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A Community of Practitioners in Innovation Support 
Creating a proper biotope for a vital community 

The AgriSpin project has provided a large number of opportunities for professionals in innovation 
support to meet each other, to work together and to discover together. Over 60 experts from 15 
organisations in 12 European countries were involved in intensive cross visits and workshops. They 
shared their best experiences and reflected on what they actually did for supporting farmers to 
innovate.  

These reflections turned out to be very valuable. Most professionals, absorbed as they are in their 
daily work, are not used to take time for it. The reflections led to insights that were not obvious 
beforehand. For example, in many of the 50 cases that have been studied during the cross visits, 
innovation support agents made the difference by establishing connections between initiators and 
other actors who were crucial to make the initiative flourish. They did so in many different ways, and 
this was interesting to learn from each other.  

In the design of the AgriSpin project it was assumed that the intensive encounters would lead to a 
community of professionals with a desire to continue contacts after the project funds would have 
dried up. In this document D2.5 we assess how far this assumption was right, and we explore 
possibilities to stimulate the network of professionals to sustain.  

We must bear in mind that vital communities cannot be constructed. If there is a desire to maintain 
contacts, people will find ways to do so in one way or the other. On the other hand: a conducive 
biotope does matter. Structural measures can lower the threshold for people to do what is needed to 
fulfil this wish. 

In this document we summarise the current state of this biotope, and we explore opportunities in 
existing networks this community could make use of.  

By-products as a sign of interest in a community 

The AgriSpin partners committed themselves to carry out a number of activities as defined in the 
deliverables of the project. Apart from this obligatory part, other things were happening as well 
because of the project: these are the by-products. The list of by-products has become very 
encouraging indeed.  

In May 2017 the partners were requested to summarise effects of AgriSpin that had not been 
planned for. In the appendix the answers are listed, supplemented by events that have been 
reported afterwards. The growing list of by-products is a sign of a developing professional 
community with interest in each other. 

A community at different levels of intensity 

The focus of the exchanges in AgriSpin is on innovation support at farm level. What can support 
agencies do for stimulating farmers to innovate? From the list of by-products it shows that methods, 
approaches and also language to reflect on what matters are being experienced as helpful.  

Such exchanges could continue at different levels of intensity: 

a) Updating: partners in the community share new successes and discoveries with each other. If 
others wish to know more, these partners can easily be found. 

b) Networking: partners in the community know whom to involve when opportunities appear. They 
form a pool of experts they can rely on because they have seen each other at work. 

c) Mutual coaching: partners in the community consult each other on challenges they are facing. 
They search for relevant experiences amongst colleagues they know and trust. They actively 
assist each other in finding appropriate solutions. 

d) Co-creation: partners in the community engage in joint activities to create new solutions for 
similar challenges each of them encounter.  
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e) Lobbying: partners in the community organise themselves as a network with a strong voice, to be 
heard by the enabling community that sets the conditions for the work of innovation support 
agencies.  

Elements of the biotope 

Each level requires different structural provisions. 

[a] Updating: The partners can maintain a channel to update each other about new developments.   

The experience in AgriSpin shows, however, that it takes serious efforts by a moderator (the  
coordinators of WP3 and WP5 in our case) to move partners towards writing those abstracts and 
publishing them. Experiences in other projects point into the same direction. Without a stimulating 
moderator who has time and resources, this type of exchange will not sustain for a long time.  

There are other channels for exchanging experiences as well. These will be discussed in the 
paragraph “Existing networks to connect with”.  

[b] Networking: This community has already emerged. Several partners have formed consortia for 
new calls for projects. Other experts are forming a train-the-trainers group for trainings in innovation 
management courses. Partners who have not been part of the AgriSpin project are joining in as well. 
This type of communities will continue anyway, whatever is being organised specifically for the 
continuation of the AgriSpin experience. Experts can meet each other regularly in several networks 
that already exist. In the next paragraph an overview of such networks is given.  

For the continuation of this type of communities no additional measures are needed, although the 
consequence will be that the AgriSpin community might fall apart in smaller circles where others can 
join in.  

[c] Mutual coaching: The joint reflections during the cross visits appeared to be useful, and it would 
be worthwhile to find a way to continue this stimulus to take time for it and have colleagues from 
outside to act as coach or evaluator. Teagasc (Ireland) did so already twice. Parts of the  cross visit 
methodology that emerged from the AgriSpin project can be utilised for doing so. 

Partners can always do this with their own resources. If it is to be a continuous learning process with 
the AgriSpin partners and possibly other organisations to join in, then it requires coordination, 
moderation and project funds. There should also be an effort to share the learning experiences in the 
community. 

[d] Co-creation: Some challenges are common for many partners in the professional community of 
innovation supporters. They could join forces for finding new solutions together, which might be 
more effective than each partner trying to solve them on their own.  

Such efforts require coordination, time and resources for agenda setting and carrying out joint 
activities. This calls for a program, in which there is flexibility to act upon issues as need arises. 

[e] Lobbying: Supporting innovation is not just a matter of bringing new knowledge to farmers, and it 
is also more than connecting initiators to sources of knowledge. The AgriSpin project has revealed 
that it is about guiding innovation processes, in which usually different actors at various levels are to 
be mobilised. This includes the enabling community of managers and policy makers who set the 
conditions in which innovation processes can take place.  

It is not always obvious that key actors in the enabling community are aware of what it takes to 
create conditions that are conducive for innovation. This was clearly seen in the regional seminars on 
AgriSpin in the last period of the project. In the seminars in Denmark, The Netherlands, Ireland and 
Tuscany, as well as the final seminar on Crete the Spiral of Innovations helped to clarify what support 
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actions are useful in different stages of an innovation process1. Managers and policy makers often 
have a Transfer-of Technology model (ToT) in mind, focussing on development and dissemination, 
and structural measures like subsidy arrangements are applicable for activities in those stages. E.g. a 
manufacturer who wants to improve a machine can get support to do so and market the new 
product. But for the important stages of inspiration in which initiators have to find the right partners 
to form an operational group and the planning stage in which this group needs to get organised and 
to claim space for experimenting there is too little attention. The European Innovation Partnership 
programme offers new opportunities for filling this gap. But as long as the decision makers in their 
role as Managing Authorities do not make the mind shift themselves from the ToT model towards 
the interactive innovation model on which EIP is based, they will not select the most promising 
project proposals and probably set criteria that do not allow for the necessary space for innovations. 
For example: strict requirements for funding project proposals, such as targets to be reached and 
steps to follow, leave little room for finding new and unexpected solutions.  

The AgriSpin partners are using the leverage of the AgriSpin community to put issues like this on the 
agenda of the managing authorities in their regions. It would be useful find ways for continuing this 
lobbying work after the AgriSpin project has ended.  

Feedback from the AgriSpin partners shows that they feel better equipped for improving the biotope 
for innovations, with tools for open minds and meaningful reflections on their role in innovation 
support. People are key. Seminars in every level (leadership-level, multipliers and farmers…) can 
support the attitude for giving time and space for reflection, awareness, new ideas,  updating, 
networking, coaching, co-creation, lobbying  etc.. 

Existing networks that are useful for channelling activities of the professional community 

1. EIP support unit: The European Innovation Partnership program includes provisions for updating 
interested partners and sharing results. The practice abstracts are being published there, with 
the aim to inspire others. Partners exposing their experiences can easily be found by others. This 
is the easiest way to share results after the AgriSpin project has ended. However, it is not very 
likely that the partners will have more discipline to do so after the project than during the project 
period, which means that the chances that this will work are rather slim. 

2. EUFRAS: European Forum on Rural Advisory Services. EUFRAS is an association with advisory 
services as members. It organises general assemblies for its members and conferences. The 
secretariat is with LLKV, the Latvian partner of AgriSpin, while Teagasc delivers the chairman. 
Other partners are member, like VLK, SEGES, ProAgria, Innovatiesteunpunt, ADEPT, the 
University of Athens  and ZLTO. EUFRAS represents the European advisory services, including 
innovation support services, where ever the interests of its members are at stake. One of the 
activities of EUFRAS is CECRA: Certificate for European Consultants in Rural Areas. As a by-
product of AgriSpin a module on innovation brokerage is being developed for the CECRA 
program.  

The EUFRAS community has shown great interest in the AgriSpin project, for example in the 
general assembly in Bulgaria in February 2017. It offers a good potential to carry on the themes 
that AgriSpin has brought to the surface.  

3. Scientific networks, interested in innovation support: These networks have regular conferences 
where research results are being shared. Well documented experiences with new approaches for 
supporting innovations are welcome here. Two networks in particular are important: 
a. ESEE: European Seminars on Extension (and) Education. This network has organised its 23rd 

bi-annual seminar in Chania, Crete (Greece), following on the final conference of AgriSpin in 
July 2017. ESEE started 44 years ago as meeting place for teachers and researchers from 

                                                           
1
 See for example: Wielinga, Reflections on the Dutch seminar AgriSpin 15 June 2017. 
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universities offering extension education as subject for students. It has evolved as a research 
community, interested in the interfaces between practice and science. Practitioners are 
welcome too. The combination of the AgriSpin final conference and the 23rd ESEE seminar 
turned out to be very stimulating for exchanges between researchers and practitioners. 

b. IFSA: International Farming Systems Association. This network organises its 13th bi-annual 
conference in 2018, in Chania, Crete, as well. The focus of IFSA is on understanding 
agriculture and rural development as interconnected systems, rather than analysing 
technological progress in various scientific disciplines. The study of knowledge and 
innovation processes has become the largest theme in the last decade. IFSA brings scientists 
together, and although we refer to the European branch of the global IFSA network, it is the 
most active one at the moment, and scientists from other continents attend the conferences 
as well.  

AgriSpin partners (UHOH, AUA, VLK, ZLTO, CIRAD) are well represented in the scientific 
committees of both ESEE and IFSA.  

4. The SCAR AKIS IV working group (Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation Systems). This working 
group, bringing together experts in Multi Actor Approaches, supports the European Community 
with advice on policy issues regarding knowledge and innovation issues in agriculture and rural 
development. The chair is with ACTA, partner in AgriSpin, and several other partners are active in 
this network too (UHOH, AUA). Furthermore, public authorities are well represented in this 
network. 

5. ERIAFF (European Regions for Innovation in Agriculture, Food and Forestry). This network of 
regional authorities meets regularly. Among other issues, it brings together the ‘Managing 
Authorities’, responsible for the implementation of the EIP program on Operational Groups. 
Although innovation support agencies cannot be member of ERIAFF, this network is an audience 
for eventual lobbying activities by AgriSpin partners. The only regional authority that is partner in 
AgriSpin, Region Tuscany (Italy), holds the chair of ERIAFF.  

6. Euromontana is the European multi-sectoral association for co-operation and development of 
mountain territories. It embraces regional and national mountain organisations throughout 
greater Europe, including regional development agencies, local authorities, agriculture 
organisations, environmental agencies, forestry organisations and research institutes. 
Euromontana has been working for years on innovation as being obliged to deal with major 
challenges in their everyday life, mountain people have been dynamic and innovative down the 
ages. It’s one of the EU organisations with a seat on the Subgroup on Innovation on the EIP-AGRI. 
One of the main activities on the topic was the 7th European Mountain Convention ”European 
Mountain Areas – A spirit of Innovation” organised in Lillehammer (Norway), September 2010, 
where the Declaration of Lillehammer on “Taking full advantage of European mountains’ 
innovation potential” was adopted. HAZI, one of the partners of the AgriSpin project is a founder 
of the organization and currently it hosts the presidency of the organization. 

Conclusions 

The present partners in AgriSpin have a range of possibilities to continue their contacts within 
existing networks. There they have the opportunity to share their AgriSpin experiences with other 
professionals as well.  

1. For updating and networking they can make use of the EIP channels and networks such as 
EUFRAS, ESEE and IFSA. The EUFRAS community has shown interest in a channel on innovation 
support. For such a channel moderation and resources are required. 

2. For lobbying activities EUFRAS and the AKIS working group are vehicles. The European 
Commission and ERIAFF are audiences.  
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3. For mutual coaching and co-creation AgriSpin has prepared the soil and planted seeds, with 
professionals who familiarised with each other, who gained relevant experience, and who have 
new tools to work with. It depends on future projects whether these seeds will germinate, 
flourish and bear fruits.  

4. It is advisable for future projects to include a component for building and maintaining the 
network of experts, allowing them to respond timely and adequately on issues and opportunities 
that arise during the project period.   
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Appendix: list of by-products (August 2017) 
Inspiration: 

1. AHA reports that the AgriSpin experience has stimulated interest in more collaboration between 
advisors and teachers in agricultural schools. AgriSpin insights, such as the multi-actor character 
of many innovation processes, are being used in the training of agricultural teachers. 

2. Teagasc intended already to intensify interaction between advisory work and teaching in its 
Continuous Professional Development program. Contacts with LLKC and AUA have reconfirmed 
this intention and gave it higher priority.  

3. SEGES reports that the feedback from the visiting team during the Danish cross visit is starting to 
sprout. The picture they gave to SEGES (“You are a super tanker, but you need some fast speed-
boats”) fits within the dreams of many of the colleagues. It also starts to affect the SEGES 
management. 

4. UHOH reports that the AgriSpin experience and recommendations are being brought into the 
meeting of SCAR AKIS IV in Bonn in May 2017. This is a follow up of the discussion on AgriSpin 
during the previous meeting of this network in Bratislava, October 2016. 

5. An AUA expert has participated in the train-the-trainers module of CECRA, after having learned 
about it in AgriSpin. 

6. The AUA partner has been invited to present the AgriSpin experience at the Managing Authority 
of the National Rural Development Program (2014-2020) of the Ministry of Agriculture in Greece. 
It received great interest. 

7. CIRAD reports that AgriSpin results have been communicated with the French Ministry of 
Agriculture. They will be play a role in the RITA program for overseas territories, as well as for the 
French involvement in EIP.  

8. HAZI reports that the strengths and weaknesses as observed by the AgriSpin cross visit team has 
enriched the HAZI organisation. The visit was helpful to boost the Katilu project, in which 
different organisations joined forces to offer an integrated package of support to entrepreneurs 
in the agri-food sector, as a reference for agricultural innovation in the region. It also stimulated 
the major political party to include the AgriSpin approach in its political program.  

9. The Dutch EIP support unit made use of the opportunity of the regional AgriSpin seminar to 
invite all Provincial Managing Authorities for a one day workshop. The sharing of the AgriSpin 
results was a good introduction to discuss the current state of the implementation of EIP in the 
various Provinces, and to reflect on possible adaptations for making it work better.  

10. The network expert of ZLTO has presented EIP and the AgriSpin experience on innovation 
processes in a consultancy meeting with EU authorities on the possible impact of Copernicus: the 
European system of satellites for remote sensing, in Ispra, Italy, March 17, 2017. 

11. ZLTO reports that the Dutch cross visit as resulted in renewed contacts between ZLTO and KDV, 
the supply chain for sustainable and high quality pig production. A joint project proposal was 
made, which has been granted, and this is being executed now. 

12. Tuscany Region reports that it presented the AgriSpin experience to representatives of the Italian 
Ministry of Agriculture, to Italian managing authorities and the National Rural Network. They will 
elaborate the AgriSpin recommendations for their own use and websites. It will be a theme in the 
National Agriculture Table.   
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Cross fertilization: 

13. The Latvian experience, prioritising young potentials over more established farmers, was 
inspiring for Teagasc, where the latter naturally have a stronger representation in setting the 
agenda. 

14. SEGES reports that Danish clients have been referred to AgriSpin experts on specific topics like 
assisting farmers in developing business ideas (ZLTO) or milk vending machines (HAZI).  

15. SEGES reports that the implementation model, being used by Teagasc, has inspired Danish 
colleagues. 

16. Innovatiesteunpunt reports that the inspiration from the Danish cross visit has been the start of a 
series of activities to introduce the LEAN concept in Flanders. It has created an “Innovation 
Council Lean”. This council has oriented itself, looking for experiences in Flanders beyond the 
agri-food sector. Contacts were made with relevant organisations and entrepreneurs for raising 
interest. At present it is part of the approaches for several learning networks in the agri-food 
sector in Flanders. It also connected with the European Lean discussion group. Furthermore, a 
proposal is being made to form an Operational Group on applying Lean by five entrepreneurs.  

17. Adept has taken along two GEOPOS devices from Basque Country to Romania for exploring their 
usefulness there.  

 

Expertise exchange: 

18. Teagasc involved experts from ProAgria and ZLTO in its Teagasc Advisory Regional Reviews. 

19. VLK reports that, as a result of the AgriSpin workshop during the EUFRAS meeting in Bulgaria in 
February 2017, the advisory service in Hessen (Germany) and LLKC in Latvia are planning cross 
visits vice-versa.  

20. The network of demo-farms, brought together by the EU/RUR12 project, is planning to create 
more personal links between personnel and to increase their potential for innovation by 
organising cross visits, using the AgriSpin methods. ACTA and VLK are involved. 

21. Experts form Teagasc and VLK have made study visits vice versa 2016 where they shadowed each 
other for a week in their respective jobs. 

22. HAZI reports that a masters student from UHOH has been hosted by HAZI, thanks to contacts 
that have been made in AgriSpin. 

23. The network expert of ZLTO has assisted in the final seminar in Ireland, with an interactive 
session around the Spiral of Innovations (June 22, 2017).  

24. The network expert of ZLTO has assisted in the final seminar in Tuscany, with an interactive 
session around the Spiral of Innovations (July 20, 2017).  

25. The network expert of ZLTO has conducted a workshop for staff members of Teagasc in Ireland, 
illustrating the FAN approach on which the CECRA module on Operational Group facilitation is 
based (June 23, 2017). See paragraph “Training module for Operational Group facilitators”. 

 

Use of AgriSpin methods: 

26. After the German cross visit in May 2016, the German EIP support unit felt inspired to organise 
dozens of ‘transfer visits’ between Operational Groups in the country. Germany counts 111 OG’s 
by now, and is heading towards 200 in the coming years. The aim is to intensive the peer-to-
peer-learning processes of these excursions by integrating AgriSpin cross-visit elements: 
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structured question cards, pearls, puzzles and proposals and a final feed-back round. Perhaps it 
will be the short-version of cross-visits at the end. 

27. The AgriSpin cross visit methodology has been offered as a standard tool for members of EUFRAS 
at its congress in Münster in June 2017.  

28. Teagasc reports that it now routinely uses the Pearls Puzzles and Proposals approach in its 
Education. It carried out study trips to Scotland, Holland, and Denmark as part of our Education 
Vision Strategy project. Pearls, Puzzles and Proposals were used as a way to report on the 
observations. 

29. Teagasc expects to use the cross visit methodology again.  

30. Teagasc reports that the Pearls, Puzzles and Proposals approach from AgriSpin is being used in 
the case study methodology for the SKIN Horizon 2020 project. 

31. Teagasc reports that the Innovation Spiral is being used in the Agri Innovation Seminar in 
Kilkenny, Ireland in June 2017. Referring to some case studies, it will be illustrated how the spiral 
might be used to convey the potential for rural advisors to make an impact of digital innovation 
hubs in agriculture. 

32. Several partners report that elements of the AgriSpin methodology are finding their way in new 
project proposals for calls such as RUR13 and RUR16, in which they join forces for forming new 
consortia.  

33. A CIRAD expert reports that she uses AgriSpin insights and tools in several meetings in 
Cameroon: 

o Seminar on « identification of conditions of economic evaluation and valorisation of 
innovations » for researchers from the Cameroonian agronomic research centre in 
Cameroon (February 2017). 

o Seminar for Cameroonian young researchers on "How to integrated innovation and 
impact in research practices" in Cameroon (17-28 October 2016 and 5-16 June 2017). 

o Future training of RITA facilitators in five French oversea areas in September 2017 on 
AgriSpin results. 

o Future conference on the role of intermediation for the agro-ecological transition 
(planning). 

o Proposal building:  innovation support services in Africa (Leap-Agri call). 

 

Training module for Operational Group facilitators: 

34. As a result of the cross visit in Germany, a new module is being developed on innovation 
brokerage in the international CECRA program. This module is aimed for facilitators of 
Operational Groups. The first trial has successfully taken place on June 19 – 21, 2017 in Schleswig 
Holstein, Germany, with the facilitators of the first Operational Groups in Europe that became 
operational under the EIP program. The module is based on the FAN approach2 

35. A group of professionals is being formed for train-the-trainer courses in CECRA. In this effort, 
experts from VLK, AHA, Entra, ZLTO and LLKC are working together. The German speaking part of 
this group will meet in Vienna, September 10 - 11, 2017. 

36. On April 25 – 27, 2017, the network expert from ZLTO has provided a training in Latvia, for 
mentors from Latvia and Lithuania, in the framework of a project on stimulating 
entrepreneurship.  

                                                           
2
 Free Actors in Networks: www.toolsfornetworks.nl.  

http://www.toolsfornetworks.nl/

