help towards forward planning.

When questioned on how the support had directly helped their business performance, 15% believed that it was too soon to answer this question.  The responses of the remaining 85% of respondents are outlined in Figure 4.4.
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· 91% felt that the Business Clubs helped improve their business skills, consequently improving their business;

· 82% highlighted that improved understanding of cost/income impacts on business performance has helped;

· 64% gained a better understanding of customer needs;

· 64% have adopted new procedures. These new procedures have ranged from crop growing methods, to staff handling and accounting procedures;

· 45% quoted an increase in profit; and 

· 36% experienced an increase in turnover as a direct result of the business club.

4.4
Perceptions of BUSINESS CLUBS

The farmers were asked to rate the effectiveness  of the Smart Farms Business Clubs in helping improve their farm business. The response was rather positive.

The vast majority (82%) rated the effectiveness of the business clubs as good or very good, whilst just 9% rated it as poor, with nobody rating it as very poor. This is illustrated in Figure 4.5.


When questioned about how they thought their business would be performing if they had not received support through the Business Clubs, 64% felt that they would be performing worse and 36% felt things would be similar without the Business Club, with nobody believing they would be performing better without it.

Although great uncertainty exists within the farming industry, the optimism shone through in that all respondents either viewed future prospects as staying the same as they are now or getting better – nobody felt that things would get worse.

All respondents rated the overall assessment of the business clubs as good or very good.  In particular, the professionalism and knowledge of the staff involved was highly praised with all rating it as good or very good.  The efficiency of the process was also rated good or very good by almost 90% of respondents, with the remainder rating it as average.

The overall positive response is reflected in that 92% would definitely like the Business Clubs to continue, and they believed that other farms would benefit from the Business Club concept.

However, there is still room for improvement.  Many of the respondents gave suggestions as to how the performance of the business clubs could be improved.  These include:

· creating a secure and confidential environment to help farm businesses feel comfortable in sharing business information;

· allowing discussion time at the close of meetings for suggested future topics;

· providing greater comparison with farmers in the same field (many expressed a willingness to travel); and

· more contact between the farmers and the organisers of the business club.

It must be stressed that the main concern was not ways to improve the Business Clubs, as many appreciated that it was a new concept, but the concern lay in the future of the Business Club – they hoped it would continue.

4. REVIEW PROJECT AGAINST TARGETS

4.1 iNITIAL TARGETS

The specific objectives of the Business Clubs as stated by the Smart Farms forum is to enhance and improve:

· awareness of the need to develop essential business skills;

· co-operation and collaboration by sharing skills;

· the understanding of cost/income impacts on the business performance and decision making process;

· the transfer of best practice within business and technical aspects of business operation;

· the role of benchmarking as a business management tool;

· the awareness and understanding of consumer needs and what action may be taken to satisfy these; and

· networking opportunities within a business management framework.

These are qualitative targets and any progress in implementing them can not easily be assessed.

4.2 ECONOMIC BASELINE

4.2.1 Employment

Current employment within the farms was typically at a low level - no farm employed more than 4 FTEs.  Table 5.1 present the details for current employment, recent employment and predicted employment level.

	table 5.1 EMPLOYMENT (FTEs)

	
	Number Reporting
	Total
	Range
	Average

	Current employment
	12
	26.5
	1-5.5
	2.2

	Employment 3 years ago
	12
	27
	1-4.5
	2.3

	Predicted employment
	12
	25.5
	1-4
	2.1


Total employment is expected to decline amongst the 12 farms that reported employment levels - although the scale is small.  Total employment has declined over the past 3 years and these levels are not expected to be recovered over the short term
.

4.2.2 Turnover

Not all farms were able/willing to discuss turnover.  In those that were, current turnover varied significantly as indicated in Table 5.2 - from £40,000 to £700,000.  Turnover 3 years was slightly above current levels, and recovery is expected in the short term.

	table 5.2 Turnover 

	
	Number Reporting
	Total
	Range
	Average

	Current turnover
	10
	£4.11m
	£0.05m- £0.7m
	£0.41m

	Turnover 3 years ago
	10
	£4.18m
	£0.04m- £0.75m
	£0.42m

	Predicted turnover
	9
	£4.25m
	£0.05m- £1.0m
	£0.47m


4.3 PROGRESS TOWARD OBJECTIVES & TARGETS

As outlined above, the targets that were set for the Smart Farm Business Clubs are qualitative and not quantitative.  It is extremely difficult therefore to measure what progress has been made toward achieving the objectives and targets of the project.

On qualitative terms, we can comment on the targets as follows:

· raise awareness of the need to develop essential business skills – as a result of the Business Clubs, farmers would appear to have a better understanding of the need to develop their business skills.  From the farmers survey, 91% of farmers believed that the Business Clubs had helped them to improve their business skills;

· improve co-operation and collaboration by sharing skills – at out outset of the project, it was recognised that farmers are relatively isolated.  The Business Clubs have offered an appropriate forum for farmers to begin the process of co-operation and collaboration;

· enhance the understanding of cost/income impacts on the business performance and decision making process – again this was an area where the farming community was recognised as having limited understanding.  The Business Clubs have raised the issue of cost/income impacts and while we do not believe that this is an area where major progress has been made, we do believe that greater impacts will be secured in the future through work already completed.  From the farmers surveys, 82% reported an improved understanding of cost-income impacts on business performance;

· assist the transfer of best practice within business and technical aspects of business operation – this is an areas where we feel that there has possibly been limited impact.  In discussing the project with the farmers involved, they suggested that it would be useful to visit other farms to identify best practice and technical skills;

· promote the role of benchmarking as a business management tool – this has been a major element of the Business Clubs and therefore we would expect that some significant progress has been made on this objective.  When asked what they believed were the main benefits of the Business Clubs, farmers quoted benchmarking as one of the main benefits secured;

· raise the awareness and understanding of consumer needs and what action may be taken to satisfy these – we understand that this issue was discussed at some, but not all of the Business Clubs, and therefore we would expect some progress toward this target.  From the survey, 64% of farmers reported a better understanding of customer needs; and

· promote networking opportunities within a business management framework – farmers reported networking as one of the main benefits secured through their involvement in the Business Clubs.

In addition, 64% of farmers reported that they had adopted new procedures, 45% quoted an increase in profits and 36% reported an increase in turnover – as a result of their involvement in the Smart Farm Business Clubs.

While it is difficult to quantify what progress has been made toward the objectives, it would appear from our consultation with partners, and most importantly from our interviews with farmers, that there has been some qualitative improvements achieved.  It is also apparent that the main benefits of work already undertaken, will be secured in the future as farmers begin to implement their new knowledge and understanding.

4.4 ECONOMIC IMPACT APPRAISAL

4.4.1 Method

The traditional approach to economic impact studies is as follows:

· identify gross sales and jobs attributed to involvement in Smart Farms;

· discount to allow for additionality and displacement; and

· add multipliers for job outcomes.

The key to this is measuring the extent to which the intervention mechanism - the Smart Farms Business Club Model - is responsible for the changes in key business performance indicators - attribution.  Discussions with the farmers highlighted a reluctance/inability to attribute any changes - realised or predicted - to participation in the Business Club, due to:

· short time been involved in Smart Farms; and

· changes in market conditions.

It would therefore be inappropriate to conduct a technical evaluation of the intervention - rather a qualitative economic impact assessment has been prepared.

4.4.2 Economic Impact

The qualitative survey results suggest that the Business Club intervention will deliver economic benefits to the regional and national economy.  The key to this has been the influence of the Business Clubs in:

· encouraging farmers to regard themselves as business; and then

· to improve their business skills.

The improvement in business skills has led to:

· a better understanding of cost/income impacts on their business performance;

· improved knowledge of best practice in other farm businesses;

· understanding of the role of benchmarking as a business management tool; and

· a better understanding of consumer needs and how to satisfy them.

These factors have or are expected to improve the performance of the business, leading to the increased turnover figures outlined above, and also to increased margins and therefore profitability.

4.5 BEST PRACTICE REVIEW

In undertaking the best practice review we have concentrated on three Business Clubs that the study team have had direct evaluation experience:

· Dundee & Angus Oil & Gas Venture Group: this Business Club was established in 1984 and is an alliance between public sector organisations and private sector companies.  The group is led by a full-time Development Manager, funded by the group.  The aim of the Club is to act as a bridge between member companies and other agencies helping to identify new markets by focusing attention on business development, marketing intelligence and also by providing information on financial and other support packages.  The Development Manager acts as a facilitator ensuring that all members maximise their benefits particularly in linkages with other companies and organisations;

· Lanarkshire Environmental Business Club: this Business Club is run by Bell Innovations (the commercial arm of Bell College) and has an annual membership fee of £95 plus VAT
.  Club members receive information on latest legislations, technology and practices and also have access to free consultancy advice via a telephone line; and

· Business Environment Club for Tayside: this Business Club was funded by SE Tayside and facilitated by CORDAH - environmental consultants.  Club members receive information on latest legislations, technology and practices and also have access to free consultancy advice via a telephone line.

We have extracted a number of best practice lessons from these Business Clubs that are directly relevant to the Smart Farm Business Clubs, namely:

· it is important to facilitate networking within the group to promote learning from experience;

· agenda items must be relevant, appropriate and cross-sectoral to engage the majority of members;

· achieving a sense of ownership from the members is essential to ensure continuation;

· inclusive membership – the group should be open to all that could benefit and/or contribute to the Club;

· the public sector should be involved to promote access to wider business development support mechanisms;

· activity and outputs should be monitored to identify the benefits and level of attribution achieved;

· each of the Clubs had a dedicated manager who facilitated the process;

· each of the Clubs had a membership fee and used it to pay part of the running and development costs (including the salary of the manager); and

· over time, the public sector withdrew from management and running of the Clubs to allow members to take more control.

We believe that these issues should be considered when developing a new Smart Farm Business Club programme, and recommend four of these, in particular, in the Conclusion and Recommendations section.

5. CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS

The overall objective of the study was to undertake an evaluation of the Smart Farms Business Clubs in order to:

· assess what impact the project has had;

· identify if the Business Clubs were the correct forum;

· identify any best practice examples from alternative business clubs; and

· assess the level of future interest from the farming community.

This section is based around these objectives.

5.1 Business club impact

It is clear from the feedback from the partners and, more importantly, from the farmers themselves, that the Business Clubs have had an impact in improving the business skills of the farmers who participated.  It is recognised that this impact is at a fairly low level, as was expected by the partners at the outset.

Most believe that it is too early to see major impacts from the project, but that the work already undertaken will secure impacts in the longer term.

5.2 correct forum?

The Business Clubs are an appropriate forum to help farmers to improve their business skills, but they are not the only forum available.  The question therefore becomes whether they are they correct forum in the circumstances.

As highlighted earlier, farmers are unwilling to access standard business services, since they do not consider these to be appropriate, but economic development agencies are unable to provide one-to-one support.  The Business Clubs therefore appear to be a solution that satisfied both requirements.

In these circumstances we would conclude that the Smart Farm Business Clubs are the correct forum to help farmers improve their business skills.

5.3 best practice examples

From the best practice examples outlined earlier, we have identified some key lessons that could be used to improve the establishment, running and management of the Smart Farm Business Clubs.

In particular, we would identify four key lessons that should be adopted:

· achieving a sense of ownership amongst the members of the Business Club is essential to ensure continuation;

· the public sector should be involved to ensure access to the widest possible range of business development support services;

· activity and outputs should be monitored regularly to identify the benefits secured and the level of attribution achieved; and

· over time, the public sector should withdraw from running and management of the Business Club to give members more control – this could be linked to an annual membership fee that could increase over time.

We recommend that these four key best practice lessons are adopted in the Smart Farm Business Clubs.

5.4 future interest

It was evident from the interviews with the farmers that their key concern was whether the Business Clubs would continue in the future.  All of the farmers interviewed rated the overall assessment of the Clubs as good or very good and 92% stated that they wanted the Business Clubs to continue.

Combined with the responses from the partner consultations (belief that there is interest from the farming community in continuing existing and establishing new Clubs) would indicate that there is sufficient interest from farmers to continue with the Smart Farm Business Clubs.

5.5 FINAL CONCLUSIONS

1. The Business Clubs should continue to be supported, but there are four key issues that need to be addressed:

· how should new members be recruited?  It has proved very difficult for some of the groups to secure the correct level and type of membership – this was particularly difficult for the Women’s Group.  There is a need to undertake a marketing campaign (formal and informal) to improve the level of awareness of Business Clubs amongst the farming community.  In addition, the inclusion of non-farming members should be considered i.e. accounting, banking and business services;

· which partners should be involved in the management, facilitation and running of the Business Clubs in the future?  Should it be through a Scottish Enterprise Forum, through the LEC Network or through the Smart Farm Forum?  The Smart Farm Forum have indicated an interest in taking an over-seeing role, but do not have the resources to manage the clubs on a day-to-day basis.  It would appear that Scottish Enterprise and LECs should take the lead in this process (the objectives of the project are in line with economic development objectives);

· how should groups be established and should they continue with target sectors and geographical splits?  We believe that some form of sectoral split will be required in order to achieve a shared interest in attending the Business Clubs.  A geographic split would appear to be sensible to ensure that Clubs are easily accessible by members.  Finally we agree with the partners that the ideal size for the Business Clubs should be around 15-20 members.  Finally, however, we would add that local circumstances should dictate the format for individual clubs; and

· how long should Clubs receive financial support?  This is an extremely difficult issue to provide guidance on as each individual club will have different funding requirements.  As a guide, we would recommend that members should be asked to make a small contribution to the Business Club in the first year and that this should be monitored with the aim of increasing the members financial contribution to a level where the Club is sustainable without public sector support.  If existing groups are unable to contribute funding, we would question how valuable the experience has been to the farmers (despite the positive feedback provided through our analysis).  We understand that financial support is essential to ensure that Clubs are established, and also in keeping meetings and discussions on appropriate topics that will secure economic development gain, but we also recognise that farmers need to see the benefits of the Club for their own business.

2.
The Business Clubs should be rolled out to rest of Scotland, but there could be an issue of Scottish Enterprise and LEC interest in the project.  There is some doubt about the level of interest that urban LECs will have in the farming Business Clubs, especially where farming is a very minor part of the economy (an extreme example would be Glasgow).  As indicated above, we believe that LECs are the most appropriate organisation to take the project forward at a national level, but this issue will need to be resolved.

3.
There is a need to resolve monitoring of the Business Clubs and the flow of information to partners.  At the moment, there is very little monitoring of the individual Business Clubs in terms of procedural issues (number of meetings, number of participants, etc) as well as qualitative issues (topics discussed, linkages created, etc).  We recommend that formal monitoring procedures should be adopted by the Business Club funder and facilitator to ensure that sufficient information is collected and monitored with a view to assessing what outputs and impacts are secured by the project.

4. There is a need to integrate the Smart Farm Business Clubs with other forms of assistance.  This can be viewed on two levels:

· linkages with existing farm assistance programmes (e.g. Monitor Farms, Land Management Contracts, Custodians of Change, Accredited Farm Business Advisers and Whole Farm Audit Service) for specific farming advice; and

· linkages with standard business development services (e.g. Business Gateway) to provide specific and follow-up business advice and help for individual farm businesses.  We understand that the Women’s Group have already created linkages with Business Gateway and with the Women Into the Network programme and would recommend other groups to do likewise.

In addition to this, there appears to be an issue of linkages to other forms of farming support programmes.  We understand that Scottish Enterprise Dumfries & Galloway have established a Faming Support Programme (funded through Foot & Mouth money) but that this was not developed through the Smart Farm forum.  In the future it will be important, to ensure best practice delivery and to avoid duplication, that all forms of support are centrally monitored through one source.

5. The above recommendations should be tempered by the following – membership of the Business Clubs should be dictated by circumstances as they affect local areas.  Therefore recruitment, management, marketing, funding, sectoral/geographic splits and integration with business development services should, in the first instance, be flexible enough to allow for local circumstances.

The final recommendation, therefore is that the Business Clubs should be developed on a basis that will allow for local flexibility.

Overall we believe that the Smart Farm Business Clubs have delivered some positive benefits to the farming community and that they should be continued in the future, but that the issues and recommendations outlined above should be adopted to improve performance in the future.

Farmers can be split farmers into three distinct groups:

· the top performers who will already be involved in business groups and will have a good understanding of how other farmers conduct their business;

· the middle group (probably around 50% of farmers) who will be involved in some business related groups but these will probably be specific and targeted.  For business skills and performance, the Business Clubs will probably be a unique experience and this group will probably get the biggest impact from the project; and

· the bottom group who simply want to make a decent living, but are not interested in improving their skills.

It is likely that the Business Clubs have so far targeted the top group of farmers, thereby limiting the impacts that will have been secured.  There is little point in targeting the bottom group, since they will have a limited interested in getting involved.  Therefore it will be important in the future that the middle group of farmers are the key target set for any future Business Clubs.  This should not exclude the top group of farmers, but where there are sufficient numbers, the middle group should be the focus.
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� It is important to recognise that given the small sample the forecast of any one farm could have a disproportionate impact on the average.  In this case the projected decline in employment within one farm was sufficient to reduce the average projected employment below that of 3 years ago - if this farm is excluded then average employment is forecast to increase to be slightly above that of 3 years ago.
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