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Harvest of Stories about Innovation Support  
Case Studies In The AgriSpin Project 
Eelke Wielinga: ZLTO, The Netherlands 

 

Stories at the end of a discovery journey 

At the start of the AgriSpin project, partners have been asked to write a story about an innovation case 
in which they were involved. These stories have been collected in the initial book “Stories from all 
corners, to start with”1. The 15 AgriSpin partners have written 19 stories about what they found 
important to tell, using the language and mental frames they used for doing so. This initial book  became 
a baseline document, indicating how the partners were thinking about innovation before they started to 
interact in the cross visits. 

After the cross visits all host partners were asked again to write stories, this time about the case studies 
that had been studied by the visiting teams. For doing so, they used the observations and the analyses 
made during the visits, as well as the pearls, puzzles and proposals that were discussed in the wrap up 
seminars with the key actors in the regional Agricultural Knowledge and Information Systems. If, during 
writing the story, information still appeared to be missing, they were allowed to go back to their 
informants for completing the picture. 

The results are brought together in this second book. In 52 narrative stories from 13 cross visits, the 
AgriSpin partners tell about what they understood of what happened in the innovation processes they 
had brought forward in the AgriSpin project as interesting examples. What have been driving forces, 
critical moments and key actors to make progress? 

The stories show a great variety, both in contents and in the way they have been written. Some have 
elaborated the analysis to a great extent, while others are merely the narrative story of what actually 
happened. Within the time frame and the available budget of the AgriSpin project, this is how far we 
have come.  

We believe that the stories are valuable material for further elaboration. They could be upgraded to 
Learning Histories that offer excellent material for training advisors and Operational Group facilitators, 
as well as teaching materials for higher education. 

Innovations are discovery journeys 

Innovation processes do not fit into common project reports with objectives, deliverables and tick boxes 
for checking whether the project has produced what it promised to do. When you know beforehand 
what comes out, it will not be new. 

Innovation processes start with people who have an idea, they manage to inspire others, they organise 
themselves for action, they acquire space for experimenting and learning, they encounter unexpected 
problems and surprising opportunities to which they respond, they involve others who influence the 
course of the process, and they end up with results they could not have thought of at the start, but 
which might be better than they had hoped for as it became the result of co-creation. They also might 
fail to reach their initial goals but become wiser and better equipped for a new effort with reformulated 
targets. Such experiences might be just as valuable as a successful effort. 

                                                           
1 Deliverable 1.2 

1 
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As a consequence, innovation processes should be monitored and evaluated in a different way than 
production type projects. Reporting should feed the confidence of the enabling community that the 
resources they made available are well spent, but meanwhile allow for describing the surprises, 
deviations and lessons learned. For innovation projects it is important to know what questions were to 
be answered, what challenges the partners encountered on the road, how they coped with them, and 
what their experiences delivered in relation to the initial questions. 

The Learning History method is a useful tool for describing processes of change, which innovation 
processes basically are. The method has been developed by George Roth and Art Kleiner from MIT 
Boston, USA2, for helping large companies in their learning processes3. Instead of the more common 
expert – recipe approach in which the expert observes, makes an analysis and tells the management 
what to do, they wanted the managers to go through a learning process themselves. First they should 
acknowledge what actually happened. The interviewers describe as accurately as possible the views of 
the major actors in the process in a narrative story, so that all those involved agree that this story 
reflects the most important facts of what has happened. If there are different views on the same events, 
this will be part of the story as well. 

The second step is the analysis. Here the consultant uses his/her expertise to add explanations to the 
story. Why did it happen as it did? And what lessons can be learned? For doing so, (s)he uses theory, 
which should be made explicit. 

About the narrative there cannot be disagreement. Deviating views are facts that should be part of the 
narrative as well. The effect of such a narrative is that all actors involved feel taken seriously. This is a key 
condition for a joint learning process. 

About the analysis disagreement can be expected, since actors usually have different theories-in-use: 
different glasses to look upon the world. It is precisely the dialogue about the analysis that stimulates 
mutual learning, and improves the capacity of managers to respond to challenges. 

Tools for visualisation and analysis: the Spiral of Innovations 

In the AgriSpin project it was a challenging task to process the many observations made during the cross 
visits. We experimented with Rich Picture Time Lines. The observing team shared their observations on  
four crucial aspects:  

1. innovation process 
2. networks and actors 
3. environment 
4. type of innovation 

These observations were visualised on a poster. Thus, a picture was made of the process a specific case 

had gone through. Examples can be found in the four Belgian stories (chapters 6 - 9). 

Then we noticed that there were certain patterns visible in many cases. It usually began with some kind 
of urgency that led to initiatives and the mobilisation of partners to join in. The role of support agencies 
appeared to start already much earlier in such processes than what was expected based on their formal 
tasks. Innovation processes are commonly seen as a linear three step process: development, 
dissemination and utilisation. The Technology Readiness Levels scale (TRL), used in H2020, has nine 

                                                           
2 Both authors were part of the team of Peter Senge, who did ground breaking work on learning organisations. Art 
Kleiner was co-author of his famous book: “The Fifth Discipline” 
3 Kleiner, A, Roth, G (1997): Learning History. How to make your experience your company’s best teacher. Harvard 
Business Review, Sept. 1997. 
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steps, but still assumes a linear process in which knowledge flows from research to practitioners. The 
observations in the AgriSpin cases gave a different picture of innovation processes and factors that 
mattered most to make them successful.  

The Spiral of Innovations4 offered a more accurate scheme to position the observations in a picture. The 
Spiral distinguishes seven stages: initial idea, inspiration, planning, development, realisation, dissemi-
nation and embedding. During the 7th cross visit, in Greece, the observing team decided to try both the 
classical 3 stage model and the 7 stage Spiral. It became clear that the Spiral offered a much better 
framework for visualising the process with the observations made during a field visit. 

It was used for the six remaining cross visits, as well as for a range of regional AgriSpin workshops and 
the final AgriSpin conference at Crete, Greece. Also in many other stories the authors used the Spiral to 
describe the process of this particular case. 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                           
4 Wielinga, H.E., Zaalmink, B.W., Bergevoet, R.H.M., Geerling-Eiff, F.A., Holster, H, Hoogerwerf, L., Vrolijk, 

M. (2008): Networks with free actors: encouraging sustainable innovations in animal husbandry by using 
the FAN approach. Wageningen University and Research. 
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The Dutch Quinoa Group case 
How An Initial Idea Can Lead To Something Unexpected 
Peter Paree, Pieter van Hout, Froukje Kooter 
ZLTO, The Netherlands 

A promise for animal feed? 

It was 2001 when Rens Kuijten had his first encounter with this new crop 
called quinoa. He had heard about a seed that had the same protein 
content as cow’s milk. Born as a son of a dairy farmer he needed to know 
more about this seed. He thought this seed could change the dairy sector 
as he thought it would have great potential to be used as fodder for the 
animals. As the dairy sector in the Netherlands imports quite a large 
amount of corn and soy from abroad, mainly from North and South 
America, he wanted to set up a local production system to make sure the 
sector would depend less on these imports. 
 

He wanted to do something with his ideas for a while. However, he 
continued to do the work as a feed advisor for some years more, until 
the right moment was there. In order to increase his understanding of 
the potential of quinoa in the Netherlands, he wanted to visit the country 
of origin: Peru. The opportunity that made it possible to do this, was a 
scholarship he could get at the Nuffield Farming Scholarships Trust. 
 

It was this moment in life that Rens had to make a choice. Would he chose the easy road and keep his 
job until his children could care for themselves or would he take the plunge and chase his dreams as he 
wanted to do for so long? With the opportunity at hand and after ten years of working in the feed for 
livestock sector, he was ready to make the plunge. 
 

However, when Rens wanted to apply for the scholarship he noticed that you also had to ship in yourself. 
About half of the costs for the trip he had to cover by other means. As he had a family with two young 
children, he could not take the risk to invest almost all their private savings in this trip. Luckily, Rens was 
able to activate his network and through a small financial stimulus of LIB (regional  bureau for 
agricultural innovation): € 6.000 made it possible to go on his journey. 
 

A small support with great consequences 

The financial support of both sources made it possible for Rens to go on this life changing trip to South 
America in 2011. This was part of a ‘feasibility study’ that he conducted during a period of one year. The 
costs of the study where partly paid for by himself (mainly all the hours he spent during that year, it was 
a full time ‘job’, the scholarship Nuffield and LIB. 
 

In Peru he learned more about quinoa; how it was grown, what kind of varieties were there, how the 
growth was influenced by seasonality, what kind of climates the plants thrived in, etc.. What he also 
found there was the important role quinoa played in the diet of the local Andean communities. From 
that moment onwards he didn’t think of quinoa as a replacement for corn and soy as animal fodder, but 
as an alternative to animal protein in the human diet. 
 

2 
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Not for animals but for humans instead 

His trip and the results of the feasibility study made him conclude that implementing quinoa in the 
Netherlands would be a great added value for both the Dutch agricultural sector as for the health of the 
Dutch consumer. As both of these are passions of Rens, he was determined to set up a short and 
transparent supply chain for quinoa in Western Europe. Then and there he decided to promote this seed 
and give it the name that it deserves.  
 
On his return Rens was so inspired that he made a very important decision in his life. He decided to quit 
his job and give in on the income security he had back then. This was quite a decision, in which he was 
supported by his wife. For him this was a very important moral back-up. Being convinced of the potential 
of incorporating the quinoa crop in Dutch agriculture and with a widespread network in farming and 
agribusiness he founded the Dutch Quinoa Group. He consulted Wageningen University and Research 
Centre on which varieties to test and promote among farmers and at farms with different soil types. 
Rens was relieved when he heard about a quinoa research project that he could use for his and the 
University’s benefit. Through Wageningen University and Research Centre, Rens was able to test 
different crop varieties and the University was helped by getting input from businesses on the ground, in 
such that they were able  to continue research. 
 

He also got another financial support in 2012, and in later years, from LIB, to set up a project of quinoa 
production in The Netherlands. The board of LIB, when discussing the final feasibility study, decided to 
challenge Rens to really start building a quinoa network and business in the Netherlands, together with 
farmers and other actors. And LIB also decided to put real money in this project: in 2012 and the 
following years a total of € 75.000. And LIB also decided to put in the added value of its network, 
including for example recognition by the regional Minister of Agriculture. 
 

Towards a network in the value chain 

In 2014 a total of 33 hectares on 13 different farms where cultivated with quinoa. As these farms were 
spread throughout the Netherlands he could test the potential yield for different regional climates and 
soil types. Nowadays the Dutch Quinoa Group is upscaling the number of fields where quinoa is grown. 
Last year (2016), the number of hectares expanded to about 250. The company now grows steadily and 
Rens employed a marketer, who designed a package for the consumer market with a wink to Rens’ agri 
history: quinoa in a milk carton. 
 

During these years also other actors and farmers invested in the new quinoa business (supply-demand 
chain), in total a several millions of euros. At present there is a broad-based support to further develop 
the Dutch Quinoa supply demand chain, and the product is available in every supermarket. 
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The analysis 
 

The path of a hero 

The story of quinoa reads like the story of a hero. 
Rens Luijten has an idea: quinoa as a feed 
ingredient for animals. He looks for opportunities 
and convinces others, LIB as innovation support 
agency and -very important- his own wife, to go 
on his way. The space he acquires allows him to 
go to Peru. There he discovers that quinoa has 
much more potential: as a product for human 
consumption. A feasibility study confirms his 
idea: it has potential. As the story continues, he 
ends up being a manager of a successful 
production chain of healthy food, reducing the 
need for animal protein in the diet of consumers. 
That is far from his initial ambition, but better 
than he could have imagined. 

The initial idea 

The Spiral of Innovations visualises the phases he went through. He got his initial idea because as an 
expert in animal feed he was aware of strengths and weaknesses in his sector. Furthermore he had the 
guts to look beyond the borders of what was common in his profession. 

The inspiration stage 

The next step was to mobilise allies who could help him to go underway: the inspiration stage. An 
important support was his wife: she allowed him to follow his passion and vision even though this 
involved risks for the family budget. He found another partner in LIB: the innovation support unit that 
helped him with a small amount that enabled him to engage in the course in Peru. The Nuffield Farming 
Scholarships Trust was an opportunity he found, and the financial support from LIB in addition to his own 
resources enabled him to go. 

The planning stage 

The planning stage is recognised in the agreements about funding and the setup of the feasibility study. 
Special in this case is that LIB made the threshold for funding very low: LIB director Geert Wilms believed 
in the idea of Rens, and did not require loads of paperwork. LIB is remarkably free in spending its budget 
for stimulating initiatives, with justification in hindsight. The two institutions that fill the budget of LIB, 
the Province of North Brabant and the Southern Farmers Organisation ZLTO, have confidence in the 
performance of LIB, which is confirmed every four years by an external evaluation. This appears to work 
well already for 20 years. It makes LIB to be a valuable partner for innovative entrepreneurs in the 
region, and most of them know where to find LIB when they need support in network contacts or seed 
money. 
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The development stage 

In a few years the cultivated quinoa expanded to 
250 hectares. Support came mainly from the LIB, 
who not only decided to put real money into the 
project, they also mobilized their own network in 
favour of the initiative, resulting in the recognition 
of the regional Minister of Agriculture. Support 
also came from the hired marketer who 
developed the milk carton package and the WUR 
who started a special breeding research (biological 
and mechanical weed control). 
 

The realisation stage 

New partners were found during the realization stage, such as Van de Bilt seeds and Vlas, who invested 
in a storage and cleaning line that is gluten free. Others were Heydehoeve and Dalco, who started to 
develop new products with quinoa such as rookworst (semi meat product). The WUR network made it 
possible to start a collaborative network in Europe, indicating the dissemination stage.
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Sustainable Supply Chain for Pork Meat  
Two Entrepreneurs Realising a Sustainable Supply Chain 
Peter Paree, Pieter van Hout, Froukje Kooter 
ZLTO, The Netherlands 
 

Farmers in the lead 

The cases in the Dutch Cross Visit show how entrepreneurs keep the lead in an 

innovation process. Special about the case of KDV is that not one but two 

entrepreneurs took the initiative to create a supply chain for more than 300 

pig producers in the area. This story tells about their ambition, the way they 

built their network, how they went bankrupt, grabbed themselves together 

and carried on successfully. It tells also about the role of support institutions, 

helpful, but sometimes also leading to disaster. 

A need for change, but a nearly impossible challenge 

Pig production in The Netherlands is a major sector, especially on the sandy soils in the Province of North 

Brabant. Here, farm families could increase their income by specialising in a commodity that is produced 

intensively, without limitations of the availability of good soils. This is why many pig farms are located in 

this region. More recently however, the sector was obliged to invest heavily in environmental measures, 

while low prices for pig meat have put their incomes under pressure. Stakeholders keep each other in a 

stranglehold. NGO’s feed the public opinion against the industrial way in which especially pigs and 

poultry are being produced. Supermarkets are stunting with “kilo-knallers” [kilo-boosters] and compete 

by selling meat at the lowest prices ever. Supply chain partners need large quantities to get a strong 

position in logistics. What can an individual farmer do for change in this European or worldwide 

situation? 

Hans Verhoeven became a pig farmer in 1991, first as partner with his parents-in-law who were pig 

fatteners, and then as owner, not long after. In 1992 there was a serious outbreak of vascular disease, 

for which the farm had to close down for a while. This was the time that he realised that he wanted to do 

things differently. He had an idea to become different. He wanted to grow pigs in optimal air, food and 

care, without end-of-pipe solutions. For example, he did not want air washers. Why washing the air for 

the neighbours, which means that the air in which the pigs live is dirty? When they have better housing 

with clean air, they are healthier and need less antibiotics. At the same time the quality of the meat 

should be as high as possible, and clients should recognise it as a brand. Thus, the meat would command 

a higher price. But that is not something he could achieve on his own. 

Hans Verhoeven had an a-typical background for a pig grower: he is not son of a farmer but he married a 

farmer’s daughter. He took roles in boards of young farmers, slaughterhouse cooperative, and the 

Southern Farmers Organisation ZLTO. He obviously looked further than his farm, and with that 

background he made the necessary changes in the family pig farm. 
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1+1=3: entrepreneurs with complementary competences 

Mark van den Eijnden is a private consultant, who started as a researcher in Wageningen University and 

Research, and created his own consultancy firm Roba in 1986. He advised Hans already for quite some 

time, and by the time they developed their ideas for a supply chain for high quality pork meat at the 

kitchen table they had become good friends already. 

This kitchen table talk took place in 1996. The farm operations were extended to breeding, which 

allowed for a closed stable concept. Piglets should stay on the farm, instead of the more usual task 

division between breeding farms and fattening farms, with higher risks on contamination because of the 

transport. 

But the ideas went further than improvements this one farm. Colleague pig farmers should join, just as 

other partners in the supply chain: a butcher, grocers, retailer, meat processors and the hospitality 

industry. Hans and Mark found supporters for the idea, and in 1997 they started the KDV (“Keten 

Duurzaam Varkensvlees” (Sustainable Supply Chain Pork Meat). 

Mobilising partners: support services come in 

For getting started, they managed to obtain support from several parties. The LIB (“Landbouw Innovatie 

Brabant” Agricultural Innovation Brabant) assisted in providing initial funds to make the initiative 

feasible and helped to establish the necessary connections. This knowledge broker has a budget for 

initiatives and is able to respond quickly without much bureaucracy. Furthermore, LIB has many warm 

contacts in the agricultural sector and easily connects initiators with other partners who can help them 

further. Stichting Milieukeur (Foundation Ecolabel) organised a start-up project helping to create a 

certification system that would give the products a higher value in the market. WUR (Wageningen 

University and Research Centre) provides qualitative and quantitative research on specific subjects. 

In the first year, 1996, KDV started with 9 members and 13 butchers who were prepared to sell this 

premium meat. In 1998 the network grew towards 20 members. In that year Hans Verhoeven also 

managed to obtain the test status for green label for his farm, with stable that is clean without air 

washers. In 1999 a new step was made when a slaughterhouse was contracted as permanent partner of 

the supply chain. 

Quality by self-control 

Farmers who join the KDV have to commit themselves to a production system that guarantees the high 

quality standards. The requirements are being decided upon together after expert consultation. Member 

farmers share their data about many details of the production process. The KDV has developed its own 

quality control system, on top of what public control agencies are requiring. Members who are no longer 

able to keep up with the standards, can no longer sell their product through the KDV marketing chain. 

The collaboration between multiple parties throughout the entire supply chain is quite unique. A 

slaughterhouse, butchers, several retailers and restaurants are involved, and they all share the ambition 

of high quality meat through sustainable production and minimal use of antibiotics. As a result, the 

prices are rewarding. It was not easy to get it this far, though. Talking with upstream and downstream 
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parties within the supply chain was hard. Old ties made working together in a new manner a challenge. 

Likewise it was hard to scale up the operations. 

Strong enough to overcome bankruptcy 

In the ambition to grow to a break-even scale for a supply chain, Hans and Mark applied for an EU 

subsidy. In 2002, with the help of LEI (Agricultural Economic Institute, part of WUR) they acquired a fund 

of € 600.000, with the target to increase the supply chain to 500 members. 

The project was too ambitious, and three years later KDV had grown only to 25 members. Not realising 

initial ambition is not exceptional in innovation projects, but the project leader from an external institute 

failed to discuss this in time with the project officers. They concluded that the project had failed, and 

KDV had to pay a big sum back, while the other project partners had received the biggest part of the 

money for their research and advice. In essence, the risk was too big for 2 entrepreneurs/ 1 SME, and the 

project only could be granted to an SME. Since KDV was the applying SME, this caused the bankruptcy of 

KDV. 

This did not kill the collaboration, however. Hans and Mark were not discouraged, but decided to move 

forward and increase their efforts. Mark stopped his consultancy firm Roba and went on full time for 

KDV. Together with partners they found a way to get Hans on his feet again. But since this bad 

experience they stay far away from bigger projects. They learned to really rely only on themselves. 

Running the supply chain 

One year later, in 2006, the number of members increased to 100. In the following years two more 

slaughterhouses joined the supply chain. In 2013 this had become 300, and since then, the number of 

member farmers remains stable between 300 and 350. They work closely together with other partners 

downstream in the supply chain. LIB as innovation broker is still in contact as intermediate. 

The work of Hans and Mark gradually shifted from producing pigs to managing the supply chain, for 

which every member is being visited at least twice a year. Meanwhile, “The Hoeve” developed into an  

experimental farm where new technologies are tested and demonstrated. In 2010 the use of antibiotics 

has become minimal, in 2013 the farm is declared MRSA free (antibiotics resistant types of bacteria), the 

castration of boars had been abandoned already long ago, and the cutting of tails was stopped in 2014. 

These measures sound simple, but are very difficult to realise in a commercial farm. 

Renewed contact because of AgriSpin 

Interesting effect of the AgriSpin Cross Visit was the renewed cooperation between Hans Verhoeven, 

Mark van der Eijnden and ZLTO. In cooperation they started TGV-1H (testing facility healthy pig 

husbandry- one health) where the work of KDV is further professionalised. We expect this will lead to a 

number of new techniques, making pig husbandry more sustainable. 

The way the parties in the KDV supply chain work together to produce, create and bring a new product 

to the market is unique. It is quite extraordinary for so many pig farmers to work together in a 

competitive market with small margins. 
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Analysis 
 

Building a warm and complementary network 

The Innovation process starts at the kitchen table when Hans 

Verhoeven and Mark van den Eijnden develop their ideas about the 

sustainable supply chain for pork. During the inspiration phase they 

managed to obtain support from several parties. Especially the LIB 

played an important role, by providing easily accessible starting 

funds without much bureaucracy and targets. This really helped the 

initiators to develop their ideas and to explore the possibilities, 

unknowingly what the end-result may be. A shared ambition or 

dream is of absolute importance here, because this is what could 

generate enough trust between partners which allows the space to 

explore.  

Easily accessible funds are really helpful during the 

inspiration phase  

The LIB also provided the connections for the development of the 

network. Its intermediary (free actor) role between the initiators, 

suppliers and the members of the supply chain needs to be 

highlighted here. Since the success of the initiative was highly 

dependent on the complementarity of many partners, it seems that 

the LIB was actively engaged in keeping the partners together. 

Although the new collaboration was difficult, they managed to 

maintain the required complementarity. 

Too ambitious 

Within the planning phase the initiative needed to up-scale the 

project in order to make it financially feasible. In contrast to 

the initial funds of the LIB, the LEI subsidy had a hard target 

which was that the supply chain should grow to 500 members. 

The initial ambition was however far from realistic and due to 

poor communication the initiative was unable to adjust this 

target, leading to the bankruptcy. The lack of the experimental 

space during the developmental phase in order to explore the 

feasible amount of members led to this disaster. The general 

lesson we can distract from this example is that during the 

planning phase an experimental developmental space needs to 

be incorporated within the funding strategy. 
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Experimental space within funding strategy prevents disasters  

The effect of the subsidy on the network is also interesting. The project 

officers who judge the project based on the initial target became the 

gatekeepers of the network. The major difference between managers and 

gatekeepers is that the latter are not intrinsically engaged with the ambition 

of the initiative. They are often guarding larger structures and therefore 

need to think in rather simple quantitative measurements. The free actor 

role can be of great help to involve the gatekeepers in the more complex 

situation and ambition of the initiative. But it remains a question who played 

or could have played the free actor during this phase 

Another effect of the subsidy is the shift in the role of Hans and Mark, from 

carriers of the initiative to supplier. Due to the unrealistic target they even 

shifted toward the mode of survivor. This pattern is often a sign for reduced 

vitality within the network. If a free actor was able to detect this pattern and 

able to intervene between the survivors and gatekeepers the bankruptcy 

could have been prevented. 

 

Free actors are very important, especially when it 

becomes difficult  

The fact that the network did not fall apart after this 

enormous setback is interesting. The network was 

apparently resistant and responsive enough to continue 

their efforts on their collective ambition. This truly 

highlights the importance of the initial phases in which 

these network qualities are build. Within the spiral of 

initiatives we can depict this as a movement from the 

failing developmental phase back to the inspiration phase 

of the warm network. From there they managed to 

continue and to grow the number of members of the 

supply chain.  

Important lessons: 

• The importance of the inspiration phase: the development of a warm network with resilient and 
responsive qualities. 

• Easily accessible funds without too much bureaucracy during the inspiration stage is very helpful. 

• Incorporation of experimental space within funding strategy. 

• Free actors are very important, especially when it becomes difficult. 
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Vair Varkenshuis 
Marijke Koenen Produces Meat With a Story 
Peter Paree, Pieter van Hout en Froukje Kooter.  
ZLTO, the Netherlands  
 

 

Housing where pigs can behave like in their natural environment 

Vair Varkenshuis (Vair House for Pigs) is a management concept that allows pigs to act in their natural 

behaviour. The focus points within the concept are: natural behaviour, fodder, breed, no antibiotics and 

housing. The entrepreneurs try to give room for-, and stimulate the playful behaviour that comes 

naturally with pigs. Through social pressure the concept could start with only 20 piglets instead of the 

250 that they had envisioned. Therefore, it is quite a local and small scale farm as it is now. However, 

Vair is known throughout the Netherlands. 

The innovation process started around 2012 and is still ongoing. It is a small scale local farm with a 

regional outreach. It was initiated by the two entrepreneurs that use to ran the business together. 

Recently, they got a divorce however. Both come from a mainstream pig farm with a closed system. They 

both felt that social pressure was growing and that the public opinion was changing. Neighbours were 

complaining about the small and dark living spaces and they found pig houses being a dusty, damp and 

smelly place. This was something that really touched these entrepreneurs and it opened their eyes. From 

that moment onwards they went looking for a different way to run their business in a socially accepted 

and economic feasible way. 

Involving consumers 

They made a questionnaire for consumers. They were interested in what the consumers found important 

when they thought about pigs and pork meat. The clients responded, and they used this valuable 

information as their direct inputs for creating their concept. Another step they undertook was to talk to 

experts from Wageningen University and Research Centre for getting to know more about the natural 

behaviour and the needs of their pigs. Important in this was also how policy makers looked at new 

concepts: information that they found at ZLTO (Trudie van Megen). 
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Furthermore, they tapped into loads of resources outside of the primary sector, because nothing new 

came out of the sector itself. They needed new insights and they got quite a bit of help from a senior 

marketer: Dick Veerman. He organised the dialogue with their direct neighbours and fellow citizens.  

Intuition 

Most steps that they took in this innovation process where made on intuition. They did what felt right at 

that moment. They were not part of any project or  program, they just were looking for new options. 

This made them very flexible and therefore they were able to talk, turn, switch, talk, mingle, etc. very 

quickly. 

One of the most important factors in the process was to listen to what other people had to say. Loads of 

emotional discussions were being held, and people from the opposition really gave them a bad time. 

These were action groups for animal welfare, anti-meat groups, etc. They tried to stay calm and tried to 

filter out the messages that they could use to create a better and more accepted concept. Above all, 

they also took quite a financial plunge. This combination of taking social and financial risks makes them 

real entrepreneurs. 

Supplying high quality meat with a story 

After all this listening they made a plan. This was shown to the public to see and understand if they had 

troubles or ideas on how to improve their plan. The concept is fully operational now and due to a 

different market strategy they get a good price for the pork meat. They sell directly to clients in the city 

and to restaurants with Michelin stars. 

They invest much time in public relationships with their neighbourhood and with consumers. This has 

provided them with a good reputation throughout the nation. As an extra learning point they now can 

show that innovation is not focused on one single product or process, but that multiple innovations have 

to take place at the same time. Moreover, they experienced that policy does not always stimulate 

innovation. Each process is different and entrepreneurs need space to experiment. 

In the coming year they will probably double in size. At present, they are allowed to have 60-70 sows. 

Moreover, they try to convince other pig farmers to also start implementing their concept. They still feel 

that there is a niche market to be conquered for pork with a story. They also feel that in all other sectors 

this is the same (beef, poultry, rose, lamb). Recently, they are thinking about creating a collective of 

farmers with the same shared vision. 

This is what social innovation looks like, people like to visit their farm and to see the pigs. They want to 

know where their food is being produced and what kind of a life the pigs have had. They are very 

interested in hearing experiences from the people from the visiting countries and would love to get in 

touch with other farmers who are coping in their own way with the public opinion or social pressure in 

their countries.  

The analysis 
This is how the authors make sense of these facts. This includes assumptions on why things happened as 

they did, conclusions about possible options people would have had for different interventions or ways 
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to go, and lessons to be learned. Someone else could draw different conclusions, based on the same 

narrative. 

What is the innovation? 

Vair Varkenshuis (pig housing) is a management concept that focuses on natural behaviour of the pigs, 

fodder, race, no antibiotics and housing. Hi touch Social innovation with low-tech solutions 

Key actors and their role in the process 

• Dick Veerman: great help and assistance by an outsider with experience in constructive dialogues.  

• Neighbours now belong to her internal network. Direct impact on rethinking entire process, 
pressure. 

• Local decision makers were invited to the dialogues 

Role of the support agency 

Support services wanted to help her for their own sake, however she stayed in the lead. 

Success factors 

She not only changed her production system, but also now influences the processing part. Outside 

support of communication experts, communication was the seed for building a network. Created her 

own supply chain, from fodder to slaughter house and even targeting specific consumers. Specific 

market. Low-tech, back to the roots of hogging (can be both a success factor and a fail factor) 

Fail factors 

Financial situation: Hard times in the beginning, market had to be organised. Doing better now. 

Regional and/or historical particularities 

• Threats triggered the step towards going for an opportunity 

• Wanted to move away from standard pig production culture 

Specific recommendations 

• Use people out of a different sector to have real innovation 

• Make steps in an innovation process with your intuition. 

• Listen to what other people say. It’s okay to have emotional discussion. 

• Invest a lot of time in public relationships with neighbourhood and with consumers. 

• Start a small business and use alternative financial models to get bigger 

This is what social innovation looks like, people like to visit their farm and to see the pigs. They want to 

know where their food is being produced and what kind of a life the pigs have had. They are very 

interested in hearing experiences from the people from the visiting countries and would love to get in 

touch with other farmers who are coping in their own way with the public opinion or social pressure in 

their countries.  

Lessons that can be generalised 

• The entrepreneur is in the driver’s seat. 

• The entrepreneur has to choose his own support agency 

 



 
24 AGRISPIN - STORIES FROM ALL CORNERS: TO CONTINUE WITH 

 

 

  



 
25 CHAPTER 5: JACOB VAN DEN BORNE: PRECISION FARMING  

Jacob van den Borne: Precision Farming  
Pioneer And Entrepreneur Grows Potatoes With Precision 
Peter Paree, Pieter van Hout en Froukje Kooter.  
ZLTO, the Netherlands  

A Pioneer in Precision Farming 

Jacob van den Borne, a potato grower at the Dutch-Belgian border, was a pioneer in precision farming, 

using GPS techniques, drones and big data. Today he is well-known in his sector, and many other farmers 

consult him about new techniques. How did he become a front runner in these developments? And what 

was the role of LIB and ZLTO as innovation support agencies in assisting him? These are the lead 

questions for this Learning History. In the various cases ZLTO selected for the cross visit of AgriSpin, the 

red thread is farmers-led innovation. The policy of ZLTO is to assist farmers with initiatives. This history is 

an example of what it takes to do so. 

A seemingly not so bright student 

As a student Jacob had troubles because of dyslexia. But he knew what he wanted. He insisted to go to a 

secondary agricultural school in the city of Breda instead of Boxtel, although this was further away. This 

was the better choice for arable farming, he said. After finishing this education, he succeeded to inscribe 

at the university of applied sciences (HAS, ‘s-Hertogenbosch). He was always in the back of the class, 

continuously checking his cell phone to keep an eye on what was happening at the farm back home. Bert 

van Sonsbeek, teacher in machine techniques, knew to inspire him for Precision Agriculture. After his 

study, Jacob continued to work at his parent’s farm. He and his brother Jan took over the family 

enterprise once their father made way. Both parents formally got out of the business. Legally, the 

brothers have their own business, but they run these enterprises together. Both parents are very much 

involved in the farm. Father is taking care of lease contracts for land with farmers in the region. Since 

Jacob became successful in precision farming, he is in the spotlights and the family supports him in that. 

Precision as alternative for expansion 

When the brothers took over the enterprise, their business had around 300 hectares of potatoes, out of 

which 100 hectares were their property. Given the heavy competition for land, expansion was not an 

option and therefore they chose for intensification and optimizing management by precision agriculture. 

The remaining lands they rent, mostly by annual lease contracts. In this, they are quite depending on a 

good imago, that they take good care of the rented parcels. Close to their home village Reusel there are 

more farmers who really need arable land. In this completion on land they want to distinguish 

themselves with information that they can show on the rented parcels. 

From the beginning onward, each year two students from the HAS assist them in embedding and 

describing multiple precision agriculture techniques. Subsequently, they evaluate the added value of all 

these innovations, for instance: better human resource management and planning. As a result of this, 

the students calculate a saving of 10% on fuel use due to reducing overlap. 

Jan focusses on the cultivation of the crops, whereas Jacob manages the data and the related activity 

planning. Both their wives have jobs outside the farm. 
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A hobby and a vision 

Just like other farmers, Jacob made the choice for working with high precision GPS (RTK), as a tool for 

optimising his business. On top of this, he placed sensors on his vehicles and sprayers. The data from 

these sensors is systematically collected and processed in computers. Jacob is able to analyse these data 

in a very professional manner. 

Jacob is clearly a frontrunner when it comes to precision agriculture, especially regarding sensors and 

data integration. He gained the basic knowledge at the HAS University. This knowledge was of great 

value for the planning and accounting of cultivation measures in the potato, sugar beet and also maize 

cultures in the enterprise “VanDenBorne Aardappelen (potatoes)”. With the location- and sensor 

techniques he developed, he could translate the information to effective treatments. Connecting all this 

information was difficult, but he had to do it for the management of his large farm. With hard work he 

became successful, as one of the few. 

He works a lot with the tractor brand Fendt, but the technique can work with a broad range of brands. 

He is able to gather data and then to convert it to information and applicable knowledge. When certain 

data and the related map are not up to date or failing, the machine might not add the right amount of 

input. Jacob  has always been able to solve these problems. Moreover, he has a clear vision on what is 

needed to successfully incorporate precision agriculture into the daily business. He does this with a long-

term approach combined with strong short-term resolving power.  On the long term, his vision is that 

precision agriculture has to focus on the parts in the parcels with the highest potential yield. 

Mobilising partners and funds 

For Jacob it is of great importance to develop precision farming further into techniques that can be used 

by more farmers. He does so, amongst other things, by participating in projects being initiated by various 

actors in the sector. Annually, Jacob is collaborating in several, parallel projects. For example, the digital 

farm project, in which he makes his (business) data accessible to the crowd: colleagues, consumers. 

Because of his profound knowledge and experience, Jacob has a vast network and he has direct links 

with relevant technicians in related industries in the field, both tractor/machine manufacturers and ICT. 

He finds open doors everywhere, for instance in companies like Claas and Fendt. Through the managers, 

he can get in direct contact with technicians. 

According to Marco Hekkert, professor in Innovation Studies at Utrecht University, Jacob is a rare 

combination of an innovator/pioneer and an early adopter/serious business man. He is an early adaptor. 

And different from other pioneers: he is being taken seriously. Furthermore, he has a long track record 

with LIB, the Agricultural Innovation Bureau: a joint agency of the farmers’ organisation ZLTO and the 

Province of Noord Brabant. LIB, subsidises innovative projects with budgets of five- to ten thousand 

Euro’s, with quick responses and without much administrative burden 

“VandenBorne Aardappelen” makes large investments in machinery. Since these machines are very 

innovative, they are eligible for subsidy. Jacob needs partners to apply for these funds. Right from the 

start he found a partner in ZLTO. Now, Peter Paree and Henny van Gurp help him to make new 

connections and  to find funding opportunities. Together with Peter, Jacob visits European conferences 

where he gives impressive presentations. Within the EIP Focus Group for Precision Agriculture, Jacob has 
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been the only farmer participating so far. This was possible because Peter does the writing and replaces 

him when Jacob is too busy harvesting. 

Creating a cooperative for getting broadband internet 

Van den Borne’s business is located right on the border between the Netherlands and Belgium. The 

enterprise is really on the outskirts of the nearby village of Reusel. Here, no broadband internet 

connection is available. While Jacob is gathering loads and loads of data, he is not able to upload it to the 

FarmCloud through high-speed access. ZLTO connected him to assisted pioneer in organising a group of 

locals to initiate the implementation of broadband internet in the periphery (www.kempenglas.nl). Jacob 

began this process by crowdfunding. Locals, without high-speed internet access, could register for €25 or 

€100 (business). Everyone who joined could be found on a map showing a clear overview of possible 

interested villagers. Jacob started a collaboration with Jo van der Pas who took care of the entire 

organisation and administration for setting up a cooperative. This new cooperative now enables them to 

hire companies and technicians to install broadband and to get everyone in the region connected. This is 

a model for a process that can be up- scaled to several other regions that lack broadband internet 

connection. A difficult process that Jacob also has taken care off. 

Discovering the borders of confidence 

Positive has been his personal development. He joined the  program on precision agriculture and 

through this  program he became well-known and acknowledged. Jacob understands that this position is 

temporary and that more and other people have become the representatives of the new development 

towards the farmers. In the meantime, he continues networking with technicians who develop the 

newest innovations. 

Disappointments were there as well. He discovered that some sensors of the Fritzmeier brand that 

worked on cranes and trucks also could work in the agricultural sector. These sensors work perfectly on 

his farm. Loads of people in his environment were interested, so he thought making good business out of 

it. However, when he started importing these sensors, people started to question him if he had also 

interests in the enterprise. ‘He had to stay independent as colleague farmer.’  

Jacob knows the newest techniques and is expert in connecting them. He explains this in a language 

everybody understands. His perseverance, creative mind and the fact that he takes action instead of 

sticking to words is what make him special. For a long time, Jacob has been in the spotlight. Still he 

remains modest, and he is attentive enough to see if his vision and solutions are appreciated by others. 

This innovator is a rare species 

With Jacob, we have a pioneer and accepted entrepreneur in one person. We must consider that this 

combination is rare. He is able to explain difficult subjects in simple language. We see this ability mostly 

in people who work in practice with these complex techniques. His growth of knowledge has started 

with a teacher in the University of Applied Sciences; in The Netherlands a prevailing level of education of 

farmers. This teacher was special: inspiring. 



 
28 AGRISPIN - STORIES FROM ALL CORNERS: TO CONTINUE WITH 

VandenBorneAardappelen company needed the technique for proper management of the large area of 

potato on many parcels, a lot of them shaped irregularly (more than 6 corners). The necessity for 

management was the incentive for Jacob to solve problems that others could not solve. 

How to reward and compensate the efforts? 

Innovation is expensive. Jacob needs some subsidy for the most risky investments. He is satisfied if only a 

small part of the investments is relieved by partners. We think that for a balance between the efforts of 

Jacob, he deserves a better compensation by the network that has advantage of this work. Subsidies 

have the disadvantage that they raise barriers for entrepreneurs. We look for other earning models for 

innovation, for example by starting a ‘living lab’. 

Innovation Support should be a long term connection. ZLTO and VandenBorneAardappelen made this 

connection eight years ago. Still it needs to be developed further, and partners go for it. 

ZLTO organising farmers influence 

As farmers organisation, ZLTO has direct concern in getting its members, the farmers, in the driver’s seat. 

This has a long history; at the foundation of NCB (predecessor of ZLTO) around 1896, the roman catholic 

church worked for the farmers, and it took many years until the organisation was led by the farmers. 

Between 1900 and 1960 the organisation grew to an institution that had big influence in many aspects of 

rural government: it had its own bank (Rabobank), insurance (Interpolis), accountancy (ABAB), feed and 

supplies (Cehave), destructor of dead animals (Sobel) slaughterhouse (Encebe). It had great influence in 

rural life, farmers were even in the board of hospitals. Since then, farmers business specialised just as 

other sectors. Competition forced the agrarian structures to specialise to the core business, without 

room for interaction in the old networks. 

Support services for creating space 

Since the sixties, innovation was more and more left to specialists: universities and big companies. In the 

nineties the insight grew that farmers not only were the beneficiaries of innovations, they also gave 

impulses for it. NCB/ZLTO started in 1993 the NCB project bureau to create space for farmers in projects; 

and in 1995 a financial and governmental cooperation with the Province to create space on finance and 

network  farmer’s driven innovations: the LIB was created.  

Around the year 2000 both agencies started to support farmers in innovations on Precision Agriculture: 

LIB invested from the first beginning (1996) in farmer’s projects, introducing elements of techniques. 

ZLTO was project leader in regional (from 2000), national (from 2005) and European (from 2012) projects 

that brought stakeholders together around further innovation. 

Main driver to support farmers and other entrepreneurs on Precision Agriculture was personal passion 

of the employees in LIB and ZLTO project bureau. They created space to organise projects that 

participate in this development and get activities financed. It was not obvious to choose for this 

development: subsidies and policy were focussed on environmental objectives, more than on technical 

innovations. But 4-5 people in these business units made this choice and inspired each other. 
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LIB and ZLTO as a Free Actors in innovation 

In primary stage the entrepreneur sets the initial 

idea. For getting useful connections and early 

stage funding, LIB was important. For planning, 

development, ZLTO took over. In the realisation 

phase, the relevant stakeholders play their role. 

Dissemination and Embedding is done with 

persons who know the network for a longer time, 

here it is important that the actors in LIB and 

ZLTO kept on going with their activities for more 

than 15 years, this was essential to be accepted 

as free actor. 

The farmer based approach 

The big difference between this farmers based approach and a research based approach is the growth 

cycle. The farmer does all the treatments, etc., to get a better harvest (short term) and soil quality (long 

term). A researcher does a treatment to measure an effect that can be described clearly. Because there 

are so many interactions in effects, the cyclic approach is valuable. VandenBorne has gathered a 

tremendous amount of data during the 7 growth cycles that he had. These data are his ‘biggest capital’, 

as Jacob describes it. Many organisations are interested in these data. 

What is next? 

Having valuable knowledge or experience does not directly mean that one gets a proper compensation 

for that. VandenBorne does a lot of work for free, while it is necessary to have funds for the continuation 

of the development. ZLTO and VandenBorne are starting a practice centre, where these data and this 

approach can be brought to value in a professional way. It is not easy to realise this: for example 

competition regulations make it complex. And persons should fit. 

Summary 

What is the innovation? 

Basically this looks like a technical innovation: new techniques are being developed, tested and 

disseminated for more sustainable and cost-effective production. But technical development did by far 

not ask for the biggest effort. Furthermore, technique is not the most important success factor. Most 

important question is: how to organise the interaction between the relevant stakeholders? How to 

organise this interaction in such a way that it is accepted that different players earn money on the long 

term. The AgriSpin process, in preparation, during the Cross Visit, and in discussions afterwards made it 

clear that the innovation is social: 

• Farmer’s directed innovation is realised in a unique way 

• A distinctive story is important: the growth cycle as basis 

• Valorising data (with farmcloud, in combination with networking) is worked out in practice. 
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Key actors and their role in the process 

Key actors are:  

• VandenBorne Potato: parents and 2 brothers: they are the central stakeholders, depending on the 
innovation for the management of their business 

• LIB (ZLTO and Province): organising acceptance in the business and policy networks, providing ‘small’ 
subsidies between € 5.000 and € 20.000, on a simple way. 

• ZLTO: acquiring and organising bigger innovation projects, where relevant stakeholders are 
stimulated to work together. 

Role of the support agency 

The learning process in AgriSpin made clear there is not one role of the support agencies. The support 

agencies play different roles in different stages: 

• Initial idea: get the idea clear and accepted for some people who can help, so not to frame Precision 
Agriculture as a method to explore even the last square meters of nature, but as a solution to realise 
sustainable agriculture. 

• Inspiration: Find partners who can cooperate in the development 

• Planning: acquire and organise projects 

• Development: execute projects, challenge stakeholders to join 

• Realisation: find and check business challenges, tame the optimism of entrepreneurs 

• Dissemination: invite the people who could use the innovation 

• Embedding: again framing, but now directly linked to ongoing business. 

Success factors 

ZLTO has the possibility and willingness to invest time and money in innovation. All partners stayed 

involved for more than 10 years, which is important to be accepted as free actors.  

Fail factors 

Precision Agriculture is often seen too much as a technical challenge. Forgetting the social aspects causes 

that developers are rejected and incentives for developments don’t work. Projects stop before a 

development is ripe. In this case the problem is solved, but in many other cases project money is not 

turned into innovations that work. 

Regional and/or historical particularities 

In the Netherlands distances are short, not only physically but it is also easy to build bridges between 

organisations and persons, because of an informal culture. The other side of this coin is lack of clear 

decisions. Free actors know how to deal with this. 

Specific recommendations 

Precision Agriculture needs a strong story, because the system is so complex to implement. The Spiral of 

Initiatives proved to be a good basis for such a story. 

Lessons that can be generalised 

Don’t forget social challenges, even when a development seems purely technical. 
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Agrocoach assists Belgicactus 
Supporting Innovative Labour Organisation 
Ilse Geyskens  
Innovatiesteunpunt (Flanders) 

 
Belgicactus is an ornamental plant company that is expanding. Jef Gielis senior had a passion: growing 
sempervivum, succulent plants, cacti and aloe. What started out as a hobby evolved over the years 
smoothly to a company of 10,000 sqm greenhouses and 11,000 sqm  of closed container lava field. In 
2000, the ornamental company Belgicactus was born. In the following years Jef Sr. ran Belgicactus 
company, with the help of his two sons Jan and Jef Jr. and six permanent employees. During busy periods 
they are assisted by 5 to 10 seasonal workers, a few student workers and 15 unemployed people gaining 
work experience. Belgicactus has a very diverse workforce, which needs special attention. By attending 
the learning network Agrocoach they optimized their labor organization.  

Agrocoach into optimizing labor organization 

A lot of farms are growing and as a consequence they are hiring employees. In order to enhance the 
involvement of these employees, they need to learn how to arrange their organization. Besides, in a 
rapidly changing world, famers need to reflect on their strategy on what the future might bring them and 
how this will affect their organization. In order to help farmers to reflect on these types of topics, 
Innovatiesteunpunt initiated in   the learning network concept “Agrocoach”. The first Agrocoach 
networks treated not only labour organisation topics, but also technological issues. Thereafter, 
Agrocoach was further developed and optimized in collaboration with a management and HR 
competence centre, being Flanders Synergy. As a consequence, the focus of the Agrocoach shifted 
towards innovative labour organisation. 

How does an Agrocoach network work?  

The Agrocoach learning network provides 8-10 agricultural enterprises insights that can help the farmer 
or the horticulturist to achieve a powerful organization and committed employees. During a first intake 
interview the advisor challenges the farmer to think about the main question the farmer is facing and 
which he or she wants to address during the Agrocoach sessions.   
Subsequently, the farmer participates in 8 evening sessions, which are held on the farm of one the 
participants. The topics tackled during these evening sessions are Vision & Strategy, Processes on the 
Farm, Structure, People, Culture, Leadership, and wrap up.  
During these sessions, the farmer has to think about how to improve the workload at the farm, what is 
the involvement of employees in the decision making process on the farm, where would you like your 
farm to be over 20 years?  

New vision and strategy 

In 2005, Jan, one of the sons,  decided to participate in the farm. In 2011, Innovatiesteunpunt launched a 
call for attending an Agrocoach learning network. Jan was interested in attending Agrocoach because he 
realized his company needed an organisational change at the level of people and business management. 
During the sessions, Jan designed a first action plan of the topics that needed to be changed in the 
company.  
After finishing Agrocoach, he further elaborated this plan together with a private consultant (Ronny 
Leeters) of the competence centre and the advisor of Innovatiesteunpunt (Veerle Serpieters). According 
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to Jan, the fact that Belgicactus is a family company causes the delay in translating what he had learned 
during the Agrocoach session into practice. First, Jan had to convince his brother and parents that some 
management stuff should be done differently. Second, Jan needed to convince the employees of the 
changes that needed to happen. Both steps took almost one year and the changes recommended in the 
Agrocoach action plan had still to start.  
Jan succeeded to convince everyone working at Belgicactus. As a result Belgicactus revised their vision & 
strategy. Their current aim is to produce one new specialty every year. They also invested in a test lab on 
the farm where they breed better and more difficult to breed species. Furthermore, they perform tests 
regarding better shape and colour.   
Their communication strategy is now linked to product innovation. They also have undertaken actions to 
stimulate the employees to be more entrepreneurial and realized a sustainable relationship with their 
seasonal workers. Jan drafted team objectives together with the team and these are evaluated monthly.  
 
The Agrocoach sessions were realized with funding support of the ESF (Economic Social Fund – EU and 
Flemish funding) program.  Up till now, Innovatiesteunpunt has organized 7 professionalized Agrocoach 
sessions.  
 

Summary 

What is the innovation? 

8 companies thinking together during 10 weeks about personnel management questions. The 
entrepreneurs (farmers) get a lot of content from external consultants from Flanders’ Synergy. Specific 
questions from the farmers are being addressed. During the discussions, the entrepreneurs learn from 
each other and other sectors. In addition the entrepreneurs gain insight in the way strategy, personnel 
management, communication, … work like a set of gearwheels in a well-oiled mechanism that is their 
company. You cannot change one without affecting the others.  
 

Key actors and their role in the process 

Key actors are: 

• Jan Gielis: owner of Belgicactus and initiator of the innovation process at Belgicactus.  

• Ronnie Leeters and Veerle Herst: consultants at Flanders Synergy who helped 
Innovatiesteunpunt to professionalize the Agrocoach learning network-concept, they supported 
the Agrocoach sessions. Afterwards, Ronnie Leeters elaborated the action plan for Belgicactus 
together with Jan Gielis and Innovatiesteunpunt. 

• Innovatiesteunpunt: Searching for an approach/tool which helps farmers to think about vision  & 
strategy of their company, searching for experts in that domain, launching a call for participating 
in an Agrocoach learning network, follow up.   

Role of the support agency  

Initial idea: Innovatiesteunpunt realizes that many farmers don’t think about future planning, nor about 

the vision of the farm and wants to offer the farmers a tool to do so. Therefore, Innovatiesteunpunt 

organizes on its own a premature Agrocoach learning network.  
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Inspiration:  
Innovatiesteunpunt gets inspired by Flanders Synergy, a competence center on innovative labor 

organisation.  

Planning:  
Innovatiesteunpunt and Ronnie & Veerle from Flanders Synergy meet and discuss how an Agrocoach 

learning network concept, which focusses on labour organization, can be professionalized.  

Development:  
The professionalized Agrocoach learning network concept is launched for the first time in 2010/2011. At 

that time, Jan Gielis and his brother joined the company Belgicactus and prepared the take-over of the 

company. Jan detected the need of formalizing the vision of Belgicactus. When he noticed, via the 

newsletter of Innovatiesteunpunt, that they were organizing a second Agrocoach learning network, he 

decided to participate. The 2 consultants of Flanders’ Synergy supported Innovatiesteunpunt with 

facilitating the Agrocoach sessions. During the Agrocoach sessions, Jan prepared an action plan for his 

company.  

Realisation:  
After attending the Agrocoach sessions, Jan further elaborated the action with the help of Ronnie Leeters 

(who became independent consultant)  and Innovatiesteunpunt. Jan convinced his brother and parents 

of the importance of this action plan and implemented the action plan of Agrocoach, eg. make 

employees more entrepreneurial, sustainable relationship with seasonal workers,  better communi-

cation, one new variety every year, etc. 

Dissemination:  
Innovatiesteunpunt takes over the support of the Agrocoach sessions from the external consultants. A 

website has been established by Innovatiesteunpunt with all the content provided if an advisor wants to 

organize an Agrocoach learning network without help of consultants of Flanders Synergy. This was a 

request from the funding program.  

Embedding:  
Jan delegates his work better. Recently Jan recruited somebody new who can be his right-hand man and 

do the jobs for which up till now nobody at Belgicactus was really qualified for. End 2016 the 8th 

professionalized Agrocoach learning network is being organized and supported by Innovatiesteunpunt, 

offering more companies the opportunity to develop themselves in terms of (personnel) management.  

Success factors 

• Entrepreneurs learning from each other. 

• Entrepreneurs realizing that they have a big impact on their personnel management and the way 
they work and feel at work.  

Fail factors 

• Stick to the program and do not deviate too much from the topic discussed.  

• Additional support is needed to elaborate the draft action plan made during the Agrocoach 
sessions.  
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• When the attendee doesn’t do his homework during the Agrocoach sessions. Homework is part 
of the trajectory and will help make the Agrocoach sessions a successful experience for all 
participants. 

Regional and/or historical particularities 

• The challenge is to work with a cross sectoral audience. This is not always possible. For instance, 
in a particular region we organized two sector specific Agrocoach learning networks, composed 
of fruit growers only.  

• To inform farmers well about what the learning network is about, we started in 2013 with a 1day 
“Agrocoach Light”.  During this day,  Agrocoach is being explained broadly, in order to mobilize 
farmers to participate in the whole trajectory.   

• Farmers are not used to pay for formation/activities organized in the context of a project. When 
there is no project funding anymore, Innovatiesteunpunt will be forced to make this activity 
chargeable.  

Specific recommendations 

The organizer of an AgroCoach learning network has to communicate very clearly what Agrocoach is, and 
what the benefit is for the farmer because it’s a time consuming formation.  
 

 



 
35 CHAPTER 7: AN ADVISORY BOARD AS A MIRROR  

 

An Advisory Board as a mirror 
How clients Became Advisors 
Ilse Geyskens  
Innovatiesteunpunt (Flanders) 
 

Farmers sometimes have doubts about how to develop their business: Should they reduce or enlarge 
their broad product range? Should they respond more to the opportunities of tourism in the area? What 
would the financial impact of these decisions be on the farm? Since farmers often don’t have an 
education in strategy and financial management, they lack the specific knowledge they need in order to 
make some decisions. The establishment of an Advisory board, composed of external experts who give 
advice on these topics, can help farmers to make these decisions. Goat farm ‘De Polle’ was the first to 
establish an Advisory Board at their farm to support them making decisions.  
 
Paul and Veerle D’haene – Minsaert run a goat farm of 600 goats. Approximately 60 % of the goat milk is 
processed to produce a variety of products (e.g. cheese, ice cream). The products are sold on their farm, 
on local markets and in catering establishments. Paul takes care of the goats and Veerle is in charge of 
the sale of the products on the farm, together with 3 employees. Paul & Veerle produced over 40 
different products and worked very hard, but didn’t gain any profit. The goat farmers had some doubts 
about the different possibilities for their business. Should they reduce or enlarge their broad product 
range? Should they respond more to the opportunities of tourism in the area? Should they split the goat 
farm from the processing unit? What would be the financial impact on the farm? Too many unanswered 
questions.  

Gaining the missing knowledge 

As they did not have a management education, they lacked the specific knowledge needed in order to 
take some decisions. Veerle contacted Innovatiesteunpunt (ISP) for advice. They suggested the farmer to 
implement an Advisory Board. ISP got the idea of using an advisory board from SME’s in other sectors, 
where this approach is used regularly. The Advisory Board is composed of external experts, in this case 
being a CEO of a biscuit factory, a manager of a hospital and a retired CEO of a cheese factory. For the 
composition of this Advisory board, ISP relied on the network of the farmer, the Cera network 
(Cooperative society for prosperity and well-being), the network of Unizo (= Union of independent 
entrepreneurs) and secondly on a database of volunteers. This database was established by SPK 
(Strategic Project organisation Kempen). Eventually,  the CEO of the biscuit factory and the manager of 
the hospital were part of the network of Veerle. The retired CEO of a cheese factory is part of the 
network of ISP advisor Patrick.  

SWOT Analysis 

The first year of the Advisory Board began with a SWOT analysis and a determination of the mission of 
the goat farm. Paul & Veerle sat together with  Innovatiesteunpunt to make a detailed analysis of the 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, and to clearly determine what the farm was standing 
for and what they wanted to achieve. This exercise was done prior to the first meeting with the external 
advisors from the Advisory Board. An agreement which outlines the roles and responsibilities within the 
Advisory Board was signed by all parties in 2012. This advisory board operates on a voluntary basis.  
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Key questions answered 

Based on the SWOT analysis, the first meeting with the experts was scheduled to determine the 
questions the Advisory Board would tackle in its first year.  
Four key topics were determined: finding a better bank, improving the pricing of the product, improving 
the product flow in the cheese production and improving the production planning with regards to 
personnel. For each of these topics, one of the external advisors had some specific knowledge that could 
be brought into the discussion. 
During the first year, 4 advisory board meetings were held.  
 
Paul and Veerle increased their management knowledge via discussions with the experts and 
Innovatiesteunpunt. This resulted in a better financial situation of the farm which in turn persuaded their 
son to go along with the company after his studies. The farmers are now getting the goat farm ready for 
the future by executing the necessary investments. This was happening around the time AgriSpin visited 
this case.  
In the meantime, the son and his girlfriend eventually decided not to join the farm because their 
ambition is much ‘higher’ than those of the parents. Their son wants to expand the goat farm much 
more by investing more in automation. Veerle and Paul, on the other hand, want to keep their 
goatkeeping artisanal and local. Paul isn’t ready yet to let the children take over the farm. The vision 
between children and parents is not equal yet. Although the children are not joining the farm, a new 
stable still requires for big decisions be made.  
 
On request of other farmers, Innovatiesteunpunt supported the startup of 5 Advisory Boards all over 
Flanders. 
 

Summary 

What is the innovation? 

Since 2012 the goat farm “De Polle” of Veerle Minsaert is assisted by an advisory board of civilians: 
clients/friends and professionals with considerable experience in management and marketing. This 
board acts as a board of directors concerning management and marketing issues in the farm. They do 
this for free. They like to do it, and the farmer is happy with the advises she gets.  

Key actors and their role in the process 

Key actors are: 

• Veerle & Paul Minsaert: the goat farmers realizing that they needed external advice in order to get 
their goat farm with home selling back on track 

• Experts - Advisory Board: hold a mirror in front of the farmers, give advice to the farmers, but do 
not take any decisions 

• Innovation Advisor - Innovatiesteunpunt:  The role of the innovation advisor in this process is being 
a moderator to prepare and lead the meetings between the farmer and the external experts of the 
Advisory Board during 1 year. 

Role of the support agency  

Initial idea:  
The idea came from an advisor of Innovatiesteunpunt. He had picked it up from contacts outside of the 

agricultural sector.  
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Comments: This is a typical example of a new idea that emerges from networking & exposure to the 

outside world. The advisor’s wider experience was key in this phase. 

Inspiration:  
The farmer had serious trouble with the profitability of the enterprise, and was receptive for new ideas. 

When the advisor suggested the idea, she was willing to try. Next step was to find people who were 

willing to be engaged & who have the necessary skills needed for the particular case. They found them 

amongst the clientele of the farm shop, and in the network of the advisor. Innovatiesteunpunt provided 

facilities to meet, and talk about the idea. 

Comments: To come from an idea to a plan, the initiators need to find the right allies, who share the 

ambition and bring along capacities that can make things happen. An informal, warm network is created. 

Next question is: “If this is what we want together, how can we make it possible?” 

Planning:  
An agreement (letter of trust) is made about the status of the advisory board. The members give advice 

but the farmer decides what to do with it. The advisor remains connected for the start-up period. Also a 

frequency of meetings is determined.  

Comments: This planning stage is easy, because no external actors are involved and costs are no big 

issue. The group can decide how to organise itself.  

Development:  
There is no official trial period: the board just starts and learns by doing. The first themes are taken on 

(look at cost calculation & pricing, reorganise the range of products being offered, renegotiate the loan 

at the bank), and this appears to be profitable. The adviser is still involved.  

Comments: The group is small, the contacts are warm, and there is no urgent need to structure much. 

Nevertheless, it is useful to build in a moment for reflection on the process after some time. The advisor 

has initiated this. It is often seen that this reflection is lacking, since the group is used to focus only on the 

content. That is a recipe for trouble later on.  

Realisation:  
The moment when the advisor withdraws and the group stands on its own can be seen as the transfer to 

the realisation stage. No external actors are involved. So, no negotiations are needed in this case. The 

critical point might be the discipline the group requires to maintain its function, when the advisor is no 

longer there to convene the meetings.  Still the advisory board or the producer can take the lead in 

further planning , making sure meetings are kept going on a regularly basis without interference of 

advisor. 

Dissemination:   
The group has no interest in doing effort to disseminate the innovation. Innovatiesteunpunt has initiated 

5 other advisory boards ever since.  
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Embedding:  
The innovation does not require changes in the external structure. An embedding stage is not applicable 

for this case.  

Success factors 

• The availability of a mature network of volunteers who want to share their expertise for free. “For 
free” is not a must, but a nice to have for the farmer. Eventually, the farmer expresses his gratitude 
by giving the external experts a set of agricultural products.  

• It is important as process mediator / facilitator to invest time in elaborating a broad network of 
people that are willing to share knowledge and experience with farmers. 

• The external experts should have a generic knowledge. 

Fail factors 

• The purpose of an advisory board is to perform a permanent evaluation of a company. An advisory 
board is not meant to be an acute problem-solving tool. It is crucial for the innovation advisor to 
detect this in the initial interview with the farmer and to make this clear to the farmer. Because 
farmers do not always have the ambition to evaluate their business permanently.   
If an advisory board would only be for solving an acute problem, the advisory task/board would only 
last for a short time (3 sessions).  
When the purpose is a permanent evaluation, the advisor will become a confidant of the farmer; 
someone he can rely on.  

• Farmers taking over the moderation function. It’s a challenge to prepare the farmer to take over this 
function. It’s not always that easy.  

• An entrepreneur who only wants to hear what he likes to hear from the experts in the AB. Such an 
attitude doesn’t help him.  

• The experts have to align their vision amongst each other and keep 1 common goal in mind during 
the discussion in the AB.  

Regional and/or historical particularities 

• Farmers are not used to reflect on their own business and ask for a second opinion.  

Specific recommendations 

• Willingness of the farmer to share the 
good and bad data with the experts 

• Willingness of the farmer be open for 
any proposal of the AB. Sometimes it’s 
difficult for a farmer to cope with 
external advice.  
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DistriKempen, a local food distribution model  
Creating a Short Supply Chain 
Ilse Geyskens  
Innovatiesteunpunt (Flanders) 

 
Local producers of for example cheese, fruit, meat, … often experience difficulties selling their products 
business to business.  Issues can arise with marketing, distribution and administration. Based on an 
existing distribution model “Pick, Drive & Deliver” in the Netherlands, Innovatiesteunpunt developed a 
local distribution model for several local farmers. The first distribution model, DistriKempen  was 
established as a result of a specific request made by goat farm ‘De Polle’.  
 
Paul and Veerle D’haene – Minsaert run goat farm ‘De Polle’ with 600 goats. Approximately 60 % of the 
goat milk is processed to produce a variety of products (e.g. cheese, ice cream). The products are sold on 
their farm, on local markets and in catering establishments. Paul takes care of the goats and Veerle is in 
charge of the sale of the products on the farm, together with 3 employees.  
Paul & Veerle produced over 40 different products and worked very hard, but didn’t gain any profit. The 
goat farmers had some doubts about how to go on with their business. Veerle contacted Innovatiesteun-
punt for advice. Innovatiesteunpunt performed a SWOT analysis, together with the farmer. A bottleneck 
defined in the SWOT analysis was how to optimize the distribution of their local products via the short 
supply chain. How can we find new customers in the region, organize an affordable & sustainable logistic 
flow and follow up on the administration? And would collaboration with fellow farmers or producers 
offer an added value? Innovatiesteunpunt suggested to participate in a local B2B logistic platform.  

Local distribution system on smart joint logistics  

Based on an existing distribution model in the Netherlands, the advisor of Innovatiesteunpunt initiated 
an adapted B2B logistic model in Flanders in which a range of producers from one region enter into a 
collaborative agreement to sustainably bundle their logistics (goods and administration). In a structured 
way, all B2B orders are consolidated, sent through to the individual businesses, prepared, collected, 
picked up and delivered to the end customer in the region. The producers’ administrative and financial 
flows are also consolidated. The system operates sustainably, because both collection and delivery are 
dealt with on the same round, thus reducing kilometres, stocks and risks. Food waste through 
distribution is reduced to almost zero. All the work is managed by an independent profitable distributor, 
working exclusively for them on a fixed cost percentage. This distributor is also the ‘ambassador’ for the 
total partnership. The first B2B logistics platform, called DistriKempen, started in the Kempen region. 
Innovatiesteunpunt brought together 5 interested producers: goat cheese, cow cheese, fruit & 
tomatoes, potatoes & vegetables and  pig meat, searched for an independent & commercial distributor 
who was convinced of local4local, formalized the cooperation and gave an information session to 
existing customers. In April 2013, the cooperation was established. In the meantime it has been 
extended to 12 producers.  
Meanwhile, similar distribution systems have already been introduced in 4 regions in Flanders, due to 
the success of DistriKempen. 
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Summary 

What is the innovation? 

A local distribution system on smart joint logistics with low investment costs, profitable and sustainable. 
It helps local producers gaining market share, including a higher net margin / profit. 

Key actors and their role in the process 

Key actors are: 

• Independent distributor: when he fails, the concept fails. 

• Advisor Innovatiesteunpunt: sharing knowledge about distribution platforms with farmers, 
bringing together interested producers, formalizing the cooperation agreement, giving an 
information session to existing customers  

Role of the support agency  

Initial idea:  
The idea came from an advisor of Innovatiesteunpunt. He got inspired by the distribution model Distreko 

(NL) . He adapts the model to Belgian conditions.  

Inspiration:  
The farmers Veerle and Paul had questions about how to improve their logistic flows. Innovation Advisor 

Patrick presented the distribution model to Veerle and Paul from De Polle and they are interested in the 

model. The advisor brings together 5 interested producers: goat cheese, cow cheese, fruit & tomatoes, 

potatoes & vegetables and  pig meat and searches for an independent & commercial distributor who is 

convinced of local4local. 

Planning:  
Innovation gains information about how the agreement between the different partners should be 

organized. The innovation advisor formalizes the cooperation with an agreement and give an 

information session to existing customers. 

Development:  
There is no trial period. 

Realisation:  
DistriKempen just starts and learns by doing. 

Dissemination:   
Innovatiesteunpunt has launched four similar logistic innovation projects all over Flanders. 

Embedding:   
DistriKempen is embedded in the farm and is part of the business.  

Success factors 

• Commercial independent system  

• Short distances & travel times  

• Fresh = Really Fresh  

• Pricing decided by producer  
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• Minimum order decided by producer  

• One-one relation with customer  

• No intermediate stocks and risk involved  

• Full administration service included fust  

• Entrepreneur = ambassador  

• Open information for all actors  

Fail factors 

• The independent entrepreneur (distributor) is the key factor, when he fails, the concept fails. 

• Possible competition between producers within the concept. 

• Producers don’t share the same goals/future vision 

Regional and/or historical particularities 

• Funding of the Interreg IV Program called Fish & Chips made it possible for Innovatiesteunpunt to 
work on this topic. 

• A benchmark was possible with a similar system ‘Distreko’ in the Netherlands, who has proofed his 
sustainable character during 10 years. 

Specific recommendations 

Take enough time in preparation : make sure that the producers know each-other, have the same goals, 

want to work together with the same vision. If this group has been formed, the search for an 

independent distributor can start. Also here quality before time. Make sure that the distributor follows 

the producers in there thinking, and wishes to invest in a steady growing logistic platform, with low costs 

but also ‘reasonable return’.  
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Food Innovation Academy on Tour 
Taking Entrepreneurs Out Of Their Box 
Ilse Geyskens  
Innovatiesteunpunt (Flanders) 

 
The ‘Innovation Academy on Tour’ concept was developed by ‘Innovatiesteunpunt’ for producers in the 
Flanders region. It aimed to inspire producers from Flanders with new ideas for adding value to their 
products or product range. One iteration of the program took 24 entrepreneurial producers and eight? 
different experts on a day-long bus trip to England in 2015. The producers visited four major 
supermarkets, looking for inspiration in the different products, packaging and marketing on display. One 
company, Belgian Saffron (www.belgischesaffraan.be) was able to develop ideas for new products and 
packaging, as well as consider the value of provenance and traditional methods of production.  
In August 2012 Linda Vandenbulck & Mark Leloup started with a test field of saffron. In Autumn that year 
they harvested for the first time and in December 2013 they became official saffron growers. They sell 
their saffron and saffron based products on local markets and in local food stores. For gaining new ideas 
about packaging and product combinations they participated in the Food Innovation Academy on Tour: a 
challenging way to generate new ideas for new products and marketing in a short time.  

The consumer expects more 

Today's consumers expect more than just commodities in a store. Food has to fit their current needs and 
habits. Therefore, user-friendly and ready-to-eat products are very popular. In response to these needs, 
active entrepreneurs and food companies are continuously working on product development and 
innovation. Also farmers selling farm products on their farm want to invest in new product development. 
But how does one start with it? Where do you get your ideas? And how to put them into a marketable 
product? These questions are  addressed during a food innovation academy on tour. 

A creative partnership 

This food innovation academy on tour concept is initiated by Flanders DC (district of creativity) and 
Innovatiesteunpunt. Both organizations are located near to each other and know each other already for 
many years. Flanders DC is known for developing new tools and approaches to stimulate creativity in 
commercial enterprises. Over the years they established a network that unites 13 of the most creative 
and innovative regions around the world. The network is coordinated by Flanders DC and exchanges best 
practices and experiences in stimulating creativity and innovation. 

Inspiration from British supermarkets 

An advisor of Innovatiesteunpunt was searching for new ways to inspire farmers about product 
development. He contacted Flanders DC to exchange ideas. The food Innovation academy on tour is the 
result of their brainstorm. The concept is simple. Hire a bus for a day, invite a group of 25 farmers for a 
tour abroad, and take them to three supermarkets in Canterbury (UK), where they are immersed in the 
world of marketing and product development. In the supermarket they take a closer look at which types 
of products are being sold. How are the products packaged and presented, and how do they sell 
products for a specific target group?  On the bus back home, the farmers use this information for a 
brainstorm session with creative advisors.  
A product design consultant and a concept design consultant joined this innovation tour and participated 
in the brainstorm session. At the end of this trip each farmer went home with at least one new idea.  
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Linda & Mark are very entrepreneurial and curious. Every time an opportunity crosses their path from 
which they can learn, they say yes to it. They first met Innovatiesteunpunt on an event organized by 
UNIZO (The Union of small commercial enterprises) and Innovatiesteunpunt. When they heard about the 
Innovation Academy on Tour, they decided immediately to join this group of innovative farmers on the 
trip. 

Refreshing ideas for new products 

Linda & Mark attended, among other famers, the tour with an open mind to learn and see about product 
and packaging design and to get some fresh inspiration. From the supermarkets visited in Canterbury, 
Linda & Mark gained some refreshing new ideas about unusual product combinations. Apparently it 
seems to work well. They met someone who distils alcohol in a totally pure way using the highest quality 
ingredients. Together they made a new product combination, “De rode van Morkhoven” (The 
Morkhoven Red). At the beginning of 2016 they participated in the contest ‘Belgian Beauties 2016’, by 
Handmade in Belgium, and they won the first prize of Best Belgium Souvenir 2016 with their Saffron 
Pralines. Therefore Linda collaborated with a chocolatier. In autumn 2016, two new product 
combinations will be launched. 

Original packaging 

On the bus tour Linda & Mark also discussed the packaging of their saffron with the product designer. 
They came up with some new ideas about packaging which can partly be seen today in the product that 
they bring to Handmade in Belgium. They came up with something based on the Belgian Flag that looks a 
lot like the drawing made on the bus tour. The link is not as direct as it might seem, but the inspiration 
remained.  
Since the product designer also had some comments on the labelling of the product, Linda started 
thinking about a new labelling concept. She contacted a graphic designer with whom she is now 
developing a new logo.  
Attending the bus tour was not only enriching regarding product development and design. During this 
journey, Mark discussed with farmers from other sectors how they grow their crops, work the land. 
There aren’t many farmers that grow saffron, but you can draw inspiration from different growing 
methods.   
This Food Innovation Academy on tour was organized with funding of the European 2 seas project 
“Fish&Chips” and the Province of Antwerp.  
In the meantime Innovatiesteunpunt used this ‘Academy on tour’ concept several times and adjusted it 
to the topic. For instance, we organized an ‘ Academy on tour’ – Multifunctional agriculture to the 
Netherlands and a Village Inspiration Tour also to the Netherlands.  

 
Summary 

What is the innovation? 

Hire a bus for 1 or 2 days, go with a group of max 25 farmers abroad to spot some new ideas about 
packaging and new product combinations. To stimulate creativity develop some inspiring material and 
ask designers and marketers to join the tour.   

Key actors and their role in the process 

Key actors are: 

• Innovatiesteunpunt: facilitator to stimulate creativity during the bus tour, develop inspiring 
material to work with on the bus, check the farmers’ motivation for participating in this bus tour.  

• Flanders’ DC: facilitator to stimulate creativity during the bus tour 
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Role of the support agency  

Initial idea:  
Innovatiesteunpunt wants to develop a tool that stimulates farmers to think out of the box regarding 

packaging and new product development.  

Inspiration:  
Innovatiesteunpunt contacts Flanders’ District of Creativity (DC) to exchanges ideas.  

Planning:  
Innovatiesteunpunt arranges to organize the first Food Innovation Academy on tour. They contact 

marketers and product designers to join this tour. Therefore they address the network of Flanders DC.  

Innovatiesteunpunt promotes the Food Innovation Academy on Tour via their newsletter, website and 

newspaper Boerenbond (Farmers organization).  

Development:  
The first Food Innovation Academy on Tour is organized. The designer and marketer on the bus give 

direct feedback to specific questions of the farmer. Innovatiesteunpunt and Flanders’DC facilitate the 

process.  

Realisation:  
At the end of the day, every farmers takes home at least 1 new idea. Belgische Saffraan discussed their 

packaging. The new product combinations they saw in the supermarkets inspired them to make new 

products on their farm.  

Dissemination:  
The Food Innovation Academy on Tour concept is adopted to other topics.  

Embedding:   

Success factors 

• Farmers  attending the tour should be open minded, willing to work on the bus and share 
knowledge 

• The visit should be inspirational 

• Max 24  participants on each tour 

• The support agency needs to check the motivation of the farmer who wants to attend beforehand.  

Fail factors 

• When participants think the tour is a nice daytrip and don’t see the added value 

• When the support agency attracts the wrong experts 

• When the entrepreneurs of the visited cases don’t want to answer all questions 

Regional and/or historical particularities 

• Tour concept needs to be adapted depending on topic (multifunctional agriculture, product 
innovation, short food supply, new business concepts…). In accordance to the topic, changes need 
to be made concerning the experts joining the group, the cases visited, countries,… 

• Tour visits are always outside the region of the participants. This is to make sure that the visited 
companies are open for sharing their experience and knowledge. 
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Specific recommendations 

You gain the best results when two people of each farm join the tour. Separate them during the 
start of the day, but make sure they come together later on to share experiences, thoughts, 
ideas,…They both can discuss and make decisions during the tour. When they would participate 
alone, one has to convince the other partner at home which makes it more difficult.  
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ITERA_AA: Milk in Vending Machines 
Improving Viability of Dairy Farm Through Direct Selling  
Damiana Maiz 
HAZI (Basque Country) 
 

 
The dairy sector in the Basque Country has been suffering the last years some limitations for the 
transposition of innovation processes to farms. In this context, the ITERA_AA project aimed at giving 
advice and assessment for the consolidation of innovation processes in dairy farms. This was the case of 
one of the pilot farms of ITERA_AA, where a milk producer was having sustainability issues at farm level 
as it was growing on size.  

In this context, the ITERA_AA project, aimed at covering the assistance needs of innovation of the 
farmers, in order to: 

• Maintain the added value of the agricultural production and develop "differentiated" products 
for the market. 

• Bring the offer and the supply closer to the territorial needs. 

• Start from the needs of the farmers to build up trainings and paths for assistance, making 
existing resources more affordable. 

Bigger is not always better 

In the Basque Country the project consisted of a pilot project tracking 8 innovative dairy holdings to 

thereby analyse the needs of farms that want to innovate and identify aspects that affect the project 

viability. 

The partners of the AgriSpin project had the occasion to visit one of the dairy holdings that took part in 

the project. This farmer was initially facing some problems as the farm was growing on size according to 

the market demand, but this leaded to several issues in terms of sustainability. At the same time, the 

bigger the farm was, more employees and dedication was needed. That’s why, he decided to ask his 

advisor in the Abelur Advisory Centre for help. That’s how the farmer entered the ITERA_AA project, 

together with others, facing different sustainability issues. 

Advice was crucial 

During the project there wasn’t a common approach for all dairy farms, they did a tailored plan for each 

one. In the case of the farm visited by the consortium, the advisory centre helped both in designing a 

new plan and obtaining financial support. It was said that the technician from the advisory centre helped 

the farmer to obtain a bank loan that was crucial.  

In relation to the sustainability issue, they came out with a plan to sell part of the milk production 

through vending machines. This was possible due to the strategic location of the farm next to San 

Sebastian city, were the vending machines were placed. Through this direct selling opportunity, the 

farmer was able to reduce the number of cows, maintaining the incomes.  
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“Best decision ever made” 

Nowadays, the farmer makes 9% of the milk sales through the vending machines, obtaining almost one 

fourth of his income this way. Therefore, thanks to the advice received he has been able to find the 

balance in the farm, obtaining higher performance and higher added value, together with a more stable 

income. 

Due to the exit of this project, he wants in the future to continue with commercialisation and marketing 

activities, besides studying the possibility of incorporating new products to machines, diversifying the 

product offered to consumers. 
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Karabeleko  
Combining Organic Farming with Research and Psychological 
Therapy  
Damiana Maiz 
HAZI (Basque Country) 

 

An innovative and integrated approach 

The creation of the agroecological farm of Karabeleko, answers to different needs identified in the 
society by the three founder entities:  
 

• To answer to the need of therapy of the people in risk of social exclusion. 
• To organise and head research lines oriented to organic horticulture in a free and open way for 

farmers. 
• Offer new interesting horticultural varieties that can contribute to increase the added value of 

the horticulture sector.   
• To show to the society different realities (farmers, mental illness, organic agriculture…) 

Combining knowledge 

Karabeleko is an agroecological farm created in 2014 from the collaboration of three different entities. 

These entities were a nursery (Blasenea), a landscape architecture company (Kimu bat) and an associa-

tion of families with mentally ill people (AGEFES).  

The idea behind this project was to combine the knowledge of the three entities to answer to different 

needs: 

• Develop a pioneer research in organic agriculture. 

• Develop rehabilitation, therapy and inclusion work for people with mental illness. 

• Promote and disclose the values of the project, meaning health, biodiversity, local, participation, 

knowledge and culture.  

Community approach 

During the cross visit of AgriSpin in the Basque Country, the visitors highlighted the high hug factor of the 

project, related to its strong social objective and community interest. This approach has result so far in 

high impact on the surrounding community, as they have achieved to: 

• Involve 45 people with severe mental illness of which, 30 of them go voluntarily on a weekly 

basis, having an average of 10 volunteers per day.   

• Give training on horticulture to 10 prisoners, contributing to therapy and, giving ideas and 

healthy lifestyle tips for their future live. 

• Create new knowledge and provide a service for professional and amateur farmers that demand 

new varieties in organic farming, adapted to the conditions of the Basque Country. 

11 



 
50 AGRISPIN - STORIES FROM ALL CORNERS: TO CONTINUE WITH 

• Raise awareness about the mentally ill people and contribute to their integration in the society 

and the labour market. Themselves, they have achieved to temporarily hire two people with 

mental illness in 2015. 

• Education and communication on organic and care farming through school visits, 15 in total by 

the end of 2015, where the children can interact with farmers and mentally ill people. 

• Involve the community around. They suffered from floods at the beginning of the year and the 

support and help they received from the surrounding community was overwhelming, which 

shows that they achieved to integrate the project at community level. 

 

At long-term they want to continue growing but in sustainability and not in terms of profitability, which 

was striking for many of the AgriSpin partners.  
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Geopos  
Livestock Geo-Localisation Through Satellite 
Damiana Maiz 
HAZI (Basque Country) 
 

A real need from mountain farmers 

Due to the mountainous topography of the Basque Country, livestock breeders often lose a lot of time 
going to seek their herd in the mountains every day, which is especially stressful for part time farmers. In 
this sense, the livestock breeders expressed a need for change in livestock management. This need was 
detected by The Sectorial Network team of Hazi Foundation, the public foundation of the Basque 
Government for rural and coastal development. In response, HAZI developed, in close collaboration with 
some farmers, GEOPOS, a livestock geo-localisation device.  

Adapting existing technology was the solution 

In 2012, technicians from HAZI Foundation, in cooperation with several farmers, started trying to find a 

solution to this issue. After trying different technologies already in the market, they came out with a 

robust, small and light necklace with great features.  

The innovative device includes: 

• Photovoltaic panels, together with high-performance batteries, giving unlimited autonomy, 

allowing the farmer to forget about charging the device. 

• Alarm system to the user via SMS / mail in case of the livestock enters/goes out of the plot, 

inactivity, low battery… 

• Follow-up of the herd through a technological platform (available both for computers and 

mobile phones) that has been adjusted to the needs of the farmer. 

Nowadays, the device is being used by around 20 small and medium farmers, with extensive livestock 

production. It has allowed improving their working conditions through:  

• Improved safety 

• Cost reduction, especially by saving fuel in unnecessary car journeys. 

• Time saving for the farmers avoiding to go every day to their lands. 

• Contributes to animal behaviour research as the devices shows the pattern of movements 

that can be analysed in different growth phases, seasons, weather conditions… 

During the Basque Cross Visit, the Agrispin partners visited one farmer with horses in the Aralar 

Mountains that explained his experience using the device. 

Making farmers’ life easier 

From the beginning, the aim of the creation of the device was to ease the life of the mountain livestock 

farmers. In this sense, the participants in the cross visit pointed as crucial that HAZI took in charge the 

costs and the risks to develop the device, providing it freely to the farmers. At the same time, the 

development of the necklace was done from the beginning in close collaboration with the farmers and 

testing it in real conditions, adding improvements when needed.  
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In general, the partners of AgriSpin highlighted the importance of the technician from HAZI who took the 

lead and put his passion on providing a solution to the farmers. Which it has at the end result in success, 

in the words of the farmer visited “Thanks to the GEOPOS device I know where my horses are all the 

time, which is a great advantage”. 

In the future the technicians from HAZI are thinking of adapting the necklace to the needs of other 

animals, as well as attracting more users. At the same time, they may consider asking the farmers to pay 

for the device. This point, from the point of view of the AgriSpin visitors should be an issue as through 

the free use period of the necklace, this has created a need for the farmers, making them eager to pay 

for it. 
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Seedcapital 
Oil Deeds To Reduce Greenhouse Gas Emissions  
Damiana Maiz 
HAZI (Basque Country) 

 

Facing climate change with a local approach 

Globally, livestock is the most important source of anthropogenic methane emissions. Among 
domesticated livestock, ruminant animals produce significant amounts of methane as part of their 
normal digestive processes. In addition, the use of fuels in agricultural machinery, contributes to the 
emission of CO2.  
 
In this context, Neiker, the Basque agricultural research institute was trying to solve both issues by using 
rapeseed as feed for ruminants and as biodiesel for the agricultural machinery. 
At the same time, an innovative shepherd was looking for an alternative to soya for feeding his herd that 
could be produced locally. 

Close researcher-farmer cooperation 

In order to present and demonstrate ways of saving energy and reducing emissions of greenhouse gases 

in agrarian systems based on 100% exploitation of oilseed, Neiker started the LIFE Seedcapital project in 

2013. This project aimed at extracting rapeseed oil as a sustainable replacement for diesel fuel in 

agricultural machinery, and in addition, using the residual cake for improved animal feed with a higher 

fat content, resulting in lower methane emissions from the ruminants.  

For the successful implementation of the project, Neiker was seeking for a farmer to test the rapeseed 

system. A shepherd producing sheep cheese in the D.O Idiazabal, was at the same time searching for 

alternatives to soya for feeding his herd. As they knew each other before, both needs came together 

leading to the creation of the rapeseed production and its use for sheep feed and as biodiesel for the 

machinery of the shepherd. This led to the creation of a farm level circular economy around rapeseed, 

where Neiker could test the process and the results. At the same time, the shepherd was able to answer 

to both an ethical and economical issue avoiding to use foreign feed, which led in a reduce of costs and 

therefore a higher profit. 

During this process, the visitors from the AgriSpin project have highlighted several points. On one side 

the importance of the educational background of the shepherd, who was a biologist. At the same time, 

they though that his innovative attitude, strong believes and ethical approach when deciding to change 

the source of feed for his sheep, made him a natural choice for this project.  

Successful circular economy approach at farm level 

Thanks to this effective and close collaboration between the researcher and the shepherd it was possible 

to: 
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• Obtain an alternative feed source to soya that works well in climatic conditions of the area, 

produces quality feed for sheep and reduces costs. 

• Obtain biodiesel oil as fuel for tractors. 

• Demonstrate that the consumption of biofuels can be increased about 20-40% without major 

problems in farm machinery. 

• Reduction of enteric methane production of about 13% maintaining producer’s income level. 

 

For the future, taking into account his success, the shepherd is trying to convince others to move on and 

jump in to improve their sustainability and profitability. 
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Chemical Check  
An Easy Tool For Entrepreneurs 
Heidi Hundrup Rasmussen 
SEGES (Denmark) 

 

What is the innovation all about?  

The chemical control is an app for android and IOS phones which helps farmers stay on top of their stock 

of pesticides so as to avoid fines for the storage and use of illegal pesticides. The app gets its data from 

Middeldatabasen.dk which contains information about all approved products on the Danish market. The 

app was developed in 2013 and was immediately made available for sale to farmers. The app allows 

farmers to scan the barcodes on pesticide containers to check the status of the pesticide in question, e.g. 

whether it is legal or not. 

What makes it interesting? 

The public authorities supervise Danish farmers closely and the punishment for illegal activities is a 

reduction in their agricultural subsidies. There are many rules to comply with so the farmers need tools 

that will help them keep track of amendments. The chemical control app makes it easy for farmers to 

keep abreast of the rules for the use and storage of pesticides. 

 

The Regulation (EC) No. 0007/2009 regarding pesticides took effect on 14th June, 2009. More than 1500 

phased out pesticides were banned in Denmark – the use of these pesticides was prohibited as from 

June 14th and the possession of them as from 2th November, 2012 and 15th December, 2012. As of 

November 2015 there were more than  1750 old, phased out products and the number is still increasing. 

As mentioned above, the Danish authorities supervise farmers’ products and issue heavy fines (1000-

2500 €) if illegal pesticides are found on the farm. Fines are even heavier if the chemical products have 

been applied (cross compliance).  

 

 

Which product is the legal one? (Photo by Hanne Pontoppidan, Centrovice) 

 

How did it start?  

In 2012 Peter Kierkegaard, a Danish farmer, forwarded an e-mail to Jens Erik 

Jensen, Senior Specialist at SEGES:  
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The farmer was looking for a way to enter a registration number to check the legality of a pesticide. This 

farmer’s inquiry was not the only one Jens Erik received. Many farmers expressed a similar need. 

 

In June 2012 the so-called approved list was launched in the Middeldatabasen.dk”, a database holding 

records of approved pesticides in Denmark. The database became a reality thanks to Jens Erik Jensen’s 

hard and persistent work of procuring data from producers and retailers.  

 

In July 2012 an agricultural advisor (Mr. Ole Møller Hansen) from the company of LMO (part of the DAAS) 

wrote a letter inviting Jens Erik Jensen to develop an app which could scan barcodes on cans and bottles 

and generate a product status from said codes (extract from the Middeldatabasen.dk). The advisor wrote 

the letter at the request of a farmer who got the idea and was very keen to see it put into practice. The 

farmer in question, Mr. Hans De Neergaard, has very good knowledge of the advisory system, he is the 

chairman of the plant production committee of LMO – he knows who to contact and has a good 

network. The farmer was inspired by the Vivino app enabling you to get information about a wine by 

scanning the wine label. 

Development of the App is initiated – and short-circuited. 

In September the possibility of developing an app took form – there were many questions to be 

answered (which technology should be used, how should one make the bar codes available and get them 

into the Middeldatabasen.dk, and which business model to choose?) 

 

In October/November the process was short-circuited (or speeded up, depending on how you see it), as 

an employee from another SEGES department heard about the idea and decided to launch a prototype 

of the app on his own initiative which was presented at the Agromek exhibition  (a large agricultural 

trade fair). At Agromek farmers were asked of their needs and wishes in regard to the app. Then, there 

was no way out, people in the plant production department had to speed up and find solutions to all 

challenges faster than originally planned. The launch at Agromek obliged. From November 2012 to 

January 2013 Jens Erik Jensen managed to get hold of the barcodes from the pesticide suppliers and 

spent his Christmas holidays getting the codes into the Middeldatabasen.dk. Decision was then taken in 

regard to target group (advisors), business model, and annual price (120€/year) and an Android 

prototype was shown at the Plant Congress in January 2013. 
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In March 2013 the app was launched. Users gave positive feedback and a few, technical issues with the 

phones were solved. Sales were very slow, however, and it was assessed that the price was maybe too 

high or that the way to buy the app was too onerous. In August 2013 the price was lowered to 40€/year 

and in November to 12€/year. The app was withdrawn from Google Play and SEGES is handling invoicing 

to buyers directly. Farmers are now considered the primary customers. 

 

The farmer who had the idea is used for promotion of the app. The local 

advisory company has the opportunity to market the app with their own 

specialists. 

Current Status and Future Plans 

Status in November 2015 is >900 users – and the number is increasing. 

The app is now available for both android and IOS – the current version is 

version 1.9, minor adjustments have been made along the way. Some 

companies use the app as the basis for offers of consultancy (”manage 

your stock of chemicals”). Authorities use the app when they make 

control visits to farms. 

 

Profits still don’t exceed expenses for SEGES. Maintenance of the Middeldatabasen.dk, technical support 

and invoicing is time consuming. It still represents a poor business case and we must admit that it is 

difficult to develop apps for small markets. Future perspectives comprise considerations on making two 

versions of the app: one for farmers with limited functionality and one professional version without 

functional limitations. Furthermore, we have the following proposals for possible future improvements: 

 

● Include biocides in KemiTjek? 

● Use KemiTjek for taking stock of chemical storage while checking products? 

● Modify KemiTjek (or use elements from it) to check out chemicals and check registration when 

filling the sprayer? 

● Better integration with Farm Management Programs? 

● Exportation/adaptation to other EU countries? 

Summary 

What is the innovation? 

The innovation is a technical innovation enabling the farmer to make continuous control of his stock of 
pesticides in order to avoid application of outdated and illegal products. The use of illegal pesticides 
triggers heavy fines.  

Key actors and their role in the process 

Farmers drawing the attention to the issue of keeping track of pesticides. 
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Farmer having good networks and knowledge of the entire advisory system brings up his idea of an app. 

Makes contact to his advisor who then brings further on the idea. 

Ole Møller Hansen, agricultural advisor, makes sure that the farmers idea lands in the right place. 

Companies selling pesticides and providing information to the Middeldatabasen.dk. 

Advisors applying apps in their advisory service offers make farmers aware of the possibility. 

SEGES, in charge of financing the development, testing, and marketing of the app and ensuring the 

maintenance and development activity.  

The Ministry applying the app and giving a form of endorsement of the product.  

Role of the support agency 

The support agencies play different roles in different stages: 

Initial idea:  
Get the idea clear and accepted for some people who can help. The farmer got the idea, inspired by the 

Vivino app – and found out that he needed a smart tool which could prevent him from trouble with the 

authorities. 

Inspiration:  
Find partners who can cooperate in the development – the farmer uses his network and contacts his 

advisor who then contacts SEGES: 

Planning:  
Acquire and organise projects – procure project financing and plan the project. SEGES provides a 

functional description and a business plan and ensures availability of all required data. 

Development:  
Execute projects, challenge stakeholders to join – the app is developed and tested by advisors and 

farmers. SEGES is in charge of the process. 

Realisation:  
Find and check business challenges, tame the optimism of entrepreneurs – the app is launched and 

offered for sale. SEGES is responsible for pricing and marketing.  

Dissemination:  
Invite the people who could use the innovation – SEGES changes directions to the effect that farmers are 

now the primary target group – the Ministry of Food Industries purchases the app and their controllers 

use it.  

Embedding:  
Igain framing, but now directly linked to ongoing business – the business case is still not profitable for 

SEGES. More than 1,500 people use the app (September 2016). 

Success factors 

There was a need for the product. 

Good cooperation between farmers, advisors, and SEGES. 
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Committed SEGES employee spending his Christmas holidays getting data in. 

The app can be used for advisory service and advisors can build up advisory products via the app.  

Smartphones and apps are so widespread that the technology is well known. 

Fail factors 

The product was developed and launched so quickly that the business model was not sufficiently worked 

through. There was no experience of app sales. 

Still difficult to have a sound economy from the app, the market is very small. 

A SEGES employee working autonomously gave colleagues a hard time and required a very heavy effort 

from them.  

Marketing of the product is still not sufficiently comprehensive due to limited resources. 

Regional and/or historical particularities 

Denmark constitutes a small market which may make it difficult to get sufficient economy in IT solutions. 

SEGES undertakes the commercial risk – the local advisory companies are not obliged to make use of it 

or to promote it to farmers. 

Good cooperation in the farmer/advisor/SEGES chain and good knowledge of each other.  

Specific recommendations 

Don’t invent the wheel again and again – seek inspiration in other industries where somebody else may 

have had the same idea or have solutions to the issue you focus on.  

SEGES should develop a more committing cooperation model together with local specialists requiring the 

local advisory companies to make use of well tested new tools. 

It is important to (try to) plan how to reach as many farmers as possible – which committing agreements 

could be made? Which actors could be co-operators? (i.e. authorities, private companies, advisors, 

schools). 

Lessons that can be generalised 

Involvement of the end user from the process initiation is crucial. 

Listen to the farmers and make it easy for them to submit their ideas. 

It is financially very difficult to obtain a sound economy from the development of apps to small customer 

segments if the app requires ongoing data maintenance. 
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LEAN and SOP  
Introducing Tools for Efficiency at the Farm 
Heidi Hundrup Rasmussen 
SEGES (Denmark) 
 

The innovation in a glance 

Lean is about making more value with fewer resources. Lean means "trimmed" and relates to an 
increase of productivity through effectivity improvement. It is said that Lean is common sense that has 
been systemized. The Lean system has roots in the Toyota factories avoiding mass redundancies back in 
the 1960s by changing the production mindset into what we call Lean today. Lean is not a ready-made 
system to be implemented once and for all. It is an ongoing process. To a large extent the target of Lean 
is to create a culture in which both leaders and employees are continuously looking for smarter ways of 
organizing work functions.  
 

Lean is based on the following 5 principles:  

1. Understand what creates value.  
2. Identify activities that do not create value, ie. waste, and remove at once the  immediate sources 

of waste, whilst in the long run of steps 3, 4, and 5 you should continue working with removal of 
remaining waste.  

3. Create a production flow in order that products flow through the processes with as few stops 
and shifts of responsibility as possible.  

4. Make production "custom managed" so that it is always the “customer” who decides what to be 
produced and when based on his needs and requirements. 

5. Make ongoing improvements. Mobilize the entire organization and generate the desire and 
competencies to implement ongoing improvements on the basis of principles 1, 2, 3, and 4. 
Assign responsibility and competence to the organization to ensure overview and improvement 
during the entire process – not limited to separate parts of the production process. 

The expression of "Kaizen" is applied for ongoing improvements. Kaizen is Japanese and means "change 
for the better". 

Description of waste and examples from cattle farms 

All LEAN tools works to remove waste from production and thereby improve efficiency. Lean works with 
8 types of waste. 

There may of course be situations where it is impossible to remove all waste. In such situations Lean 
works with improvements to the effect that you choose the best solution and make the best of what is 
possible. 

1. Overproduction 
Production of more milk than allowed according to the quota. 
Mixing of more feed than needed.  
Production of more feed than needed and impossible to sell at a good price. 

15 
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2. Transportation 
Large machines for tasks requiring only smaller and cheaper machines.  
Driving to get to a stack in the field  
Poor logistics at the farm requiring more driving than necessary. 

3. Wait time 
Turn off the water when the vat is full.  
Raw milk, not available till after milking. 
One employee waiting for assistance from another employee.  

4. Exceed processing 
Cleaning for cleaning’s sake  
Traditions instead of new, more efficient solutions.  
Mix of 5 different feed loads if 3 different loads could cover the animals’ requirements. 

5. Inventory 
Stale feed to be thrown away 
Money invested in too much stock  
Taking up space of unneeded goods. 

6. Errors and mistakes 
Too poor covering of silage  
Uncertainty of work procedures resulting in different outcome 
Dead animals. 

7. Motion 
Looking for tools  
Manual work which could be replaced by machines  
Getting on and off the tractor to go through a gate.  

8. Unexploited knowledge  
Employees are not only hands, they also possess knowledge which may be useful.  
Training course experience is not communicated on to others. 
Distribution of tasks without taking competencies into account.  

SOP (Standard Operational Procedure) stands for work instructions that the farmer may post in the 
stable. All SOPs are available in Danish and English. 

• Streamlining 
The tasks are performed correctly and efficiently no matter who is actually carrying them out 
on the farm.  

• Time-saving 
SOP saves time when introducing new employees. Thanks to the pedagogical description on 
how to best solve central assignments at the farm employees get qualified at a much faster 
speed with SOP.  

And as the task is solved correctly and efficiently first time you save time for correction of errors. 

• Money-saving  
Ignorance is a major source of – often expensive – errors and mistakes. With SOP you minimize 
the risk of employees making expensive mistakes.   

• Result-improving  
Many users experience better production results with SOP. For example improved 
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reproduction due to a larger number of inseminations and healthier calves due to a better and 
more uniform animal care. 

The structural development of agriculture has resulted in increased herd sizes and thus an increased 
number of employees at the farm. As a result, there is a need for more standardized approaches to tasks 
and a desire to use employee competencies and observations for ongoing improvement of workflow. 
Further, the number of foreign employees has increased, requiring standardization and easily 
understandable instructions.  

Today the SOP tools (Standard Operational Procedures) are used by approx. 120 farmers and by the 

agricultural colleges.  

 

The Lean tools are used by 800 dairy and pig farmers. 

How did it start? (Initiators, Reasons. Initial Idea (Spiral of initiatives)) 

From Sop to Lean – We started by developing SOP for 5 farmers in 2008. In 2009 we were visited by a 

specialist from Danfoss who told us that SOP was a part of the Lean  program and subsequently we 

visited a series of companies later on in 2009, including Lego, to see how they used the Lean  program. In 

2010 we started testing Lean on farms ….see below table. 

 

The two pictures show some of the tools from the tool box: a week planner board and an example of a 

SOP instruction.     
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The first tool developed was the Week Planner used by farmers to have an overview of the workflow at 

the farm.  

 

The planner works with magnet plates on which 

you write the various tasks. The magnet plates 

can be moved and positioned next to the name 

of the employee who has responsibility for 

performing the task in question that particular 

week.  

The Week Planner is used for the distribution of tasks beyond daily routines, eg. cleaning of   calf 
hutches, moving of baby calves and cleaning of bunker. 

The development, testing, and implementation of the Week Planner was made together with DAAS 

company specialists who made contact to interested farmers.  

 

In the following years project subsidies from the European Regional Development Fund were spent to 

further develop LEAN in Danish agriculture.  

The LEAN tools were adapted to fit agricultural language and requirements. Moreover, advisors became 

LEAN certified – today DLBR counts 30 certified advisors within the areas of cattle, pigs, horticulture, 

human resources and teaching at agricultural colleges.  

Year Activity 

2008 Produce easier leadership tools for the dairy farmer 

Start of SOP (standard operational procedures) 2008 

1. Development of SOP 

2. Week planner 

2009 Visiting Lean at other industries, incl. Lego, Heco (ships engines), Aarhus Oil Factory and 

education to Lean facilitators 

2010 Implementing Lean at first 2 farms -> 8 farms and collecting effects 

2012 Certified Lean education for advisors and 40 Lean farmers. Effect collection at 24 farms 

      ”Project of the year at SEGES” 

2015 Change Leadership 2015- 2017 
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Milestones (how did other actors get involved? Role of support agencies) 

SEGES plays an important part in the development of LEAN and SOP – the idea arose among SEGES 

employees who, through their contact with advisors and farmers, had seen a need for more efficient 

workflows and better communication with employees.  

 

When looking for co-operators, SEGES finds it natural to look to the direction of DAAS companies. Our 

advisory service system is working to the effect that DAAS companies provide the direct advisory service 

to farmers and SEGES works as centre of development and knowledge to DAAS. In this particular project 

farmers were required to be involved from the very beginning in order to be able to test the effect of the 

tools in agriculture.  

 

To ensure good quality in the Lean advisory process it was decided right from the start that advisors had 

to be certified. SEGES has developed a 5-days’ training  program including test and ECTS credits. The 

training  program was developed in cooperation with SEGES Akademi and the Business Academy of 

Aarhus. Mrs. Vibeke Fladkjær Nielsen and Mr. Ulrik Toftegaard Jensen, specialists at SEGES, are in charge 

of teaching and certification.  

The training  program has been running since 2011-12. In 2016 it will also be available in English for 

foreign advisors. Moreover, SEGES has initiated Lean activities with advisors in Finland, Norway, Sweden, 

Iceland, and China (Arla).  

 

At SEGES Mrs. Vibeke Fladkjær Nielsen has played an important part in Lean 

certification – she has written a book ”Lean i kvægbruget” (Lean on the Cattle 

Farm) together with Ms. Susanne Pejstrup, a DAAS advisor. Vibeke is married to a 

dairy producer and as such her experience on “own body” always has a heavy 

impact.  

 

During the development and implementation process, Jørgen Kroer, Senior 

specialist at SEGES, has been working with marketing and involvement of DAAS companies. Ulrik 

Toftegaard Jensen has been working as project manager for the entire period and has participated in all 

processes as a coordinator – it has been crucial to maintain history and knowledge in the project which 

has required much perseverance as both farmers and advisors have been subject to a process of change.  

 

The 8 advisors participating from the very beginning still play an important part in the further 

development of the project. Some of the key companies involved are LMO, JYSK, Centrovice, Gefion, 

Syddansk Kvæg, HFLC, VSP (SEGES).  

The members of the steering committee are two DAAS advisors and SEGES managers who have been 

following and supporting the project for the entire period. 
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Crises, breakthrough moments (causes, how did actors cope with it?) 

When Lean was first launched to advisors SEGES was faced with resistance: ”What’s the news? – we 

already practice this”. One of the critics was Peter Hegelund, a senior cattle specialist who was very 

experienced and highly recognized in cattle advisory circles. Fortunately, we persuaded Peter to join the 

Lean training  program and subsequently he declared that it was a whole new way of doing advisory 

service. By involving and challenging him we turned resistance into support and we for our part 

improved our way of communication in regard to Lean, too.   

 

The introduction of training and certification was a rather new experience to advisors. At the first test 

session some of the advisors failed to pass which gave rise to complaints. However, we maintained the 

necessity of training and competence development in order to be able to deliver a quality product to 

farmers. The whole process did generate positive energy too, as it fostered respect for the advisors who 

passed the test. 

 

If you ask Ulrik today what made it possible to complete a process successfully and promote 

development, he will be mentioning the following:  

 

1. We tested Lean on 2 farms first (collection of effect, evaluation, and recommendations) and then we 

went on to the next 8 farms, collecting results. We proved that Lean was working and produced 

documentation of effect.  

2. Jørgen and I (Ulrik) went on a tour to the DAAS advisory companies and spoke to the senior cattle and 

made them clear that the Lean training  program was not free of charge (makes it more motivating that 

you have to pay for something, an incentive to make an effort. We told them about effects, asked them 

about their customer base and their wishes in regard to Lean – which sharpened the expectations of the 

senior advisors and provided us with management support. 

3. The Lean training  program consisting of a 5 days’ training session including a final test, combining 

theory and practice (students should provide 2 farms each, which farms were supervised by Vibeke and 

me (Ulrik) (we gathered knowledge about the way advisors used the tools and we were able to assist and 

support them). The fact that the farmers attending had to pay 1/3 of the fee themselves just increased 

their commitment and made our collection of effect measurements efficient and useful (when you get 

something for free, it is not always perceived to be good – a certain charge intensifies the critical sense). 
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The model below shows how we worked with LEAN the first year.  

 

 

 

 

Current situation (pearls, puzzles, future perspectives) 

Today LEAN is an established and well-known tool among advisors and farmers. It may still be difficult to 

maintain the tools on an everyday basis and some farmers find it difficult to take on the facilitator role 

on planner board meetings.  

 

SEGES continues the work of taking initiatives to support LEAN and SOP, eg. change management. The 

farmer’s recognition of Lean as an efficient tool is crucial. Why should Lean be implemented? Has the 

farmer recognized this or does he do it just because Lean at the neighbour’s farm is a good idea?  

We just terminated a project involving 3 farms with focus on management in practice and adequate 

tools.  

The participating farmers have successfully tested new methods and tools, eg. incentive tools and 

recruitment strategies. The follow-up project clearly showed that the farmer’s recognition of a tool, eg. 

Lean is crucial for a favourable outcome of the tool. 

Lessons Learned  

Involve farmers and advisors as early as possible. They must feel a bit caught (fee charged)  

Involved farmers must be able to work as ambassadors for LEAN 

One must be ready for a long tough time when habits are to be changed and new tools are to be applied.  
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It may be very valuable to get inspiration from other industries  

We can improve our ability to have good products gain ground more efficiently, even without project 

subsidies. 

Summary 

What is the innovation? 

The innovation is the implementation of SOP and LEAN tools to assist the farmer in streamlining the 
workflow of the farm, minimizing errors and implementing ongoing improvements. We have made an 
organizational innovation – an incremental innovation.  

Key actors and their role in the process 

• SEGES working as knowledge centre to DAAS providing delivery of knowledge and tools for advisors 
and farmers. SEGES is in charge of project fund application and project management. In this 
particular case the idea was born at SEGES. 

• The University, the Business Academy - cooperation on LEAN certification. 
• Advisors from the DAAS company of LMO – SOP and Week Planner development. Subsequently, all 

DAAS companies that took part of the project and/or took part in development and testing of tools. 
• Farmers, working as test hosts. 
• The SEGES Project of the Year 2012 – attracting intercompany attention.  
• SEGES pioneers and enthusiasts: Vibeke, Jørgen, and Ulrik. 

Role of the support agencies 

The support agencies play different roles at different stages: 

Initial idea:  
get the idea clear and accepted for some people who can help, so that SOP and LEAN becomes realistic 

and applicable in an agricultural context. 

Inspiration:  
Find partners who can cooperate in the development – LEAN experts, advisors and farmers. 

Planning:  
Acquire and organise projects – procure project funding and plan the project details. 

Development:  
Execute projects, challenge stakeholders to join – testing, further development, identification of need for 

further training of advisors.  

Realisation:  
Find and check business challenges, tame the optimism of entrepreneurs – creation of networking, PR, 

dissemination to other farmers.  

Dissemination:  
Invite the people who could use the innovation – other farmers than those involved in testing have 

started to use LEAN – approx.. 500 farmers are currently using it. From cattle farms LEAN has spread to 

pig farms and there are certified pig specialists who can provide LEAN consultancy. 
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Embedding:  
Again framing, but now directly linked to ongoing business – LEAN is not yet an ordinary part of all 

farmers’ way of organizing work. There is still a need for working with the processes required to incite 

and qualify more farmers to apply the tools.  

Success factors 

The timing was right – there was a need for the products. (heavy expansion 2004-2008, financial crisis, 

focus on in-house optimizing. Good cooperation between advisors and SEGES 

Advisors saw a business in it for them – it was possible to sell consultancy regarding LEAN and SOP. 

Fail factors 

It was harder than expected to make the farmer take the role of facilitator – to chair meetings with the 

employees and build up trust and confidence enough for them to dare put forward their thoughts and 

ideas. Not very good knowledge of socio-cultural factors encouraging the farmer to change practice. 

It requires perseverance to continue to use the tools and methods. 

It is difficult for us to have the products efficiently marketed on a larger scale. 

Regional and/or historical particularities 

• There is a well-established cooperation between SEGES and DAAS.  

• Denmark is a small country with small distances and people know each other well in the 
agricultural business.  

• It is difficult to recruit qualified employees for the farms – therefore, there is a need for activities 
focusing on the creation of good and interesting workplaces. 
 

Specific recommendations 

Don’t invent the wheel again and again – seek inspiration in other business areas – others may have had 

a similar idea or have solutions to the issue you have spotted. SEGES should develop a more obligating 

cooperation model with the DAAS advisors committing the DAAS companies to implement new, well-

tested tools. 

Lessons that can be generalised 

The implementation of an innovation requires procedural competencies and “soft skills” to be successful. 

Involving of the end-user from the very beginning of the project is crucial. 

  



 
70 AGRISPIN - STORIES FROM ALL CORNERS: TO CONTINUE WITH 

 



 
71 CHAPTER 16: MINI WETLANDS  

 

Mini wetlands 
Reducing Ground Water Pollution 
Heidi Hundrup Rasmussen 
SEGES (Denmark) 
 

The innovation in a glance  

The innovation is an attempt to find environmental initiatives which the Danish farmers may use to 

reduce the leaching of nutrients into the surrounding water environment. Danish legislature is restrictive 

with regard to nitrate emission. This has led to insufficient fertilization by as much as 10-20 per cent 

during a number of years. In 2016, fertilizing optimally was again allowed. However, requirements to 

reduce the emission of nitrate must still be met to ensure that the water environment is ecologically 

sound. This goal can be reached, for example, by setting up initiatives that will reduce the emission of 

nutrients. The farmers, therefore, have a great incentive to demand solutions which the authorities will 

approve and which will enable the farmers to secure a financially viable production in the field while at 

the same time complying with the EU Water Framework Directive and the Nitrate Directive. 

 

A mini wetland: 

Reduces the emission of nitrate and phosphorus  

Provides more biodiversity and nature in the 

field (improved hunting) 

Reduces the maximum run-off from the fields  

Is located in terrain with drainage and sufficient 

grade to ensure that backwater does not occur 

in the drainage systems  

Very close to being approved as a means. Its 

effect has been documented. In the National 

Budget of 2017/2018, 500m DKK have been 

allocated to establish mini wetlands.  

How did it start?  

In the late 90s, the EU Water Framework Directive came into existence with a goal of “good ecological 

status in all waters”. In 2001, important stakeholders met to discuss what could be done to live up to the 

directive while at the same time ensuring that the farmer could maintain a financially sound production. 

The stakeholders were the University of Aarhus, the county of Aarhus, farmers in eastern Jutland, the 

local advisory service and SEGES. In 2003, the EU project AGWA-plan started with all the stakeholders 

above as participants. This project made it possible to raise funds to generate initiatives. 

16 
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The process from idea to mini wetland  

The county of Aarhus and SEGES had heard about mini wetlands in Sweden, among other places, from a 

graduate student at the University of Aarhus who worked in this field. They suggested that it would be 

worthwhile taking a look at the Swedish initiatives to draw inspiration. In 2005, researchers and 

agricultural advisors therefore went on a research trip to Sweden to see a version of what would later, in 

a Danish context, evolve into mini wetlands. This trip was an inspiration to do something similar in 

Denmark. 

In the context of the project, the participants met several times with ten farmers in their exchange of 

experience group where, among other subjects, they discuss their environmental challenges. Meeting 

with this group of farmers served very much as a forum for learning in which the participants learned 

from each other’s perspective and challenges. 

In the project, a comprehensive environmental catalogue was completed which was discussed at 

meetings with various farmers to find out what could be done at their farm to comply with the 

environmental goals. One of the initiatives was mini wetlands which were not highly prioritised in the 

catalogue because no one in Denmark had had any experience with them. After the trip to Sweden, 

however, there was quite a bit of talk about the mini wetlands. Ole Lyngby Pedersen, a farmer, picked up 

on the idea at a strategy meeting, called SEGES and suggested that it should be put to the test. He was 

very interested in participating. 

In 2008, the first mini wetland was built. Here, farmers and other stakeholders could get an impression 

of the many possibilities which a mini wetland has to offer. However, a heavy shower destroyed the first 

attempt at a mini wetland in 2009 and a new mini wetland was established using the experiences from 

the first attempt as a starting point. 

During the process, many shareholders have been involved and have contributed with funding and 

knowledge. Among these are Danish as well as international universities (readings and scientific 

examinations), local authorities (present and future legislature), private companies (funding and 

knowledge), the local farmers’ association (handling of member interests and lobbying work), farmers 

(tests and trials), SEGES (project management, funding, and academic knowledge). The cooperation has 

worked very well and it has been important for the success of the project that all stakeholders have been 

involved. The project has also benefited greatly from having a very dedicated farmer, Ole Lyngby 

Pedersen, as a stakeholder. He has made a huge effort in the project and has had countless visitors come 

study his mini wetland. 

Mini wetlands are close to being approved as a measure of regulation (2017/2018). The final step is the 

statutory instrument which contains instructions on how to launch the environmental initiative. The first 

time round, mini wetlands will probably be considered to be a collective environmental instrument. 

Furthermore, in the National Budget, 500m DKK have been allocated to establish mini wetlands. At an 

average price of 250,000 DKK, 2,000 mini wetlands can be established over the next years. 
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Summary 

What is the innovation? 

Mini wetlands with open reservoirs are established close to fields and drains. The drainage water is led 
to the open reservoirs where the oxygen free environment, carbon in the form of plant residue as well 
as microorganisms reduce the concentration of nitrate and phosphorous. 

Key actors and their role in the process 

• Farmers – act as project participants and host in connection with the development and testing of 
the mini wetlands  

• University of Aarhus – participant in the project, contributes with knowledge and completes 
analyses and measuring 

• International universities – contributes with inspiration and knowledge  
• Local authorities – project partner, contributes with knowledge of present and future advisory 

service 
• Private company (Orbicon) – project partner, contributes with knowledge of environmental 

conditions 
• The local farmer association – project partner, represents the interests of the Danish farmers  
• Local advisors – project partner – the link between the farmer and knowledge  
• Graduate student – clears the way for the idea and contributes with inspiration and new knowledge  
• SEGES, which functions as the knowledge centre of the Danish Agricultural Advisory Service and 

provides knowledge and tools for the advisors and farmers. SEGES secures the funding of the 
projects, manages them and contributes with expert knowledge  

Role of the support agency 

The support agencies play different roles in different stages: 

The right project idea: 

 AGWAplan: Let farmers, environmental workers and agricultural advisors work together to find the right 

solutions 

Initial idea:  
Make the idea clear and acceptable to people who can help – the research trip to Sweden was the 

decisive moment in which the idea to test the mini wetlands in Denmark arose. 

Inspiration:  
Find partners who can cooperate in the development – in this project, a broad spectrum of stakeholders 

were involved from the beginning  

Planning: 
Acquire and organise projects – get funding and plan the project  

Development:  
Execute projects, challenge stakeholders to join – test, development, contact with the authorities, 

identification of the need for further training of the advisors. 
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Realisation:  
Find and check business challenges, tame the optimism of entrepreneurs – establish wetlands and 

document the effect  

Dissemination:  
Invite the people who could make use of the innovation – farmers other than the ones involved in the 

establishment of the wetlands. There are wetlands in other areas of Denmark but still on a trial basis 

since the initiative has not yet been approved as a measure of regulation  

Embedding:  
Again framing, but now directly linked to innovation as ongoing business – Mini wetlands are not yet an 

established part of the measures of regulation which are at the Danish farmers disposal – final approval 

is still pending. 

Success factors 

• The timing was right – there was a need for innovation. 

• Satisfactory cooperation between all necessary stakeholders.  

• An interested and competent farmer who did not give up and who stayed focused on the goal even 
when the innovation process was hard. 

• Funding was possible. 

Fail factors 

• It is difficult to convince the authorities that initiatives such as this works  

• It is a big challenge to find funding for testing new environmental initiatives  

• Getting new initiatives approved is a tremendous task. It has taken approximately 10 years to get the 
mini wetlands approved 

• Mini wetlands are not part of the solution everywhere. In some places, completely different 
solutions are the answer  

• Who will pay – the EU, the state, the consumers or the farmers? 

Regional and/or historical particularities 

• The Danish environmental legislation is particularly restrictive with regard to the emission of nitrate  

• At present, the challenge with species protected by annex IV, ammonia sensitiveness and expansion 
of livestock farming is unresolved   

Specific recommendations 

Involvement of all stakeholders in complex projects is decisive  

Look for inspiration and collaboration abroad  

Launch small as well as large scale testing simultaneously to get experience fast  

Lessons that can be generalised 

Good collaboration and direct and easy going communication between the parties involved facilitates 

the process. 
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SWAP- Pen   
  
Heidi Hundrup Rasmussen  
  
 

 

The innovation in a glance   

The Danish pig production aims at 10% loose sows in the lactating period in 2021 – this means that the 

producers will need a competitive alternative for the known and robust crate system that are use today 

– it requires development of pens for loose sows.  

The starting point for the SWAP-pen (Sow Welfare and Piglet Protection) was a pen for loose lactating 

sows developed in “Innovationsprojektet” (“The innovation project”). This pen was functioning in one 

farm, but only very few pens. It was tried out in three other farms, but the results were not good: many 

piglets died during the lactating period, and the mortality was much higher than in the normal crate-pen 

on the farms. There was a need for further development to be competitive.    

The SWAP-pen was “born” in cooperation between PRC (Pig Research Centre) and Copenhagen 

University – and the company Jyden who makes equipment for animal housing.    

The SWAP pen has been invented to meet the aim of 10 pct. loose lactating sows in 2021 without 

simultaneously increasing the mortality rate among the piglets (the so-called Sow Welfare And Piglet 

protection). Danish pig producers are met with demands from legislature and consumers to increase 

animal welfare in the farrowing houses. The pig producers are therefore interested in making sure that 

new pig pens meet the legislative requirements while enabling them to maintain their competitiveness. 

Danish pig production is an export industry. 95 per cent of the production is exported and competes on 

the global market.   

Background and drivers  

Both Danish and EU legislature requires a transition to loose sow systems. The transition toward loose 

sows in the dry sow housing is completed (EU legislation since 1/1 2013 in all stables for sows). As 

mentioned above in the pork industry, the goal is that 10 per cent of all farrowing sows are loose by 

2021. The Danish pig producers need research and innovation in this field. The goal of the producers is to 

develop financially viable systems in which the present efficiency rate may be sustained.  The consumers 

are sceptical about the methods of production of the farming industry and NGOs influence the political 

system and set the agenda. Generally, however, neither supermarkets nor consumers are willing to pay 

extra for products originating from loose sows. It is an insurmountable barrier to the farmer to make 

investments without getting a higher price for his product.    

In March of 2014, a ”welfare summit” was held on the initiative of then Minister for Food, Agriculture 

and Fisheries, Dan Jørgensen. The message from the meeting was the following: “Danish pig production 

– where animal welfare and growth go hand in hand”. A declaration was formulated:  

17 
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• Improved survival rates among piglets  
• Transition to loose housing of sows through all stages of production  
• Alternatives to castration of piglets  
• Reduction in the numbers of tail docked pigs  
• Fewer stomach ulcers in sows and finishers  
• Pig welfare to be integrated into the “Månegrisen” Project (the “Moon Pigs” project)  
• Better communication of pig welfare standards to promote and to enable more informed choices 

by consumers  
  
This declaration is in line with the initiatives already taken by PRC. The first two articles are drivers for 

focusing more on the development of pens for loose sows in the farrowing pen. The Danish Pig Research 

Centre had already been developing and testing systems for loose sows for several years, so the meeting 

in 2014 was part of a trend or development which had been under way for a number of years. The 

systems that have been tested so far have all resulted in a higher mortality rate among the piglets. Thus, 

there was a need for a system which could “maximise piglet survival and minimise impact on sow 

welfare”.   

Participants in the process  

The Danish Pig Research Centre has a long tradition of collaborating with universities and private 

companies. In this case, researchers from the University of Copenhagen are involved as is the housing 

equipment company, JYDEN. Besides, several farmers are involved in their capacity as test hosts.   

The idea for the SWAP pen arose in June of 2011 and the first drawing was completed the next year. The 

starting point was a pen for loose sows developed in “Innovationsprojektet” – the participants in the 

project were Aarhus University, The Animal Protection Association and a range of private companies 

(animal housing equipment, ventilation, etc) a pig producers and PRC. As mentioned the results were 

discouraging as the piglet mortality were much higher than in the conventional system. There were good 

principles in the system though, and accept and approval by Aarhus University and The Animal 

Protection Association. PRC wanted to use this pen as a starting point for the further development, and 

reused some of the equipment from this pen. This work was carried out by the PRC and Copenhagen 

University – the company Jyden also contributed to the development and acted as “sparring- partner” in 

the project. The first pen was built in September of 2013. By 2013, 72 SWAP pens had been completed 

and by 2014 this number had grown to 300 pens.   

The approach to constructing the pen for loose sows was to build some of the advantages of the crate 

into the pen and to make sure that the sow’s movements would only be limited when necessary. 

Scientists at the University of Copenhagen made an experiment with 700 litters in three groups – 2.100 

litters in total in a production herd. The test showed that the SWAP pen reduced piglet mortality and 

lowered the stress level of the sows (for more information see www.iph.ku.dk/swapfaresti.dk). The 

housing equipment company, JYDEN, and the Pig Research Centre continues their work on the SWAP pen 

together with testing hosts in a project under “Markedsmodningsfonden (MMF). Senior Researcher Vivi 

Aarestrup Mousten from PRC says: “The project is called “SWAP for loose sows”. Through this MMF-

project we get the possibility for co-funding and enabling documentation of production potential, 

challenges and development in full scale production units  - in relation to productivity, use of resources 



 
77 CHAPTER 17: SWAP - PEN  

and economy. The aim is to develop competitive pens for loose sows, and in the MMF-project we have 

special focus on full scale units over a longer period. This is important and provides knowledge and 

experience for other pig producers. For the PRC it is vital that the project provides value for the Danish 

pig producers and that the engagement of PRC doesn’t leave out other Danish producers of animal 

housing equipment”.    

Status and future perspectives   

The current status of the SWAP pen is that it is recommended to farmers who are investing in new 

buildings or renovations and who want to reorganise their production to loose sows in the farrowing 

house. The production level is promising but not yet quite at the same level as systems of tethered sows. 

The development of SWAP and the cooperation with Copenhagen University has documented that piglet 

mortality can be reduced significantly if the movement of the sow is limited shortly before and after 

farrowing. A new brand for animal welfare acknowledges this documentation and producers can use the 

brand if they have the SWAP-pen. The PRC are very satisfied with this: “its very gratifying that the animal 

welfare brand includes the welfare for both sow and piglets”.    

The farmers are not yet completely won over as the system generates more work and as animals or meat 

from loose sow systems does not generate additional income for the farmer.  

What is the innovation?  

The innovation is the development of a pen system for loose sows in the farrowing house, taking the 
well-being of the sow and the survival of the piglets into account – the SWAP pen.  

Key actors and their role in the process  

• Politicians and NGOs – set the agenda and decide the framework within which farmers are 
supposed to do business   

• University – researches into animal welfare  
• Danish Pig Research Centre (part of SEGES) supplies knowledge and tools to advisors and 

farmers. PRC is in charge of applying for project funding and of managing the project. PRC is in 
close contact with the farmers who act as test hosts as well as with advisors who are supposed 
to implement new knowledge   

• The housing equipment company – is part of the development and produces the pens  
• Farmers who act as testing hosts   

 
Role of the support agency  

 
Initial idea:  
Get the idea clear and acceptable to people who can help – previous projects and the trend in society 

was the starting point for PRC and University.  

Inspiration:  
Find partners who can cooperate in the development – PRC, Universities, housing equipment company 

and farmers   

Planning:  
Acquire and organise projects – procure project subsidies and do the project planning  
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Development:  
Execute projects, challenge stakeholders to join – testing and further development.  

Realisation:  
Find and check business challenges, tame the optimism of entrepreneurs – There are 300 SWAP pens 

and the system is recommended as a possible solution by PRC.   

Dissemination:  
Invite the people who are potential users of the innovation – other farmers apart from the testing hosts 

have not yet established the system on a larger scale. The PRC and DAAS companies have knowledge 

about the system and may advise interested farmers.   

Embedding:  
Again framing, but now directly linked to innovation as ongoing business – SWAP pens are not common 

practice in Danish pig production – PRC keeps on improving the system and the daily management.   

Success factors  

• Good co-operation between project participants. 
• An answer to political pressure.  
• Opportunity to have project activities financed.  
• Farmers who are not afraid of trying something new.  

Fail factors   

• Resistance from farmers who fear for their competitiveness.  
• Animal welfare Association who focus on the welfare of the sows and not the welfare of the 

piglets and economy of the farmer.  
• Scientists at Aarhus University who shares the view of the Animal welfare Association.   

Regional and/or historical particularities  

• The cooperation between PRC and the Copenhagen University is good.   
• Denmark is a small country with small distances and people know each other well in the 

agricultural business.   
• The Danish Applied Pig Research Scheme has existed for more than 25 years and Danish pig 

producers have confidence in the system.   

Specific recommendations  

• Utilization of the entire chain from science to farmer is a strength. 
• How can we improve our ability to affect the market in order that farmers are awarded for 

implementing systems that incorporate higher animal welfare?   

Lessons that can be generalised  

• It is a strength to have a system that can grasp ideas and knowledge from science and translate 
them into practice at the farm in cooperation with University and animal housing companies.  
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RITA: Implementing the Network Program  

How To Make Key Players Joining Forces? 
Adrien Guichaoua, Pierre Rebuffel, Lucile Roussel  
ACTA France 

 
 

RITA: responding to a crisis 

The case study of the “Network for Innovation and Transfer in the field of Agriculture” in Guadeloupe 
(RITA-Guadeloupe) illustrates one original type of multi-sectoral support towards the agricultural 
innovation dynamics in the French overseas regions.  
 
The idea of RITA came after the general strike of several weeks, which took place in 2009 in most of the 
French overseas regions. During the strike, merchandise imports were interrupted. Policy makers have 
then realized that a small amount of food sold was produced locally.  
The authorities have decided to support the innovation dynamic with the objective of improving the 
quantity, quality and local availability of food production particularly through diversification of crops for 
purposes of local consumption.  
 
In most of the French overseas regions and for most of the sectors there were “innovation actors” in the 
field of agriculture (producer organizations, technical institutes, research centres). When some of these 
skills were absent in an overseas region, they existed in another overseas region.  
The government then made the assumption that a primary determinant of the slowdown in the 
innovation process was poor coordination / collaboration among local stakeholders of agricultural 
innovation.  
 
In 2011, a RITA has been established in each of the 5 French overseas regions (Guadeloupe, Martinique, 
French Guiana, Reunion, and Mayotte). An inter-regional co-driven animation by CIRAD and ACTA has 
also been set up to facilitate exchanges between regions.  
 
RITA Guadeloupe governance is under the responsibility of a regional steering committee, chaired by the 
government (until 2016 by the state, and now by the region). The animation and supporting actors is 
ensured by a RITA regional facilitator. How RITA accompanies the dynamics of innovation? What types of 
support and under what terms? The recent history of the three innovation processes underway in 
Guadeloupe will give us some answers.  
  

The complexity of the innovation determines the organization and operation of the 

innovation process  

The 3 studied innovation dynamics correspond to three different kinds of innovations that do not require 
the same complexity of organization of the stakeholders nor the same intensity of support.  
• The yam process consists of a single action: to create, evaluate and disseminate yam varieties. The 

coordination of stakeholders in the sector is possible within the framework of an innovation 
platform such as that put in place.  

18 
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• The process carried by APIGUA are also simple and do not require a complex management 
structure. The small size of the association and the absence of local technical partners with whom to 
coordinate allows rapid adjustments to crises and problems.  

• The citrus innovation process is more complex. It consists of several actions that must be 
coordinated. These actions are not all innovations (e.g. the creation of a healthy plants production 
chain), but their coordinated implementation as part of a wider stimulus plan is innovative and 
guaranteed the success of the whole. In this process, we must organize differently governance 
dynamics.  

A different producer participation in the innovation process  

Producers are not present with the same intensity in the three processes. In the citrus process, growers 
are represented by ASSOFWI. ASSOFWI bear the process and the expectations of producers. Research 
organizations were not physically present at the beginning of the project. However, the relationships 
built during previous collaborations between fruit producers and research, facilitated the development 
of a consensual agenda between producers' expectations and possibilities / research objectives, 
technical institute.  
  
In the yam process, lack of yam producers organization in Guadeloupe does not allow their formal 
representation within the platform and recall expectations of producers and only the knowledge of the 
situation by the stakeholders (research , IT2, CAG) guaranteed the relevance of the work streams (ie late 
arrival works on cultivation and production techniques practices). Moreover, this lack of yam producer’s 
organization slow down the dissemination and appropriation of new varieties.  
  
About beekeeping, the main and only actor being APIGUA, there is no problem of governance and a total 
fit of the on-going activities with producer’s needs.  

Support from RITA to innovations process  

RITA provides at least 3 different types of support to the innovation process. The type of support is 
related to the type of innovation and pre-existing collective dynamics.  
  
Table 1: types of support provided by the RITA Guadeloupe  
  

  

  

Access to financial 
resources  

  

Consultation among 
stakeholders  

 Access to technical and 
scientific knowledge  

Development of technical 
or scientific networks 

outside the island  

  
Independently  

With RITA 
support  

Independently  
With RITA 
support  

Independently  
With RITA 
support  

Yam    X    X      

Citrus    
X  X      X  

Beekeeping    
X  X    X  x  

  



 
81 CHAPTER 18:RITA: IMPLEMENTING THE NETWORK PROGRAMME  

• Facilitating access to financing is the support that RITA has brought to all studied innovation 
process.  

• Support for the organization of the dialogue was especially necessary for the stakeholders of the 
yam process. Regarding citrus or beekeeping, APIGUA and ASSOFWI have since long time close 
relations with other stakeholders or are bearing alone the innovation process.  

• RITA facilitated access to technical and scientific knowledge through networking for APIGUA and 
the stakeholders of the citrus process. Due to the presence of Guadeloupe technical and scientific 
expertise in the yam, RITA has not been asked to facilitate access to technical references for Yam.  

  

Analysis :  

What is the innovation?  

  
The RITA dynamic of innovation is a process innovation (setup of an agricultural innovation support 
service). It is interesting because it shows how, with little investments it’s possible to boost agricultural 
innovations.  

Key actors and their role in the process  

• Public Authorities (Region Guadeloupe and French state): They steer and financially support the 
innovation dynamics which are coherent with the agricultural development policy of the territory  

• The regional facilitator RITA: he provides day to day support to RITA partners (facilitating 
coordination between partners of the innovation process, support for process monitoring)  

• CIRAD: provides methodological support to RITA Guadeloupe. It consolidates the skills of the 
regional animator and RITA partners. It support the regional steering committee for self-analysis of 
the organization and functioning of the RITA  

Role of the support agency  

• Support to RITA Guadeloupe is provided by two structures:  
• Form a nation animation cell (2 people): support for networking, pooling and sharing of the results 

of each RITA (website, organization of an annual workshop and publication of a quarterly 
newsletter). 

• From CIRAD: methodological support, capacity building of facilitators and technical staff of RITA 
partners, support for self-analysis of the organization and functioning of the RITA.  

Success factor  

• Good convergence of agricultural development strategies of the region and state.  
• Local steering of RITA to better take into account the agricultural context of Guadeloupe.  
• Existence of a regional agricultural development plan which facilitates the selection of priority 

innovation process.  
• Presence of numerous highly qualified staff both in governmental/regional services as well as in 

RITA partners organizations.   

Fail factor  

• The launching of the RITA in 2011 in a rush and de facto financing research or innovation process 
already in place, prevented to involve all partners from the beginning and has slowed down some 
innovation processes.  

• Some RITA partners are still not convinced of the interest of networking.  
• Regional and / or historical particularities. 
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• Little experience of collective action in the food crops sector. 

Specific recommendations  

• To consolidate the skills and redefine the mandate of the regional facilitator. 
• Redefine RITA 2 projects of interest for the farming sector, putting farmers at the centre and 

avoiding mistakes of the RITA 1 period . 
• To secure funding for the activities of the regional facilitator. 

Lessons can be generalized 

Support to research of funding and facilitating access to technical knowledge do not require special skills. 
However, supporting coordination between partners of the innovation processes (if it does not pre-exist) 
requires special skills.  
To assist the regional facilitator in this diversity of tasks the innovation support service should be closely 
linked with a training/research centre that could provide methodological support.  
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The Yam Platform  
 Coordinating Efforts to Fight Anthracnose 
Adrien Guichaoua, Pierre Rebuffel, Lucile Roussel  
ACTA (France) 
 

 

Stakeholders that coordinate to advance   

Since 1970 the yam anthracnose is present in Guadeloupe. This disease significantly reduced the local 
yam production. Or yam has a traditional value and Guadeloupian are strongly attached. Since the 70s 
research is undertaken to identify varieties tolerant to this disease. During the following 40 years, all the 
players in the sector will contribute to the innovation process, however without reaching the 
dissemination of tolerant varieties towards the producers. We have to wait until 2016 that a nursery is 
engaged in the production and the distribution of healthy plants resistant varieties identified by 
research.  
 
How actors of the yam sector have they done to unlock the dynamics of innovation? This story illustrates 
the catalytic role of different types of support to an innovation dynamic that allowed the coordination of 
actions and actors, the diversification of innovation thematic and of the types of actors involved in the 
innovation dynamics.  

Two separate dynamics for the same purpose  

By 1975 the INRA agricultural research centre of Guadeloupe is engaged in the study of the pathogen of 
anthracnose in the search for a method of chemical control and selection of resistant plant material. But 
soon the researchers found that the pathogen was adapting constantly to new varieties and bypassed 
their resistance. In the early 90s, in order to slow the bypass of the resistance, geneticists from INRA 
decided to initiate a program for creating multi-resistant varieties to anthracnose. Several new yam 
varieties come from this program.  
 
In 2002 CIRAD assign a geneticist for its Guadeloupian centre. The aim is to consolidate a breeding 
program that CIRAD conducted in several sites in the tropics. Here again the aim is to combine two levels 
of resistance to the pathogen in order that it might take longer to adapt. From 2004 CIRAD organizes its 
breeding pattern from tetraploid varieties. The first hybrids were created in 2006. The association of yam 
producers of Guadeloupe (UPROFIG) tests these varieties with volunteers’ producers. After these, 10 
hybrid trials are held. This yam varietal creation program has established an interface between the yam 
producers, CIRAD, the Chamber of Agriculture and UPROFIG which provided a link between research and 
producers. In 2001, UPROFIG initiates the construction of a healthy plants production chain by 
partnering with a nurseryman. This program was not successful due to lack of technical skills of the 
nurserymen. The UPROFIG (Union of yam producers) ceased operations in 2009. Currently, there are no 
organizations representing yam producer’s in Guadeloupe.  

Financial resources, coordination of actions, new goals and new players  

In 2011, RITA Guadeloupe is established.  In January 2012, through the RITA, the government financially 
support the yam varietal creation programs. In March 2012 an agronomist was recruited within the 
“Tropical Technical Institute” (IT2) to coordinate the support actions to the yam sector.  To facilitate the 
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monitoring of the activities, a yam technical committee comprising IT2, INRA, CIRAD and the Agricultural 
Chamber of Guadeloupe is established. It helps to clarify and coordinate the activities of each actor.  
In 2015, the Technical Committee decided to expand the innovation themes to the improvement of the 

“production best practices” (technical routes), which is a crucial activity (and complementary to the 

varietal selection activities) for the implementation of the program, in the frame of an approach that 

need to be strongly integrated to be dully achieved. In 2015, the Technical Committee also decided to 

open the committee to a nursery to initiate the establishment of a production chain and the distribution 

of healthy plants that had failed during the previous decade. Through RITA, the government supports the 

nursery technical training to ensure control of production practices and not reproduce the same 

mistakes as in the past.   

RITA Guadeloupe supports to the process of fight against the yam anthracnose  

RITA Guadeloupe supported the development of the process:  

• Inciting actors to implement the yam platform for consultation and coordination of actors, 
including research actors. 

• Facilitating access to the necessary funding for the implementation of the plant breeding 
program.  

• Initiating actions (“production best practices”) missing for the success of the program. 

  

Summary  

What is the innovation about?  

The studied innovation process includes “product innovation” (creation and testing of varieties tolerant 
to disease and in line with the expectations of local consumers) and “organizational innovation” 
(establishment of a platform / Yam technical committee).  

How did it start?  

The initial pulse was given by agronomic research (INRA) at the onset of the disease in the 1970s.  
However the real multi-actor innovation process began through the launch of RITA in 2011 and the 
operational coordination of actions so far separated. The pre-existence of research activities within INRA 
and CIRAD has determined the choice of RITA in the creation and funding of the Yam platform by giving a 
key role to a Technical Institute (IT2), facilitator and coordinator of the actions (Research and 
development) and actors (CIRAD-INRA and Chambers of Agriculture and farmers).  

Milestones  

• 1970: Launching of research on anthracnose at INRA centre of Guadeloupe.  
• 2002: Assigning a geneticist at CIRAD centre of Guadeloupe  
• Launching of RITA in 2011  
• Recruitment of a technical engineer (IT2) in 2012 and setting-up of the technical committee and the 

dialogue platform among stakeholders.  
• 2015: Establishment of works on production techniques (in addition to genetics and breeding work) 

and transfer activities towards farmers.  
• 2015: mobilization and formation of a nurserymen dedicated to initiate the establishment of a 

production and distribution of healthy plants sector.  
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The existence of the yam platform allowed the coordination of the activities, the collective strategic 
thinking and the opening of the dynamics of innovation to new players (CRB-PT, Earl Caribbean vitro 
plants EPLEFPA the SICA).  

Crises, breakthrough times  

• Recurrent and cyclical crises of anthracnose since the 70s  
• Recurring anthracnose adaptation to new yam varieties since the 70s  
• 2001 - 2009: Failure in the establishment of a healthy plants production chain.  
• 2009: Disappearance of UPROFIG (Union of yam producers of Guadeloupe).  
• Current status  
The dynamic get in the diffusion phase of innovation. With the arrival of an actor in the production and 
the distribution of healthy plants, the availability of tolerant varieties will gradually increase.  
Without abandoning breeding programs, the actors gradually guide the innovation dynamics of the yam 
sector towards the development and the dissemination of agricultural technical practices for 
improvement of the productivity of the cropping systems.  

Lessons learned  

The support of the RITA Guadeloupe has prompted to the establishment and the formalization of a 
framework for the actors of the yam sector, facilitating the exchange of information, the collective and 
coordinated actions and the openness to new actors.  
The experience of Guadeloupe Yam process allows to draw the following lessons:  

• The need to coordinate the several research activities together. 
• The need to coordinate all the actors (research, development, producers).  
• The key role of the "facilitator" to coordinate the activities of these actors.  
• The importance of having an integrated approach of the process: research (genetics and varieties) 

with cultural practices (technical trails and production systems).  
• Training and technical support of the nursery is essential for the establishment of a production and 

distribution chain of healthy plants and to avoid repeating the same mistakes as in the past.  
• The importance of having a professional organization of producers (UPROFIG) for efficient transfer of 

research and innovation within the sector and among farmers.  
• The production of plants both resistant to anthracnose, but also in line with consumer needs do not 

allow themselves to solve the problems of a sector i) if the sector is not sufficiently structured, ii) if 
the actors of Research / Development / Innovation are not coordinated and organized properly and 
iii) if the process is not done in an integrated way (research and genetics + cultural Practices).  

 
After 40 years of uncoordinated activity, this development is exemplary and would not have been 
possible without an external incentive to the sector, which must always be structured to accelerate the 
appropriation of the innovation process.  

What is the innovation?  

The studied innovation process includes “product innovation” (creation and testing of varieties tolerant 
to disease and in line with the expectations of local consumers) and “organizational innovation” 
(establishment of a platform / Yam technical committee).  

Key actors and their role in the process  

IT2: Technical Institute for Tropical Crops  
• They coordinate the overall process (yam platform) and all the actors (research – farmers). 
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• They launched the works on production techniques (in addition to genetics and breeding work) and 
transfer activities towards farmers.  

 
INRA:   
• They were working on Yam varieties for 4 decades.  
• They are now coordinating their Scientific works with CIRAD.  
• They are now coordinating their all works with all stakeholders through the Yam Platform.  
CIRAD:  
• They assign a geneticist to Guadeloupe 10 years ago.  
• They are now coordinating their scientific works with INRA.  
• They are now coordinating their all works with all stakeholders through the Yam Platform.  
Nursery:  
• They failed in producing new Yam resistant varieties in the past decades due to the lack of technical 

skills.  
• They produce new Yam resistant varieties for the Farming sectors.  
• They are now dully trained to implement their work with success (lessons learn from the past 

failure).  
Chambers of Agriculture:  
• Communication towards the farmers / demonstration & dissemination activities.  
  

Role of the support agency  

RITA has played an important role in:  
• Creating a space for discussion and coordination of actions.  
• Launching new key and missing activities (Production techniques).  
• Launching anew the production of tolerant varieties in a nursery.   
• Training the nurseryman.  
  

Success factors  

• Presence of research institutes and related programs in the island.  
• Framework for the actors of the yam sector (Yam platform).  
• Facilitate the exchange of information among actors.  
• The collective and coordinated actions  (everybody do what is expected to do regarding his skills).  
• The openness to new actors (nursery etc…).  
• Learn from the past failures (nursery).  
  

Fail factors  
• Lack of cooperation between researchers.  
• Lack of cooperation and exchanges among all stakeholders.  
• Lack of farmers organisation (Yam producers)  i) to tailor the collective works to theirs need and to 

ii) spread the innovation.  
• Lack of integrated approach (Genetic + production techniques) that only focused on the genetic 

issue from decades.  
• Lack of cooperation with local municipalities to spread the Guadeloupian Yam in the cantina and to 

increase the local yam demand.   
• It takes time to start a new variety plant production (some years), so the implementation and 

spreading of the innovation is not already as reactive as it should be.  
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Regional and/or historical particularities  

The local yam is a cultural heritage of the Caribbean and need to be preserved for i) the local consumers 
and ii) the farming sector (regarding the competition of other American yams).  

Specific recommendations  

• Keep going in the track they engaged over the past years.  
• Create a new and stronger “Yam producers association” to dully achieve the innovation process 

and to spread the new varieties in the farming sector.  
• Put emphasis on the dissemination and transfer activities regarding the Lack of yam producer 

association. (Role of the chamber of agriculture).  
• Communicate with local municipalities to increase the “institutionalized” local Yam demand  

  

Lessons than can be generalised  

The support of the RITA Guadeloupe has prompted to the establishment and the formalization of a 
framework for the actors of the yam sector, facilitating the exchange of information, the collective and 
coordinated actions and the openness to new actors.  
The experience of Guadeloupe Yam process allows to draw the following lessons:  

• The need to coordinate the several research activities together  
• The need to coordinate all the actors (research, development, producers)  
• The key role of the "facilitator" to coordinate the activities of all these actors  
• The importance of having an integrated approach of the process: research (genetics and 

varieties) with cultural practices (technical trails and production systems).  
• Training and technical support of the agents (nurseryman) is essential for the establishment of 

a production and distribution chain of healthy plants and to avoid repeating the same mistakes 
as in the past.  

• The importance of having a professional organization of producers (UPROFIG) for efficient 
transfer of research and innovation within the sector and among farmers.  

 
The production of plants both resistant to anthracnose, but also in line with consumer needs do not 

allow themselves to solve the problems of a sector i) if the sector is not sufficiently structured, ii) if the 

actors of Research / Development / Innovation are not coordinated and organized properly and iii) if the 

process is not done in an integrated way (research and genetics + cultural Practices).  

After 40 years of uncoordinated activity, this development is exemplary and would not have been 

possible without an external incentive to the sector, which must always be structured to accelerate the 

appropriation of the innovation process.  
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The Fight Against Citrus Greening  
 Collective Action 
Adrien Guichaoua, Pierre Rebuffel, Lucile Roussel  
ACTA (France) 
 

A young association of producers facing a citrus disease that requires collective action  

From 2012, the Guadeloupe citrus orchards were gradually destroyed by the “citrus greening” disease 

against which there is no cure. The industry must now live with the disease. The maintenance and revival 

of the production in this new environment requires the mobilization of all players in the "citrus" sector 

as well as government and civil society for the coordinated implementation of several actions 

contributing to maintaining parasite pressure at the lowest possible level.  

Given the risk of disappearance of farms with more than half of its members, the young fruit growers 

association of Guadeloupe (ASSOFWI) mobilized the actors of the sector to design and implement a 

disease management plan to boost the production. How these players have they done to get together, 

initiate and carry out such a dynamic? Pre-existing relationships between the actors, the common will to 

preserve this production representing a cultural identity and the support of the “Network for Innovation 

and Transfer in the field of Agriculture” (RITA), established in Guadeloupe in 2011 helped to respond 

quickly to this new context. This story illustrates the diversity of support that a support organization for 

innovation can bring to a collective dynamic.  

The need for collective action  

The ASSOFWI was created in 2003 to support the development of fruit production in Guadeloupe 

through experimentation, training of farmers and agricultural advice. It brings together most of the 50 

'professional' citrus producers of Guadeloupe.  

In April 2012, the first symptoms of citrus greening were observed in the orchard of an adherent of 

ASSOFWI. From August 2012, the ASSOFWI organize a first working meeting with the producers, 

nurserymen, states services, marketing cooperatives and epidemiological surveillance organization to 

develop an action plan. In October 2012, a prefectural order makes compulsory the organization of the 

Territorial monitoring, the cessation of sales of trees for nurseries suspected of being infected and the 

destruction of infected plants in nurseries, from producers and among individuals.  

From November 2012, the actors of the sector collectively develop an action plan tailored to 

Guadeloupe. The initially proposed the strategy of the destruction of all infected trees that are easily 

identifiable and accessible. Financial compensation for nursery was realised which allowed to clean 

nurseries. In November 2014 a plan of assistance to producers is established. Full remediation of the 

island is nevertheless impossible. It appears then that the continued production of citrus should be made 

in an environment where a parasite pressure remain. It was then decided to develop a strategy based on 

a gradual and regular renewal of the Guadeloupe citrus orchard.  

20 
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Networking outside of the island and the collective definition of a strategy for action  

Upon the appearance of the “citrus greening”, there was no more research on citrus fruits in 

Guadeloupe. With the support from RITA, exploratory missions in Corsica and Reunion Island (FR) were 

organized to enable stakeholders in the sector to have access to technical references, the tolerant plant 

material, control methods already available in these areas and to develop a network of relationships 

with the actors of the citrus production in these regions.  

• Collective reflections at the end of these missions have allowed the development of the project 
"Management of HLB" in December 2013. It is based on three activities:  

• Creating a healthy plants production chain certified on the island of Guadeloupe  
• Introducing and screening tolerant varieties available in international varietal collections.  
• The launch of a polyploidy tolerant varietal development program adapted to the conditions of 

production in Guadeloupe.  
 

The implementation of the control program  

The collective of actors of the citrus sector then sought the public authorities to redirect the budget of 
an existing project supporting the fruit production in order to quickly implement the program against the 
Citrus Greening.  
From December 2013, most of the actions carried out in the framework of the project "Management of 
HLB" were supported and coordinated formally by the RITA:  
• The introduction of healthy plant material supplied by the Corsican partners encountered in the 

exploratory mission.  
• The creation of an amplification block and a dissemination greenhouse by a nurseryman who has to 

restart the distribution of certified healthy plants in December 2015.  
• The variety trials. These tests were possible thanks to the joint dynamics of the local fight against 

citrus greening with a sub-regional dimension project in which are involved all the local agricultural 
research organizations. As part of this project two researchers specialized in research on citrus fruit 
have been affected in Guadeloupe. They participate to the collective of disease management, and 
facilitate the access to the knowledge about the disease.  

In 2016, the platform of actors completed this action plan by initiating a research program for the 
development of a biological control method against the vector of the disease and by engaging the 
conservation of local varieties of citrus.  
 

 RITA Guadeloupe supports the process of fight against the citrus greening 

 RITA Guadeloupe particularly supported the development of the following process: 

• Facilitating access to the technical knowledge available outside the island for the stakeholders. 
• Facilitating access to the necessary funding for the implementation of the control program 

 
Summary  

What is the innovation about?  

The innovation dynamic studied brings together a “product innovation” (the identification of disease 
tolerant varieties), a “process innovation” (the development of a healthy plants production chain) and 
“organizational innovation” (setting-up the citrus platform).  
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It is interesting because it illustrates the key role that can play a support structure for innovation 
processes in the consolidation and success of collective dynamics.  

How did it start?  

Following in 2012 the discovery of the disease on the island destroying a major part of the production, 
the pulse of the collective dynamic was initiated by the Fruit Growers Association (Assofwi) because of 
the survival of the farms of its members was at stake.  

Milestones  

The reactivity of the actors of the citrus platform to develop and implement a management plan of the 
citrus greening and to revive the citrus production has been remarkable.  
It is linked to the long experience of collaboration between the actors, but also the flexibility offered by 
the project management procedures that allowed the government to quickly mobilize funds for the 
implementation of the dynamics.  
 
At the initiative of the ASSOFWI group of actors has successfully planned actions:  
• Introduction of plants  
• Sanitation nurseries  
• Establishment of a healthy plants sector  
• Informing the public  

RITA has played an important role in:  
• Facilitating the access to external knowledge for the actors  
• Facilitating access to funding sources.  

Seizures, breakthrough times  

The key moments in the process were:  
• The discovery of citrus greening in Guadeloupe (2012).  
• The constraint eradication of affected plants. 
• Responsiveness and rapid implementation of the operational program of fight against citrus 

greening through the intermediation of RITA and redirection of funding.  

One of the major difficulties encountered in this process is the need to eradicate the infected citrus 
plants, not only among professional producers but also among individuals, most of which have citrus 
plants in their "Caribbean" gardens. Nonetheless it is easier to proceed with the eradication of infected 
trees in 50 professional producer’s field rather than in tens of thousands of private gardens. The 
awareness of the population and the civil society is a key factor in the success of the program, because 
beyond an agricultural crisis, it is even more a health crisis of great magnitude.   

Current situation  

1. The distribution of certified healthy plants continues and develops.  
2. The consolidation of a joint management plan of the disease continues on two axes:  

• Search of biological control method and the development of new cropping systems to reduce pest 
pressure  

• The creation of varieties tolerant to the disease to prolong the life of citrus orchards.  
These programs also receive support from RITA for fundraising.  
Dissemination and appropriation of innovation is now in the operational phase through the amplification 
of the actions mentioned above.  
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Lessons learned  

To initiate and achieve an innovation and moreover collective dynamic, it must be initiated and carried 
by a very committed player and more so when he’s in the heart (victim of the crisis and beneficiary of 
the process).  
To maintain the collective dynamics is needed:  
• That trust is established between the actors. As part of the citrus sector in Guadeloupe, the long 

history of partnership between heterogeneous but complementary actors, but also the existing 
trust between the actors allowed the momentum to settle quickly and to mobilize critical 
external interventions for the process   

• In the case of a crisis, that measures are implemented quickly to initiate the collective dynamic, 
which requires, among other things, the rapid mobilization of funds. The existence of the 
intermediation (via RITA) between public authorities and the stakeholders 'platform has 
accelerated this process.  

The support of the “innovation support services” (here RITA) must be able to deploy in a variety of areas 
(facilitation and coordination of relations between the actors of the process, facilitating access to 
knowledge, facilitating access to finance) to quickly raise the diversity of constraints that can block the 
progress of innovation dynamics.   
 

Analysis 

What is the innovation?  

The innovation dynamic studied is made of a “product innovation” (the identification of disease tolerant 

varieties), a “process innovation” (the development of a healthy plants production chain) and 

“organisational innovation” (setting-up the citrus platform).  

Key actors and their role in the process  

1. Assofwi: Association of citrus growers that lead the process.   
• They raised awareness about the arrival of the citrus greening in Guadeloupe that trigger the 

prefectural order that made compulsory the territorial monitoring.  
• They organised the first meeting among stakeholders (State – research – growers – nurseries)  
• They coordinate the whole Guadeloupian “Citrus Greening” innovation process, from the 

producers side  
• They decided to reallocate to the “citrus greening” the initial RITA budget dedicated to fruit 

growers.  
• They disseminate the outcomes of the project  

  
2. IT2 : Technical Institute for Tropical Crops  

• They participate to the coordination of the Research actors (INRA & CIRAD) with the fruit growers.  

 
3. The State – Ministry of Agriculture - through the RITA:  

• They allow an easier and efficient coordination among the actors  
• They quickly reallocate available funds to fight against the Citrus with a high level of reactivity  

  
4. Nursery:  

• They produce new citrus healthy plants   
  
5. Research (INRA & CIRAD):  
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• They provide research knowledge  
• They experiments new varieties  
• The get the contacts the initial contacts with la Corse and La Reunion  

  
6. Chamber of Agriculture  

• Communication towards the farmers and the population  

Role of the support agency  

RITA has played an important role in:  
• Facilitating the access to external knowledge for the actors  
• Creating a collaborative space for discussions, coordination of actions and actors.  
• Facilitating access to funding sources and responsiveness  

Success factors  

The support of the “innovation support services” (here RITA) has been able to deploy in a variety of 
areas:   

• Facilitation and coordination of relations between the actors of the process,  
• Facilitating access to knowledge,   
• Facilitating access to finance to quickly raise the diversity of constraints that can block the 
progress of innovation dynamics.   
• Trust need to be established between the actors. As part of the citrus sector in Guadeloupe, the 
long history of partnership between heterogeneous but complementary actors, but also the existing 
trust between the actors allowed the momentum to settle quickly and to mobilize critical external 
interventions for the process.  

Fail factors  

• The wide impact of the “citrus greening” on the island as in the farming sector as well as in the 
civil society. Due to the fact that there’s a citrus tree in almost all the Guadeloupian garden it’s 
impossible to remove all the infected trees of the island and to remove completely the “Citrus 
greening”.  
• It takes time to start a new healthy plant production (some years), so the implementation and 
spreading of the innovation is not already as wide as it should be.  
• Lack of knowledge about the disease on the Island.  
• Low level of financial compensation for the farming sector after removing the affected trees.  

Regional and/or historical particularities  

The insular condition is quite key on this process for several reasons:   
• Access to relevant knowledge   
• Confined territory and quick spreading of the disease.  
• The citrus a cultural heritage of the Caribbean and can’t disappear. So, as the symptoms of the 
“citrus greening” are not straight visible on the trees and the citrus trees can produce good quality 
fruits even affected by the “citrus greening”, the Guadeloupian society doesn’t will to remove the 
citrus trees from their garden as they are sometimes centenary.   
• Bad heritage from the “Chloredecone” (pesticide for Banana that polluted most of agricultural 
soils of the island) and chemical products in general.  
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Specific recommendations  

• Keep the farmers (Assofwi) at centre of the process as the process works as long as the farmers 
are pro-active, committed and able to coordinate all the activities of the innovation process.  
• Search and get knowledge and support where you can find it (Within or outside the territory).  
• Collective action and a balanced coordination of all the relevant actors and stakeholders is key 
for such an agricultural but also healthy and societal problem.   

Lessons than can be generalised  

To initiate and achieve an innovation and moreover collective dynamic, it must be initiated and carried 
by a very committed player and more so when he’s in the heart (victim of the crisis and beneficiary of 
the process).  
To maintain the collective dynamics is needed:  

• That trust is established between the actors. As part of the citrus sector in Guadeloupe, the long 
history of partnership between heterogeneous but complementary actors, but also the existing trust 
between the actors allowed the momentum to settle quickly and to mobilize critical external 
interventions for the process   
• In the case of a crisis, that measures are implemented quickly to initiate the collective dynamic, 
which requires, among other things, the rapid mobilization of funds. The existence of the 
intermediation (via RITA) between public authorities and the stakeholders 'platform has accelerated 
this process.  

The support of the “innovation support services”(here RITA) must be able to deploy in a variety of areas 

(facilitation and coordination of relations between the actors of the process, facilitating access to 

knowledge, facilitating access to finance) to quickly raise the diversity of constraints that can block the 

progress of innovation dynamics.   
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Apiloc Association of Beekeepers  
Innovations for recognition of the quality of honey from Guadeloupe  
  
Adrien Guichaoua, Pierre Rebuffel, Lucile Roussel  
ACTA (France) 

  
Guadeloupe honeys are recognized both locally and nationally. However the production is done under 
constraints: a mite, varroa, is present in Guadeloupe since 1995, climate hazards are frequent and the 
environment has suffered a disturbing decline with the gradual disappearance of honey plants and non-
rational use of pesticides on commercial crops. In addition, Guadeloupe Honey production is facing 
strong competition from imported honey which currently represent 60% of the honey consumed in 
Guadeloupe. Faced with these threats, Guadeloupe beekeepers decided to defend and develop their 
industry by increasing the herd through selection of prolific queens and differentiating from imported 
honey through creation of a “miel de Guadeloupe” brand.  
  
Without local technical expertise, how this association was able to develop, implement and carry out 
these programs? This story illustrates the importance of stakeholder networks for access to technical 
references and the role of support services for innovation in facilitating access to financing.  

The revival of an association…  

The Association of Beekeepers of Guadeloupe (APIGUA) was created in 1983. However, during 20 years 
its activity was low. Faced with threats on beekeeping, the APIGUA set the objective of restoring and 
increasing the income of beekeepers through:  
• Increasing honey production by selection of prolific queens standing out compared to imported 

honey by the establishment of an origin labelling for local honey.  

 In 2005 a young technician is recruited and gives new impetus to the association.  
APIGUA organize networking and training of beekeepers through monthly meetings.  
There is no technical or scientific organization working on beekeeping in Guadeloupe.  

An innovation process driven by beekeepers.  

Beekeepers are very present in the various innovation process. They set objectives and reorientations of 
the activities since the first need is to increase their incomes.  
The APIGUA conducts various actions which contribute to the main objective to consolidate the viability 
of farms of APIGUA members.  
The main obstacles to the APIGUA activity are: a) the low cash of the association which greatly limits the 
project pre-financing opportunities; b) the lack of human resources to facilitate the activities and support 
beekeepers.  

Beekeepers mobilize their networks ...  

Following the appearance of varroa, production increased from 20 kg to 15 kg of honey per hive per 
year. In a context of strong distrust of Guadeloupians vis-à-vis of pesticide treatments, and to recover in 
the short term, an acceptable level of production, APIGUA decides to "live with varroa mites" and focus 
on the identification of prolific bee-queens.  
This decision is based on the observation, in 2007, of the strategy of Cubans beekeepers.  
In 2010 the APIGUA launches the breeding and production program of queens with the technical support 
of a Canadian expert. In 2012, the first selected queen cells are made available to producers. In 2013 and 
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2014, 1500 queens are produced. Since 2015, beekeepers can buy queen cells, swarms or already mated 
queens.  
  
The APIGUA has since its inception developed links with beekeepers from other oversea French regions. 
Under the RITA network, APIGUA participates in a working group on beekeeping to develop joint 
activities with other beekeepers associations.  
... And seeking the support of public authorities to consolidate the innovation process   
  
To obtain an origin/quality indication for Guadeloupe honeys, it is essential to characterize the 
composition and geographical origin of honey. The identification of pollens present in the honey also 
helps to identify plants strongly contributing to the production of honey, and also to establish 
transhumance patterns to optimize production quality.  
  
The characterization of honeys was planned since 2004, but it was only with the support of the RITA that 
APIGUA received financial support from the government:  
• 2013 to 2015 nectar plants of Guadeloupe were identified and a database of pollens was developed  
• in 2014 and 2015 identification of pollen types in Guadeloupe honeys was conducted.  

This characterization was designed and conducted with methodological support from the University of 
Corte (Corsica - France) with which the APIGUA has established close links.  
 

RITA Guadeloupe supports to the innovation process  

RITA Guadeloupe supported the development of these processes by:  

• Facilitating access to funding needed to characterize the quality of honey . 
• Facilitating access to technical knowledge available in other overseas region . 

Summary  

What is the innovation about?  

The dynamics of innovation studied includes two product innovations (selection of prolific queens and 
labeling of honey), a process innovation (setup of queens production chain), an organizational innovation 
(consolidation of a professional network for access to technical knowledge).  
It is interesting because it shows how a group of stakeholders with a good governance and developed 
professional networks can initiate and carry out an innovation dynamic with minimal involvement of 
innovation support services.  

How did it start?  

The dynamic was initiated in 2000 and fully supported by the beekeepers association as the survival of 
the honey industry was at stake. The objective is to maintain farmers’ incomes level and preserve a 
honey producing excellence  

Milestones  

The highlights of the dynamics were:  
• 2000 ': decline of bee herds and of honey production.  
• 2005: The recruitment by APIGUA of a technician who helped revive the technical activities of the 

association  
• 2007: Exploratory Mission to Cuba  
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• 2010: Launch of the breeding program and production of queens with the technical support of a 
Canadian expert  

• 2012: operational queen production in Guadeloupe  
• 2013-2015: dissemination of queens on farms  
• 2012: The support of RITA which facilitated access to financing for the implementation of innovative 

projects (database of Guadeloupe pollens and characterization of pollen content of honeys)  
• 2012-2016: technical exchanges with other overseas beekeepers organizations.   

Crises, breakthrough times  

Introduction of varroa in Guadeloupe  
• Declining bee livestock  
• Decline in honey production volume of 25% per hive  
• Competition of Caribbean and American honeys (60% of the honey sold in Guadeloupe).  
• Finding the lack of scientific and technical support in Guadeloupe  
• Need scientifically and technically exchange with other honey production regions of France (DOM - 

Corsica) and the world (Cuba-Canada).  

Current status  

In 2016, APIGUA received government support to consolidate these dynamics, including:  
• Installation of a new queen’s selection farm in Guadeloupe.  
• continue to observe the adaptation of new races of bees.  
• carry out an organoleptic analysis and physicochemical honeys.  

APIGUA is waiting for the label "Protected Geographical Indication - Guadeloupe honey" following his 
work on characterization of honeys. This label is expected to boost the sales of honey for APIGUA 
members and strengthen the competitiveness of farms.  
Production and dissemination of prolific queens also increases Guadeloupe honey production volume . 

Lessons learned   

APIGUA is a dynamic association that has experienced a revival in the last decade. It bears the 
development of beekeeping in Guadeloupe.  
The dynamism of the association and the small number of stakeholder in the sector have enabled the 
establishment of close cooperation between all stakeholders and led to the design of a consensual and 
effective strategic plan for preservation and revival of beekeeping in Guadeloupe.  
The APIGUA wove through its members, a technical and scientific support network outside Guadeloupe 
(in the Caribbean, France, Canada and other France overseas regions). This network allowed APIGUA to 
have access to experiences, references and technical expertise to develop and implement its production 
development strategy.  
The main difficulty that APIGUA encountered in the implementation of its strategy is the low cash 
available to the association, which has slowed the implementation of its projects.  
For APIGUA the main support of RITA Guadeloupe was facilitating access to financing.  
  

Analysis 

What is the innovation?  

The dynamics of innovation studied includes “two product innovations” (selection of prolific queens and 
labeling of honey), a process innovation (setup of queens production chain), an organizational 
innovation (consolidation of a professional network for access to technical knowledge).  
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It is interesting because it shows how a group of stakeholders with a good governance and developed 
professional networks can initiate and carry out an innovation dynamic with minimal involvement of 
innovation support services.  

Key actors and their role in the process  

APIGUA: Association of Beekeepers of Guadeloupe  
• They coordinate the overall innovation process by their own  
• They acknowledged the decreasing number of bees and of honey production.  
• They recruit a technician within the association  
• They launched the exploratory mission in Cuba  
• They launched the reproduction program with the support of Canadian experts  
• They disseminate the queens in the farming sector  
• They start to characterize their honey with the financial support of the RITA  
• They proceed with Knowledge exchanges with the other French overseas regions  
• RITA:  
• RITA facilitated access to financing for the process of characterisation of the honey (database of 

Guadeloupe pollens and characterization of pollen content of honeys)  
• Recently RITA allows Knowledge exchanges with the other RITA in the other French overseas 

Regions.  

Role of the support agency  

RITA has played an important role in:  
• RITA facilitated access to financing for the process of characterisation of the honey (database of 

Guadeloupe pollens and characterization of pollen content of honeys)  
• Recently RITA allows Knowledge exchanges with the other RITA in the other French overseas 

Regions.  

Success factors  

• Leading role of the farmers (the know what they need)  
• Access to external knowledge and supports (Cuba – Canada)  
• Knowledge exchanges with other French overseas beekeepers  
• Sufficient technical skills to implement the technical actions  
• RITA responsiveness for funding  the honey characterisation activities  
• Integrated approach of the process (Increasing the production + Quality process).  
• Fail factors  
• Lack of related knowledge and science in the Island  
• Small association with few financial capacities  

 Regional and/or historical particularities  

• High quality of the honey thanks to the high level of biodiversity on the island.  
• Bad heritage from the “Chloredecone” (pesticide for Banana that sustainably polluted the island) 

and the chemical products in general.  

Specific recommendations  

• Keep going in the track they engaged over the past years.  
• Work on the marketing aspect of the Guadeloupian honey (Awarded as best French honey a lot of 

times).  
• Continue to exchange knowledge with the other RITA and other countries.  
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• Communicate with local municipalities to preserve the biodiversity and decrease the chemical 
pollution.  

Lessons than can be generalised  

APIGUA is a dynamic association that has experienced a revival in the last decade. It bears the 

development of beekeeping in Guadeloupe.  

The dynamism of the association and the small number of stakeholder in the sector have enabled the 

establishment of close cooperation between all stakeholders and led to the design of a consensual and 

effective strategic plan for preservation and revival of beekeeping in Guadeloupe.  

The APIGUA wove through its members, technical and scientific support network outside Guadeloupe 

(in the Caribbean, France, Canada and other France overseas regions). This network allowed APIGUA to 

have access to experiences, references and technical expertise to develop and implement its production 

development strategy.  

The main difficulty that APIGUA encountered in the implementation of its strategy is the low cash 

available to the association, which has slowed the implementation of its projects. 
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IMViTo 
Improving skills in competitiveness and sustainability of Tuscan wine  
Elena Favilli 
University of Pisa, Italy 
 

In Tuscany more than 60.000 ha are dedicated to wine production, have better sustainability is 
requested by consumers and farmers, as well as the traceability of productions. Consumers want to 
know what they buy. “Castello di Fonterutoli” is one of the most important wine farm in Tuscany and it’s 
owned by Mazzei family, a Tuscan noble family existing from 1435. Mazzei farm is a family enterprise, 
with a long term view with a strong ambition to stay at the top. The farm is member of the Consorzio 
Chianti Classico since its foundation (they were among the founders) and their activity is also aimed to 
bring prestige also to the Chianti Classico, they have a feeling of responsibility that goes beyond the 
enterprise itself, oriented towards the quality and the reputation of the region.  

Following this attitude, Mazzei was involved in several activities and enter in contact with University of 
Florence, research centres (e.g. CREA, Council for research and economic analysis in agriculture) and 
other actors in order to be updated on new technologies and practices in viticulture. Since 2000 they 
started to become interested to precision farming and in 2011 the project IMViTo started. It was hard for 
key players to tell where initiatives came from. Interaction between Mazzei – regional authority – 
research seems to create a source from where ideas emerge, starting from the supply chain tables that 
Tuscany Region was used to organize in order to understand the needs of a specific sector; ARSIA, the 
Tuscany Region Agency for Innovation and Development in Agriculture (closed in 2011), promoted 
innovation projects starting from a call of interest and IMViTo was one of this: the initial idea to apply 
the call came from three researchers (two belonging to the University of Florence, one from CREA) who 
bring in Castello di Fonterutoli.  

How the project developed  

Following others previous projects IMViTo aim to better understand the importance of soil and climate 
selection for new vine grape plantation and how these variables are linked to the plant growth and theirs 
production. At the same time, investigations on cultural techniques were conducted on plants with the 
innovative methods of study for carbon balance and photosynthesis rate. The researchers of the 
University of Florence evaluated the opportunity to adopt new technologies, “precision farming”, to the 
management of the vineyard: they aimed at developing an integrated system based on telemetry aimed 
at controlling and optimizing farming operations (e.g. plant protection).  
 

The project cared about three different aspects of viticulture and wine and specifically: sustainability and 
transformation of cultivation systems; assessment of the potentiality of autochthonous vines; 
traceability along the whole process. The identification of GAP ( good agricultural practices) using the 
best available techniques (BAT) that will end up to the Smart Factory that, in this sector, offer important 
innovation using sensors for the automation of decision-support systems. Furthermore, diffusion of 
native grapes (e.g. Pugnitello, Foglia tonda) were evaluated as potentially interesting genetic materials as 
well as Innovative methodologies (identification of cultivar’s DNA into the wine and others related to 
phenolic and aromatic profile). Part of the activity was dedicated to develop a technological data 
platform that allows producer and consumer to track each step involved into the viticulture supply chain. 
A technological model (e.g. as software) for performing the economic sustainability of productions ( e.g. 
supply chain) was developed. Researchers take care of developing the software to be used and the GIS, 
while the investment in machineries, drones and sensors was fully paid by the farm.  
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The future: how to scale up?  
Regarding the project, the main concern is related to the diffusion of these technological and process 
innovations to other wine farms. The interviewed entrepreneurs also call for a greater involvement of 
institutions (e.g. regional administration) in coordinating these kind of initiatives, in order to foster the 
diffusion of these innovations. A good opportunity could be ne new Rural Development Plan of Tuscany 
Region: a pilot project could be presented in order to involve other producers and communicate the 
innovation also in other wine farms.  

What is the innovation?  
The project cared about three different viticulture sectors:  
1) Sustainability and transformation of cultivation systems;  
2) Assessment of potentiality of autochthonous vines;  
3) Traceability  
This project aimed to reach the highest degree of wine quality production.  
In Tuscany more than 60.000 ha are dedicated to wine production, have better sustainability is 
requested by consumers and farmers, as well as the traceability of productions. Consumers want to 
know what they buy.  

Key actors and their role in the process  
The project was born from the request of Tuscany agriculture world. Tuscany Region promoted research 
and innovation projects starting from a call of interest (open all year long on the region site) and after 
few table meetings with the world of production and the world of research to finalize the next project 
and propose a public call.  

Following others previous projects IMViTo aim to better understand the importance of soil and climate 
selection for new vine grape plantation and how these variables are linked to the plant growth and theirs 
production. At the same time, investigations on cultural technique were conducted on plants with the 
innovative methods of study for carbon balance and photosynthesis rate. The researchers evaluated the 
opportunity to adopt new technologies, “precision farming”, a modern mechanized technique for the 
management of each plant.  

Role of the support service  
Create opportunity for different key players in the innovation system to meet each other. Make actors 
aware of various new developments (e.g. EU). Link with funding opportunities. Link initiators to 
researchers and vice versa.  

Success factors  
The identification of GAP ( good agricultural practices) using the best available techniques (BAT) that will 
end up to the Smart Factory that, in this sector, offer important innovation using sensors, automation of 
decision-support systems. Furthermore, diffusion of grapevines autochthonus varieties (e.g. Pugnitello, 
Foglia tonda) were evaluated as potentially interesting genetic materials as well as Innovative 
methodologies (identification of cultivar’s DNA into the wine and others related to phenolic and 
aromatic profile).  

Part of the activity was dedicated to develop a technological data platform that allows producer and 
consumer to track each step involved into the viticulture supply chain. A technological model (e.g. as 
software) for performing the economic sustainability of productions ( e.g. supply chain). The result of this 
apply innovation is going to be spread in many regional and national farms in the viticulture and others 
field.    
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Orti E.T.I.C.I. Social Farming 
Horticulture, Economy, Technique, Innovative Social Inclusion  
Elena Favilli, Tuscany Region working group  
University of Pisa 

 

“Orti E.t.i.c.i is a place where organic vegetables are produced and where relationships are experienced; 

meeting place, coexistence and training for people with social difficulties, a comparison of different skills 

and experimenting new forms of collaboration between public and private "  

A good social farming practice  

This social farming case is about mobilizing a territory resources to provide innovative services to the 

local community through a partnership between farmers, social cooperatives and local authorities. In 

this context, people with disability work to produce vegetables for direct sell to local consumers.  

The main idea that guided the process was to connect different actors of the Province of Pisa around the 

principle of “social economy”, by enhancing and integrating the skills of each actor in pursuing the goal 

to promote social integration through the production of food.   

The Project “Orti ETICI” started in 2008 with the aim to promote the idea of “responsible innovation” in 

the field of agricultural production and social inclusion. In fact, the Project combines sustainable farming 

and social rehabilitation through the employment of persons belonging to vulnerable groups and with 

low contractual capacity.   

Different actors, different responsibilities towards the same objective  

At the beginning of the process, the University of Pisa (Department of Veterinary Science), two social 

cooperatives, “Bio-Colombini” organic farm and the Centre for agro-environmental research of the 

University of Pisa (CIRAA) started to work together to realise this project on social farming and decided 

to give themselves a formal organization. The Dept. Of Veterinary Science and Colombini Farm had a 

thorough collaboration on the issue of social farming, included a EU Project called SOFar, run in 2000s, in 

which they worked together.  

In order to formalize this collaborations, these different organisations decide to set up a “ATI” 

(Temporary Association of Enterprises); it is an agreement among different organisations oriented 

towards a specific objective) and to subscribe an internal protocol between the partners.  

The ATI enables partners to pursue the project objectives enhancing and complementing the specific 

skills of each part; moreover, ATI and the protocol provide transparency about the use of public land 

resources made available and establishes the role of the partners in the project.  

The selling of products (mainly fresh vegetables) within the short supply channel of the Solidarity 

Purchasing Groups (GAS) is the main task of the project; the task of co-operatives is to manage the job 

placement process, monitoring and evaluating individual outcomes, the CIRAA manages the processing, 
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provides the land and buildings (land, greenhouses, buildings) and the experience of its technicians and, 

moreover, utilizes Orti Etici as “place of experimentation and research in the agricultural sector”; the 

Department of Veterinary Sciences provides the skills acquired over the years on social farming and 

promotes the creation, within the University, of a training centre on these issues.  

So, the task of the farm is the production of food, the task of University is oriented towards research and 

development and the cooperative produces inclusive outcomes, in a context in which the two objectives 

are not parallel or overlapping but integrated, through a path where work is both the place of production 

and inclusion. This is guaranteed by the presence of a tutor, who is in charge of guarantee the job 

placement with a constant presence in the workplace.  

Widening the alliances  

Recently (2012) collaboration agreements with institutional and private organizations operating in the 

area were also activated (and are still ongoing), particularly:  

• Project partners are working with the “Società della Salute di Pisa” (SDS, Local Health Agency) in 
order to establish a “permanent table on social farming”;  

• A coordination work was done with the public social services (who are in charge to oversee the 
users with disabilities), for the preparation of specific guidelines for the inclusion of disadvantaged 
people within the Orti Etici project and within social farming activities.  

A relevant aspect to be highlighted is that no official support agencies were directly involved for the 

realisation of the project and no public funds were requested by involved organizations.   

On the other side the Regional Government of Tuscany provided institutional support by claiming the 

relevance of social farming experiences for the society, showing a great sensitivity about the issue; some 

years before the Italian national law on social farming was promulgated (2015), university, farmers and 

other relevant actors were, in fact, brought together by Tuscany Region in a permanent working table on 

social farming, which has led to the promulgation of the Regional Law on social farming on 2010.   

Tuscany was one of the first Regions in Italy to legislate on social farming and, together with other 

regions working in parallel on this issue, put pressure about the national low promulgated in 2015.  

  

Summary  
  

What is the innovation about?  

  

It is a social innovation, as it concerns social farming: this experience mobilizes the human resources of a 
territory in order to provide innovative services to the local community through a partnership between 
farmers, social cooperatives and local authorities.  

Key actors  

Coordinator: an ATI (temporary association of enterprises) constituted by: University of Pisa (Dept. Of 
Veterinary Science), two social cooperatives, “Bio-Colombini” organic farm and the Centre for agro-
environmental research of the University of Pisa (CIRAA).  
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Actors involved:   
• University of Pisa (Dept. of Veterinary Science),   
• two social cooperatives,   
• “Bio-Colombini” organic farm   
• the Centre for agro-environmental research of the University of Pisa (CIRAA),   
• one professional (tutor) who work with disabled people, people with disability.  

Role of the support agency  

It was clear that no support agency was involved and that the project was realised without public 
funding.   

Fail factors/challenges  

The main challenges are: maintaining stable collaborations with institutions; finding “educators” able to 
work with different kind of disability and also providing sufficient production to meet the demand of 
local consumers.  

Regional and/or historical particularities  

The sensitivity of local public institutions and the strong engagement of the University in facilitating 
collaboration among different actors represent a peculiarity of the Province of Pisa, in this specific case. 
But  
the model can be replicated also in other Provinces/territories of the regions and the country. In fact, 
other experience of social farming are realized in other Italian Regions but, until now, the project Orti 
Etici is quite unique in its organization.  

Specific recommendations  

Some aspects of the Project should be improved. For example, if the project’s partner would really have 
an impact on local community they need to optimize the production phase and improve the marketing of 
the products (e.g. localize the fields in one site, build a shop where sell production directly, involvement 
of others GAS). Moreover, links with other farms of the territory in order to create more job 
opportunities should be encouraged.  

Lessons that can be generalised  

Also in the experience of Orti Etici, the main lesson to take home is the success of a multi-actor and 
collaborative approach. The collaboration among private and public actors towards a common objective 
can bring to outcomes useful for the community.  
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Alternative supply chain for old wheat 

varieties  
A Local Chain In A Wider Network  
Elena Favilli, Tuscany Region working group, University of Pisa 

 
  

In the context of Tuscan bread supply chain, this case can be considered a radical, social innovation for 

many different reasons:  

• The collaborative approach in creating a network among different actors (farmers, researchers, 
extensionists, consumers, associations) around the same sustainability principles;  

• The valorisation of peer to peer exchange of knowledge in order to share and spread sustainable 
farming and production practices;  

• Its impact, not only at local community but also at a broader level, because of the involvement of 
national and international networks working on preservation and exchange of seeds.  

From conventional to organic: the beginning of a change  

The initiative started from the ambition of Rosario Floriddia, a farmer, to change his business as well as 

his personal life. The farm of Rosario is placed in Villamagna, a small locality in the Province of Pisa and 

extends on a surface of 300 Ha.   

Rosario and his brother started to run their parents’ farm in the second half of 1980s: the farm 

developed as a conventional cereal farm, strongly dependent on CAP subsidies and integrated in the 

agro-food chain. Turning to organic, in 1987, was a first manifestation of the desire to regain some 

control, both on the technical and the economic level.  

Looking for a more profitable but also satisfactory management of the farm, in 2005 he obtained the 

authorization to process and sell food on farm. Initially, in 2007, he bought a small electric stone mill to 

produce his own flour. They began to make bread, and sold it to the local bakeries and directly to 

consumers.   

Old varieties for a new business  

Rosario’s interest in the old wheat varieties started to develop in 2003, thanks to the interactions within 

the Tuscan Coordination of Organic Producers (CTPB, an association of organic farmers and agronomists 

founded for the promotion and dissemination of organic agriculture in Tuscany, with the aim of 

achieving a sustainable farming practices from an ecological, social, economic and political point of 

view).  

In the belief that a special attention to the availability of proper varieties and related seeds was 

necessary for the success of organic farms, the President of CTPB organized a meeting with Floriddia, a 

geneticist, Prof. Benedettelli – a Professor at the University of Florence - and an agronomist, Cerretelli - 

expert of organic farming - to discuss the issue. This first interaction and the related project for collecting 

the old varieties to be seeded at Rosario’s farm gave birth to a broader process of exchange and 
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collaboration which has progressively involved many other actors, such as the technicians and farmers of 

the Rural Seeds Network1 and of the WWOOF association, but also international networks of farmers, 

bakers and seed banks.   

In the same years, together with the neighbouring farmers, Rosario assumed the role of “custodian 

grower”, a role formally recognized by the Regional Law no. 64/2004 to farmers committed to reproduce 

genetic resources at risk of extinction. This law  issued by the Regional Government of Tuscany was 

aimed to promote and support farmers participation in projects addressed to the identification, 

characterization, conservation and enhancement of local genetic resources, especially if at risk of 

extinction.   

The success of the collaborations between the researchers and Rosario, is strongly linked to the ways 

through which they interact, grounded on a tacit acknowledgment of the equal dignity of knowledge and 

skills, which are pooled to achieve shared goals (the conservation of biodiversity, the spreading of 

organic farming, the production of healthy food).  

The work of plant breeding, seed conservation, reproduction and, lately, the evaluation of the 

biochemical components of these old grains - useful also to establish the baking performance - are the 

most important activities at the centre of the collaboration with the researchers of the University of 

Florence. With a growing interest in the issue and committed to actively manage his genetic resources, 

Rosario has initiated other collaborations with several research institutions, also within EU projects.  

Thanks to the good agronomical and economical results obtained in these early years, from 2009 

onwards they have been growing only old wheat varieties and landraces, implementing some 

innovations in the agricultural techniques too: no-till sowing; fertilization only through green manure; 

self-production of seeds for sowing and use of blends of different varieties. This last point is particularly 

significant for the farm reorganization.   

In 2011, the success of this new direction of farm activities motivated the owners to make a much 

greater investment consisting of: a shed for grains storage; a cutting-edge plant for seeds cleaning and 

selection; a professional stone mill for flour production; and a plant for pasta and baked goods 

production. This plant is considered one of the most advanced in Tuscany, able to produce high quality 

flour, and it is a good example of innovative technology at a non-industrial scale. Its equipment and 

functioning have been the result of a close collaboration between Rosario and the firm which installed it. 

The investments were supported financially by the Rural Development Plan of Tuscany Region, 

specifically by Measure 121 related to the modernization of farms: the investments in farms facilities 

have enabled the processing of stone ground flour, pasta and baked products, the packaging of the same 

and the cultivation of legumes. The access to these Regional funds thus consistently helps Rosario in the 

realization of his ambitions and in the achievement of their objectives for growth.  Direct sales of flour, 

pasta and backed products were expanded: they sold directly on farm, to some local bakeries (400 kg of 

flour per week) and to local GAS (Solidarity Purchasing Groups): the last ones regularly prepare their 

orders through the online catalogue and the e-commerce service that is available on the website.  
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Activating the on-line sales allows Floriddia to cover the whole Italian territory, the products are packed 

carefully and shipped via courier within 3-4 days from receipt of order. Floriddia serves a varied clientele 

of individual private companies that operate mainly in the catering industry, such as restaurants, 

pizzerias, gastropubs, shops and all those who are interested in buying organic products. The farmers 

also got into contact with an expert geneticist and activated an experimental project with a children 

hospital in Florence to verify relationships between grain varieties and celiac disease.  

Interactions as key driver for innovation   

The relational activity of the network has seen an important development also on the side of the 

interaction with other farmers. Some of them are local farmers who have joined the network, starting to 

collaborate with Floriddia, because they were looking for alternatives and thus attracted by this different 

model of management and the possibility to find more satisfactory outcome. Three of them began the 

activity of seeds reproduction, fully embracing the cause of the retrieval of old varieties and the agro-

ecological approach. Unfortunately, the activity of seeds reproduction didn’t spread a lot among other 

farmers, so that it is considered at the moment a criticality on which more work is needed in order to 

consolidate the alternative supply chain.   

The interactions have developed also beyond the local scale, as in the case of the exchanges with similar 

experiences in other contexts, including also foreign networks. The successes of some events organised 

at the Pratini farm are illustrative in this regard. One of these is the “Participatory Plant Breeding Week” 

(an initiative included in the National Seed Production Plan for organic farming promoted in 2010 by the 

Italian Ministry of Agriculture  and by the Italian Association for Organic Agriculture (AIAB). The two 

editions of June 2010 and 2012 saw the participation of many farmers, technicians and researchers, 

exchanging information and experience about the management of the genetic resources. Another 

significant international event was, in June 2013,“Let’s Cultivate Diversity”, the second European 

meeting on cereal cultivation and processing, organized in Italy through the help of the Rural Seed 

Network.   

All these initiatives have been very important for the growth of this innovative experience, its capacity to 

communicate to outside, its impacts on the local ‘communities’, as well as its potential to generate 

broader changes. Example of this last point are the strengthening within these networks of the 

willingness to lobby for a  change in the legislation on seeds, or the contribution to the emerging debate 

on the ‘qualitative’ properties (for health, environment) of different breads and the related production 

systems.   

Summary  

What is the innovation?  

The innovation propose consisted in a process of rediscovery and cultivation of old varieties of wheat 
and, progressively, the production of bread and pasta to be sold to local consumers. Started in one 
organic farm in the Province of Pisa, this process progressively involved other farms, international 
networks and associations.  
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Key actors   

• Rosario Floriddia and his family;   
• CTPB (Coordination of Tuscan Organic Farmers),   
• University of Florence (Prof. Stefano Benedettelli);  
• Rete Semi Rurali (Claudio Pozzi, president of the Rural Seeds Network).  

Role of the support agency  

The investments were supported financially by the Rural Development Plan of Tuscany Region, 

specifically by Measure 121 related to the modernization of farms: the investments in farms facilities 

have enabled the processing of stone ground flour, pasta and baked products, the packaging of the same 

and the cultivation of legumes. The advisory services involved is private, as part of the CTPB; it can be 

considered a farmer-based advisory system. Also within the Rural Seeds Network there are competences 

shared among farmers (peer-to-peer).   

Success factors  

Short supply chain, the selling of the products to the local market; being part of an international network 

of farmers and organisation working on the issue of the preservation of biodiversity; the nature of the 

relationship between “science and practice” (collaborative and not top down).  

Weaknesses  

Low interaction with official advisors can be considered a point of weakness.   

Another weakness is that the activity of seeds reproduction didn’t spread a lot among other local 

farmers, so that it is considered a point of weakness and the main challenge for a further spreading of 

this approach to the development of an alternative supply chain for old wheat varieties.  

Regional and/or historical particularities  

Floriddia was one of the first farmers in Tuscany who started to re-discover old wheat varieties and who 

gave the man economic value and profitability. The Regional Low 64/2004 provides a facilitating 

environment in this sense. Nowadays the cultivation of old wheat varieties for the production of bread 

and pasta is quite widespread in other part of Tuscany. The organisation of the supply chain is oriented 

mainly towards local production and consumption (as in the case of Floriddia).   

Lessons that can be generalised  

The general lesson we can “take home” from this experience is linked to the approaches that guided all 

the process, from a positive environment which facilitated the farmer’s willingness to change, to the 

strong collaboration in creating a network among different actors (farmers, researchers, extension 

agents, consumers, associations) around the same sustainability principles. The valorisation of peer to 

peer exchange of knowledge in order to share and spread sustainable farming and production practices 

is another important point that can be generalised. Another lesson is related to the general principle “act 

local but think global”: this  impact it has not only at local community but also at a broader level, thanks 

to the involvement of national and international networks dealing with seeds production a conservation. 
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Formanova: Healthy Cheese 
Consumers Ask, Research And Practice Try To Answer  
Elena Favilli, Tuscany Region working group   
University of Pisa 

 

The idea behind the Project Formanova is linked to the general request by consumers of healthy food. 

Concerning cheese, this product is normally appreciated by consumers, but its high content of 

cholesterol often makes them reflect about its healthiness.  

At the end of 90s, the issue of healthy food production and consumption was becoming increasingly 

important for consumers, producers and the civil society in general; following this general feelings, also 

the scientific community started to get interest in these kind of issues.  

The University of Pisa (with its Dept. Of Agriculture, Food and Environmental Sciences) begin to do 

research concerning how to reduce the content of cholesterol in milk (especially sheep milk) while 

maintaining the organoleptic quality of the cheese. The cooperative cheese factory of Manciano 

(Province of Grosseto in Tuscany), which had a long standing collaboration with the University, started to 

study with researchers methods to reduce cholesterol in sheep milk; the main idea was to act on animal 

feeding by introducing into animal diet soy oil and flax seeds and so experimenting a new management 

system. These first research was the basis for Formanova.  

Consolidating the cooperation  

In 2011, the cheese factory of Manciano, UNIPI with its Inter-dipartimental research centre “Enrico 

Avanzi” and the Sant’anna School in Pisa, decide to apply to the public call for Cooperation Projects 

(Measure 124) under the RDP of the Tuscany Region. They proposed a project, with the acronym 

FORMANOVA, with the aim to produce pecorino cheese with a high content of Omega 3 fatty acids, by 

combining the transfer of both product and process innovations in the agricultural sector and 

specifically:  

• Transfer of technical innovations related to fodder crops, to the cultivation of flax on farm and to 
the supply and management of the grazing of dairy sheep;  

• Transfer of technical innovations to optimize the potential forage production of local forage systems 
forage on the basis of more quality parameters and to support the production of cheese 
characterized by a high content of CLA (Linoleic Acid) and VA (Vaccenic Acid), omega-3 and by a 
lower content of saturated fatty acids, enhancing;  

• Improvement of the technological quality of milk, controlling seasonal variations linked to changes 
in nutrition and enter formulas of cheese yield standard enhancing the composition of the milk 
itself.  

In this case, two process innovations (fodder crops and introduction of flax) are needed to obtain one 

product innovation (Pecorino cheese with nutraceutical properties). 

 The project, at the beginning, involved 5 farmers, available to experiment a new system of management 

of the fodder production (introduction of flax) and the cheese factory started to produce pecorino 
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cheese with the milk coming from sheep fed with this new technique. The cheese belong to the PDO 

“Pecorino Toscano”, but has less cholesterol and more fatty acids Omega 3.  

All along the development of the project, no advisory services were directly involved; the Regional 

Government of Tuscany, has funded the Project with the money of the Rural Development Plan 2007-

2013 (Measure 124).  

Consumers: the missing ring of the chain   

All the project activity was accompanied by an intense activity of dissemination. The missing ring of the 

chain is to sell this cheese to consumers, making understandable its nutraceutical characteristics. To 

date, the pecorino omega 3 is sold by the cheese factory of Manciano, more work is to be done in order 

to widen the commercialisation of the product.  

After the end of the cooperation project, partners are looking for other money for other similar projects.  

Summary  

What is the innovation?  

The Project FORMA NOVA combines the transfer of both product and process innovations in the 

agricultural sector and specifically:  

• Transfer of technical innovations related to fodder crops, to the cultivation of flax on farm and to 
the supply and management of the grazing of dairy sheep;  

• Transfer of technical innovations to optimize the potential forage production of local forage systems 
forage on the basis of more quality parameters and to support the production of cheese 
characterized by a high content of CLA (Linoleic Acid) and VA (Vaccenic Acid), omega-3 and by a 
lower content of saturated fatty acids, enhancing;  

• Improvement of the technological quality of milk, controlling seasonal variations linked to changes 
in nutrition and enter formulas of cheese yield standard enhancing the composition of the milk 
itself.  

Key actors and their role in the process  

The key actors involved in this innovation process belonged to research and agricultural practices.  

Regarding the “production side”, have been involved two cheese factories: the cooperative cheese 

factory of Manciano (it is the organization which coordinated the project funded by the Regional 

Government of Tuscany) and the Pinzani cheese factory. The actors belonging to research are the Centre 

for agroenvironmental research of the University of Pisa “Enrico Avanzi” (CIRAA) and the “Scuola 

Superiore Sant’Anna”: these organization already tested in research fodder production and the feeding 

techniques aimed at increasing the nutraceutical properties of the Pecorino cheese. Moreover, fodder 

producers and farmers’ consortia specialized in animal nutrition were involved.  

Role of the support agency  

No advisory services were directly involved in the process of Project realization and development.  
Institutional and economic support by the Regional Government of Tuscany, who has funded the Project 

with the money of the Rural Development Plan 2007-2013 (Measure 124).  



 
113 CHAPTER 25: FORMANOVA: HEALTHY CHEESE 

Success factors  

The Project answered to different innovation needs: differentiation of market opportunities for farmers, 

by introducing a new product; optimizing the agronomic management of forage and pasture that leads 

to the main purpose of the project, (the obtaining of pecorino cheese with a high content CLA and 

omega-3); reduction of water nitrate pollution by the spreading of flax in Tuscan farms.  

Regional and/or historical particularities  

“Maremma” represents a particular territory in Tuscany where sheep breeding and the production of 
pecorino cheese is a traditional farming practice, as well as the fodder production.  

Specific recommendations  

Widen the production of this pecorino cheese and the related farming practices by continuing to involve 
other local breeders and cheese makers.  

Lessons that can be generalised  

Collaboration between science and practice in order to develop new products and farming practices 
should be encouraged more, especially if they are oriented to meet consumers and, more generally, 
society demand about healthy and safe food.  
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POL-TP Tannin Tester 
New Rapid Analytical Methods For Evaluation Of Colour And Tannin 
Potential In Sangiovese Grapes  
Elena Favilli 
University of Pisa 

 
 

Wine production is very important for agriculture and agri-food system of Tuscany, not only for its 

geographical coverage and the number of companies involved, but also for its ability to generate social, 

cultural and environmental value.  

Polyphenols are a key component of red wine: their total content and the ratio of the different classes 

(anthocyanins, tannins pigmented and non-pigmented) determine the visual character of the wine 

(intensity and of the colour, clarity), they have a fundamental role in the sensory characters (body 

structure, astringency, smoothness, persistence) and, indirectly, affect the flavour profile of wines aged 

(oxidation resistance, sensitivity to microbial contamination etc.). Frequent monitoring of polyphenols 

during the different stages of the vinification would bring great quality and technological advantages: for 

example, the daily quantification of anthocyanins, tannins and pigments during maceration allows to 

interrupt it at the time optimal; similarly, frequent analysis of polyphenols during aging in wood or in the 

tank allow to modulate precisely the duration of it. Sangiovese is the most cultivated grape variety in 

Italy (ab. 70 Kha in all central regions of the country).   

The initial idea  

The development of a predictive analytical control system aimed at a concrete improvement in the 

management of the phenolic fractions of the wines produced from “Sangiovese” grapes, was an idea 

long been cultivated by the winery “Colli Fiorentini”, a cooperative in Tuscany with 23 winegrowers as 

members. This in relation to one of the criticality often manifested by Sangiovese and identified in the 

lack of tools to enable the full exploitation of the phenolic potential of the grape symbol of Tuscany. In 

this context, was born the idea to develop a tool that would enable an accurate, fast and economic 

evaluation of the evolution of free anthocyanins and total and pigmented tannins.  

Isvea srl (a company specialised in the sector of wine and processed juice analysis) and Vinidea (a 

brokerage organisation specialised in knowledge transfer and training) learned about a particular 

technology already developed by the Australian Wine Research Institute called “Tannin Portal”: this tool 

is an analytical method allowing a routine evaluation and prediction of wine potential on grapes before 

the harvest. Together with Colli Fiorentini winery, they decided to transfer and adapt to the Tuscan 

environment this innovative technology.  

Developing the partnership and defining the project  

ISVEA and Colli Fiorentini winery decided to subscribe a cooperation agreement and apply for a public 

call for cooperation projects, the measure 124 of the Tuscany RDP 2007-2013. The Project was funded 

for the 75% by the  program and, officially, started in 2013 and concluded in 2015.  

26 



 
116 AGRISPIN - STORIES FROM ALL CORNERS: TO CONTINUE WITH 

Within the project activities, the two partners develop a protocol aimed at testing the “Tannin portal” on 

experimental Sangiovese grapes and adapting it to the climatic and environmental conditions of Tuscany.  

Although was not a formal partner in the cooperation project, the AWRI collaborated with ISVEA and 

Colli Fiorentini to adapt their tannin portal to these new grapes and environmental conditions.  

So, grape maturation in pilot vineyards was followed, and evolution of color parameters during 

maceration and wine storage was monitored by using the new method in comparison with traditional 

analysis that are more time and founds consuming.  

The work demonstrated that a simple and inexpensive analysis, of grape sampled two weeks before 

harvest, allows the estimation of the polyphenols potential of grape lots, therefore obtaining useful 

information on organization of grape reception and on the winemaking strategies to be adopted.  

Along the project, after the adaptation, the Tannin Portal was named “Wine Cloud”.  

The project was considered satisfactory in terms of results but, after it ends, remain the issue related to 

its scaling up. Results were disseminated through seminars, workshops, on-line magazines but the 

innovative tool remains available only for project’s partners.   

Side effects   

The Project POL-TP has allowed ISVEA to become a natural point of reference for the growing needs in 
the agricultural production, particularly with regard to the wine sector. The activity of ISVEA results 
perfectly in step in an increasingly globalized and competitive market, where success is also linked to the 
ability to have real-time, advanced services and efficient, supported by specific skills and the more 
concentrated in a single referent.  
  

Summary  

What is the innovation?  

This project aim was to transfer in Tuscany an innovative analytical method for color components of red 
wines, developed in Australia, and allowing a routine evaluation of wine potential on grapes before 
harvest.  
The work demonstrated that a simple and inexpensive analysis, of grape sampled two weeks before 
harvest, allows the estimation of the polyphenols potential of grape lots, therefore obtaining useful 
information on organization of grape reception and on the winemaking strategies to be adopted.  

Key actors and their role in the process  

1. ISVEA Srl - a private company in close collaboration with other entities - private individuals, 
professionals, local authorities, universities and research institutions, operating within and even outside 
the National borders - has always dedicated important energies of the research activity on issues of real 
practical interest for wine production quality and the development of innovative operational protocols. 
2. AWRI (Australian Wine Research Institute) of Adelaide, South Australia, who developed the “Tannin 
Portal”  
3. Cantina Colli fiorentini with its 23 associated wineries to collaborate to make the processing and 
marketing of the grapes produced and delivered by the members.  
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Role of the support agency  

In this case the role of support agency was carried out by ISVEA with the collaboration of "Vinidea" that 
is a private company acting as knowledge broker.  
  

Success factor  

• The Wine Cloud data are correlated very well with those ones elaborated through established (but 
sophisticated) analytical procedures;  

• The developed sampling protocol took about 20 minutes per vineyard, much less than the previous 
analysis; 

• The polyphenol profile of grapes sampled two weeks before harvest is well correlated with the 
polyphenol profile of the wine obtained from those grapes, at least after 12 months of storage; 

• The knowledge of the potential phenolic quality of grapes allows the application of adapted 
winemaking processes able to optimize the final quality of wine. 

Fail factors  

At the moment, there is a problem of scaling up: the innovation is difficult to spread.  

Regional and/or historical particularities  

In the past years Tuscan Region administration started, following the needs of wine producers, small 
territorial projects related to the polyphenol profile of wines.  

Lessons that can be generalised  

Collaboration between science and practice and a good brokering activities are the basis of the 
development of innovation.  
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Agricultural Stevia Cooperative   
A Value Chain For A New Crop 
Eleni Zarakosta 
University of Athens (Greece) 
 

 

A new generation cooperative 

The Agricultural Stevia Cooperative (ASYST) is a new generation cooperative (NGC) engaged in the 

cultivation, processing and trade of stevia products (Stevia sp.). ASYST is established by professional 

farmers under adverse financial circumstances due to the persistent economic crisis in Greece. This 

initiative came as a response to the abandonment of traditional cultivations (tobacco, cotton, sugar 

beet) and the need to replace them with innovative and more profitable ones.  

Initiators from the diaspora 

In November 2012 an informal group living outside the area (mainly in Athens) but with strong personal 

bonds with their place of origin (Fanari community and its neighboring communities) organized a 

seminar regarding stevia cultivation and its potential in Karditsa. This group, under the name “Fanariotes 

for the Development of the Thessaly Plain” (Fanariotes = persons with originating from Fanari) organizes 

events and calls experts to provide information in three main areas of local farmer’s interest, i.e. new, 

alternative cultivations; food processing and food marketing; and, the optimization of the irrigating 

system of the Plain of Thessaly. Among the organizers there were four key - for the project trajectory- 

persons: Mr. George Koulossousas, the President of the Community of Fanari (and nowadays President 

of ASYST; Mr. Vassilis Bellis, the executive director of the Development Agency of Karditsa (ANKA; a 

company of the local authorities and coops); Mr. Kotsos, the mayor of Mouzaki municipality- where the 

community of Fanari is situated; and Mr. Zachokostas, agronomist (and former manager) in the Karditsa 

Tobacco Research Centre, who had carried out experiments and collaborated with stevia growers in the 

neighbouring Prefecture of Fthiotis, in 2006.   

During the seminar, Prof. P. Lolas (University of Thessaly and the Institute for Research and Technology 

in Thessaly), who was invited speaker, told farmers that he had been carrying out stevia trial cultivations 

since 2005 in several areas previously cultivated with tobacco, including the plain of Karditsa. The 

experiments were supported by EU, national and regional funding and concluded that stevia is well 

adapted in the specific soil and weather conditions of Karditsa as well as that the estimated production 

costs and revenues make stevia a promising cultivation. The second invited speaker was Prof. 

Konstantinos Petrotos (TEI of Larissa) briefly presented his experimental method on the production of 

steviol glucoside.  

Who will join us? 

However, nothing would have happened if the above mentioned four key-persons had not facilitated the 

farmers’ next step by posing a critical question at the end of the meeting, i.e. “How interested are we in 
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being engaged in a collective scheme regarding stevia cultivation as an alternative to the traditional 

tobacco and cotton cultivation?”  

Then, ten farmers immediately responded positively and arranged for a new meeting, in which concrete 

actions were planned. They started by informing their colleagues (personal contacts) and within a short 

time (December 2012) ASYST was founded by 21 farmers. Since then, membership has grown to sixty 

four (64) farmers and stevia has been cultivated in pilot farms by 17 members, who share the knowledge 

they acquire through these experimental cultivations with the rest of the coop’s membership. These 

farmers imported seeds for the pilot trials from Paraguay under the guidance of Prof. Lolas who also 

together with Mr. Zachokostas provided them with knowledge on cultivation issues.   

More than primary production 

Right from the beginning ASYST farmers have aimed beyond primary production, i.e. at the vertical 

integration of the whole production chain in order to produce high added value (final) products, thus 

responding to the increasing interest of consumers for healthy diet and ensuring at the same time the 

maximum profitability for its members. 

A pensioner, former Director- General in the “Papastratos” Tobacco Company, Mr. Lampros Hatzigoulas- 

and one of the group of Fanariotes- investigated the steviol glycosides’ market on their behalf and 

concluded that their involvement into the venture could be proved profitable. However, in engaging in 

such a course of action farmers had to overcome various obstacles; nonetheless, no effort has been in 

vain till now.  

First, there has been a scarcity of financial resources, which made the collection of the necessary funds 

for the establishment of the ASYST processing unit hard. The endeavour was self–financed (on top of the 

already high fee required for subscription in the coop) by 50% while, on the other hand, ANKA supported 

ASYST by including the processing unit in the local Leader  program. A private sector accountant, who 

also comes from Fanari, drew up the business plan on behalf of ASYST for a minimum charging. Thus, in 

June 2014, the coop was funded with 130,000 euros while financing facilities were provided by the 

Cooperative Bank of Karditsa, an action that was facilitated by ANKA in the framework of the technical 

and financial support provided by its Cooperation Incubator, which hosted ASYST during its take-off. The 

construction of the processing unit started in March 2015, was completed on December 2015 and is 

expected to start producing the first high quality steviol glycosides by the end of summer 2016. The 

processing unit is the cornerstone asset of the coop since it differentiates ASYST from the other stevia 

growers, who have engaged in the production of dried leaves without getting involved in processing, and 

allows for the production of the final product (steviol glycosides) as well as the control of its quality. This 

is especially important for gaining access to the European market, which currently depends on dubious 

quality stevia products imported mainly from China.   

Building a factory 

At technical level, the challenge concerned the experimental procedure for the production of steviol 

glycosides without using organic solvents. Here the solution came from the Laboratory of Food & 

Biosystems Engineering of the Technological Educational Institute (TEI) of Larissa, where an innovative 

production method of high purity steviol glucoside (more than 98%) had been developed, after three-
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year experimentation. Prof. Konstantinos Petrotos, the Head of the Lab, made the method available to 

ASYST free of charge and also supervised the adaptation of the machinery required for the ASYST 

processing unit. The construction of the machinery was entrusted in two machining centres in the 

neighbouring town of Edessa with which Prof. Petrotos had already collaborated for the needs of his lab. 

Prof. Petrotos, who, as aforementioned, was the second speaker in the first meeting, had collaborated 

with ANKA in the past. However, in the transition from the experimental to the industrial scale several 

bureaucratic obstacles - derived from the absence of appropriate legislative and regulatory framework at 

both European and national level - had to be overcome.  

Perspectives for growth 

Currently, a major challenge for ASYST relates to the attraction of new members. Through deliberate 

efforts, ASYST abandoned the structure of traditional cooperatives (in Greece), which has failed and is 

repulsive to most farmers, to foster a cooperative built on personal trust relations. Its members share a 

common view for the future of farming; therefore, they are looking for opportunities, they take risks, 

and expect to bear fruits from their efforts even under the harsh conditions of the current financial crisis. 

After all, risk taking is inherent to entrepreneurship and this applies all the more in the context of 

innovative projects.  

 Quotes   

  
George Roussos, during the cross visit:  
• “...in this case [persons from outside the agricultural sector who voluntarily take initiatives] help us 

because they believe in it [stevia potential] but this does not happen often; I would say no [this is not 
always the case]”.  

• [About the motivation of the external group of volunteers]: “we haven’t asked them about their 
motivation, we appreciate their help. That’s all”.   

• “I think that, when we are going through such an economic crisis, we have to find ways to cooperate 
and get through it ….it is the human nature, I believe, [that makes us] to cooperate with each other 
to get ahead….”  

• “….we see that we have to help each other to get somewhere and that is what we do”.  

  
George Koulossoussas:  
• “When there is a problem, we first ask ANKA”.   
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ESEK in Renewable Energy 
Energy Cooperative of Karditsa  
Eleni Zarokosta 
University of Athens (Greece) 
 

 

Locally produced biomass 

ESEK is a non-agricultural (civic) cooperative that utilizes renewable sources of energy, i.e. biomass 

produced as by-product of cultivations and forestry. It is estimated that, yearly, 200,000 tn. of biomass 

are produced in the Prefecture of Karditsa, resulting in air pollution (re: burning) and causing forest fires. 

At the same time the local farm and enterprises spend a lot of money importing expensive pellet for 

covering their energy needs. The utilization of the locally produced biomass, thus, contributes to 

environment protection and energy generation as well as in the creation of jobs and incomes locally. In 

response to these needs, the ESEK project includes the development of a biomass supply chain, the 

construction of a solid fuels production unit and the construction of a power station of 500 KW from 

biomass.  

Building on an old initiative 

The idea for using alternative energy sources in Karditsa was initiated in 1994. At that time, the 

Development Agency of Karditsa (ANKA) hosted the local Energy Centre in the context of the European 

project Altener. After finishing the program in 1996, the Energy Centre continued promoting renewable 

energy at local level until 2004. Nevertheless, ANKA continued being inspired from this idea and in 2007 

took the initiative to raise public awareness on the effective use of local energy resources by introducing 

the issue in a series of informal meetings organized at Prefectural level.  

These meetings were initiated by the Prefecture of Karditsa in order to bring together key-persons 

representing local organizations/agencies and facilitate the exchange of ideas related to the develop-

ment of the Prefecture, the exploration of the ideas for which there was consensus and, possibly, their 

implementation. The first meetings took place in 2007 following a call asking all interested citizens to 

contribute with ideas and participate in thematic workshops. All proposals for local rural development 

that emerged from these workshops were further presented and discussed in a conference triggered by 

the Prefectural authorities and organized by ANKA in 2008. Cross-thematic workshops followed the end 

of the conference and meetings started again in the framework of the next conference carried out in 

2010.   

Cooperative new style 

The idea about ESEK was born during the aforementioned meetings, and was embraced by the 

Commerce Chambers of Karditsa that, in 2009, undertook the task to make it known among its 

membership. The acceptance of the initiative by the local society resulted in the foundation of the first 

energy cooperation in Greece by 360 members in July 2010. Each member invested 1000 euros/ share, 

thus, in April 2012 ESEK was able to purchase its own land. Since then, ESEK was included in the local 
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LEADER  program and the Cooperative Bank of Karditsa provided it with financial facilities -an action 

facilitated by ANKA- and thus it built its pellet factory. In parallel, its membership increased to 399 

members.   

Humps on the road 

Along this trajectory various obstacles had to be overcome. The first one concerned the initial denial of 

the relevant licensing authority to give permission for the construction of the pellet factory and the 

power unit (500kW) in agricultural land due to a seemingly law contradiction on agricultural land use. 

The licensing process was initiated on May 2013 and the bureaucratic problem was finally solved 18 

months later.   

However, the main challenge ESEK dealt with concerned the revision of its initial plans, as it had to 

postpone the construction of the power station, which was the initial objective, and instead to go on 

with the construction a pellet factory. The ESEK Managing Board took this decision as soon as they 

realized the lack of knowledge/ know-how regarding agricultural biomass residues burning 

characteristics among the companies which offered to construct the power station (following an open 

bid). Thus, the Board gave priority in building the supply chain in order to ensure continued biomass 

supplies for both the pellet factory and, possibly, the power plant on a later stage. This involved ESEK in a 

process of searching for solutions regarding a large number of technical issues and, thus, developing 

collaborations with research institutes and universities regarding the exploitation of biomass (calorific 

value, ash content, etc.).  

Assistance from science 

The University of Thessaly, the Agricultural University of Athens, the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki 

and the Centre of Research and Development in Thessaloniki are among these collaborators. The 

knowledge gathered helped ESEK in running a pilot supply chain on August 2013 and made possible the 

completion of the construction of the pellet factory in December 2015. Nowadays, ESEK participates in 

the network of the European Federation for Renewable Energy Cooperatives and shares its experience, 

especially regarding social cooperatives/ enterprises and social economy issues, with subsequent 

endeavours in this field all over Greece, such as the Energy Cooperative of Crete, founded in 2015, and 

the Energy and Development Cooperative of Sifnos, founded in 2014. 

ESEK as a good example for energy cooperatives 

ESEK represents an effort of the local entities -with ANKA as the spearhead- to deal with an acute 

environmental problem and at the same time produce valuable products from available local resources. 

Since its beginning, ESEK has been involved in a range of activities that built and expanded its network 

among multiple actors, both locals (as, for example, farmers, forestry cooperatives and local authorities) 

and extra-locals (such as universities and research institutes). ESEK has set an example for other energy 

cooperatives in the country while also trying to establish collaborations at European level through 

cooperation in the submission of relevant European projects.  
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Quotes  

 Vassilis Bellis:  

• “The main categories of citizens subscribed in the coop are citizens who, generally speaking, are 
concerned about the development of the Prefecture… the business plan we made proves that the 
investment is sound, and for this [reason] they have supported it even in the heart of the financial 
crisis”. 

• Before the financial crisis we had to go to people, after the crisis they are coming to us”. 

 Yannis Stathopoulos.:  

• “ESEK was created by the local society of Karditsa [Prefecture]… ”, “We did a lot of research and this 
[what we are now referring to] is only a small part of it”. 

• “A lot of work has to be done. But we managed to record all necessary data in detail [regarding the 
gathering and processing cost of different kinds of biomass] in order to maximize our profit later 
on”. 
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PSYHANTHOS: Traditional Pulses 
Agricultural Cooperative for Pulses and Food Items 
Eleni Zarokosta 
University of Athens (Greece) 

 

Sustainable and fair trade production of pulses 

PSYHANTHOS is a new generation cooperative (NGC) which engages in the cultivation, processing and 

trade of products, by-products and derivatives of mainly commercial and traditional pulse varieties, as 

well as of nuts and edible seeds; it further aims at engaging in the production and trade of traditional 

seeds. A particular characteristic of the coop is that its operation is based on the active participation of 

its members and the unanimous decision-taking process. PSYHANTHOS is the answer that its members 

gave to the question: “which form of collective action have we to adopt for ensuring sustainable 

production and fair trade conditions for us and better prices and high quality products for consumers?” 

The members of PSYHANTHOS are professional farmers who aspire to enjoy themselves the benefits 

derived from the added value of their products (instead of the middlemen/ wholesalers). According to a 

study of the National Agricultural Research Foundation (NAGREF) in 2013 both the European and the 

Greek markets of pulses are deficient while, on the other hand, in Greece consumers’ demand for 

packed pulses of high quality and Greek origin is growing. At the same time the study connected farmers’ 

successful entrance in the markets with their entrepreneurial orientation and the undertaking collective 

action. Nevertheless, farmers turn away from the “old cooperatives”, which are characterized by 

government intervention and lack of sense of ownership on the part of farmers. Thus the members of 

PSYHANTHOS chose the form of a new generation cooperative, focusing on the entirely value chain and 

farmers’ ownership; in parallel, they put more emphasis in the active contribution of the totality of its 

membership. Thus, the coops’ members bind themselves in processes leading to consensus as well as 

enhancing members’ decision making ability - as “each of them may act as the coops’ president, at any 

time”. The ultimate goal of the effort is to achieve ‘sustainability’ at all levels/ dimensions. 

A seminar which led to an initiative 

The idea of PSYHANTHOS was put forward in March 2013, when ANKA, after informal discussions with 

farmers who had followed a seminar organized by NAGREF (National Agricultural Research Foundation), 

took the initiative to organize a meeting for those interested in pulses cultivation. Some farmers 

responded and discussions were repeated in September 2013 to finally end up with the foundation of 

the Cooperative in November 2014.  

A difficult start 

The coop harvested its first production in summer 2015. At that point (summer 2015) its members were 

also intended to buy a warehouse but the implementation of their plan was delayed due to the 

imposition of the capital controls in the country. During this critical period it seemed that most of the 

members were going to abandon the venture and only due to the persistence of four of them the coop 

continued to exist.  
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Support: LEADER and a Collaboration Incubator 

Nowadays, the coop standardizes and stores its products in rented units, while it is on a search for 

expanding their storage capacity with a second warehouse. Meanwhile, its members intend to put 

together an investment proposal in the new local Leader  program, which is expected to be launched 

around September 2016. The Development Agency of Karditsa (ANKA S.A.) helped the coop’s first 

meetings by connecting the interested farmers and, on a later stage, by hosting them in its 

“Collaboration Incubator” and providing them with technical support. Furthermore, PSYHANTHOS 

members participate in a series of training meetings dedicated to collaboration and cooperatives values 

for innovation launched by ANKA in 2015. 
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Efkarpon 
Hellenic Super foods  
Eleni Zarokosta 
Uninversity of Athens 
 

 

A new generation cooperative for new crops 

Efkarpon-Hellenic Super foods is a new generation cooperative (NGC) involved in the cultivation, 

processing and marketing of four innovative (for Greece) agricultural products (gojiberry, black 

chockberry, blueberry and sea buckthorn) following organic farming standards.  

Efkarpon responded to the needs of innovative smallholders (including new-entrants who joined farming 
due to the economic crisis) facing financial and land constraints (re: small and fragmented land 
ownership) by creating the conditions for its members to participate in a vertically integrated production 
scheme.  

Efkarpon was initiated by two friends: a young farmer: Thanassis Georgiou, and an agronomist: John 

Galatoulas. The idea was born in 2005. During traveling in Spain and Austria, John tasted one of the fruits 

that nowadays the coop cultivates and, urged by professional curiosity, searched to learn more about it. 

In 2009 the friends decided to develop their idea and then realized that two requirements could turn 

their investment into a success: acting on purely commercial grounds and being based on a collective/ 

cooperative scheme. In order to meet the first requirement they decided to organize their efforts around 

a group of fruits of similar characteristics able to support the same marketing strategy. Then, they 

decided to avoid all problems related with the old type of cooperatives and build a new generation one; 

thus, in 2011 the two friends contacted the Development Agency of Karditsa (ANKA S.A.) to help them in 

attracting members. John had contacted Vassilis Bellis, ANKA’s Director General, for first time in a 

seminar organized in the Agricultural University of Athens (AUA) for the purposes of a competition for 

youth entrepreneurship – a competition that John’s team had won – and had always kept in mind the 

innovative ideas developed and implemented by AN.KA. Moreover, Thanassis lives in Karditsa and ANKA 

is well-known in the area.  

It should be noted that around 2011 there was growing interest in alternative cultivations and a 

considerable number of cultivators, especially among the new entrants in farming, started cultivating 

super-foods. However, no organized attempts regarding super-food’s cultivation and trading had been 

made till then. Moreover, though New Generation Coops (NGCs) had been established some years ago in 

the area - with the Cooperative Bank of Karditsa being the first example - no attempt for introducing 

such a collective scheme in the agricultural sector had been made. Thus, the seminar that the two 

friends together with ANKA organized was of significant importance for putting the cultivation of supper-

foods in Greece on a solid basis and re-launching the idea of NGCs, this time in the agricultural sector. 
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Mobilising partners 

The seminar was carried out on 17 December 2011 and two professors from Harokopion University of 

Athens, Dr. Apostolopoulos (originating from Karditsa) and Dr. Kaminari provided useful information 

regarding cooperatives and super foods properties. The turnout was high and more seminars followed, 

making the first super-foods network in Greece a reality. Next year (2012) the cooperative “Efkarpon-

Hellenic Super foods” was founded, capitalizing the dynamic of super-foods and becoming the first 

agricultural new generation cooperative in Thessaly.  

Efkarpon was established on the robust belief of its initiators that an innovative initiative in agriculture 

should focus on special products that, after processing, can be turned into functional foods. It launched 

its products (fresh fruits) in the market for the first time in 2013 with encouraging results; however 

relatively small quantities of the cultivated super foods had been produced thus far which were easily 

absorbed by markets. In 2014 it exported in Cyprus with great expectations for 2015 but the imposed 

capital controls resulted in the cancelation of its exportation plans. Efkarpon has attracted the interest of 

both individual consumers and food companies. Nowadays it collaborates with supermarket networks 

operating at national level. During 2015 its processing unit in Mataraga was completed and thus in 2016 

the coop is going to launch new products in the market. The coop plans to engage in both wholesale and 

retail marketing as well as to operate its processing unit throughout the year (through contracts with 

non-members). Furthermore, it aspires to contribute to the development of rural tourism in the area. 

Members with mixed backgrounds 

Nowadays the Cooperative comprises 115 members. All of them are growers but come from different 

professional backgrounds (free lancers, entrepreneurs, public servants, professional farmers, etc.). Some 

of them are well-educated professionals, such as agronomists and economists and the cooperative 

makes use of their knowledge and experience in cultivation and marketing issues, respectively. The 

members come from all over the mainland Greece in order to counterbalance the risk derived from 

volatile weather conditions. Growing membership is an informed choice of the coop, aiming at its 

strengthening until reaching the full processing capacity of its plant, which is for a cultivating area of 100 

hectares.  

Challenges 

At present the coop deals with both conventional and organic products of its members since for the new 

members the conversion to full organic takes three years; this in turn does not allow for the certification 

of the entire production. Furthermore, the functioning of the coop is a great challenge for its board and 

members, given the complex legal framework in Greece and the non-cooperative attitude among 

farmers. However, according to John Galatulas -who is preparing his doctoral thesis in this field- 

“cooperatives are the only solution amidst the crisis”. He also relates the coop’s good functioning, on the 

one hand, with the development of the cooperative spirit among its membership and, on the other 

hand, with sound management, not identified with any particular member, and transparency on the 

basis of technocratic standards. 

At production level, the main challenge the coop confronted relates to the cultivation of gojiberry, due 

to the dearth of information regarding its cultivation, esp. in Greece; to solve the problem the coop 

carried out its own research. 
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Vital support 

However, in seeking to achieve its goals, Efkarpon received vital support from a range of organizations. 

First, the Harokopion University of Athens helped in building the statute of the coop and searching super 

foods’ nutritional properties. Second, Eukarpon was the first new generation agricultural cooperative 

hosted in the Collaboration Incubator of ANKA; thus ANKA, besides helping the coop initiators to 

organize their information campaign/ seminars, provided them with technical-economic support as well. 

Third, the Cooperative Bank of Karditsa played a significant role in the development of the coop by 

providing them with financing facilities, as “in its absence, the coop should have never succeed in 

overcoming certain obstacles”, according to its initiator. Moreover, the coop benefited from 

participating in the European project “Improving skills for Smart farming as an innovative tool for rural 

development and economic growth” (project number: 2013-1-CY1-LE005-03114) by gaining experience 

and improving skills and competences on Strategic Planning and Marketing, Organic Farming and Quality 

Schemes, and -what seems to be most valuable - by getting in contact with different ways of thinking in 

relation to cooperatives and cooperative attitudes. 

Efkarpon-Hellenic Super foods took an innovative initiative and invested at the peak of the financial 

crisis, making full use of every available source of support. Its endeavour contributed to the revival of 

collaborative schemes in the Thessaly region, setting an example for all smallholders. 

Analysis 

Building a super foods network 
Probably the most interesting part of the innovation 

process is how the network around the production of 

super foods was built. The success of the cooperative 

that Thanassis Georgiou and John Galatoulas had in 

mind was completely dependent on whether enough 

members were willing to join the coop. A larger 

platform that was willing to inspire their members for 

the initiative would be really helpful. The Development 

Agency of Karditsa (ANKA S.A.) was contacted through 

the short line from John to Vassilis Bellis, ANKA’s 

Director General. Together they held a seminar with 

the help of two 

professors from 

HUA, who provided 

useful information 

regarding 

cooperatives and super foods properties. The turn-out was high and 

many follow up seminars were organized. This created the super foods 

network. 
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Why this seminar was so successful?  

A New Generation Cooperative  
Shortly after the network was created the actual cooperative “Efkarpon-Hellenic Super foods” was 

founded. With the support from HUA, ANKA’s Collaboration incubator, EU project and the Cooperative 

Bank of Karditsa they were able to develop and grow the initiative.   

 

Overcoming difficulties? 

Considering the statement ‘’the functioning of the coop is a great challenge for its board and members, 

given the complex legal framework in Greece and the non-cooperative attitude among farmers’’, it 

becomes very interesting to examine the way the cooperative functions and especially how the 

difficulties are overcome. How is the network able to remain vital if the farmers attitudes are described 

as non-cooperative? These elements are missing in the narrative. There is 

a reference to the development of the cooperative spirit, but without any 

specification. An answer on how the cooperative spirit could be build is 

really interesting for many partners in Europe, this needs deeper 

investigation.  

John Galatulas statement “cooperatives are the only solution amidst the 

crisis” might explain the willingness toward the cooperative attitude, the 

farmers don’t have a choice. In terms of network theory this could mean 

that some of the members of the cooperative may not be real suppliers 

but disguised survivors.  The argument of John Galatulas on the coop’s 
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good functioning, based on the development of the cooperative spirit, sound management (not 

identified with any particular member) and transparency on the basis of technocratic standards is 

insufficient to understand this amazing innovative process.   

The way the cooperative overcomes difficulties is interesting, but needs further investigation. 

Quotes   
John Galatoulas:  
• “We collaborate to achieve more!”  
• “We adopted the following series of question in decision making:  what do consumers want? How 

do we go about it? What shall we cultivate?”   
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Hofgut Oberfeld in Darmstadt 
Community Supported Urban Agriculture 
Michael Kügler 
VLK (Gemany) 

 
 

The history (website text) 

The Oberfeld plot, used by Agriculture and gardeners, est-end of Darmstadt, one of the last agricultural 

areas within the city border, is used also as a recreational area for the citizens and fresh air corridor. 135 

hectares arable land, in total 150 ha, Hofgut Oberfeld was a “Hofmeierei”, domain of the Grand Dukes of 

Hessen-Darmstadt, later State owned of Hessen. The farm buildings are historical monuments. 

The large dairy barn in these days was a major source of income of the farm. Up to 1,500 liters of milk 

were delivered daily until 1939. At this time, about 50 people were working on the farm. September 11, 

1944, RAF bombers destroyed in the so-called “Brandnacht” 99% of Darmstadt, also the domain 

Oberfeld and its barracks with prisoners of war. 

2006 the tenant of the State domain expired. That was the reason for Darmstadt citizens to found the 

association "Initiative domain Oberfeld e.V." It should be preserved as open land and fresh air corridor 

and upgraded as a recreational area. Protection as a monument and organic farming with direct 

marketing was intended, a learning centre and as the location of office and residential places for people 

with disabilities. The initiative domain Oberfeld e.V. interested Minister of Agriculture of the State of 

Hessen, Wilhelm Dietzel and build contacts with potential funders and policy and the Software AG 

Foundation, which supported the concerns of the initiative and presented a business plan. With the 

backing of the Software AG “foundation Hofgut Oberfeld” had a starting budget of  € 1.11 Mio. 

The farm transfer took place on 1 July, 2006 on non-profit basis with organic farming, cultivated 

landscape, biodiversity, promotion of art and culture, education, youth development and child care, 

elderly care. The foundation has to assure that the domain Oberfeld is permanent and unchangeable 

operated and managed on the basis of these goals. For the agricultural part “Hofgut Oberfeld Agriculture 

AG” has become Contract and cooperation partner. 

Farming family Kathrin and Thomas Goebel started July 2006 as a Demeter farm with dairy cattle, seeds, 

nursery, bakery, dairy and direct marketing. The farming business was set up as  SME-limited  company. 

Numerous Darmstadt families and individuals became shareholders of the new micro-stock company in 

agriculture under Demeter and organic farming directives since 2009. 

The concept of organic farming provides a diverse crop rotation. A dairy cattle herd with dual purpose 

breed of old German Holstein Frisian is established, also used for fattening. A new barn and a cheese 

factory are built. Laying hens and other free-range produced poultry are part of the on-farm offer. In 
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addition added value by on-farm-processing in bakery and dairy products in the farm shop are priorities 

of the management concept. 

For many Darmstadt citizens Hofgut Oberfeld with its agricultural services, the “Hofcafé”, the herd of 

cattle, the stables and its special offers, such as spring Festival, historical on-farm-working-sessions, 

Thanksgiving, Christmas market has become a popular destination. The project “season gardens” for 

Darmstadt citizens is the possibility of seasonal farming/gardening by themselves. 

The “Lernort Bauernhof” on-farm-school, supported by the Foundation Hofgut Oberfeld initiative, has 

settled in the farm-workers’ house. The goal is to achieve sustainable primary and secondary education 

also in agriculture, nutrition and food preparation for children, adolescents and adults. Environmental, 

economic, health and social factors of their own nutrition and consumer behaviour should be 

understood by action learning. The concept is active learning with head, heart and hand,  the 

relationship between agriculture and nutrition understandable and the production and processing of 

foods with a lot of fun in action. The learning centre would encourage to actively engage in your own 

health. The project is linked to kindergartens, schools, extracurricular educational institutions and 

interested adults, teachers, opinion leaders and consumers. 

About 200 half-day events are performed annually. Classroom projects, children's birthdays, solid farm- 

working-groups, holiday weeks, training for adults, always adapted to age, made in small groups based 

on different priorities (from the cow to the butter, From grain to bread, etc.) agriculture 

"understandable“. Various methods for quality development of environmental education work are 

applied. 2011 awarded with the “Karl-Kübel” Prize and in 2012 by the Hessian Ministry of Social Affairs 

awarded the "place of learning of the future Hessen". Furthermore, the learning centre Farm is a 

member of the Federal Association On-Farm-school E.V and in the Hessian initiative "farm as a 

classroom". Since the participants contributions cover only a part of the expenditure, public subsidies 

important. 

The association “Lebensweg e.V.”- Association for promotion of handicapped people after leaving school 

is one of the parents group of the Christophorus School for handicapped children aims to develop after-

school-life prospects for mentally and physically disabled people. Founded 2000, Christopher's parents 

were active already in the nineties and were involved in renovating a mill- building the “Heydenmühle” 

in Otzberg-Lengfeld, where nearly 50 disabled people are assisted in an out-of-nursing-home residential 

living. About 80 workshop jobs for disabled persons (WfbM) were created. 

In Hofgut Oberfeld, the association wants to create additional space for jobs for the coexistence of 

people with and without disabilities. For the purpose of ambulatory and assisted living the historic Swiss 

Milkers’ House was renovated. The concept of coexistence of people with and without disabilities was 

widely supported in Darmstadt. In 2007, in a fundraising action, the readers of the daily journal 

”Darmstadt echo” collected € 330,000 in favour of the project. The Software AG Foundation doubled the 

amount. 2011 The foundation stone for a new house was laid. 
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Observations during the cross visit 

Type of innovation:  

Social economic on-farm-innovation with strong integration of local citizens as shareholders and co-

workers.  

This Farming is in the framework of CSA (community supported agriculture) embedded in a warm 

network of local and regional actors for bio-dynamic farming, micro-enterprises for processing, direct 

selling and on-farm services.  

Actors and roles:  

The farming family as employee of a citizens’ driven foundation in close  economic and social linkage and 

cooperation with on-farm micro-enterprises for food processing, direct selling, on-farm-shopping, 

catering, on-farm-restaurant and social enterprises for care-farming with handicapped children.  Risk 

capital to start came from anthroposophy driven, local enterprises and international software 

companies; from public funding for care farming under the umbrella of Hessian ESF-activities and with a 

personal impact of the secretary of state with own handicapped children. Business-plans and investment 

for farming infrastructure was supported by public rural farm advisors of LLH. Co-financing is part of 

public Hessian EAFRD-funding. 
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The definition and responsibility for success is transferred from the farming family to the foundation, 

embedded in a warm network of crowd funding and young volunteers from around the world and 

Darmstadt citizens in favour of bio-dynamic farming, micro-enterprises, NGOs for short food-supply 

chain and slow-food activists. 

Role of support services: 

• Public advisor of LLH, public rural advisory service in Hessen, is key door opener for starting the 
initiative. 

• State secretary in the Hessian ministry for social affairs with critical patronage. 
• Strong network of Demeter farmers as permanent support service. 
• Specialized public advisors for administrative and technical projects. 

Risk capital to start came from anthroposophy driven, local enterprises and international software 

companies; from public funding for care farming under the umbrella of Hessian ESF-activities and with a 

personal patronage of the secretary of state with own handicapped children. Business-plans and 

investment for farming infrastructure was supported by public rural farm advisors of LLH. Co-financing is 

part of public Hessian EAFRD-funding. 

Analysis of factors of success and failures:  

Pearls: 

• perfect matching of city and farm 
• catching crowed funding money: local and transnational 
• financing of citizens gives freedom for farming 
• transparency for citizens creates trust for farming 

Puzzles: 

• Depending  on one family only. 
• Transferability to other regions? 
• No space for privacy. 
• Need for coaching and  professional supervision to start a consolidation phase. 
• Consolidation has minor priority. 
• Risk of burn-out on a long perspective. 
• Rich German regions have more options than poor regions in EU periphery. 

Appreciation of regional particularities:  

• Embedded in a warm network 
• Strong and permanent relation with consumers is links to the urban location 
• Key persons with handicapped children as patronage is extraordinary 
• The pioneer and starting farmer before had long experience as advisor 
• Darmstadt has best macro-economic framework conditions in EU: low unemployment, young 

people, high education 

Pearls: 

• Direct local citizens’ engagement as shareholders for essential financing gives space for well 
embedded innovation. 

• Strong trust because of local  citizens’’ as shareholders. 
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• Strong vision/to have a dream of sustainable farming by the actors/farmers  as  fundament of trust. 
• Successful urban-rural co-learning process with CSA-farms is a model for middle Europe. 
• CSA best practice example facing the public discussion about agriculture. 
• Fascinating strong and warm network of farmers and citizens. 

Specific recommendations and response of the regional representatives: 

• Continuity and sustainability of consolidation is key for a long life of a successful CSA-farm under 
these conditions. 

• Look for consolidated CSA also cross border. 
• Involve complementary characters to start consolidation successful. 
• Hand over responsibilities for consolidation. 
• Delegation of responsible jobs. 
• Farmers as contracted employees of citizens are a future model for urban and semi-urban regions. 
• Shared gardening for citizens on farms has a better profitability than farmers’ farming. 
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Personal Skills decide in competition 
Andreas Hermes Academy: trainings for creating open minds 
Marietheres Förster 
AHA (Germany) 
  

 

Narrative on the history and development of soft skill trainings in German 
agriculture – from 1948 until today. 

Before the eighties of the 20th century 

The work on personal skills, the soft skills, for developing people in agriculture started nearly directly 

after the end of the second world war. In this time, exactly in 1948 mr. ANDREAS HERMES, founded the 

first farmers school for advanced vocational trainings. Hermes in that time was the president of the first 

German Farmers Union after world war and president of the German Raiffeisen association 

(cooperatives). The target groups in that advanced vocational trainings mostly were young farmers, who 

wanted to join volunteer tasks in the farmers organizations. 

Hermes tried to support learning where ever he could and showed people the necessity and importance 

of adult education in every time and every task he does for Germen agriculture. 

In the eighties – the first level of innovation 

More and more some people realized, that the personal skills are relevant for all the farmers and for the 

success in their farms. Primary they saw, that economic progress has been reduced instead of more 

input and efforts. In that time, Mr. GERD LOHMÖLLER, the creative and visionary head of a predecessor 

organization of the Andreas Hermes Academy (AHA) saw on top of this other point: that life quality or 

life balance failed under the daily pressure. For supporting the farmers, he created specific trainings for 

them, called “bus”. 20 two-days trainings, which led farmers through their process of development. So 

participants went into the process step by step in a systematic way. They did it and do it just till today in 

a fixed group of participants. 

One important quality of working in this way was that they were a very trustful network. Sometimes they 

say, that they trust each other more than their friends at home. Working together and reflecting each 

other in such a trustful way gives one important support for creating new ideas. 

One another new and innovative quality ot these training series was, that the groups worked together 

for a long period, sometimes for more than 10 or 20 years, adding new topics in trainings or just working 

together on their individual challenges. Some groups for example are working together from the early 

nineties until today. And participants nowadays recommend their children to join these trainings. 

And one another point: a new and innovative quality of the trainings introduced by Gerd Lohmöller was 

to work in a creative way. His aim was to allow my mind to think across borders, across conventions and 

across traditions. 
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Mr. Lohmöller started the bus-trainings in the end of the eighties with a small team of trainers, each as a 

specialist for one or some specific trainings in the series of in that time 20 bus-trainings. So participants 

got new ideas from the different perspectives of the different trainers. The trainers worked together as 

well in a very trustful way, because – among others – they were involved in the concepts of the trainings. 

They grew together for a team and they trust and rely on each other in the training process and in the 

work in supporting farmers. They were gathered together by the aim to support farmers and by the 

philosophy of the bus-trainings: 

• The human being is in the middle 
• There is not just one way for everyone, but for everyone a way This kind of teamwork inspired as 

well the participants. 

During the first 10 years of 'bus' it was a kind of insider tip to take part in these trainings. This training-

series in the end of the eighties was innovative in several points of view: 

• describing the characteristics of entrepreneurial thinking and action 
• working on the personal strengths and weaknesses 
• a series of trainings instead of one single training 
• working in a creative way for opening the mind 
• starting a process: the trainings lead participants in a process of developing and an interaction 

between developing myself and my business 
• working together with trainers, who were burning for the idea of bus; 

In the nineties – the second level of innovation 

In the nineties both, the bus-trainings and the above mentioned trainings for volunteers as leadership- 

trainings in agriculture were developed, realised and implemented. 

But in parallel it got more and more evident that the provider of these trainings, who knows much about 

thinking and acting of farmers is predestined to offer methodology to advisors and other multipliers in 

agriculture like teachers, staff in the agricultural associations and other agricultural organizations. So the 

AHA (or the predecessor organization) developed trainings especially for advisors, executives and other 

multipliers in agriculture. 

2000 to 2010 

The first 5 years of the new decade we can describe as the time of dissemination the bus-trainings and 

continuously developing them along the needs of the different target groups, financed by an EU-project. 

And after embedding in the end of this decade a new circle began by analysing the needs and making a 

relaunch of the bus-trainings. 

In parallel with this higher intensity of trainings at farmer`s level, and the more and more complex 

challenges for farmers, the role of advisors changed. So the AHA started the next step of trainings for 

advisors: That is TO LEARN HOW TO COACH THE FARMERS for finding their own way and solution. The 

advisory role was changing: from mostly giving experts-input to farmers into a kind of assistance in 

development and changing processes. For this the AHA created a specific training for advisors: the Coach 

training. With this the  first time in Germany AHA together with entra adapted the methods of coaching 
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in agriculture and created the training for a systemic coach as an expert for changing processes. And 

since 2002 we educate and train systemic coaches in agriculture.  

Furthermore in this decade again the knowledge from staff and trainers of AHA on farmers way of 

thinking and working was one reason that: 

• the AHA was more and more involved in organizational development processes 
• the AHA was asked to train stuff and executives in agri- and food business 

It is necessary to add in this time the structure of AHA: a small team of staff on managing trainings in the 

AHA on the one hand. And on the other hand a larger team of trainers as freelancers, but very good 

related to AHA.  

So since that time the AHA offers a wide range of trainings, consulting and coaching and as well train-

the- trainers in agriculture, agri-and food business and target groups in the rural area. The target groups 

are individual persons and organizations, who want to develop themselves. 

In the second decade of the 21st century – third level of innovations 

In our opinion next to innovations in trainings for farms like the training series bus on the one hand and 

the coach trainings for advisors on the other the interaction between both could be described as a third 

level of innovation. Because both parts interact with each other on a new level and create new ideas on 

a higher level. Maybe on can describe it like the situation in the last steps in the spiral we used to 

describe the AgriSpin cases: after dissemination and embedding trainings for farmers and advisors, they 

are able to interact and inspire each other on a higher level than before. 

Some aspects on methodology of soft skill-trainings 

The challenge in our work of advanced vocational trainings is, to get people into a process of changing. 

So training is among others a kind of initiating to think “out of the box”. Together with the exchange of 

experiences between the participants of a training and the input of the trainer people rise their personal 

skills and their chances for success. 

Change needs (among others): 

• targets or goals 
• the aim to reach these targets 
• the personal competences to find the own strategy and to go the own way 
• time 

And the word “process” will make clear, that we couldn`t reach the goals by only one training. So we 

offer training series for groups, coaching series for individuals and workshop series for organizations. 

And another challenge of the training work is to find the right approach to people in trainings, to take 

them with on their way of changing. It doesn`t matter whether they are farmers, advisors, executives, 

teachers or other multipliers, it is important to give them methods to go their own way. Only recipes to 

do something in a specific way won`t help really. 
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The focus in AHA`s AgriSpin project are the trainings of multipliers, who are supporting the farmers in an 

advisory capacity. 

For not only talking about trainings but for giving our guests at the cross visit in Germany a short 

impression how they can support people, we invited them to take part in a short training sequence. By 

knowing more about people`s behaviour – and please notice: it`s only on behaviour, not on characters – 

and by knowing more about how to interact with others, methodological trainings strengthen the 

competencies of communication, networking, clear targets, self-confidence and other key-factors for 

success. In the training we talked about the conditions for starting personnel development, for good and 

clear relationships and how to find a more successful way of advising. And we talked about how the 

DISC-model of behaviours can support this.  

Regarding the needs for a successful advising, we showed the model of a triple expert. 

Nowadays it`s very important that the advisor interacts on different levels with the farmer and gives 

support very situational on the three different levels: 

• consulting = giving facts/ input as an specialist/ advisor; will say the advisor is the expert 
• coaching = to accompany individual processes 
• moderation = to accompany processes in a group sometimes as a mediator or sometimes 

moderation of working groups 

  

Summary 

What is the innovation? 

Our points of innovation in the story of training for more success are: 

• different innovations on at first two different levels on levels of farmers and of advisors 
• and mostly their interaction: Methodological trainings can open minds and people allow themselves 

to think and act “out of the box”, and in fact they inspire each other to think and act “out of the 
box”. 

First level:  
Trainings for farmers in order to find the own individual way: 

• describing the characteristics of entrepreneurial thinking and action 
• working on the personal strengths and weaknesses 
• a series of trainings instead of one single training 
• starting a process: the trainings lead participants in a process of developing and an interaction 

between developing myself and my business 

Second level:  
trainings for advisors  in order to be an advisor with a triple expertise as an advisor, coach and 

moderator, who accompanies the development process of the farmer 

• to strengthen methods concerning these three competencies 
• giving tools to the advisors instead of facts to expand their own skills 
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• to enable them to stimulate and support their farmers to create new and innovative ideas and ways 
to their success 

Third level:  
The mutual influence between both for further steps of success. Or in the end one can say the influence 

between not only the farmers and advisors but as well between the staff of the different organizations, 

who have got the tools in trainings and workshops as well. 

Key actors and their role in the process 

• Andreas Hermes, founding the first advanced education training organization in German agriculture 
in 1948 and supporting the education or just pressing the importance of life-long learning into the 
German agriculture 

• Dr. Gerd Lohmöller who creates with the bus-trainings the idea of a learning process and the ideas 
of a “creative learning”. And Gerd Lohmöller put the corner stone for a very trustful work together 
in the team of trainers that lasts until today… 

• The Andreas Hermes Academy with the team of trainers and stuff who just have the task to deliver 
adult education in agriculture. But more than this they are working by heart – for training and 
opening minds and for supporting farmers/ people in their trainings, workshops or coaching. 

• They are well settled in the German and international network of agriculture for reaching the target 
groups on the one hand and getting the information on their needs on the other hand. 

Role of the support services 

As support agencies in this time I consider for example the organizations in agriculture, like for example 

the Chambers of agriculture in Germany. The role of the support agencies for supporting the innovations 

in trainings are on different levels: 

• networking in agriculture 
• networking with the providers of trainings and describing the needs for trainings 
• to raise awareness for adult education 
• to offer trainings to their members, customers, stuff…. 
• to disseminate the ideas of advanced vocational trainings 

Success factors 

In the most cases we have seen during our cross-visit in Germany and as well in the cases our guests 

have presented from other cross-visits the initializing nucleus of innovations can be described as: 

• an economic, a social or a personal pressure (sometimes) 
• an idealistic vision or 
• an economically idea AND 
• a few people, who spread or force this idea: “they keep the flame on burning” 

That was and is the same in the AHA-trainings. Staff and trainer, they keep the flame on burning into the 

future. 

So in my opinion the most important supporting points for innovations are: 

At first Open minds and NETWORKing. If people open their minds, for example by the support of a 

training or coaching, they will join networks. The DISC-model is a helpful tool. And in these networks 
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people can create new ideas. When people use the power of networks 2 + 2 is no longer 4 but 5 or more. 

Some other success factors for innovations are, that people: 

• reflect on their attitude 
• have the courage to see and to do things in another way than before 
• have the courage, to ask; that will say to ask for help, to exchange questions or experiences, to 

discuss about their challenges or problems with others = people from the same profession or 
experts, to ask for advice. 

For these points as well people get methods and open minds by tools and methods of trainings. 

Fail factors 

Tools and methods for the personal behaviour are sometimes valued not in the same way than getting 

facts. The reason could be, that sometimes people don`t understand, that tools and methods, that 

knowing HOW to do something, will support myself the whole live. But facts getting outdated. 

Regional and/or historical particularities 

In Germany with the different federal states there are different rules and political requirements in each 

state. And there are many different organizations for supporting agriculture and working with the 

farmers. Regarding this, it could be a great effort to get a valid network all over the different states, the 

agriculture and the society. 

Specific recommendations 

Trainings need to be explained to people/ participants. People mostly join trainings, when there are 

experiences, how these methodological trainings can help in the personal development. If not, it is 

necessary to talk and explain. 

Lessons that can be generalised 

Think about the necessity of warm networks – between farmers, between farmers and their advisor and 

between farmers, advisors and stuff in the different organizations. And for this in my opinion the 

consequence is, to give people/ stuff: 

• open minds, creativity 
• attitude and 
• space 
• to connect people !! = to connect networkers, who are often the initial persons of an idea/ an 

innovation and the stuff of the organizations to exchange experiences and to establish innovations 
• to open minds and  
• to be aware of the needs of others 

 
So in regarding our approach on innovations by trainings (see in the title) we can say that trainings for 
farmers, multipliers/ advisors and as well stuff and volunteers in organizations create the open minds for 
networking and for new and innovative ideas. 
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FiBL 
Training young professionals for the job in the organic sector  
Thomas Fisel 
Entra (Germany) 

 

A trainee program that strengthens a network 

The case is a unique example for the power of participatory approaches within a sector. One company 

alone would be too small to set up an own trainee program, but the collaboration within the sector 

allows to qualify young professionals according to the demands on the job. On top of that, it helps to 

strengthen networking within the sector. The trainee program for the organic sector was initiated in the 

wake of the German federal program of organic farming, which aimed at raising the area of organically 

farmed land in Germany. To cope with this aim, more well-trained organic advisers were needed. the 

trainee program was set up to qualify them. Nowadays, the program is open for trainees from the whole 

sector, which gain an understanding and a network of the whole organic food chain. Each year, 25 

trainees from enterprises and organizations all across Germany are qualified within the program. 

Innovative Points:  

The case is a unique example for the power of participatory approaches within a sector. On company 

alone would be too small to set up an own trainee program, but the collaboration within the sector 

allows to qualify young professionals according to the demands on the job. On top of that, it helps to 

strengthen networking within the sector. 

Drivers/actors:  

The trainee program for the organic sector was initiated in the wake of the German federal program of 

organic farming, which aimed at raising the area of organically farmed land in Germany. To cope with 

this aim, more well-trained organic advisers were needed. The trainee program was set up to qualify 

them. Nowadays, the program is open for trainees from the whole sector, which gain an understanding 

and a network of the whole organic food chain. Each year, 25 trainees from enterprises and organisa-

tions all across Germany are qualified within the program. 

In the beginning, the national Ministry for Agriculture was a big driver, as it funded the Federal Program 

for Organic Farming, which gives the co-funding for the program. The organic companies in Germany are 

the second driver: they co-fund the other part of the program and they demanded for the opening of the 

program for the whole sector. Moreover, the consumers are a driver as well: the rising demand for 

organic products pushes the organic sector and thus creates a demand for new and highly qualified 

employees. 

Activities and results 

• The program aims at qualifying young professionals for working in the organic sector and thus to 
provide companies with highly qualified (regarding soft skills and knowledge about the organic 
sector) staff. 
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• The program is co-funded by the German federal program of organic farming and by the 
participating companies. 

• Since the first steps in 2002, 325 trainees were qualified within the program. 
• Many companies participate yearly or at least more than once. 
• Continuous feedback from trainees and companies is use to develop the program. 

Results and impacts.  

The program aims at qualifying young professionals for working in the organic sector and thus to provide 

companies with highly qualified (regarding soft skills and knowledge about the organic sector) staff. 

• The program is launched and co-funded by the German federal program of organic farming and by 
the participating companies since 2002. 

• Since the first steps in 2002, 325 trainees were qualified within the program; every year between 70 
and 85 % are taken over or stay in company after the traineeship. 

• More than 100 companies participated until now (companies that apply for the first time are 
preferred). 

• The Trainee  program is very known and highly appreciated by the enterprises; graduates of the 
program have a good image (based on a survey in 2015). 

• Meanwhile graduates of the program are found in responsible and leading positions all over the 
sector (a survey for that is planned but not yet done). 

Pearls: 
• Project proposed by companies who select the trainee. 
• Couple is the best solution. 
• The start up at the correct moment. 
• Resilient network. 
• Use of DISC model to facilitate tutor/trainee – relationship. 
• Accepting non-agri background intentionally. 
• For every participant: to take the great opportunity to take part. 
• Great testimonies. 
• Ability to widen the target group. 
• Recognition of program quality. 
• Strengths of small networks. 
• Trainees have a chance to be selected with job (!). 
• Training program as a nucleus and driver for professional network that sustains. 
• Content of the work is driven by partners expectations. 

Puzzles: 
• What is behind the “everyone is happy” scene? 
• Will it work without funding? 
• Sustainability in the time for the program? 
• Why no reaction to policy focus on other sustainability farming models? 

Proposals: 
• Similar training for other sectors. 
• Widen by paying of organisation or trainee. 
• Storytelling to show effect of networks. 
• Involve universities in evaluation of impacts. 
• Network nucleus (free actor) needs to be funded collectively. 
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• To take care of the alumni (e.g. with yearly meetings) because they know and they trust each other 
=> a great chance for exchange. 

 

Summary 

What is the innovation? 

The case is an example for the power of participatory approaches within a sector. It was classified as 

organizational innovation during the cross visit. On company alone would be too small to set up an own 

trainee program, but the collaboration within the sector allows to qualify young professionals according 

to the demands on the job. On top of that, it helps to strengthen networking within the sector. 

Key actors and their role in the process 

Jan Plagge having the idea. 

• The above mentioned and further representatives and organizations (advisory services in the 
beginning) of the sector proposing it to the Ministry of agriculture (small group of persons) and 
supporting it. 

• Stiftung Ökologie und Landbau and later FiBL Projekte GmbH as contractor. 
• Thomas Fisel as sparring partner for Jan and Co-Developer. 
• Ministry of agriculture represented by Bundesanstalt für Landwirtschaft und Ernährung as 

contracting authority. 
• Later on the advisory board (steering committee) of the trainee program, which represents the 

different stakeholder groups of the sector (producers, processors, traders, associations etc.). 
• Every year 25 enterprises and organisations (offering training on the job for the trainees) as 

participants in the program (all in all more than 100 organisations participated until today) with 
personal mentors for the trainees. 

• Every year 25 Trainees as participants (actually about 1000 applications on 25 traineeships and 25 
trainees passing the traineeship) and their network. 

 Drivers and Success Factors 

• Political support after new government 
• Ministry of Agriculture funding the Federal Program for Organic Farming 
• Small value based warm network with a vision as idea giver and developers 
• Close link to the branch and its enterprises 
• Enterprises co-funding the program and demanding for opening it to the whole sector 
• Moreover, the consumers are a driver as well: the rising demand for organic products pushes the 

organic sector and thus creates a demand for new and highly qualified employees. 
• Searching for and getting advice from outside (e.g. Daimler AG) 

Hindering forces and critical moments 

• No further need for organic advisors in 2003 
• Change of government: no more preference for organic farming 
• Uncertainty of public funding (From time to time upcoming discussions in the last years: is it 

necessary and adequate to fund such a program with public means or can it be financed totally by 
the sector?) 

• Being or becoming too comfortable? 
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• Short term hr-planning of the small enterprises in organic sector: a lot of changes every year when it 
comes to the selection of enterprises which offer a traineeship. 

Regional particularities 

• The organic sector is quite good organised in Germany: Producers, Processors, Traders have branch 
organisations. So it is easier to bundle common interests and to launch projects. 

• In 2001 Renate Künast launched the “Agrarwende” => this was a very good frame condition for the 
program. 

Lessons learned 

• Additional and not yet mentioned lessons (due to AgriSpin) are. 
• To be confirmed in the intention to initiate similar programs in other sectors. 
• To involve universities and other researchers in evaluation of networking effects. 
• To be confirmed, that such a networking nucleus must be funded collectively if it should be 

sustainable. 

Future Perspectives 

FiBL Projekte GmbH has the mandate to execute the Trainee Program until 2018; there is an option for 

BLE to prolong the mandate for one more year; it is not yet clear if there is a further tender after this 

period. 

Specific recommendations from the target group:  

• “What I like best about the trainee program is that the trainees do not only learn a lot when it 
comes to expert knowledge, but that they already have established their own networks.” Karin 
ArtztSteinbrink, Upländer Bauernmolkerei, organic trainee years ago. 

• “The companies benefit from the program as they receive practical ideas on how to systematically 
approach staff development.” Thomas Fisel, Trainer ‘managers exchange’ 

• “What I liked best in these exchange forums was to see, how other branches and actors – for 
instance a manager from Audi AG – have overcome the same challenges that we have. It was 
encouraging that we are not alone with the problems. Dr. Waltraut Ruland, Head of Advisory 
Department, Landwirtschaftskammer Nordrhein – Westfalen). 
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CECRA 
Certificate trainings for rural advisors 
Pablo Asensio 
Germany 
 

 

Rural advisors need more than technical knowledge 

How do farm advisors and innovation brokers make a difference on innovations that affect farmers’ 

practices? Methodological and communicative skills are decisive for making specialised scientific and 

financial expertise and knowledge usable for farmers and other actors in rural areas. Extension methods 

are a key competence for the 40,000 professional rural and farm advisors in the EU working directly with  

farmers (not counting sales oriented consultants). Systematic education and training on agricultural 

extension methods and communication skills for rural advisors is widely neglected at undergraduate 

level and often doesn’t appear at all in curricula. In many regions and within a lot of rural advisory 

services, the capacity to train methodological competences is inadequate, underprovided or missing 

entirely. 

The "Certificate for European Consultants in Rural Areas" (CECRA) is the first European competence 

development program with an international certificate meeting the rising demand for advisor method 

training. Currently, the CECRA system is expanded through EUFRAS (European Forum for Agricultural and 

Rural Advisory Services) to non-German speaking countries in Europe. Particularly advisory services all 

over Europe show a need for competence development of consulting personnel which generally shows 

good technical qualification, however largely lacks competences in the methodical and social field. This 

expansion is an exciting innovation process worth taking a closer look at. 

How did it start? 

In 2009, under the roof of the rural advisors’ network IALB, the cooperation partners AGRIDEA (CH), 

FÜAK (D, Bavaria), LEL (D, Baden-Württemberg), LLH (D, Hessen), AGBS2 (D) LMS Agrarberatung (D, 

Rostock), University College for Agrarian and Environmental Pedagogy (A) and the Department of 

Vocational Education in Household Economics, Forestry and Agriculture of the Province Government of 

Bozen (I, South Tyrol) started to develop CECRA. With the foundation of the rural advisor service network 

EUFRAS in 2013, from the very beginning, the idea of expanding CECRA across the German borders 

throughout Europe, existed. 

Milestones 

In the German-speaking area, demand for CECRA trainings is growing and also non-German speaking EU 

countries express need for a common and shared European methodological training standard for rural 

consultants. In order to achieve this, an adequate pool of trainers, familiar with the CECRA philosophy 

and its methodological approach is necessary. 
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Therefore within EUFRAS the idea of capacity building for CECRA trainers was discussed since its 

foundation in 2013. 

• With the „Cooperation and License Agreement between IALB and EUFRAS“ in July 2015, the 
necessary institutional basis was created to offer CECRA all over Europe. 

• Autumn 2015: The CECRA TTT Program 2017/18 is organized by EUFRAS in cooperation with LEL 
Baden-Württemberg. 

• March 2016: the EUFARS CECRA Working Group met for the first time in Paris for its founding 
meeting. 

•  
• May – September 2016: the first CECRA trainings started successfully in Spain, Ireland and Latvia. 

Crises, breakthrough moments 

The process of upscaling CECRA is a typical innovation process itself, exemplarily a process which 

sometimes crunches and where quarrels and controversy is lived. A quote out of an Email, meant to 

straighten out some rough seas, might illustrate the tensions: „ …I recognize a movement in quick and 

propulsive rapids and on the other hand a drift reminding to be rather careful and prudent, calling for 

more coordination”. Lines of Conflict are also expressed in statements like this: „We don’t share the 

concept, that missing method-Trainers are the bottleneck for the expansion of CECRA to EUFRAS level. 

Rather it is more important that institutions and organizations who want to integrate CECRA go through 

an organizational process.” If criticism, like in this case, is pronounced early, it can direct the innovation 

process into a constructive direction. The fact, that the CECRA Cooperation and Usage Agreement (2015 

between IALB and EUFRAS) is generally agreed on in a relatively short time, is maybe due to the harsh 

reminder, that an extended European Certificate absolutely needs a clear institutional anchoring. 

Conflict is a good sign to affirm that something new is negotiated, that you are in the middle of an 

innovation process. 

Finding partners 

A critical mass of organizations who were willing to integrate the CECRA system into their rural advisor 

qualification concepts was reached in early 2015, as 10 partners mandated the Bavarian State Academy 

to hand in an Erasmus+ application for € 300 000 of EU funding for a CECRA Train-the-Trainer program 

(TTT). A critical mass is meant to be understood as a significant number of partners on European level, 

who together, applying CECRA-standards, might have the impact of making CECRA a generally accepted 

standard in Europe for farm advisor qualification. This implies the vision, that the status of the profession 

“rural advisor” and “farm advisor” is sharpened, as the term advisor is not protected and there is no 

general orientation or obligation until today for professional minimum requirements. The Erasmus+ 

application was submitted in March 2015. The National Agency placed the project on the waiting list in 

July 2015, what equals a notice of rejection. A quite frustrating and disappointing experience. We 

seemed to have come to a dead and EUFRAS board member Pablo Asensio, in charge with CECRA, talked 

to Jürgen Käßer, Head of CECRA Working group and luckily, he came up with an idea. He asked the 

Agricultural Ministry of the Federal State Baden-Württemberg (D), if it could jump in, covering the 

development costs for a CECRA TTT program. In autumn 2015, the Agricultural Ministry charged its state 

institute LEL (Landesanstalt für Entwicklung der Landwirtschaft und der ländlichen Räume) with the 
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project „Development of a Concept for a CECRA Trainer Qualification”. The Concept of the CECRA TTT 

Program 2017/18 was designed within this project by a group of experienced IALB CECRA trainers. 

In early 2016, the Latvian Rural Advisory Service LLKC, tried an adapted Erasmus+ application in Latvia 

with a reduced consortium, another effort to get funding for a pilot CECRA TTT program. It was also 

rejected. One more setback. 

The first CECRA TTT program is launched anyway by EUFRAS now, recalculated with full costs. It will be 

hard for several advisory services to pay full cost participation fees in the now. 

Inter alia derived from these experiences, that valuable European cooperation is not considered worth 

funding in existing EU programs, although it is highlighted as priority No 1 to support innovation in 

agriculture, the political demand for an independent EU support program for innovation management, 

networking and qualification of advisory services within the EAFRD was formulated in a position paper by 

IALB and EUFRAS (see ialb.org and eufras.eu). 

Current situation 

In May 2016, at AgriSpin’s Cross Visit in Höchst Germany, IALB received sound feedback on CECRA 

structure and contents and its current expansion process. In the cross visit, experiences and views on 

advisor qualification, innovation support and training, have been exchanged based on the discussion of 

the presented CECRA system. Results and Findings of the presented Innovation case “CECRA” were 

structured in Pearls, Puzzles and Proposals. 

Pearls: 
• The upgrading, harmonizing and opening process of Europeanization of CECRA 
• The participatory approach of the trainings 

Puzzlings (critical issues, open questions): 
• Bureaucracy, 
• Development of a monopole?, 
• How can CECRA be made attractive for advisors, 
• Without support (above all financially) few advisors will take part 
• Do the CECRA partners all have equal rights? 
• How could further organizations in Germany become CECRA Partner? 

Proposals: 
• Address Advisory Services and Institutions directly, as they are responsible for HR development 
• Introduce a new CECRA Module for Facilitation of EIP groups 
• Learn, how to market the product 
• Integrate vocational training by re-certification 

Further results 

• The Basque Advisory Service is interested and thinks about becoming CECRA-Partner 
• The Idea, that entra, EUFRAS und IALB develop a new format, an exchange platform for managers of 

rural advisory services. 
• A video on CECRA as Innovation Case 
• Mr Wiedemann, BBV announces to introduce CECRA as standard in his RAS in Bavaria 
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Currently, several organisational processes can be observed happening at the same time. 

In Spain, Ireland and Latvia, first CECRA Trainings have started, they are in a realisation phase, from 

EUFRAS perspective it’s the beginning of the roll out, the dissemination. 

The first CECRA TTT has been developed, preparatory work is still to be done, some uncertainty remains, 

hopefully there will be enough applications for the realization. 

The CECRA Working groups of EURAS and IALB are parallel adapting the guidelines to the new situation, 

further accreditations of future CECRA partners are expected – this is in development. If the timeframe is 

too long and activities and personal contacts around CECRA are low, maybe interest in accrediting might 

cool down. 

Lessons learned 

Practice orientation is crucial! The Feedback from the cross-visit was presented and discussed within 

CECRA Working Group and IALB Committee. The maybe most important impulse was that the practice 

orientation is crucial. We have to be conscious, that we do not train advisor method trainers for the sake 

of the advisors, but to improve advisory work and innovation management on farm and individual 

business level. 

What’s your target group? Valuable was the reminder, that the main target group when rolling out 

CECRA is not the common advisor but the institutions in charge of personal development, i.e. the 

directors and HR departments. 

Always involve all partners! A cooperative approach such as CECRA is very powerful, but needs a lot of 

communication. Individual decisions are not productive. All partners have to be involved in decision 

processes. This takes its time. Until a considerable number of CECRA certificates is reached, with half-

voluntary work of the partners, compromises in the speed of the extension process will be necessary 

Findings on training of farm advisors and innovation brokers 

Innovations need professional brokerage! We took as a confirmation the approval to the general 

approach of CECRA, that innovation and individualized solutions as well as cooperative actions demand 

the command of communicative skills and a methodological toolkit to be able to adapt and use the 

advisors expertise adequately in different situations. The demands towards farm advisors shifts from 

pre-fabricated solutions to innovation support by systemic counselling. Innovations don’t spread 

automatically by themselves. In Europe, a long list of agrarian Universities and State Research Centres 

produce new knowledge in countless research projects and practical on field experiments. At the same 

time, many pioneers among farming practitioners and from the up- and downstream industry create 

innovations that are meant to be spread. The Farm Technology sector is a remarkable hotspot for 

innovations and pioneering spirit. Well-trained advisors ensure this knowledge and innovation transfer, 

called for from many sides. Rural, Farm and household economy advisory services offer professional 

innovation management. In this sense, counselling farmers mediates accurately individualized 

knowledge, competences and learning possibilities. 
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New things do not integrate without conflict in existing patterns. Professional brokerage and negotiation 

between interests and among different players become more and more important for a successful 

implementation of innovations. 

Summary 

Actors/roles within innovation 

• IALB: rural advisors network, CECRA owner, developed CECRA I 2009 in a cooperative approach 
• EUFRAS (RAS network): Licensed party, signed Partnership agreement with IALB, promotes CECRA as 

standard among member organizations, offers TTT 
• Several rural advisory services and universities: Accredited CECRA partners by EUFRAS and IALB, 

implement CECRA within their organization and provide CECRA Modules, Most of them for the for 
the time, 

• IALB CECRA AG: Operative body, where CECRA work is done, every CECRA partner sends one 
delegate, EUFRAS two delegates 

• EUFRAS CECRA Working Group and EUFRAS CECRA Office: coordinate CECRA on European level 

Role of support services 

The support services themselves are experiencing a classical innovation process in a cross border 

cooperation project. 

Description of the innovation 

The "Certificate for European Consultants in Rural Areas" (CECRA) is the first European competence 

development program with an international certificate meeting the rising demand for advisor method 

training. Currently, the CECRA system is expanded through EUFRAS to non-German speaking countries in 

Europe. 

Analysis of factors of success and failures 

The CECRA Cooperation and Usage Agreement (2015 between IALB and EUFRAS) is generally agreed on 

in a relatively short time. This did not happen without conflict. But we took conflict as a good sign to 

affirm that something new is negotiated, that we were in the middle of an innovation process. Several 

attempts to get funding for the further development and roll out of CECRA failed. Nevertheless CECRA 

trainings started in several new regions in Europe. 

Appreciation of regional particularities 

In the Fast-Track Train the trainer event in October 2015 in Dublin, CECRA trainers from different corners 

of Europe were asked if they wanted more regulation within in the CECRA guidelines. The answer was 

clear, that they would like to stick to the basic framework to have enough flexibility to adept to regional 

needs. This concerns the level of detail in the Module Descriptions and the possibility to select fitting 

elective modules. The translation of the CECRA material into local languages remains a challenge. 

Specific recommendations worked out in the AgriSpin-Cross-Visit 

• Address Advisory Services and Institutions directly, as they are responsible for HR development. 
• Introduce a new CECRA Module for Facilitation of EIP groups. 



 
156 AGRISPIN - STORIES FROM ALL CORNERS: TO CONTINUE WITH 

• Learn, how to market the product. 
• Integrate vocational training by re-certification. 

Lessons that can be generalized 

• Practice orientation is crucial. Training advisor methods follows the overall objective to improve 
advisory work and innovation management on farm and individual business level. 

• It is worth to have defined very clearly your target group to address with your innovation. For 
CECRA it is not the common advisor but the institutions in charge of personal development, i.e. the 
directors and HR departments. 

• A cooperative approach such as CECRA needs a lot of communication. Individual decisions are not 
productive. All partners have to be involved in decision processes. This takes time. 

• Innovations need professional brokerage. New things do not integrate by itself into existing 
patterns. 
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ENTRA 
Training For Coaches of Rural Advisors 
Thomas Fisel 
Entra, Germany 
 

 

Several partners in coaching of advisors 

What came into practice and which is the impact? Introduction of coaching methods in rural advisory 

coaching and its benefit for advisory work was an important issue of the exchange. The concept idea of 

coaching is meanwhile quite known in German advisory organisations. Since 10 years Andreas Hermes 

Akademie in cooperation with Entra and VLK (Verband der Landwirtschaftskammern) is offering a one-

year-training course on coaching for rural advisors. Since 9 years the Federal State Institute for 

agricultural Development in Baden Württemberg (LEL) is offering the same training course on coaching 

for rural advisors, which is partly funded by the federal government of Baden Württemberg. More than 

190 advisors have passed these courses and use coaching tools in their advisory practice. Farmers are 

taking benefit, because advisory services in Germany are widening their offer and are better able to 

support farmers in management questions and farm development, where “soft skills” often play an 

important role.  

Strategy advisory for small and middle sized farms: The Bioland Beratung GmbH (Bioland Advisory 

Service Ltd) took up the idea to develop appropriate strategy advisory tools from the above mentioned 

exchange with Denmark. Within the frame of an applied research project, Bioland, together with the 

Von-Thünen-Institute in Braunschweig, developed a strategy check which is called “Standort-

bestimmung” (location determination) “Standortbestimmung” was presented several times at the above 

mentioned exchange meetings of advisory organisations and is meanwhile used by numerous advisors 

and advisory organisations in Germany and Austria. It is also part of the above mentioned training course 

on coaching. The Federal State of Baden Württemberg is actually establishing a smart strategy advisory 

tool for family farms (called “Betriebscheck”: farm check) which was derived from “Standort-

bestimmung”. “Betriebscheck” will be a comprehensive consultation offer for farms in Baden-

Württemberg which is freely available for all farms in Baden Württemberg. Especially small farms, and 

farmer-families who are not a member or client of an advisory service, can profit from this offer. 

Teamwork and cooperation of advisors: 

Several times “cooperation between advisors”, “role distribution of advisors” and “cross selling” were 

important issues. Crucial point in this concept is to define roles and rules, when different advisors are 

working with the same group of clients. Another objective is motivating advisors to bring the services of 

other colleagues and partners, under the attention of the client. The concept of “advisory teams” and 

“cross selling” between advisors was taken up and successfully introduced by the Landwirtschafts-

kammer Nordrhein –Westfalen, one of the biggest advisory organisations in Germany. Many other 

organisations are also working on that issue, because advisors are more and more specialised and should 
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cooperate in order to bring the best service to the client. The idea of diverse advisor roles is meanwhile 

spread in a lot of organisations (e.g. a client manager with a coach profile cares about farm development 

and integrates more specialised advisors in the advisory process; all being in continuous exchange and 

knowing from each other). 

Marketing and active selling 

Marketing is an upcoming topic in advisory organisations in Germany. Marketing trainings for Rural 

Advisors becomes more and more usual. The concern of many advisors against active selling, which was 

typical in the last decades, is changing towards a positive marketing attitude. The exchange helped the 

managers to see the importance of marketing and gave them ideas on the way how mindsets of advisors 

could be changed. 

Marketing trainings for advisors have meanwhile become an important service of Entra. 

Designing of offers and billing of advisory services: There is no “magic bullet” or a single answer how 

advisory offers and billing systems should be designed for having satisfied clients and satisfied advisory 

organisations. The question is very complex and a lot of factors have to be taken in consideration. But for 

instance Bioland Beratung as well as Landwirtschaftskammer Nordrhein- Westfalen, who were intensely 

participating in the above mentioned manager exchange, are leading (non-profit-) organisations 

regarding the development of paid advisory offers in Germany. Many other organisations have been 

visiting them and have taken over their concepts and experiences. 

Pearls: 
• Get Input from other sectors; to look how other sectors have overcome the same challenges 
• The pause between the forums gives organisations the time to digest the fruits 
• The trainers network in a good way and really know the background of the advisors 
• Not afraid of having contact with “Enemies” (conventional sector) 
• Relevance of personal contacts 
• Often innovations starts in networking atmosphere 

Puzzles: 
• Is it enough to follow the demand of the clients? 
• What do the advisors want? 
• Monitoring plan? 
• Look for sustainability (financial) 

Proposals: 
• Probably demand is still there: Organise new offer with EUFRAS 
• Write an article about the networking live-cycle 
• Be in contact with members of the network 
• Develop a “Menu of Exchanges” addressed to different publics 
• Involve management level in new approach 
• Bureaucracy 
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Summary 

What is the innovation? 

According to the discussion during the cross visit it is primarily an Organisational innovation: Managers 

and advisors exchange knowledge and experiences across Organisational borders in order to make their 

organisations more efficient and successful in times of change. But there is also a social component: The 

participants discovered common interests and potentials for synergy and cooperation. New contacts 

between organisations were established which led even to mutual visits. Some of them got another 

perspective on their own situation and realised that they are in good company with their problems. “It 

was good for me to see, that other organisations even very big ones in industry had to go through similar 

difficulties and struggles in the past”, which was a quote from Dr. Waltraud Ruland (Vice-Director of the 

Landwirtschaftskammer Nordrhein-Westfalen during the Cross Visit in Kloster Höchst. 

Key actors and their role in the process:  

• Jan Plagge, head of Bioland Advisory Service in Bavaria at that time; a very innovative person with 
entrepreneurial attitude and excellent management skills. 

• Thomas Fisel, advisor and head of Bioland Advisory Service until 2000; during the innovation he was 
freelancer (linked to Entra) with the freedom and the capacity to bring the ideas into practice which 
were developed together with Jan Plagge. 

• Bioland and other organic associations: giving the freedom to its employees (advisors) to look for 
new ideas and to start new projects. 

• Danish Advisory Service (DAAS): partner for exchange and important source of knowledge and 
experiences. 

• Andreas Hermes Akademie (in cooperation with VLK und AID Infodienst) and later Entra. 
• Giving the platform and the Organisational background in order to organise the exchange events; 

access to EU-Funds (ESF). 
• Taking up ideas of the exchange and offering additional services (soft skill trainings for advisors; 

Coaching course for advisors, etc.). 

Drivers and Success Factors 

• There was (and still is!) a need for change and more quality in rural advisory in Germany because of 
changing market conditions. 

• Small core group of engaged advisors with friendly relationships (warm network), out of practice, 
innovative and with management skills; 

• There was a business model (free lancers in cooperation with an Entra and AHA as open-minded 
and entrepreneurial organisations) which allowed to make “products and services” from new ideas 
and to spread them. 

• Thorough preparation and professional facilitation of exchange is crucial, because Managers of 
advisory organisations and experts from outside have little time. They will only attend in those 
exchange forums if there is a high benefit in short time; furthermore it is crucial to create an 
appropriate framework of conditions, and to stimulate them talking openly about good and bad 
things. 

• Although most participants take concrete purposes with them from the exchange meetings, a lot of 
these ideas perish in the everyday life. So, it was important to create concrete examples and to offer 
additional services (e.g. advisory concepts, seminars, trainings) that helped them to realise the 
knowledge transfer and to start the intended changes. 
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• It was important that some of the key persons had good connections to other branches and other 
countries in order to find best practices, suggestions and inspiring experts from outside. 

Hindering forces and critical moments 

• Dependence on only one or two persons 

In our case the initiative to organise the next exchange forum relied often on one or two persons. When 

these persons were too busy with other things, the forum didn’t take place (e.g. years 2008, 2009, 2010 

and also at present. It would be helpful to have an initiative group and more persons involved on the one 

hand side. A regular interval and long term planning of the meetings is important. Also when Thomas left 

in 2011 for a job as managing director, there was no other person, to take over. Divorce Entra – AHA. The 

end of cooperation between Entra and AHA in 2007 was also a reason, that there was no exchange 

forum between 2007 and 2011. 

• Necessary time and endurance: It needed endurance to create a positive image of the exchange 
meetings and to make them well known in the target group. Especially in the beginning it is 
important that exchange events take place, although participation is not satisfying. 

• Financial resources: It is not easy to make those meetings profitable or at least cost covering. A 
certain idealism and also some positive side effects are necessary in order to make it attractive for 
those who take the financial responsibility. 

Regional particularities 
In Germany most of the advisory organisations operate mostly on regional or federal state level. The 

structure of rural advisory and the relevant frame conditions (public funds; scientific and Organisational 

support etc.) are varying in a broad range between the different federal states; there is little systematic 

exchange between advisory organisations on national level. Only similar organisations (like for instance 

the Chambers of Agriculture) have regular exchange. 

Lessons learned 
There were a lot of lessons, which we could learn during the innovation and also when reflecting the 

innovation case with the help of the AgriSpin methodology. These lessons are part of the summary. The 

most important additional insights during the Cross Visit are: 

• Is there (comparable to the concept of product lifecycles in marketing) also a network lifecycle? And 
is the actual pause of exchange events also indicator for the end of a life cycle? 

• To be confirmed that “warm networks of colleagues with friendly relationship” are often 
“ingredient” of innovations processes 

• Digestion of ideas and innovation takes time and needs resources within the organisations => is the 
actual pause also due to the necessary time for digestion? 

Future Perspectives 
Actually there is the idea between EUFRAS (Pablo Asensio) and Entra (Thomas Fisel) to design and place 

an offer for capacity building and exchange for managers from advisory organisation via EUFRAS and in 

close cooperation under the umbrella of WP 4 in AgriSpin. 
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Mežāres  farm: Team Work for Farm Advice  
Coping With Financial Crisis 
Anita Diabele  
LLKC Latvia 
 

 

Helping 140 dairy farmers out of trouble 

The dairy sector had become unstable due to the world economic crisis in 2008 and the purchase price 

of dairy milk has considerably decreased. It was very essential to give a helping hand to farmers, which 

were struggling with bank payments and farm operating costs. LLKC in collaboration with Ministry of 

Agriculture of Latvia came up with the operational program which looked at the farm with holistic 

approach and dealt with farmers and banks, helping to resolve debt problems and improve farms 

everyday work.  With financial support from Rural Network helped 140 farms to develop production and 

optimization plans and to become stable again. 137 of those farms are still working. The process started 

on and was realized throughout years 2009 and 2010.  

How it all started  

When financial crisis in Latvia started, the purchase price of dairy milk has considerably decreased. 

Ministry of Agriculture received requests from the Farmers organisations (such as the Parliament of 

farmers and Latvian farmers’ federation) came up with a request, that farmers need some help in the 

new situation of crisis.  Farmers were struggling with bank payments and farm operating costs. Soon it 

was decided that LLKC has to think of the solutions to solve the problem.  

It was clear that the main problems farmers were dealing with are lack of knowledge how to reduce 

costs, large debts, cash flow problems and the crisis that came just brought it up and made farmers to 

think about it.  While analysing how to deal with the problem, LLKC trough brainstorming sessions 

understood that 1:1 advisory will not solve the problem and each case has to be seen from different 

perspectives.  

The program  

LLKC experts came up with the program, which target was to elaborate long term production plan, based 

on actual situation in agriculture sector, farm potential and financial possibilities. The tasks to achieve it 

were:   

• Introduction with farm and gathering basic data about production;   
• Evaluation of used methods for running farm;  
• Elaboration of Cash flow, models for cash flow stabilization;  
• Development of production plan for next 3-5 year period. 

The program also included negotiations with banks, allowing farmers to work and postpone the loan 

payments.  
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Advisory teams  

Being inspired from known experience of ProAgria (Finland) and SEGES (Denmark), LLKC decided to 

create advisors teams for trying to solve farmers problems.   

To provide the service, LLKC developed 8 advisory teams for elaboration of production plans (48 

specialists involved). Teams consisted of a:  

• Team leader  
• Specialist in economy  
• Livestock advisor  
• Crop advisor and  
• Book-keeping advisor.  

The Teams were trained to work together and bring up all the issues in the farms, allowing to see the 

farms work from a holistic approach. Farmers from whole Latvia could apply for the program through an 

open announcement on 2009 and 2010. LLKC received 140 applications from different farms from whole 

territory of Latvia:  97 dairy farms, 31 crop farms and 12 other farms (Goat, sheep, e.t.c). The process 

started on 2008 due to world economic crisis and was realized throughout years 2009 and 2010. With 

financial support from Rural Network helped 140 farms to develop production and optimization plans 

and to become stable again. 137 of those farms are still working.  

Effect:  

The case is a great illustration, that in situation of crisis it is possible to find a solution using agreed 

principles. Experts found a way to analyse farm operations to foresee the risks as early as possible. The 

collaboration of different actors has been very successful.  

Summary:  

What is the innovation?  

Advisory work in a team which allows to use a holistic approach and to improve farms work, taking into 

account more than one aspect. The aim of the program was to help farmers to manage crisis and 137 

farms out of 140 succeeded.   

Key actors and their role in the process  

Ministry of Agriculture – quickly reacted on the problem and  gave the green light and financing for the 

search on solutions.  

• Farmers’ organizations (such as Parliament of farmers and Latvian Farmers federation) came up 
with a request, that farmers need some help in the new situation of crisis.   

• LLKC central office – took the problem and found a suitable solution for fast reaction  
• LLKC regional offices – did the actual job with farmers, analysing the farm work and finances and 

giving farmers the solutions  

Role of the support agency  

Initial idea:  
Fast reaction on accepting the need of farmers.  
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Inspiration:  
The form of working in advisory teams came from internal brainstorming, taking Finnish and Danish 

examples as inspiration.  

Planning:  
LLKC formed the advisors teams, defined the work concept and trained the advisors for work with 

farmers in teams.  

Development:  
The approach was tested on some farms by experts from the central office.  

Realisation: 
48 advisors in 8 teams around whole country worked with farmers for two years.  

Dissemination:  
Lithuanians were inspired. Unfortunately in LLKC team work was not used so often afterwards, since it is 

costly and farmers in Latvia were not yet ready to pay for such service.  

Success factors  

• Fast reaction to a problem  
• Actual farms still working  
• Better cooperation and networking among LLKC regional offices  
• Farms  and advisors are more using the economical approach in their work  

Fail factors  

• Team work did not last in some offices after the project  
• Team approach seems too expensive for the farmer  

Regional and/or historical particularities  

Still lot of farmers in Latvia are not running the farm as enterprise, but lean on traditions and old 

knowledge. It often results in unreasonably expensive farming and lack of willingness and ability to think 

about the finances. Often farmers think that advisory must be a free service and are not ready to pay the 

realistic price.  
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Herbivorous project  
The Rudini Farm 
Anita Diebele 
LLKC Latvia 
 

 

Getting farmers, scientists and advisors to work together 

There was no close cooperation between farmers, scientists and advisors in creating the field trials and 

demonstrations. Through this project the cooperation has come much closer and each of the involved 

sides are learning each other’s language. The project works in the farms around all country, covering 

different breeders (cattle, dairy, sheep and goat). In 2016 it is ongoing in 15 farms and during the farm 

days visited by ~ 75 farmers each. To provide the service, LLKC is working closely together with scientists 

from Latvian University of Agriculture and farmers, directly involved in demonstrations.  

The project  

The innovation is responding to farmers needs for better and cheaper maintenance of cattle. The aim of 

the measure is to develop rational recommendations for livestock farms, using commercially reasonable 

good practice farming methods on a trial basis, manufacturing analysis, by promoting the transfer of 

knowledge in the livestock sector. The goals are:  

• To promote best practice knowledge transfer and introduction of livestock farms, ensuring the 
exchange of experience in the livestock sector concerned: farmers, consultants and scientists  

• To promote a cost-effective methods of farming ,, with a view to improving the quality and volume 
of production, to promote the competitiveness of livestock farming, based on economic 
management, taking into account animal welfare, environmental protection and the conservation of 
resources.  

Multi stakeholder decision board for demonstration farms  

The decision making body of the project  - Livestock Competency Centre Advisory board is consisting of 

12 persons, representing advisors, scientists, and different farmers organisations. LKC Advisory board has 

to work on promoting recommendations in the livestock sector workers, for training livestock advisors, 

large farm managers and farmers. Also they have to prepare recommendations for agricultural  

programs of Ministry of Agriculture – for creating an effective farming system and the development and 

improvement of breeding  program.  Advisory board decides on themes of most needed practical 

demonstrations and trials in livestock farming.  

When the demonstrations are made  

The farmers are aware of different farming experiences, they can see the real effect of different 

innovations (or just better conditions) for cattle. The public events for farmers are very well recognized 

and farmers are willing to try the good praxis in their own farms.  

The themes in the project are mostly new for Latvian conditions, so different ideas and experiments are 

welcome for try-out. The main challenges through the process are the “scientists language” translation 

for farmers (and vice versa) and to find the right farmers for the demonstrations – those who will accept 
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the new introductions and maintain them as planned by advisors and scientists. The process started on 

2012 and is still ongoing.  

How many?  

The project has the farms around all country, covering different breeders (cattle, dairy, sheep, goat). This 

year the event is ongoing in 15 farms and during the farm days visited by ~ 90 farmers each.  

Summary  

What is the innovation?  

Competence centre advisory board for the herbivorous project. Multi stakeholder decision making board 

for demonstration farms.  

It is an organizational innovation.  

Key actors and their role in the process  

Farm owners, professionals  

Latvian University of Agriculture professors and docents  

LLKC advisors  

LLKC livestock competence centre  

Anita Siliņa – the key person of getting all stakeholders together.  

Role of the support agency  

Initial idea:  
The idea came from LLKC staff, which was inspired by EU new trends that in the future scientists, 

advisors and farmers should work together more closely for better results.  

Inspiration: 
• LLKC staff got the inspiration during discussions in EU project Baltic Deal.   
• LLKC invited Anita Siliņa to work with them and Livestock competence centre was made.  

Planning:  
LLKC created the methodology of the project, asked University professors and farmers to join in.  

Development: 
In 2012 the Board of Livestock competence centre, which consists of 12 Scientists, advisors and farmers 

was made and first demo farms were introduced.  

Realisation:  
Project works for several years and has a greater acceptance in the public each year. If in first years there 

were about 30 participants coming to Farm days, than in 2016 up to 100 people are attending the 

meetings.  
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Success factors  

• Different stakeholders involved to take decisions in demonstrations.  
• Hard work towards “translating” science language to farmers. 
• The recognition of the activities has raised significant during 4 years of implementation.  

Fail factors  

Not always stakeholders are interested in actually doing the job. 

Regional and/or historical particularities  

Farmers and scientists are often not too interested to work together, since one thinks – they are too 

complicated and others – that they are not listening.   

Scientists often are busy with their promotion and other works, and has no time for ground – level 

science.  

Specific recommendations  

The main challenges through the process are the “scientists language” translation for farmers (and vice 
versa) and to find the right farmers for the demonstrations – those who will accept the new 
introductions and maintain them as planned by advisors and scientists.  
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169 CHAPTER 38: YOUNG FARMERS 

Young Farmers 
Promotion Of Youth Entrepreneurship In Rural Areas   
Anita Diebele  
LLKC Latvia 
 

Targeting young farmers 

The business incubator type program is made to promote young people's interest in the business and 

involvement in public life, and to develop the necessary business competence. During the trainings 

young people have the opportunity to learn how to build and develop their business ideas, how to 

develop a business plan and other skills needed in rural business. The final event of the  program each 

year is a business plan competition, which is well recognized in rural areas.  

The project  

Innovation is responding to emptying rural areas, what often is because of lack of job opportunities. The 

event is introduced in order to activate and encourage participation of young people from countryside in 

rural business and social life. Participants: the target audience is young people aged 18-30 years who 

want to learn and to start or develop their business in rural areas, as well as to work in rural 

development or improvement of its social life by implementation of their ideas.  

Main tasks:  

• To train young people about the identification and analysis of the idea, business plans and projects 
development;  

• Help young people to implement their ideas for rural development;  
• Organize Contest for young people about the vital capacity of their business ideas with the cash 

prize fund.   

Process of the activities  

Main goal of the information day is to create interest about this activity – to encourage youth to believe 

in their idea and to start learning process. At the information day participants learn more about the 

program, planned activities and they meet with participants from previous years and it can include visits 

from local entrepreneurs, who motivates and gives inspiration for youth.  

During the learning days youth thinks about such tasks as idea generation, how to start up Entrepreneur-

ship, market research and competition analysis, funding possibilities, EU projects, marketing activities 

and branding, business plan writing, bookkeeping and presentation skills. Some successful business 

examples are presented as well.  

After five learning days every participant can get individual consultations about business plan writing 

from specialist at the advisory centre or outside the organisation – local farmers, business people etc..  

After that participants can submit their business plan for competition in one of 4 categories and compete 

for prizes. Total project fund: € 30 000.  
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During the course different more classic activities are discussed - such as making children clothing and 

organisation of cultural events. Some more untraditional ideas as ice cream from hemp milk, and 

wooden pedal cars for kids came up too. The program started on 2011 and is still ongoing.  

How many?  

Trainings are ongoing in all districts of Latvia (25) and for three last years about 200 young people each 

year had participated the training, more than 50 each year finalize their business plans and 25-35 new 

enterprises are made each year.  

Effect  

The young people get the knowledge, courage and support to start their own business.  

Summary  

What is the innovation?  

The innovation is a business incubator type learning program for young people in rural areas. To increase 

the effect of the learning program, the competition of business plans and ideas was made and now is 

widely recognized in Latvia.  

• It is an organizational innovation.  
• Key actors and their role in the process  
• LLKC advisors in centre and regional offices – organizing of trainings and   
• Young farmers and rural entrepreneurs  
• ALTUM fund, supporting the price fund.  

Role of the support agency  

Initial idea:  
RDP required activities for promoting it’s possibilities and LLKC employees came up with the idea.   

Inspiration:  
The Idea of the form of activity came from other business incubators. Often young people in rural areas 

are less skilled and with different needs than those in the cities. So LLKC had the idea to establish one.  

Planning:  
LLKC developed the concept of the  program and it is funded from RDP technical support.  

Development:  
During the first year the pilot course in 4 districts out of 26 were made.   

Realization:  
In the 2012 the project covered already whole country.   

Dissemination:  
The program is ongoing. Minor improvements are made each year.  

Embedding:  
Staff accepted the method and the program  is well recognized in rural areas.  
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Success factors  

• High recognition in rural areas. 
• Possibility to get start-up funding for the rural business.  

Fail factors  

• Some young people step out of the  program when they see the workload.  
• The quality of the trainings and support can differ in regions.  

Regional and/or historical particularities  

Often the urbanization trend in some areas has gone so far, that in some regions it is hard to find 

interested young people.   

Specific recommendations  

The competition with prize can boost the quality of training and participants interest to work harder.  
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Business Incubator 
Development of Economic Activities, supporting Entrepreneurs in rural 
areas  
Anita Diebele  
LLKC (Latvia) 

 

Helping young farmers to get started 

Often entrepreneurs are facing the biggest problems during the first two years of operation. LLKC has 

made a program, which works with rural entrepreneurs and farmers during those first five years, 

supporting them with advice and some free services – such as accounting, marketing or other, if 

required. The business incubator type approach helps new farmers and those who are willing to do 

business in rural areas to get the advice and they are led through the beginning of the entrepreneurship. 

The event is introduced in order to activate and encourage participation of entrepreneurs from 

countryside in rural business and social life.  

How it all started  

Innovation is responding to an emptying rural area, what often is because of lack of job opportunities 

which causes migration and stops economic growth. It started in Latgale region for the first years, when 

Ministry of Agriculture decided to boost the mostly agricultural and also rural business life there.   

In 2012 the program expanded to whole territory of Latvia and started also focusing not only on 

agricultural enterprises but more on start-ups and non-agricultural businesses.  

What is all about  

The business incubator type approach helps new farmers and those who are willing to do business in 

rural areas to get the advice and they are led through the beginning of the entrepreneurship  

The event is introduced in order to activate and encourage participation of entrepreneurs from 

countryside in rural business and social life.  

The participants / target audience is entrepreneurs who want to learn and to start or develop their 

business in rural areas, as well as to work in rural development or improvement of its social life by 

implementation of their ideas.  

Main tasks:  

• To train entrepreneurs about the identification and analysis of the idea, business plans and projects 
development;  

• Help to implement their ideas for rural development;  
• Develop the business plans for attracting finances for implementing of idea  

How it is done  

When opening the cooperation with the enterprise, advisors go through the work of it, discussing ideas 

and their viability, development plans, book keeping, its finances and if needed, specific advisors are 

invited. During the cooperation time, entrepreneurs are visited and they discuss with advisors about 
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business activities, its changes, about the aims of further work during the cooperation time. The book 

keeping service is offered for free, if needed. The process started in 2011 in one region and is still 

ongoing in whole territory of Latvia. 

How many?  

Each year about 250 small farmers are participating in the program from all territory of Latvia. LLKC 

specialists are monitoring companies and helping in development process in 3 year period.   

Effect  

Better educated, more active and more enterprising people in rural areas who are willing to participate 

in social life and develop their ideas for promoting entrepreneurship. New companies - the taxpayers.  

Summary  

What is the innovation?  

The business incubator type approach, which helps new farmers and those who are willing to do 

business in rural areas, to get the advice. They are led trough the beginning of the entrepreneurship for 

first years and can be more stable on their own afterwards.  

Key actors and their role in the process  

LLKC advisors as organizers of the process and advisory givers.  

Farmers and rural entrepreneurs as participants  

Ministry of Agriculture as the funder and contracting authority  

Other organisations, which are involved in advice when needed and LLKC cannot provide the service.  

Role of the support agency  

Initial idea:  
There was a need to support entrepreneurs in Latgale region, so the Ministry of Agriculture asked LLKC 

for help.  

Inspiration:  
This program was started by LRATC specialists to combine experience, examples and impressions from 

other projects.   

Planning:  
LLKC made the plan for the  program   

Development:   
Realisation:  
The process in the beginning was so fast that there was not really time for the development phase. The 

program started the implementation very rapidly.  

Dissemination: 
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In 2011 the program worked only in the Latgale region, the next Year LLKC started to do it in whole 

country.  

Embedding:  
Widely accepted in LLKC. ~ 700 farmers are working in the program.  

Success factors  

The program helps entrepreneurs in during the first working years, which is the time when most face the 

first bigger problems and give up.  

Fail factors  

• Long term contracts sometimes scare the beneficiaries.  
• The quality of service can differ between regions. 

Regional and/or historical particularities  

Since Soviet times people in rural areas were more working physical jobs and they did not have to think 

about markets, finances and where the produced goods go. Nowadays the situation differs and rural 

entrepreneurs need help and advice to grow in the business.  

 

  





 
177 CHAPTER 40: EEROLA PIG FARM  

Eerola Pig Farm 
Developing Environmental Technologies At Farm Level   
Hannu Haapala  
ProAgria (Finland) 
   

Environmental technology development at Eerola Farm  

The group visiting the Biosampo at Eerola pig farm. The Eerola pig farm is situated near the City of 

Seinäjoki. Since the urban area is closing the challenge is odour annoyance. Environmental issues 

demand that slurry has to be transported far away which is causing extra costs. Sami Eerola, the farmer, 

has a long-term vision. He thinks that it is important to be proactive in developing the farm processes so 

that the coming restrictions could be overcome. He wants to stay in the area and enlarge the farm. 

That’s why he has adopted new technologies that reduce odour emissions and make the slurry suitable 

for application in the near-by fields.   

Probing new ways to reduce odour and emissions together 

Sami Eerola has worked together with a manufacturer of environmental technologies, Pellon Group Ltd. 

They have tested a new biological process, The Biosampo, in full-scale at Eerola farm. Besides that, they 

have used additional technologies such as manure cooling and high pressure water spraying inside the 

pig house.  This case is concentrating on Biosampo trials and development at Eerola. 

The innovation is a combination of technologies to reduce odour and emissions in pig farms. It is a 

technical innovation in nature. The initial idea of the central part of the process was presented by prof. 

Erkki Aura 1998, then working at MTT Agrifood Research Finland, the national research centre for 

agriculture in Finland (later ‘MTT’). The invention is about the type of microbes and the process how they 

operate in the process in order to remove odour and reduce emissions. The microbes and the process 

are patented.  

Pellon Group Ltd (later ‘Pellon’) is a family business with considerably large repertoire of agricultural 

technology in their product list. They started manufacturing and sales piggery products such as cages and 

later manure handling in 1960’s. Soon they started with liquid feeding which was a new innovative way 

of feeding pigs. Throughout the years Pellon has been very active in cooperation with research. The 

basics of the processes have been evaluated together with various research institutes both in Finland 

and abroad. The users, the farmers, have been included in testing and piloting right from the beginning 

of operation.  

The Eerola Farm has had a long relationship with the Pellon. Various testing operations have occurred 

during several decades, starting in the 1980’s with bovine equipment during the father’s time and 

continued with the current pig production during the son’s ownership of the Eerola farm.  During the 

years, trust has been built between the parties so that it is considerably easy to cooperate.   
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The rights to use a new discovery 

At the end of 1990’s, as prof. Aura made the discovery, Pellon made research cooperation with MTT. As 

the invention had been protected, MTT offered Pellon the possibility to buy the rights to it. The parties 

came to an agreement and continued to secretly develop the process in larger research scale.   

In 2002-2003, as the development was active, Pellon found out about new legislation in both Russia and 

China. In both countries, the new environmental legislation included the demand of having some kind of 

treatment for slurry in new barns and piggeries. The basic idea of the modular design of Biosampo was 

then created by Pellon. The goal was to offer the flexible solution first to emerging Chinese and Russian 

markets. Simultaneously, Mr. Juha Takala, a son of the owner family of Pellon, joined actively several 

networks and groups who worked on different aspects of environmental technologies in Finnish 

agriculture.  Mr. Takala also lobbied for subsidies for the Biosampo investments. These efforts were in 

practice funded by the company itself.  

Scaling up 

During the first part of 2000’s the system was scaled up with the help of MTT and funding from Pellon 

and TEKES (the Finnish Funding Agency for Innovation). A real farm pilot was needed. That’s where Sami 

Eerola happened to talk with Juha Takala. Sami was planning to build a new piggery and was visiting the 

Pellon plant to get information of the alternative solutions for installations inside the pig house. Juha 

Takala asked Sami to also consider the new idea of Biosampo. Sami got interested and the negotiations 

did not last too long before an agreement was made to try it out. The parties trusted each other because 

there was the long history of cooperation behind. For the same reason, the agreement was not very 

detailed.  

The city comes nearer 

The motivation of the farmer, Sami Eerola, was high because he wanted to look far in the future. The City 

of Seinäjoki was about to come closer to the farm. Environmental regulations and the permits needed 

were about to include elements that needed a slurry treatment. Biosampo was promised to have this 

kind of effects. Permits were applied and Seinäjoki gave them. ProAgria helped with economical 

calculations and business planning.  

In 2012 the new piggery with Biosampo pilot was finally completed. The pilot had fractioning, biological 

treatment and Nitrogen reduction of the slurry. The solids were simply stored and composted. In 

addition to Biosampo, there were also cooling of manure with a heat pump and cooling of inside air with 

high-pressure water spraying. The technologies were tried out and research was conducted both on the 

process and its effects on odour and nutrients.   

The technology becomes disseminated 

Currently there are altogether four operational Biosampos in Finland. The product is about to be 

launched to the markets. In November it is promoted in Hannover at Eurotier 2016, marketed as the 

World’s leading trade fair for animal production, where it is a candidate for the EuroTier 2016 Innovation 

Award.   
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Dissemination of the Biosampo has been assisted with extensive visibility in professional media. The 

cooperation with research, authorities and advisory has helped to awake the interest of important 

stakeholders and farmers as well. In several potential market areas, the environmental legislation and 

related regulations have rapidly changed to a beneficial direction for Biosampo. One example is the EU’s 

BAT regulation (list of Best Available environmental Technologies) that includes Biosampo.  

Analysis  

What is the innovation?  

Technological innovation where an invention in research is turned into a sellable product using full-scale 

farm testing. The core of the product is the biological process that treats slurry so that the liquid part can 

be spread near the pig farm and the dry fraction is converted into valuable fertilizer that can be 

transported further. Furthermore, the odour is reduced so that spreading is possible even near inhabited 

areas.   

Key actors  

• Prof. Erkki Aura in MTT Agrifood Research Finland, the national research centre for agriculture that 
is nowadays merged into a new larged research unit, Luke - Natural Resouces Institute Finland, 
making the initial invention about the process.  

• Mr. Juha Takala in Pellon Group Ltd, who discovered the business potential of the process and lead 
the product development using live connections to farmers.  

• Mr. Sami Eerola, the farmer who saw the possibility to survive though the application of new 
environmental technologies, even though the City of Seinäjoki grew near the pig farm.  

Role of the support agency  

ProAgria advisory services giving consultancy in the production and investments. Luke making research 

on the prototypes on farms.  

Success factors  

Trust between the actors that made it possible to build a full-scale prototype at Eerola farm. Co-

operation of authorities and funders in the South Ostrobothnia region that enabled permits and funding 

for the development.  

Fail factors  

Some technical details were not operational so that there was a lot of iteration in the process. However, 

this is typical for product development.   

Regional and/or historical particularities  

The region is famous for its innovativeness and entrepreneurial spirit. New developments are often tried 

and it is common practise to take risks. The actors knew each other from previous product development 

activities.  

Specific recommendations  

More involvement of independent advisory is needed. There could also be the possibility to diversify the 

farm business, e.g. selling the fertilizer and utilising excess heat from the process.   
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Lessons that can be generalised  

Successful farm level product development is built on trust between the actors. Visionary forward 

thinking is required. Open feedback from the process is needed. Win-win of all the parties involved must 

be achieved.  
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Tikka Farm 
Developing feeding wall on farm level  
Hannu Haapala 
Pro Agria (Finland) 
  

  

Feed Wall System development at Tikka Farm  

The Tikka organic dairy farm needed to build a new barn. The available choices were quite expensive so 

the farmers tried to find alternatives. Architect Joni Pitkäranta had designed a new solution for an 

architect competition that made the barn narrower and cheaper to build. Vesa Tikka happened to listen 

the architect’s presentation and got interested.  They started cooperating and built altogether three 

versions at Tikka farm. During the process they had also cooperation with manufacturers. The present 

version is patented and sold to several countries including SWE, DEN, FR, NO, D, RU and NL.  The 

enthusiasm of the architect and innovativeness of the farmer has led to a real, embedded innovation.   

The Feed Wall System means that the cows are fed through the specially designed wall of the barn. The 

barn is narrow and the feeding wagon is not driven inside so that the building is lower and there is less 

risk of contamination. The quality of feed is better and cows eat more.   

The innovation is a new building design, an innovative wall design. It is a technological innovation. The 

initial idea was presented by Jouni Pitkäranta in an architect competition in 1998. The goal of the 

competition, ‘Maatila 2000 (Farm 2000)’, was to gather designs of futuristic agricultural buildings for the 

next millennium.  The idea has led to sellable products that are exported into several countries 

worldwide.   

The feed wall concept reduces the width of a barn. In doing so, it reduces building costs since less and 

thinner materials are needed in wall construction. Furthermore, the operation of the wall is more 

hygienic since the feed wagon is not driven inside the building. This reduces the risk of contaminants in 

the feed.   

An idea was born long ago 

Architect Jouni Pitkäranta began to design buildings already as a young student. The applications in 

agriculture were his speciality during his studies in Helsinki University of Technology, Department of 

Architecture. The spark for agriculture came from his home and neighbouring farms. During the 

competition, Jouni was still a student.  

As the jury of the competition in 1998 supported the idea of feed wall, Jouni began developing it with 

close connection to farmers. Most people who heard about the idea rejected it as non-realistic. This did 

not stop him because he was sure that the benefits could be large.  
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Jouni started to give speeches in various meeting. In one seminar he met two farmers who were 

interested in the idea. The farmers needed space-saving solutions, and it did not take a long time as the 

talks led to building prototypes on these farms in 2000.    

Then Jouni decided to upscale the system to make it more profitable. He believed in the design so he 

even talked to Lely Ltd. As the negotiations did not lead to co-operation Jouni decided to build the up-

scaled prototypes together with a small local workshop. As no external funding was available all the work 

was paid by Jouni’s own money.   

The first tests at Tikka farm 

In 2003-2008, Tikka Farm began testing the first commercial version of the feed wall. Three different 

versions were tested in Tikka. The first commercial version was too weak in construction and had 

problems with the pneumatic operation as well. As the manufacturer of that version denied to change 

anything in the construction Vesa Tikka, the farmer himself, decided to convert the operation into 

hydraulics. He also made a completely new structure based on greenhouse components. The third 

version that lead to the current commercial version was also tested in Tikka.   

During the same period Tikka was enlarging the organic milk production and ProAgria helped the farmer 

to make calculations on the profitability of the needed investments and also helped to scale-up the 

production. The feed wall was an important part of those investments.   

Ready for the market 

In 2008-2010 the feed wall system was ready for markets and it was already sold on a regular basis. Tikka 

Farm was open for visitors who considered buying the system. ProAgria helped Tikka’s to optimise their 

production. The dissemination continued and connections abroad were utilized to open tests and sales 

there.    

The Tikka’s have now a long-lasting history of operation with Jouni Pitkäranta. Trust has been built 

between them so that it is rather easy to cooperate. Farmers who plan to build barns still visit Tikka farm 

to talk and reflect on alternatives.  

Jouni Pitkäranta has built a warm network of farmers, authorities, researchers, and advisors. The 

operation is reaching from domestic into international. The latest development has been a new company 

where advisory is an integrated part. The 4DBarn Ltd consults farmers about the efficiency of operation 

and offer them tools to plan more efficient barns.   

Analysis  

What is the innovation?  

Technological innovation where the idea of a young architect was turned into a sellable product using 

full-scale farm testing. It is a new barn wall design that reduces width and building cost of barns. It also 

reduces the risk of contamination and enhances animal health.   
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Key actors and their role in the process  

• Architect Jouni Pitkäranta who attended a futuristic design competition, making the original design 
of Feed Wall and leading the development on farm level.  

• The Tikka family, who had the need to build economically, chose the Feed Wall, and actively 
participated in the tests.  

Role of the support agency  

ProAgria advisory services giving consultancy in the production and investments. Making the needed 

plans to get funding for the barn.   

Success factors  

The farmers’ willingness, enthusiasm and dynamics to try something new. Inventiveness of the farmer. 

Continuous co-operation btw the farmer and the architect. The architect’s engagement in agricultural 

production, initiated at his home farm.   

Fail factors  

There were several points in the product development process where the speed of innovation was slow, 

mainly because the partners involved. The choice of materials led to weak constructions and industrial 

partners withdrew from development.   

Regional and/or historical particularities  

The region is famous for its innovativeness and entrepreneurial spirit. New developments are often tried 

and it is common practise to take risks.   

Specific recommendations  

ProAgria could support the innovation more actively. More publicity for the innovation support 

possibilities could be reached through the use of multiple communication channels.   

Lessons that can be generalised  

Enthusiasm helps to survive the hard times in innovation. Vision needs to be kept clear.  
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Kirkkokallio 
An agroecological concept  
Hannu Haapala  
  
 

The principle of the Agroecological Concept  

It utilises the idea of circular economy where energy and by-products are effectively used. The concept 

has been built systematically in Honkajoki area, now consisting of over ten co-operating companies. The 

key person has been Mr. Hannu Uusihonko who has acted as a free actor in the development. Some key 

data of the farm:  

• Surface area: approximately 150 hectares including the wind farm.   
• Employs more than 200 people directly and indirectly.   
• Over 10 companies involved.  
• Total revenue of the companies has reached around 100 million euros.   
• Total investments over the past five years 100 million euros.   
• Attracts a growing number of business and environmentally-oriented visitors yearly.  

 The innovation is an integrated value chain. It is a process innovation. The idea of an agroecological 

cluster was presented by professors in Helsinki University in 1996. As Hannu Uusihonko studied in 

Helsinki for his MSc degree he picked up the agroecological thinking.  The basic idea is that industries 

waste a lot of energy and produce by-products that could be utilized more intelligently.  Clusters of 

companies could benefit from these energies and by-products. An ecological cluster where suitable 

industries are situated near each other enhances the total efficiency of its members. Industries that use 

agricultural materials have a good opportunity to utilize these principles. There is a lot of usable energy 

in biological materials and their by-products are mostly suitable for recycling. An agroecological 

industrial cluster is definitely an interesting business.  

How to realise a dream? 

As Hannu Uusihonko had to move back to his home village and take over his family farm he started to 

think how to apply the ideas.  In Honkajoki, there is the habit that locals have informal meetings in 

saunas. In sauna meetings everyone is more equal than in formal ones. People talk quite freely about 

their ideas and businesses. Agreements are made on a trust basis. You give your word and keep the 

promises you make. Hannu Uusihonko presented his ideas to several people and asked if such concept 

could be actual for them.  

Meanwhile, the BSE disease abroad created the need for building facilities to handle dead animals in a 

centralized unit in every EU member state. Even there was not BSE in Finland we had to comply with the  

new legislation. Finns decided to build the handling plant in Honkajoki.  
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The new situation gave new interest in the cluster thinking. Hannu Uusihonko acted as a facilitator and 

managed to make the entrepreneurs start cooperating. As there was the tradition to trust in each other’s 

promises, the agreements were mostly oral. No formal contracts were made. Everyone joining the 

cooperation was first accepted by others.   

Getting started with the right partners 

The building process started around the bone meal factory. Greenhouses were first built in 2001. The 

local authorities, including the regional architect, were helping in land use planning and building permits. 

Hannu Uusihonko had good contacts to the Helsinki University and managed to get three graduates to 

make their theses on the concept. He also helped in finding new innovators and companies to the area.  

RDP funds were applied to develop the cluster. These together with the R&D funding paid by the 

companies and the National Fund for Innovations (TEKES) were crucial for the development. During the 

years 2001-2014 the cluster grew quite intensively. New investors were found and new companies 

joined. Eventually, as wind power subsidies became available, also windmills were built and foreign 

money got more involved.   

It works 

Currently, the solution includes a local cluster of over 10 companies. The by-products and waste-heat are 

utilized in making biodiesel, biogas, and heating green houses. Wind energy is also produced. The 

efficiencies of material and energy use are improved because of the concept.   

The concept is an example of how to complete local resources with the needed ones to form a harmonic 

ecological system. The concept can be applied in similar situations where there are enough excess heat 

and wastes available.   

The co-operating principle of the companies is unique because it is based on trust between the actors so 

that the important decisions such as letting new companies to join the concept have been made 

together. It can be stated that the cluster has been created based on the strong will and motivation 

among the key persons in the area.   

The principle may restrict the expansion of the system in future. New large investors are needed if the 

Kirkkokallio is further developed. The situation has put the development on hold so that the core players 

are now quite content with the size of the establishment.   

If the concept is to be disseminated, as projected, there is the need to make formal agreements on the 

concept and its utilization.  

Analysis  

What is the innovation?  

A process innovation, a cluster where side flows of different process industries are utilized in e.g. 

greenhouses and biofuel. A result of clever agroecological thinking that reduces environmental load of all 

parts of the system.   



 
187 CHAPTER 42: KIRKKOKALLIO 

Key actors and their role in the process  

• Mr Hannu Uusihonko who acted as a free actor, applying his studies in Helsinki University together 
with local industries.  

• Prof. Juha Helenius in Helsinki University who taught Hannu Uusihonko during his studies.  
• Researchers and students who made their theses on the processes and the cluster.  
• Local authorities, e.g. the regional architect Ilmari Mattila who made the growth possible.  
• The leaders of the local companies who believed in the idea and invested a lot of their own money 

on the developments needed.  

Role of the support agency  

ProAgria advisory services giving consultancy for the involved farmers.   

 Success factors  

Trust btw Hannu Uusihonko and the local small businesses creating a warm network that took risks. The 

excellent co-operation facilitation. Logical step by step development together with the companies.  

Fail factors  

The method based on mutual trust may not work when outsiders join. Doing too much on his own, not 

using external help. How to sell the whole concept?   

Regional and/or historical particularities  

The sauna-method where the local actors meet informally on a regular basis and build trust before doing 

business together.   

Specific recommendations  

External expert could be beneficial for the future of the process. A written agreement on the concept is 

maybe needed in the future.  

Lessons that can be generalised  

The thinking models learnt in universities can produce great things when applied with enthusiasm. The 

utilization of warm networks helps with the realization. Everything, however, must not be done by the 

same individuals but external consultation needs to be used to get further in dissemination.  
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Keisala 
ProAgria Investment Support Team & using a blog as a tool to 
communicate  
Hannu Haapala 
ProAgria (Finland)  

  

The Investment Support Team of ProAgria 

The Investment Support Team of  ProAgria helped the Keisala family to build a new barn through intro-

ducing an Investment Support Team service package. The team consisted of production advisory, design 

and investment specialists.  Basics: production advisory team, incl. economics, animal husbandry and 

plant production. Design process: architect + engineer + production advisory team + farmers Investment: 

advisory in economics + production (cows, fields) The result is an economically viable barn: reasonable 

investment, good functionality and fast production start.  

The farmer also kept a blog during the building project. Ups and downs were communicated. She got lots 

of followers, resulting in several visits of other farmers who were planning to build a new barn. The blog 

also gave good publicity for the ProAgria advisory services and others involved in the Investment Support 

Team.   

The innovation is an integrated advisory team. It is an organizational innovation. The Investment Support 

Team is an example of how an advisory service can help the farm to run a large investment.  The idea for 

an integrated Investment Support Team emerged from project work in ProAgria around 2006. The need 

for support comes from the fact that a farmer builds a barn only a couple times in his/her life. Farms are 

getting larger and the investments grow. The farmers need to make robust decisions since the risks are 

high.   

The wish to build a climate and animal friendly barn 

In the beginning of the millennium Keisala farm wanted to make a new barn. The motivation was to have 

better environment for both the animals and the workers. Robotic milking was wanted to the new barn 

so that the needs of related technologies were also guiding the planned construction.  However, it took 

seven years to have the environmental permit since a neighbor was complaining. Meanwhile the pre-

planning of the project with investment calculations was going on. Discussions with advisors was active 

but not constant. From 2010 on, as all the permits were ready, the Investment Support Team helped the 

farmer to plan the investment process on a regular basis. A feeding specialist of ProAgria was initially the 

key person to invite the needed experts together. The farmers were active in the process too.   

First the team together with the farmers gathered relevant information of barn designs and equipment 

selections from domestic and foreign sources. There were visits to barns where interesting solutions had 

been made. In course of time the Investment Support Team was completed with experts from financing, 

building and authorities. The composition of the team was changing according to the needs of the 

project phase. Experts of ProAgria, however, stayed as the core of the team. Advisors of economy, 

43 
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construction design, plant production and dairy formed the core.  The project management of a large 

investment is mostly challenging. External consultancy is therefore needed. But the need of the 

consultancy changes as the project progresses.  

During 2010-2012 the investment support team helped the farmer with setting goals and making 

choices. The team consisted of experts with different backgrounds: design, economics, plant production, 

dairy production, etc. according to the needs of the project. In 2012 the embargo against Russia created 

a significant drop of milk price in Finnish markets. The building phase was active and the Investment 

Support Team helped the farmers to realize the barn. Building specialists were involved.  

A blog for the website of ProAgria attracts attention 

During the process Merja Keisala kept a blog in the web pages of ProAgria. She was asked to do that by 

ProAgria who wanted to help other investors in their processes. Openness and honesty of information 

was the key to success. There were a lot of followers who contacted Keisalas and asked for their opinions 

and also gave their experiences of their own projects to common use. Lots of visitors travelled to Keisala 

farm to discuss their situation. The blog acted as a reflection room for the Keisalas so that difficult 

moments and success were discussed. ProAgria got positive open image because of the blog.  

The Investment Support Team concept has been used by ProAgria on other cases as well. It is, however, 

quite expensive to run so that it is not to applied on regular basis. The cases have to be selected 

carefully. In the future, the concept needs to be embedded in practical consultation work done by 

ProAgria. To do so, the process needs to be analyzed and systemized. Evaluation of the process should 

be part of the ProAgria service package.   

Analysis  

What is the innovation?  

Organizational innovation where an Investment Support Team helps the farmer to run a large 

investment. It is a service package where the needed consultation services are coordinated by ProAgria. 

The service reduces risks in the process and ensures that the solution is viable.  Selected experts see the 

process from different angles so that several aspects are covered simultaneously.   

Key actors and their role in the process  

• ProAgria feeding expert initiating the team by suggesting it to the farmers. She also coordinated the 
meetings.  

• The Keisala family, who had the need to build a new large barn and wanted to buy more 
consultation and to develop the Investment Support Team service.   

• Merja Keisala who kept the blog and opened the investment process to the public.   
• The young generation in Keisala who participated in the process actively.  

Role of the support agency  

ProAgria advisory services developing the package together with the farmers.    

Success factors  

• The integrated approach where the farm is seen as a holistic system.  
• Collaborative environment in ProAgria.  
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• The flexibility of team composition during the process, involving the needed expertise at right 
moment.  

• Independence of the ProAgria advisors so that their advice could be trusted.  
• Communication btw the generations in Keisala so that the needs of next generation were important 

criteria for the investment.   
• Courage of the Keisalas to take new challenges.  
• Openness of ProAgria so that the blog and social media discussions could be realized.   

 Fail factors  

• The Keisala case: It took seven years to get environmental permit because of one neighbour 
complaining. During the construction phase there were delays due to capacity problems of one 
supplier.   

• The service: the difficulty to develop a clear sellable service package limits the sales of the service in 
future. Feedback and evaluation of the process has not been utilized as systematically as it should 
be.  

Regional and/or historical particularities  

In most cases, it is the tradition to discuss future plans with the next generation taking over the farm. In 

the region, entrepreneurs have the courage to try new developments and it is common practise to take 

risks.   

Specific recommendations  

• Evaluation of the process should be part of the ProAgria Investment Support Team service package. 
Study and knowledge exchange should be organized to develop and disseminate the service.   

• ProAgria should be more active in helping young farmers in general.   

Lessons that can be generalised  

• A successful support team can be realised when the facilitator has a close connection to the 
customer. Experts of an independent advisory service have the ability and position to act as 
facilitator.  

• Openness in social media helps the farmer and the advisory service to effectively discuss, develop 
and disseminate new developments. Keeping a blog gives the farmer a reflection room where 
interaction with the followers supports decisions and creates a channel for dissemination. The 
advisory service, when acting openly, gains a lot of useful feedback from the audience. The resulting 
service is more useful in practical consulting cases when this user-centred development is utilized.  
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Bio District Campania  
Branding an Area With All Stakeholders Involved 
Yulia Barabanova 
IFOAM (Europe)  

  

A beautiful area with international recognition 

The Cilento Bio-district is located in the “National Park of Cilento, Vallo di Diano and Alburni”, in Campa-

nia Region, in Italy. It covers an area of 3,196 square kilometres and includes 33 municipalities, 400 

organic farms (23% of tot. organic producers in Campania), 2.300 hectares (approx. 8% of the total 

regional organic land area) and three major archaeological and cultural sites (Paestum, Padula and Elea-

Velia). Cilento has been awarded (the first case in the world) four UNESCO recognitions: the National 

Park of Cilento, Vallo di Diano e Alburni  is included in the list of UNESCO World Heritage Sites, in the list 

of UNESCO Geoparks as well as in the UNESCO Program on Man and the Biosphere – MAB. Additionally, 

it was in the Cilento that Ancel Keys conducted his studies on the Mediterranean diet, which was later 

(2010) recognized by UNESCO as an intangible heritage of humanity.   

A pact for sustainable management of resources 

In this land, farmers, citizens and public administrators have formed a pact for the sustainable 

management of local resources: the Bio-district as social innovation in governance. Initial activities 

focused on creating a network of organic farms, producer associations, municipalities, caterers, eco-

tourism operators, and consumers, through short supply chain initiatives.  In few years, the Cilento Bio-

district had attracted a large number of local actors and produced results that had a great impact on the 

region in terms of creation of market to valorise the production. Inspired by this experience, AIAB 

supported/promoted the establishment of "bio-districts" in other Italian regions. To date 14 bio-districts 

have been constituted in 10 Regions.   

Milestones 

In 2004 started the public process of constitution of the first Italian Bio-district (Cilento). In 2009, the 

Campania Region passed an act establishing the 1st multi-vocational European bio-district (agriculture, 

environment, social, eco-tourism, food and wine). In 2011 the non-profit association “Bio-distretto 

Cilento” was established, the concrete result of the great amount of work done over the years, 

coordinated by AIAB Campania and involving associations, public authorities, farmers and tourist 

operators, creating a permanent workshop of culturally significant ideas and initiatives for territorial 

development based on fair trade and the organic model. Recently in 2014 the INNER network 

(International Network of Eco-regions) has been established to coordinate the strategies of development 

and continuous innovation, of the Cilento bio-district and similar experiences, to improve the multilevel 

governance of their territories and internationally cooperate to spread the Bio-district model. In 2015 a 

specific analytical framework for the classification and performance monitoring of bio-districts was 

developed by the University of Bologna in collaboration with CIHEAM Bari and IN.N.E.R.. The framework 

integrates four different approaches: an adaptation of the Porters’ Diamond analysis of the Industrial 

Clusters competitiveness; an evaluation scheme for measuring the degree of compliance of the Eco-
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Regions with their principles; a classification scheme of the Clusters’ stage of development and a 

classification scheme for defining the Eco-Regions’ market orientation typologies.  

The entire value chain including consumers 

Producers, are the main actors/innovators; they commit themselves to produce according to the 

principles of organic farming and to develop short supply chain and multifunctional initiatives on their 

farms (didactic farms, farm tourism, social farming), to contribute with their products and services to the 

marketing of the bio-district territory together with consumers, who can support the initiative through 

their food and services purchases and citizens who may benefit of a better quality of life thanks to the 

adoption of green solutions in the bio-district area; together with local institutions who commit 

themselves to: promote organic farming in the area; to ban GMOs;  participate in promotion initiatives; 

jointly organise  a calendar of bio-district events;  apply the principles of organic philosophy and 

sustainability  also to other planning and economic activities (management of urban green areas, urban 

waste, use of renewable energies and other eco-friendly technologies); collaborate with AIAB in the 

conversion to organic of public farmlands and in fostering social farming initiatives; with operators of the 

agro-food supply chain who can benefit from the concentration of organic producers in the territory; 

tourist operators that can qualify their offer proposing organic menus and organic trails.  

• Universities, local training and research centres and associations like AIAB Campania contribute with 
their activities to the vision and the spirit of the bio-district looking after a tuned research about the 
most suitable innovations in agro-ecology and advocacy.   

• In 2006 started the extension services Program promoted by AIAB Campania with the financial 
support of the Campania Region (Rural Integrated Project - Rural Development  program).  

Analyses 
Essentially, the bio-district is the over-all case study in this visit, while the other field visits were 

supporting the exploratory process. Therefore, even though we had separate interviews with the key 

actors around their own involvement within the Bio-district, the idea was to have observations regarding 

the innovation support services in the bio-district as a whole rather than producing a separate account 

for each actor visited. The narrative of the Bio-district case is thus the synthesis of all the observations, 

reflections collected during the visit as regards the bio-district and the innovation support services 

around it.  

Bio-district Cilento is a bottom-up organisational innovation enabling a multi-level territorial governance 

in which political actors (municipalities, regional), public institutions (national parks) and civil society 

(associations) are mobilized to transform an area’s heritage into resources for innovation and 

development of rural areas based on organic model.  

Actors/roles within the innovation   

AIAB Campania: the main support service provider, it coordinates the Association of Cilento Bio-district 

and is responsible for the organic extension services (technical advice and RDP payments, training for 

newly converted organic farmers through Leonardo da Vinci  program etc). AIAB Campania is a regional 

branch of AIAB (Associazione Italiana per l’Agricoltura Biologica) - the largest association of organic 

agriculture in Italy.   
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Mayors of 32 municipalities: signatories of the Bio-district Pact; key actors that provide an enabling 

environment. The roles and level of involvement of the municipalities vary according to the resources 

available and the internal priorities. For example, they foster public procurement of the local food, 

support communication activities etc.  

The International Study Centre on the Mediterranean Diet "Angelo Vassallo": Since 2009 the Bio-distrect 

Cilento was actively engaged in the promotion of the Mediterranean Diet, participating in the Festival of 

Pioppi-Pollica, and then in recent years working closely with the Centre on the occasion of the 

participation to the EXPO 2015 in Milan.  

National Park: provided some financial support at the early stages of bio-district set up and served as a 

testing ground for the bio-district concept in the park area. Later on its involvement in the bio-district 

was limited due to the change of leadership in the park. The cooperation between the park and the bio-

district remains important as it indirectly contributes to the promotion of organic farming methods 

through limitations on inputs allowed to use in the area.  

Research and education actors: University of Bologna in cooperation with CIHEAM Bari developed an 

analytical framework for the classification and performance monitoring of bio-districts.  

INNER – international network of bio-districts established in 2014 and uniting similar initiatives in Italy 

and abroad is responsible for the communication and cooperation between the bio-districts.   

The Agricultural Department at the Campania Regional Authority which is responsible for the Integrated 

Territorial Development Plan and the provision of multi-year financial support for organic extension 

services. A number of technical advisory activities for local farmers and the organization of local markets 

were funded by the Authority through the EU structural funds. In 2014 the Authority issued a regional 

law on the recognition and creation of rural districts, quality agro-food districts and supply chain-based 

district.   

Role of support services  

The Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation System (AKIS) in Italy is highly complex and varied as each of 

the 21 regions and autonomous provinces has their own system in place. The regional AKIS is complex 

due to the existence of various institutional levels responsible for some of the aspects of the AKIS. The 

advisory service can be characterized as mixed, consisting of both private and public services of different 

scope and quality depending on the region in question1. AIAB Campania is the main advisory service 

provider in the region for the organic operators.  

Over-all, three types of support services can be observed in the case of Cilento Bio-district: 

organizational (e.g. the networking and multifunctional activities, naturally offered from the Hub "The 

Door of Cilento" in Anna dei Sapori), financial (e.g. the UE funding useful for start-up and purchase of 

technologies in Vannulo Farm) and socio-cultural (e.g. a set of communication/promotional activities, 

training and research, together with an institutional recognition) as highlighted in the visit to the 

Institute for the Mediterranean Diet.  
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The level of support provided to the bio-district actors varies according to the needs of the 

farmers/operators. For example, Antonio Palmieri (Vannulo farm) does not require any specific support 

except for financial (investment cost) as he prefers to look for solutions to his challenges himself. Yet, 

another farmer would participate in the technical training programs and benefit from the 

communication support provided by AIAB.   

Analysis of factors of success and failures  

Stages:  

Initial idea:  
A problem (marketing organic products) serves as a catalyst as AIAB was asked to help find a solution.  

Inspiration & Planning:  
AIAB organized a number of public forums to get the ideas how to solve the problem through a 

partnership model that would involve multiple actors.  

Development:  
AIAB’s application for funding the activities and coordination of actions related to the bio-district; the 

official pact signed by municipalities and local actors that commits them to bio-district principles and 

actions.  

Realisation:  
Municipalities ensure that farmers in Bio-district are involved in the local procurement schemes 

(supplying school canteens and restaurants with the produce) and get the promotion targeted especially 

at the tourists.  

Dissemination:  
With the support of the Ministry of Agriculture CIHEAM, the University of Bologna conducts a scientific 

evaluation of Bio-district performance that adds to the promotion of the concept nation-wide. Bio-

districts have been emerging in other Italian regions, all of them following Bio-District Guidelines 

developed by AIAB. INNER ensures exchanges with similar initiatives in other regions and countries that 

helps profile the bio-district concept for local, regional and national authorities.  

Embedding:  
Ministry of Agriculture recognizes the bio-district concept as a model in the National Organic Action Plan 

in 2014.  

Fail factors  

• Lack of continuous flow of funding can be disrupting in the long term.  
• Lack of consideration for the importance of economic outputs could limit the spread of the concept 

.  
• Weak communication targeted to the local populations as opposed to tourists.  
• The plenary session.   
• Appreciation of regional particularities   
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• Rich socio-cultural heritage (Greek history, Mediterranean diet & lifestyle) and diverse natural 
landscapes are good selling points for tourists but also a point of reference for uniting various actors 
around the bio-district idea.  

• Small family farm structure.  

Success factors  

• Diversification of activities and multi-functionality (e.g. combining organic food with agri-tourism).  
• The ability of the support actor to get municipalities on board through personal and organizational 

networks  
• Linking with non-usual actors to promote the concept (e.g. Mediterranean Diet Study Centre, 

Archeological organization, beaches).  
• Drawing on the importance of quality food, local traditions and value of the lifestyle.  
• Specific recommendations and response from the local representatives  
• To focus on the economic aspect and added-value in the future, that is complementary to the 

sustainability and the social aspects that are well addressed and already provide good and tangible 
results.  

• To take advantage of the National Park of Cilento by searching strong synergies in their activities 
and implementing collective action plans that are beneficial to whole territory and all the parties.  

• To improve the communication with local communities.  
• To invest in better marketing of organic products.  
• The symposium generated a lot of interest in the local actors of the bio-district with the mayor of 

Ceraso present. After the presentation of AgriSpin project overview and findings from the visit 
(pearls, puzzles, proposals) the local actors were divided into groups to discuss key puzzles and 
proposals and give feedback to the AgriSpin partners. Exchanges between the partners and 
participants followed in the plenary session after the group work.   

• Regarding AgriSpin partners’ proposal to organize new training: one of the participants stated that 
KibsLab, a centre for knowledge, innovation, and advanced services, already exists and offers 
training for young people in various sectors, including agriculture. The  program could be expanded 
as the basis is already there.   

• In response to the concern about the continuity of Bio-district without the leadership of AIAB 
Campania, the Italian participants mentioned that bio-district has a strong bottom-up approach 
which led to the emergence of many leaders (as in the case of the newly elected President of 
Cilento Bio-district) who are ready to continue the work and/or change the style of management 
and the general approach. Besides, although personalities are important in bio-district, it remains a 
network of individuals and the success of the networks depends on the connection between the 
actors rather than on a single person.  

• Regarding the depopulation in rural areas, there is a wide range of initiatives in the (area not only 
related to agriculture) to attract young people back to the region. Bio-district is a relatively new 
initiative, so it cannot solve the problem completely, even though the concept is popular with the 
young people due to the many opportunities that it provides, including education and training, 
networking on the international level etc..  

• The puzzle of potential mafia impact attracted a lot of feedback from the Italian participants. They 
clarified that because of it relatively small-scale scope of initiatives (micro entrepreneurship) and 
the fact that financial resources and not concentrated in few hands, the bio-district concept is 
outside the sphere of interest of mafia.  A wide range of small-scale of activities, initiatives, services 
managed by various actors is thus an antidote to mafia.   

• In terms of the role of the national park in the bio-district, it was specified that the park creates a 
framework within which the bio-district operates and can protect bio-district from dangerous 

http://www.kibslab.it/
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influences from the outside. However, the national park is an institutionally driven, top-down 
initiative, with a different organizational culture so the dialogue with a bottom up initiative like bio-
district with grassroots actors is not always easy. With a new president in charge of the national 
park, the relations and cooperation with the bio-district have improved so hopefully this trend will 
continue into the future.  

• Regarding the reliance on public funding: bio-district tends to be careful when it comes to the public 
funding in order to avoid dependence on it, to avoid the creation of “subsistence mentality”. Such a 
strategy helps develop the skills of actors within the network to rely upon themselves.   

• In response to the concern about the absence of agroecological research, a participant pointed out 
that the University of Salerno starts a course on organic agriculture next year to bring students to 
bio-district for field studies etc.. 

• Regarding the concern about the economic indicators, the Italian participants pointed out that these 
are not a prime concern. What really has to be evaluated in this region and the impact of bio-district 
is the quality of life, not income or other similar indicators.  

• In terms of expectations from Bio-district, it should be a permanent lab that connects all the 
territorial resources coming from tourism, agriculture and other sectors. And it should speed up the 
transition towards the agroecological approach.  

• The participants agreed that the links to enterprises are still underdeveloped. Bio-district started 
from farmers and the enterprises in the region. The main aim was to give the possibility to farmers 
and enterprises to survive financially by collaborating with other sectors and actors. Of course there 
is still work to be done on involving not only farmers, but also businesses beyond the organic sector. 
Anna de Sapori, the farmer we visited, is currently working on the networking aspect of the Bio-
district (e.g. Cilento’s card, creation of a portal of all the enterprises in the area involved in 
ecological issues) that will also reduce the isolation of local businesses.  

• Regarding communication with the local community: the participants agreed that this remains a 
weak point. A smart territory approach which is being elaborated now hopefully will help up to 
improve the communication. The example of the French bio-district Bio Valley is positive as it 
managed to communicate effectively with the local population.   

• On the question regarding the main target group of the bio-district (locals or tourists): it is 
important that local population eat organic food. However, it important to understand that as 
postulated in the Organic 3.0, a recent global framework for organic sector globally, organic is not 
only limited to the certified products. The new approach promoted by IFOAM Organics International 
is that the sector is inclusive towards non-certified initiatives that use the organic principles. Yet, 
there is nevertheless a need for better training and communication, as the AgriSpin partners 
rightfully pointed out.   

• One of the participants noted that the value of organic certification might be perceived as not very 
high as it can be quite bureaucratic while at the same time, given that there is no export production 
and the supply chain is very short, Bio-district ensures better controls because producers and 
consumers are in direct contact. With the new organic regulation that will come into force, group 
certification could be useful in the framework of bio-district. For the moment, what really matters in 
the region is that the food is produced following organic principles, rather than the label itself.  

• Eduardo Cuoco, IFOAM EU director, added that bio-district allows for informal certification due to 
the local conditions of short food supply chain. However, certification and the possibility to sell the 
products with the organic logo is still important for the further market development, especially in 
other geographical and economic contexts.  

• One of the speakers in the final panel commented representing EU regional Funding body 
commented that the cross-visit of the AgriSpin project served as a mirror for the local actors. It 
helped to review what works and what needs to be improved. Financial resources are available, the 

http://www.ifoam.bio/en/organic-policy-guarantee/organic-30-next-phase-organic-development
http://www.ifoam.bio/
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main task is to improve local networks. The involvement of young people, innovation and 
internationalization of bio-district are all interlinked and are of high importance to the further 
development of bio-district. In terms of the role of bio-district in the region, the speaker pointed out 
that it is an important element and a driving force for sustainable strategy. It is a tool to support the 
development of the region, and the region is ready to support bio-district.   

Lessons that can be generalized  

Conclusions/Take home message of the AgriSpin partners:  

• Biodistrict is key for rural renaissance as it keeps local communities alive.  
• Networks are extremely important – both inside the bio-district and beyond it.  
• Bio-district puts the focus on quality and preserving the traditional style and that is remarkable.   
• Authorities are open and responsive to bio-district yet this institutional acceptance takes time and 

effort.  
• There seems to be synergy between national and regional authorities which is not very common.  
• Acting as a group gives strength to the network.  

 

 

 

Biological products at the Anna de Sapori farm 
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Community enterprise Ses Fruleco  
 Joining Forces For Food Processing 
 Liliana Gherghiceanu  
Fundatia ADEPT Transylvania   
 

 How to generate income for locals to stay in the High Nature Value landscape? 

The initial idea of building a community food barn came from ADEPT’s staff, in 2005, when looking at the 

general legal framework and the difficulties small scale farmers were facing promoting and selling their 

products. ADEPT had several meetings with the local small producers and collected their feedback 

related to their concerns.  

Falling local incomes, small-scale farming communities no longer viable economically, leading to ex-

migration and land abandonment, the need for improved income for High Nature Value landscapes 

through adding value to products linked to natural image and the need for clearer hygiene rules, for 

processing and authorization of direct and local sales were the main drivers of the project.  

ADEPT became aware of the restrictive policy framework applied to the food producers, who had to 

obey the same rules as the big producers, and of the need for lobbying for more flexible rules to be 

applied for the small producers. Therefore ADEPT team developed a project to build a community 

facility, with the objective of demonstrating the simplest facility that would comply with the minimum 

food hygiene rules imposed by EU and to offer an alternative for economic viability of Tarnava Mare 

Area. The project was initiated and implemented in 2006 - 2008, the processing unit was built and 

equipped for demonstration and production purposes.   

The project was financed through different grants at different stages of implementation: at first it was 

financed through Darwin Initiative, afterwards  Norwegian funding supported installation of model 

processing units and further investment was supported by Sectoral Operational  program Human 

Resources: further model processing units, refrigerated transport and branding/marketing. 30 producers  

were involved in this projects.  In each stage ADEPT looked for funding opportunities, wrote the projects, 

applied for different grants and implemented the activities.  

ADEPT mediates between the cooperative and the bureaucracy 

In 2013–2015 ADEPT purchased new equipment for diversification of production: refrigerators, apple 

juice press. The main actors involved in the processes were ADEPT team, the local small scale producers 

and the local authorities ADEPT was in contact with. Unfortunately there is no support agency for small 

scale farmers in Romania, ADEPT playing the role of advisor and mediator between small scale farmers 

and authorities, ensuring a two-ways communication. ADEPT has always brought up to the tables of 

discussion with Romanina  authorities the specific issues small scale farmers were facing. At the same 

time, ADEPT lobby for a more flexible policy framework for small producers, aligned with EU regulations.  

The Food Barn became a community kitchen, helping local producers to prepare their products respect-

ting the minimum food hygiene regulations and, therefore being able to sell easier their products. The 

Food Barn became a model to be followed by other rural communities as well.  
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At the same time ADEPT helped the local producers to better market their products, by creating a local 

brand, Tarnava Mare, offering permanent advise on packaging the promoting the products and offering 

access to different fairs, markets and events to local producers and helping them to diversify their 

products and incomes.  

The success factors were the continuous flexibility, availability and enthusiasm of ADEPT team. Although 

the policy framework was not supporting the development of small scale producers, and although the 

authorities were quite reluctant, at first, ADEPT succeeded to overcome all these obstacles thought 

constant dialogue with both parties (local producers and farmers and authorities).  

As innovative points we mention: the Food Bran shows value of linking small-scale producers for their 

mutual benefit: the community kitchen is used by local Farmers, one food-safety authorization is needed 

for multiple producers and the consumables are bought together to reduce direct costs. Another 

innovative point is the fact that the local producers attend events as one group and they promote all the 

products from the area.  

Meeting the EU standards offers perspectives 

By meeting the EU’s food safety and hygiene regulations rigorously, Food Barns such as the one in 

Saschiz can boost income for local people as they provide an authorized facility for creating and 

preserving added value traditional food products. There are numerous town halls, common ownership 

associations and NGOs in the area that are eager to replicate the Food Barn project carried out by 

Fundatia ADEPT. In 2015, ADEPT created the company SES Fruleco to carry out commercial activities. As 

a partner in the project “Social Economy - driver of economic development in regions Bucharest - Ilfov , 

Central, North West and South Muntenia POSDRU 173 / 6.1 / S / 148 732" ADEPT set up a social enter-

prise to restructure economic and social development of communities at the Sighisoara - Târnava Mare.   

The main objective of the project is to eradicate poverty or solve one or more problems (such as 

education, health, technology, environment) which threaten people and society, not to maximize the 

profit. HNV Fruleco SES aims to contribute to local development and social cohesion, with a high 

potential for generating and maintaining stable employment. Currently, the social enterprise includes 

seven full-time employees, of which five persons belong to vulnerable groups (Roma). All persons 

employed benefited from proper advise and training. The company behaves responsibly towards 

environmental issues. Staff employees receive remuneration at markets, benefiting from better working 

conditions than the standard.  

Through all these activities ADEPT aims to achieve its strategic objective: to improve the viability of small 

scale farming by supporting farming communities to access markets for local markets for local products 

ad other rural development opportunities, with a particular focus on innovative approach, developing 

and maintaining relationships with farmers and producers and small-scale food producer training, 

production and processing.  
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Analysis 

What is the innovation?  

• Community Food Process Unit linked with a more flexible policy framework for small scale 
producers  

• Local Branding – added value to local products  
• A way for local producers to promote together the area as a whole and direct cost savings  
• Key actors and their role in the process  
• ADEPT team  
• 30 local producers  
• small scale farmers  
• authorities  

Role of the support agency  

• No active support agency in the given context.  
• ADEPT plays the role of mediator, broker, initiator and fund raiser (remark from editor). 

Success factors  

• Flexibility, determination, creativity of ADEPT team  
• Good collaboration with the local farmers  

Fail factors  

A rigid policy framework and reluctant authorities at first. But these factors have been overcome though 

ADEPT perseverance.  

Regional and/or historical particularities  

• Lack of a personalized policy framework for small scale farmers  
• No support agency for small scale farmers and producers  

Results:  

Improved incomes from local products, Used as a model – many visitors from other villages/areas  

What we hope for:   

Other ideas on regional marketing linked to nature image.  

Specific recommendations  

• Build on existing paths, regulations, initiatives in other countries with shared vision  
• Do links with other Romanian foundations and associations  
• More cooperation with industry  
• Create an Association of local producers  
• Look for partnership with private business  

Lessons that can be generalized  

There is always a way to get things done if there is enough determination and creative thinking  

ADEPT’s flexibility allowed for quick decisions and changes of approach towards authorities, in order to 

achieve the proposed objectives.  
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CASA DE PE DEAL 
A Guesthouse With Passion  
 Liliana Gherghiceanu 
Fundatia ADEPT Transylvania   
  

  

A dedicated couple 

Anca and Charlie met during an ERASMUS visit in Romania and decided to establish themselves in Saschiz 
area, close to Anca’s family. Anca inherited her childhood house from her grandfather and they both 
worked for Fundatia ADEPT in 2006 – 2008.  
 
One of the drivers for their initiative was that they are provided not such a large range of jobs available 
for young people. The small-scale farming communities in Romania were no longer viable economically, 
leading to ex-migration and land abandonment. They identified the need for improved income for High 
Nature Value landscapes through adding value to products linked to natural image and the need for 
clearer hygiene rules, for processing and authorization of direct and local sales.  
 
Their Initial idea to build their own small family business came while they were still working for ADEPT, 
being involved in the process of building the Food Barn in Saschiz and other activities carried on by 
ADEPT (attendance of the national and international fairs, promoting traditional products, guided 
tourists tours, building of the Food Barn). They understood and embraced ADEPT’s holistic approach, 
integrating rural tourism & food production.  
 
Their inspiration came from Anca’s family, she felt the need to protect her cultural and culinary legacy 
intact and started by following her mother’s pickles recipe and, after a while, they decided to build their 
own food process unit.   
 
Without any formal support, but lots of energy and enthusiasm the bi-cultural couple managed to have 
an open dialogue with the authorities dealing successfully with the bureaucracy and started the project 
in 2008 and finalized it in 2009. They used the advisory services for designing of the processing facility.  
A key point was their willingness to challenge authority, and negotiate for suitable standards, rather than 
accept authority fatalistically.  
 
The main actors involved in the process were Anca and Charlie, the authorities they interacted with, the 
advisory service for design of the processing facility and ADEPT who offered permanent support to their 
project. At first, during the building process, Anca and Charlie used ADEPT Food Barn to process their 
products and they had permanent access to markets, fairs ADEPT organized for local producers.  
 
Their constant strategy was to keep their business small, professional and independent, having a clear 
vision about their plans. They developed step by step, starting from pickles and jams production, all he 
time being interested in developing new products. They tried new recipes (from Charlie’s family as well – 
e.g. Milk Jam, home-made ice cream) and came up on the market asking for direct feedback from the 
consumers They created their own plan to promote and market their products. They first participated at 
different fairs, but, in time, in 2013  they created their own online shop and have been practicing direct 
selling since then.   
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After a period they diversified their services, organizing brunches for different tourist groups and they 
built the new area for serving food to bigger groups.  They focused permanently on diversification and 
cooperation with the others, trying to gain supporters and partners in order to promote Saschiz area as a 
touristic attraction.   

Mountain bike trails 

Beginning in 2011 ADEPT have built the first 100 KM mountain-bike trails in Romania, to have a new base 
for the sustainable tourism in the area. Anca and Charlie saw the opportunity to develop their services 
further, and, in 2015, through a projects supported by the Local Action Group, they bought a few bikes 
to be rented to tourists coming to the area.  
 
In 2015 they finalized building 2 rooms to offer accommodation to tourists.  
They planned their business development step by step, with constant care for quality of their life also, 
and they became one model for small family enterprises. They offer advice to people who want to do 
similar things and share their know-how with open hearts and they have built on good relationship with 
local farmers, with whom they collaborate by buying the fruits and vegetables they use for tourists, for 
jams and for preserves.  

What is the innovation?  

• Low-tech approach to increase farmer income.  
• Using old grandma recipes to market new products.  
• Involving family in friends to develop the business   

Key actors and their role in the process  

• Anca and Charlie  
• Local authorities  
• Advisory service for design of the processing facility  
• ADEPT   
• Local community – small scale farmers and producers Anca and Charlie are interacting with  

Role of the support agency  

• No active support agency in the given context.  
• They had to start the process for authorizing their food process unit by themselves.  

Success factors  

• Enthusiasm and bi-cultural background  
• ADEPT constant support. Even before Anca and Charlie had their food processing facility built, they 

could start the production using ADEPT Food Barn.  

Fail factors  

• A rigid policy framework and reluctant authorities at first.   

Regional and/or historical particularities  

• Lack of a personalized policy framework for small producers.  
• No support agency for small scale farmers and producers.  

Results:  

• Develop new products.  
• Online shop for their products and services.   
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• Attending different national and international food events.   
• Adding new services in 2015 – renting bikes.   
• Adding 2 new rooms for guests in 2016.  
• Helping local producers by buying local ingredients.  

Specific recommendations  

• Generate financial review of the costs – income.   
• Create a financial plan for future development.   
• Create a logo.   

Lessons that can be generalized  

• A small scale business can be developed if there is a clear strategy and development process is 
followed step by step. 
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VISCRI FARMERS’  ASSOCIATION  
A Centre For Local Innovation And Expertise 
Liliana Gherghiceanu 
Fundatia ADEPT Transylvania   
  

 

Together strong 

ADEPT has developed village associations as centre of innovation and expertise. With support from 

Innovation Norway, ADEPT have developed a milk collection points (MCPs) for Viscri Association. By 

improving milk quality and quantity, and assisting with negotiations with milk processing companies, 

they have increased the price of milk obtained by the farmers, and halted the decline in cow numbers in 

the area. ADEPT has held a competition among farmer associations, Viscri was a winner and won a 

Brielmaier mower and training in maintenance.  

At the beginning of 2014 Viscri community organized their annual meeting. The meeting usually takes 

place in winter and in spring and the community discusses grazing and opportunities/threats for 

accessing land area payments (direct payments and agri-environment).  

The initiative to create the association came from the people themselves, identifying the need to be 

represented by one common, stronger voice in relationship with authorities. This was the  first 

association in the region, since the communist period, in a corrupt political environment. At that time 

there was a huge lack of transparency from the local authorities, the Mayor being mainly focused on his 

personal interests. Nevertheless, this made the association grow stronger.  

ADEPT encouraged this initiative and supported the association in its activities. The Association won a 

competition to win a Brielmeier mower and training in its maintenance/use, through an ADEPT project 

(but the assessment of applications was carried out by external consultants).   

With support from Innovation Norway in 2015 - 2016, ADEPT have developed a milk collection point for 

Viscri Association, who got support for the building from another NGO, Mihai Eminescu Trust, which 

whom ADEPT has collaborated before. ADEPT offered support to the association by offering the cooling 

and quality control equipment.   

By improving milk quality and quantity, and assisting with negotiations with milk processing companies, 

they have increased the price of milk obtained by the farmers, and halted the decline in cow numbers in 

the area. The milk collection point provides shared quality control and cooling /collection facilities for 

about 20 farmers. By improved quality (training) and quantity (larger bulk tanks, more farmers 

participating) and direct negotiation with milk processor companies the local community felt the real 

outcomes of the project. ADEPT has offered training of farmers to improve milk hygiene and training 

MCP manager to use/maintain the machinery. By negotiating with milk processors and farmer 

associations being responsible, the milk price up 20-30%. The result Halt in falling cow numbers in the 

villages concerned. Hundreds of hectares of abandoned hay meadows have been brought back under 

good management.  

47 



 
210 AGRISPIN - STORIES FROM ALL CORNERS: TO CONTINUE WITH 

The main actors involved in the project were the farmers, the advisory services provided by ADEPT and 

Mihai Eminescu Trust and the milk processing companies.  

One of the main drivers for this initiative was the need to increase milk prices to stop the fall of cow 

numbers in the area. Each cow lost = 1 ha of high biodiversity grassland abandoned/converted to sheep 

grazing. Precious High Nature Value meadows are being abandoned because fewer people available to 

scythe by hand, and fields are too inaccessible/too sloping for tractor use. In some area 30% of hay 

meadows are abandoned. ADEPT thought on how to bring these meadows back into use, with benefits 

to local economy and to biodiversity.  

ADEPT continues to provide informal technical assistance to the association, encouraging the people to 

stay together despite all the pressure coming from outside. There could not have been a formalization of 

this support service ADEPT is offering, as the association does not have the means to support a monthly 

fee for professional support.   

ADEPT promotes this type of cooperation more widely and encourages other communities in working 

together.  

Analysis  

What is the innovation?  

• Strengthening the association as a tool for spreading innovation and improved Quality.   
• Bringing together simple training, small equipment and negotiation for milk prices, we have solved 

economic and landscape conservation problems with minimal expense.  
• We have also increased viability of the association with innovative mower.  

Key actors and their role in the process  

• Farmers from Viscri  
• Milk processors  
• ADEPT  
• Mihai Eminescu Trust  

Role of the support agency  

No active support agency in the given context  

Success factors  

• The mentality of the people – the fact that they realized that only worjing together the whole 
community will beneficiate and each individuals as well  

• ADEPT support of the initiative and informal advise.  

Fail factors  

Corrupted local authorities (the Mayor focused only on his personal interests).  

Regional and/or historical particularities  

• Corruption   
• The fall of cow numbers in the area.  
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Results:  

• MCP provides shared quality control and cooling /collection facilities for about 20 farmers.  
• Achieved by improved quality (training) and quantity (larger bulk tanks, more farmers participating) 

and direct negotiation with milk processor companies. Involved: advisory services (NGO), farmers, 
milk processing companies.  

• Training of farmers to improve milk hygiene. Negotiation with processors for better prices. Training 
MCP manager to use/maintain the machinery. Selecting responsible farmer associations. Milk price 
up 20-30%. 

• Halt in falling cow numbers in the villages concerned. Hundreds of hectares of abandoned hay 
meadows have been brought back under good management.  

Specific recommendations  

• More transparency towards the members of the association – find the right way to communicate 
about activities/plans. 

• Establish partnership with other associations and organisations.  
• Create a permanent communication environment (regular meetings, quarterly newsletter etc.). 

Lessons that can be generalized  

A small scale business can be developed if there is a clear strategy and development process is followed 

step by step.  
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MODEL SHEEPFOLD  
High Tech for Low Input Farming 
Liliana Gherghiceanu 
Fundatia ADEPT Transylvania   
 

Overgrazing 

Between 2011 and 2015 ADEPT was involved in a project 

to prepare the management plan for the Natura 2000 

site. Overgrazing was one of the main problems 

identified. In the first phase, after a few field studies and 

direct contact with the actors involved, ADEPT revealed a 

number of limitations and needs for the members of a 

sheepfold. The most common problems were the low 

number of personnel compared with the number of 

sheep, very limited hot water supply, long distances to 

the water supply, difficulty in assembling and dismantling the sheepfold construction, and lack of 

electrical supply. The difficulty in assembling and dismantling the sheepfold construction inhibits the 

regular moving of the sheepfold, which is required every week to prevent damage to the grasslands. This 

has led to excessive intervals between moving, 3 to 4 week intervals during the summer. This leads to a 

significant deterioration of the soil, where the sheep are kept for longer time. Lack of electricity and 

warm water is also one of the biggest issues for shepherds in the area, since it prevents night-time 

cheese-making, and reduces cheese quality from lack of ability to clean equipment properly.   

Solar panels for direct processing of sheep milk 

Based on the evaluation of the challenges and considering the discussions with the three shepherds 

identified as partners in a pilot project, a series of measures were proposed, aiming to improve the 

sheepfolds conditions.  In 2011 ADEPT successfully applied to Innovation Norway, with whom we have 

carried out previous projects, under a project proposal “Ecosystem Services from High Nature Value 

farmland - Green industry – Romania”, with the component “Sustainable sheepfolds – waste manage-

ment and renewable energy”.  

In May 2015, ADEPT ordered the first photovoltaic and solar panel system in order to test them with the 

first shepherd. The results are amazing. The shepherd is very happy because he has energy to charge the 

mobile phones, lights during the night and they discovered that there is enough power stored in the 

system that can be used with electrical tools as drills or other small equipment.  

After these good results ADEPT ordered another 2 systems that were delivered to the other 2 shepherds.  

We have done some calculation according to the technical specification of the systems and the number 

of days used we ended up with 1,3 MWh/year produced by the 3 systems installed.  

Initially, ADEPT wanted to build a mobile unit that was supposed to incorporate all the equipment, but 

during the discussion with the shepherds we realised that the best way is to have a fix metal structure on 
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which to fit all the parts. It takes about 15 minutes to dissemble the equipment and this is done 2 times a 

year. We have organised 3 groups (29 people) for visiting the shepherds, as part of this project. ADEPT 

have also created a technical brochure on sheepfold specification so that it can be easily replicated. The 

brochure is freely available.   

Analysis 

What is the innovation?  

• Combining innovation with tradition to maintain historic management linked to traditional food and 
local incomes, and traditional way of life in villages.   

• Allowing conditions for touristic activities as income diversification.  

Key actors and their role in the process  

• Shepherds  
• ADEPT acting as advisory service  
• architects  
• alternative   
• energy specialists  
• geologists  

Role of the support agency  

No active support agency in the given context. 

Success factors  

• The openness of the shepherds involved in the pilot project.  
• Innovation Norway flexibility – the solutions could be adjusted along the way after the feasibility 

study was carried on.  
• ADEPT constant support.   

Fail factors  

Corrupted local authorities (the Mayor focused only on his personal interests, not willing to support this 

kind of initiatives in the area).  

Regional and/or historical particularities  

Overgrazing.  

Results:  

• innovative sheepfolds.  
• Items include easily movable design for sheepfolds (which need to be moved periodically in the 

summer to prevent local damage), solar panels for powering mobile phones, electric lights, electric 
fencing, and solar panels for hot water.  

Specific recommendations  

• More involvement of independent advisory needed in the process. 
• Shepherd’s attitude – should more friendly with visitors, more customer oriented.   

Lessons that can be generalized  

There is always room for combining innovation and tradition as long as there is good will and vision.  
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Economic Breeding Index  
Optimizing The Use Of Irish Grassland by Adapted Breeds 
Kevin Heanue, Tom Kelly, James Maher, Mark Gibson 
Teagasc (Ireland) 

 
 

Healthier cows on a grass diet 

The Economic Breeding Index (EBI) is a production process innovation at the embedded stage with Irish 

farmers.  Using EBI is a new way for farmers to select breeding stock. Previously farmers used breeding 

information based solely on one animal trait.  EBI uses multiple traits which is converted to a € value of 

extra profit per cow, per lactation.  Larry Hannon is a County Kildare farmer who has adopted a new 

decision making and benchmarking tool to help in choosing breeding stock for his farm. He uses the EBI 

which gives a single € rating for bulls and cows based on seven sub components: (1) Milk production, (2) 

Fertility, (3) Calving performance, (4) Beef Carcass, (5) Cow Maintenance, (6) Cow Management, (7) 

Health.  Larry has been using the EBI since 2000 soon after the concept was introduced. Larry became 

involved in EBI because while his cows were producing good milk yields, he had great difficulty in 

maintaining herd fertility.  As a result, his cows had a long calving interval with many calving in April-May 

period and he had to commence calving his autumn calves in August. For a farmer wishing to optimise 

the role of grazed grass in the diet, this was not ideal. Using EBI has allowed Larry to breed a more fertile 

dairy herd.  

Initial ideas, some from far away 

Prior to the 1990s, some Irish farmers were using a relative breeding index to help in their decision 

making about sire selection, particularly in the dairy herd. The use of this single dimension index had 

increased the productivity of dairy cows.   

In the late 1990’s Teagasc researchers from Teagasc Moorepark visited New Zealand, saw work on multi 

trait indices that was being carried out there and subsequently an expert in this area from New Zealand 

visited Ireland for a period of time.    

Less milk but more profit 

The interest in developing such a multi trait index was driven by the fact that for Irish dairy farmers, 

although their milk productivity was increasing, cow fertility was decreasing. Improved fertility was 

needed to minimise the replacement cost of cows and also, through compact calving, to maximise the 

use of grass in a low cost system and to optimise production. Around 1998, The Irish Cattle Breeding 

Federation (ICBF), which is a non-profit organisation charged with providing cattle breeding information 

services to the Irish dairy and beef industries was established; previously this service was provided by the 

Department of Agriculture. The ICBF was able to use data from farmers to show that a multi trait had 

potential. In 1998/99 ICBF commissioned a series of studies, carried out by Teagasc, to clarify the 

economic aspects of the EBI. Therefore, Teagasc developed the EBI and ICBF collected the data. Clearly, 

the enabling factors behind the scenes that created the conditions for the development of the EBI were 

the increased availability of genetics and genomics science and the possibility due to the availability of 

49 



 
216 AGRISPIN - STORIES FROM ALL CORNERS: TO CONTINUE WITH 

central databases to use population data rather than sample data to validate the models underlying the 

EBI.  

A competition on breeding improvement 

Next, in order to spread the positive message about the benefits of EBI, in 2004 a  competition was 

organised by Teagasc to show best breeding improvement among individual farmers.  This was followed 

in 2005 by a farm walk on the competition winner’s farm, attended by 2,500 farmers, who because they 

could see the winner’s cows first hand, were now convinced that milk yields wouldn’t fall at the expense 

of increased fertility, and that EBI had promise as a breeding decision making tool. Competitions were 

also held in 2009, 2010 and 2011, organised by Teagasc and sponsored by the Irish Farmers Journal, ICBF 

and RaboBank. In contrast to the 2005, these latter competitions were based on discussion group 

breeding performance. The winning farmers became advocates for EBI.  Also at this time,( around 

2008/2009) it became clear that resistance to EBI among breeders and AI companies was fading, driven 

in part by the demand from farmers for high EBI stock.  

A clearly understandable message 

All through this time, starting in 2004, (and up to the current day) Teagasc dairy specialist George 

Ramsbottom and the ICBF had a Friday morning teleconference to underpin their collaboration on this 

initiative. In the background, critically what was making the process of EBI use among farmers more 

likely was the underlying conditions that dairy production systems in Ireland are seasonal and highly 

dependent on achieving high fertility levels in dairy cows and that as an innovation, EBI met all the 

criteria for an easily transferable innovation: a clear easily understood message, that was easy to 

implement with results that could be measured.  However, there was still a leap of faith needed by 

farmers as it could take up to 7 years before the before the farming system reaps the full benefit from 

EBI being used.  The process of building EBI (it is continuously modified based on the collection of data 

on the performance of animals) and gathering evidence that it worked continued.  Another critical point 

was that a lot of the information confirming that the benefits of EBI was presented in a paper in 2012 by 

George Ramsbottom.  This paper was based on data, from actual farms as opposed to research farms, 

confirming the benefits of using EBI.   

Discussion groups are an effective means for dissemination 

Discussion groups, facilitated mostly by Teagasc and based on peer to peer learning in a trusting 

environment, were critical to the dissemination of EBI.  There are up to 10,000 farmers in such groups 

and for many of these farmers, they find it difficult to understand why other farmers do not use EBI. To 

further embed EBI, Teagasc’s advisory service has incorporated EBI targets into its advisory  program as 

key performance indicators and employed a wide variety of extension methodologies to promote it. 

From the 1990’s to the present, an industry consultation group consisting of farmers, breeding 

companies, research & advisory and Teagasc, monitors and suggests improvement in EBI. It was very 

clear to the cross visit team that Teagasc has been strongly present through the whole innovation 

development and support process connecting the key actors. 
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Summary  

What is the innovation?  

This is a production process innovation at the embedded stage with Irish farmers.  Using an economic 

Breeding Index (EBI) is a new way for farmers to select breeding stock. Previously farmer used breeding 

information based solely on one animal trait. EBI uses multiple traits which is converted to a € value of 

extra profit per cow, per lactation.   

Key actors and their role in the process  

Farmer Larry Hannon, taken as example, has adopted a new decision making and benchmarking tool to 

help in choosing breeding stock for his farm. He uses the EBI which gives a single € rating for bulls and 

cows based on seven sub components: (1) Milk production, (2) Fertility, (3) Calving performance, (4) Beef 

Carcass, (5) Cow Maintenance, (6) Cow Management, (7) Health. The farmer has been using the EBI since 

2000 soon after the concept was introduced.  Larry became involved in EBI because while his cows were 

producing good milk yields, he had great difficulty in maintaining herd fertility. As a result, his cows had a 

long calving interval with many calving in April-May period and he had to commence calving his autumn 

calves in August. For a farmer wishing to optimise the role of grazed grass in the diet, this was not ideal. 

Larry is very financially aware and interested in increasing the profitability of his dairy farm. He accepts 

that increasing the EBI of his herd will help to increase profitability. In this case, Larry’s farmer discussion 

group of 15 like-minded farmers provided a space for Larry to regularly discuss and share his experiences 

of using EBI to make breeding decisions. Implementation was further supported by working with his 

Teagasc adviser to select suitable AI sires for his herd.   

Role of the support agency  

Teagasc researchers developed the economic model which underpins the economic breeding values 

intrinsic to EBI. The Teagasc Advisory Service heavily promoted EBI through inclusion in the Teagasc dairy 

development  program, which set targets for herd EBI improvement. Extension methodologies employed 

included farm visits and consultations, group meetings and a breeding competition. The agricultural 

media promoted the index. The Irish Cattle Breeding Federation worked in conjunction with Teagasc to 

identify young high genetic merit bulls for selection by the AI companies.   

Success factors  

• Discussion group with high level of trust  
• Lots of information about each animal – coming from the database.  
• Teagasc  + partners ability to create and implement new system  
• Teagasc working on all levels from research to implementation.  
• Teagasc ability to include a broad range of actors in the innovation  
• Teagasc position in the AKIS as a government agency   
• Team approach to make the innovation work and implemented.  
• “I don’t want to be a nurse – I want to be a farmer”  
• “Before my cows wanted to lie down and die – now they want to live”  
• Capacity to coordinate research and extension  

Fail factors  

• How to get consensus about the economic value of each parameter in the index.   
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• Farmers will not change by nature – what does Teagasc do to improve advisors soft skills?   
• Research driven innovation – “We know what is best for farmers”   
• Too many services may limit the space for the farmers to be innovative?   
• Too little diversity of options for the farmer to get advice and support?   

Regional and/or historical particularities  

As the EBI was accepted by farmers they began to look for more of such sires from the breeding 

companies. In 2016, Larry has a herd EBI of €159 and the 2016-born heifers average €221. For all Irish 

herds, EBI was €62 per heifer born in 2000 and increased to €160 in 2016. Using EBI has allowed Larry to 

breed a more fertile dairy herd resulting in his current 8 and 11 week calving periods in autumn and 

spring respectively. Earlier concentrated spring calving and later autumn calving has helped him to use a 

greater proportion of grazed grass in the diet of his dairy herd and reduce his cost base as a result. An 

additional benefit of higher EBI and fertility has been the opportunity to more rapidly increase the size of 

his dairy herd from 100 cows in 2010 to 160 cows in 2016.   

Promoting the adoption of a successful technology increases the reputation of the adviser within the 

farming community. Successful promotion also raises the adviser’s self-confidence. Having EBI included 

as part of the Teagasc dairy development  program allows the adviser to be part of a national campaign. 

The other actors in EBI promotion e.g. breeding companies and ICBF support the work of the adviser.  

Specific recommendations  

• Actively search for entrepreneurs with new initiatives  
• Create more space for innovation by supporting new associations, NGOs or farmers organisations to 

try “out of the box” ideas.   
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The Greenacres program 
Supporting grassland management  
Kevin Heanue, Tom Kelly, James Maher, Mark Gibson 
Teagasc (Ireland)  
  

 

A holistic approach for management 

John Lalor and his wife Catherine along with sons Matthew, John Clyde and daughter Mary farm 41ha of 

grass and 48ha of tillage on the family farm situated in Ballyfin in Co. Laois. John has become very 

professional at rearing calves as he bought 130 calves last spring and has 120 yearlings at grass. John is a 

demonstration farmer for the Greenacres program who is benefiting first hand from the program whilst 

at the same time assisting other farmers in their development journey.  

The Greenacres Joint program takes a holistic approach to building farmers technical and financial 

capacity with particular emphasis on grassland management, performance per livestock unit and herd 

health. Greenacres is a joint initiative between Teagasc, a number of industry stakeholders and ten 

demonstration farms located in the south midlands of Ireland. Project partners have co-designed a 

program that leverages the knowledge and experience of all stakeholders.  The program provides a 

vehicle for extension at farm level while building capacity amongst all partners involved.   

Reasons for the initiative 

The initial idea for the Greenacres program was driven by several considerations. First, the abolition of 

milk quota in 2015 promoted the opportunity for the expansion of dairy cow numbers and hence the 

number of dairy bred calves that could be finished to beef. Second, the application of sexed semen 

technology on some dairy farms is also driving an increase in the number of dairy bred calves.  Therefore, 

the Greenacres Joint program was commercially-driven in terms of responding to this supply opportunity 

and was viewed as a comprehensive approach to addressing market problems.   

The program is also based on taking a management practice used more extensively in the dairy sector – 

paddock systems – and encouraging drystock farmers to implement this system. In addition, the program 

is also taking an extension method – demonstration farms - which although used in the dairy sector for 

20 years are less used for the drystock sector.  

Mobilising partners  

Next, once the opportunity had been identified the potential program partners were mobilised. These 

included Liffey Mills, Volac, MSD Animal Health and Grassland Agro, Drummonds Ltd.; who contribute 

funding to the program. The Farming Independent is the media partner in the program and publishes 

monthly updates on the program and farmer participants. Together, the project partners co-designed a 

program that leverages the knowledge and experience of all stakeholders. The Greenacres program was 

launched in March 2015. Given the public/private partnership mix of the program promoters, the neutral 

role of Teagasc in terms of advice is important.  
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Then, working through professional personal relationships the demonstration farmers and experts to 

participate in the program were identified. A three year program was designed and developed with 

resources (advisors; funding; methods, measures). A multi-actor structure was put in place for 

monitoring the program and a program manager (a Teagasc specialist) is funded by the partners. The 

program is built on six key pillars, calf rearing; grassland management; animal health; soil fertility; 

financial management and farm planning. The program does not cover marketing (buying/selling) 

aspects of the niche production system.  

Demonstration farms 

Following this, 10 farmers in 8 counties were hand-picked (by advisors) as demonstration farmers. 

Teagasc provides technical support and facilitation. The program relies on participatory implementation 

to make it work. At national level, the collation of Pasture Data is important. There is active support from 

private sector partners who benefit from the program.  Teagasc provides intensive advisory support and 

a platform for promoting the messages. The network of demonstration farms validate the data and are 

advocates for both the production system (dairy calves to beef) and associated management practices 

(e.g. paddock system). Farm walks on demonstration farms extend the reach of the program’s lessons.   

More work, more money 

For farmers, a key challenge in the context of the new system is concern with cash flow. Also, there are 

farmer concerns about the amount of work needed (essentially full time) to make this system (and 

associated practices) successful; the level of investment needed to get into this system and the 

complexity of management issues surrounding the system. Also, the fact that farmers don’t have any 

control/influence on the price they receive for their product is important. Helping to disseminate this 

innovation is the fact that recently funding from the Irish Rural Development program (2014-2020) is 

being used to encourage participation by farmers in Knowledge Transfer group. Attending designated 

knowledge transfer events (e.g. farm walks on Greenacres demonstration farms are included) is part of 

that initiative.    

Summary  

What is the innovation?  

Project partners have co-designed a program that leverages the knowledge and experience of all 

stakeholders. The program provides a vehicle for extension at farm level while building capacity amongst 

all partners involved. The challenge is to be able to manage grass and keep quality grass in front of 

grazing livestock at all times, which in turn helps reduce production costs. Improvements in the quality 

and efficiency of this feed source result in lower costs and reduced environmental impact. A well-

managed paddock grazing system means that the nutritional and forage needs of animals is evaluated, 

forage quality and quantity assessed, the area of the field that the animals have access to is regulated. 

The cross visit team identified that this is a technical innovation at the dissemination phase.  

Key actors and their role in the process  

The Greenacres program is a joint initiative between Teagasc, a number of industry stakeholders and ten 

demonstration farms located in the midlands of Ireland. John Lalor is a demonstration farmer who is 

benefiting first hand from the program whilst at the same time assisting other farmers in their 
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development journey. His family farm is situated in Ballyfin in Co. Laois. This is a very dry farm of land 

farming heifers only and finishing out of the shed at 22 months of age. They slaughter 100 Angus or 

Hereford heifers each year. John is a member of The Laois Discussion Group, The Greenacres program. 

He is also a Teagasc Client and for this receives individual advice from a Teagasc Adviser. There are 18 

farmers in the Laois Discussion Group. Twelve farmers participate in the Green Acres program and there 

are 1000 Teagasc farmer clients in County Laois. John is a leader who communicates the messages from 

the Greenacres program to help other farmers sustainably improve profitability. He receives close 

support from Teagasc and the other Greenacres partners in return for his time and effort in 

communicating to other farmers through media contributions and hosting of visiting groups.  

Role of the support agency  

This is an example of a public private partnership between Teagasc and Liffey Mills, Volac, MSD Animal 

Health and Grassland Agro, Drummonds Ltd. The Farming Independent is the media partner in the 

program and publishes monthly updates on the program and farmer participants.  

Success factors  

Better growth rates in his animals due to more gain from grazed grass. John has reduced the cost of 

producing beef on the farm. John joined the program in 2015 and has set targets to benchmark himself 

against that will bring his margin over direct cost from €717 per ha to €1000 / hectare by 2018.  

John has re-sowed the farm over the last few years as a result of rotating tillage ground. The farm is 

highly stocked and with a good grassland management system in place, this could be increased further.  

Fail factors  

• Can the farmers trust that the advice is neutral when private companies are involved?  
• The solutions are for full time farmers - what about the part time farmers?  
• How much work is done to investigate the resistance against the new way of grass managing?  
• Why does the farmer put up with the fixed value chain?  
• Can Teagasc (or others) address the problem of the monopolised market?   
• Why is the paddock system not more common among drystock farmers?  

Regional and/or historical particularities  

The Greenacres Joint program takes a holistic approach to building the farmer’s technical and financial 

capacity with particular emphasis on grassland management, performance per livestock unit and herd 

health. The Advisor learns from their involvement in this multi-actor approach to improving farm 

efficiency sustainably. The farm is also a demonstration farm for other farmers in the county.  

• Fast reaction to the external challenge (increased number of calves). 
• Well-designed farming system based on grass production and low input costs.  
• Complete package of advice for the farmer. 
• Use of the discussions groups as a vehicle for the process. 
• Possibility for benchmarking in the discussion groups – comparing data.  
• Teagasc well positioned in the network and in the process. 
• Farm walk as a dissemination tool is impressive – also a networking event.  
• Good media coverage.  
• Industry involved as partners in the program.  
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• Farmers used as advocates towards other farmers. 

Specific recommendations  

• Put more effort in the marketing aspect of the new dairy calve to beef system. 
• Put effort in finding out why people resist using a paddock system. 
• Find solutions for part time farmers to implement these new systems.  
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Registered Farm Partnership  
Mediating With Legislators 
Kevin Heanue, Tom Kelly, James Maher, Mark Gibson 
Teagasc (Ireland)  
  
   

Taking over the farm from parents gradually 

Registered Farm Partnership (RFP) agreements in the dry stock sector are a new approach to farm 

business management in Ireland although they are more common in the dairy sector. The first official 

non-dairy farm partnership agreements were drawn up in 2015. The RFP allows new novel farming 

arrangements to be undertaken within the farm family and also between farm families. The RFP can be 

an initial step towards, but also an integral part of, a Farm Succession Plan. They act as a transition 

structure before the final transfer of the family farm. Farm families who combine their farms into one 

partnership structure can benefit from economies of scale, improved lifestyle and a greater ability to 

balance off-farm work with on-farm work.  

Monica, Tom and son Thomas O’Connor farm 97ha of good fertile land 75kms south of Dublin in County 

Kildare. They farm Suckler Beef, Sheep, Tillage Crops and Pigs to a very high standard. In 2015, Thomas 

was selected as Young Beef Farmer of the year in recognition of the excellent standard of farming. The 

family initiated a RFP.  This innovation allowed the family to implement a succession plan which met the 

various needs and concerns of the family.  It allowed for some immediate land transfer, and also to bring 

their son into the farm business while still at a young age.   

Young farmer of the year 

In 2015 Thomas was selected as young Beef Farmer of the year in recognition of the excellent standard 

of farming carried out.  In 2015 the succession process began with the transfer of lands to another son 

who was farming on rented lands, the decision was made to put some lands into joint ownership of Tom 

and Thomas and also to bring Thomas officially into the farm business through a  Farm Partnership, 

which includes both parents and Thomas.  

Succession is often problematic 

This innovation was driven by an awareness of the need for action given the ageing population of Irish 

farmers; problems of farm scale and fragmentation and delayed farm succession and inheritance among 

Irish farm families. The initial stimulus in terms of setting out to develop a social innovation/-

organisational innovation to the problem came from the Teagasc Head of Dairy and Teagasc Specialist, 

Ben Roche in the late 1990s.  

Next, two study tours to France were undertaken to see what could be learned from the French GAEC 

model.  Building on that learning, Irish experts (legal, accounting, DAFM, farm organisations, Teagasc 

were mobilised to develop an appropriate partnership model for Ireland.     

Following on from this, in 2002, a Template Agreement was developed (which was subsequently 

updated in 2014). Negotiations were held with the Department of Agriculture from 2005-2008. At the 
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same time, changes to the taxation system were introduced to encourage the development of 

partnerships. When the abolition of milk quota became apparent, the need for additional farm 

structures/organisational forms to adapt to the new circumstances also increased.   

The innovation support agent as a bridge builder 

Next, an ICT infrastructure for partnerships was put in place by DAFM.  Teagasc (especially Tom Curran) 

acted as a bridge builder between the Ministry, the Revenue and the farmer. In 2014, a conference to 

highlight partnerships was held. All the time, the development of appropriate legal and business 

partnership templates was ongoing. Other actors also became involved around 2014. For example, 

Macra na Feirme (the young farmers’ association) developed a Land Mobility Service the purpose of 

which was to facilitate collaborative arrangements tailored to suit any specific situation (e.g. long-term 

leases, shared farming, partnerships). The service was established with the financial support of FBD 

Trust, Aurivo, Dairygold and Glanbia and with support from the farming community, Teagasc, the Irish 

Farmers Journal, and the Department of Agriculture. A key challenge to be overcome in many 

collaborative arrangements was difficulties associated with changing herd numbers.   

And then, in 2015, a financial incentive in the form of the Young Farmers Scheme commenced.  A fund of 

over €24million will be available to the Young Farmers Scheme for each of the years 2015 to 2019. The 

Scheme will be used to provide an additional payment to any person who qualifies as a ‘young farmer’. It 

is available to successful applicants for a maximum period of five years. The aim of the Scheme is to 

assist young farmers in the initial stages of establishing a farming enterprise in their own name  

In recent years training in the topic of succession and inheritance and the tools and regulations surroun-

ding it have been given to 250 advisors. A series of ‘Transferring the Family Farm Clinics’ promoted by 

Teagasc in collaboration with stakeholders have been attended by 5,000 farmers. In other extension 

initiatives, there have been 11 farm walks focused on the topic. The number of partnership contracts has 

increased from 870 in 2015 to 1500 in 2016, demonstrating impact of this effort.   

Summary  

What is the innovation?  

Registered Farm Partnership (RFP) agreements in the dry stock sector are a new approach to farm 

business management in Ireland although they are more common in the dairy sector. The first official 

non-dairy farm partnership agreements were drawn up in 2015. The RFP allows new novel farming 

arrangements to be undertaken within the farm family and also between farm families. The RFP can be 

an initial step towards, but also an integral part of, a Farm Succession Plan. They act as a transition 

structure before the final transfer of the family farm.   

Key actors and their role in the process  

In 2015 the succession process in this case began with the transfer of lands to another son who was 

farming on rented lands. The decision was made to put some lands into joint ownership of Tom and 

Thomas and also to bring Thomas officially into the farm business through an RFP, which includes both 

parents and Thomas. The family decided to enter into a partnership so as to bring their son into daily 

farm management and give him a recognised role in farm management. Their son can now conduct 
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financial transactions on behalf of the farm without having to wait for his parents’ approval. The 

partnership works because there is a very good working relationship between all parties; all parties are 

very realistic about what can be delivered by the partnership and the financial benefits are understood 

fully by the partners.   

Role of the support agency  

For the O’Connor family case, the main actors involved in setting up the RFP were: Christy Watson (local 

Teagasc Advisor), Thomas Curran (Teagasc Farm Structures Specialist), farm solicitor, accountant, tax 

specialist, and the farmer’s bank.  Other important actors in supporting this innovation were the family’s 

accountant, solicitor (legal advisor), bank and the Department of Agriculture Food and the Marine.  

Success factors  

• Teagasc able to act in all stages of the innovation process.  
• Easy access to major players in the process (including the government)  
• Teagasc ability to provide fine-tuned advice on complicated issues.  
• Tom Curran's role as an intermediate between the actors and providing solutions to the ministry 

(planning ahead)  
• High skilled advisors  
• Better risk management for both generations of farmers.  
• Training courses for the involved actors (advisors, solicitors etc.)  
• Advising system with one responsible advisor for the farm  
• High level of trust and long term, good relationships between farmer and advisor.  
• Involvement of the young farmers’ organisation.  
• Wide range of methods applied to promote the message  

Fail factors  

• Aging population of farmers – is this  program enough to cover the needs and the challenges?  
• Dependence of one individual as the central actor?  
• Is the long term strategy of the farm taken care of?  
• Is the information targeted to specific groups?   

Regional and/or historical particularities  

In Ireland the next generation of farmers often do not have any official role in the management of the 

farm until total land transfer occurs. The RFP documentation outlines the roles and responsibilities of 

each member of the farm partnership, something that was not possible in the past. The RFP also allows a 

young person to be taken into the business at a young age without the need for a full land transfer. It 

gives the young person a formal role in decision making on the farm.  

Farm families who combine their farms into one partnership structure can benefit from economies of 

scale, improved lifestyle and a greater ability to balance off-farm work with on-farm work. This 

innovation allowed a family to implement a succession plan which met the various needs and concerns 

of the family. It allowed for some immediate land transfer, and also to bring their son into the farm 

business while still at a young age. In 2015 Thomas was selected as young Beef Farmer of the year in 

recognition of the excellent standard of farming carried out.  
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The main benefits are that all parties (both parents and son) are actively involved in farm management; 

the Basic Payment Scheme payment into the farm has increased; the Tax relief incentives of RFP are 

beneficial.   

The Teagasc advisor has benefited in that this specific experience has shown the advisor the potential of 

partnerships which can now be promoted to other clients; it also offers a solution where other clients 

wish to bring a family member on board but are not prepared to transfer the whole farm in the short 

term.  

Specific recommendations  

• Increase the number of farm structure specialists in Teagasc .  
• Take actions to embed the service in Teagasc  
• Reflect with stakeholders about the future of the service.  
• Discussion group for young farmers.  
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Creating Pathways 
A Key Role Of Innovation Support Agents 
Eelke Wielinga 
ZLTO (The Netherlands) 
 

Observations at the end of the AgriSpin Journey 

Fifty stories about the way innovations came about: all different from each other. Not only in the way 

they have been elaborated, but also in the type of innovation that took place and in the way innovation 

support agents have played their role in stimulating farmers to move ahead. In its final document, the 

Science Group has tried to find patterns in these stories. Moreover, the partners in AgriSpin themselves 

gave comments on what they learned during this discovery journey. And that was a lot. 

Probably the most striking experience for most of the participating colleagues was that it was so helpful 

to take time to reflect on what they actually were doing in their job. In their daily business-as-usual they 

never took time to do so. Spending almost a week together in a cross visit with colleagues doing the 

same job in an entirely different environment has stimulated their thinking. Having colleagues from 

elsewhere looking over their shoulder while showing the innovation cases they were proud of was very 

revealing too.  

The stories in this book have been written by the colleagues themselves, and not by professional text 

writers like journalists. Probably such texts would have been nicer to read. It was also not a scientific 

observer who wrote the stories, trying to understand what was happening out there. We think that the 

impact for the colleagues in AgriSpin has been bigger this way.  

It appeared to be helpful to bring in tools for observation and analysis. Especially the Spiral of Innova-

tions has been used by most colleagues to describe how innovations evolved along different stages, and 

to distinguish how they intervened along the way. 

Comparing these stories with those in the first volume, “Stories from all corners, to start with”, the most 

significant difference is that the partners now explicitly write about their own role all along the way in 

the innovation processes. This shows that AgriSpin has stimulated their thinking about it.  

The stories show that the classical way to look upon innovation processes, as separated activities for 

development (read: research) and dissemination (read: advisory services and education) does not hold. 

Initial ideas can come from everywhere, from a farmer or entrepreneur (see for example chapter 2, 4 ,5, 

41, 44), from friends with different backgrounds who met each other (ch. 11, 27 ,28), from an NGO (ch. 

45, 47), from administrators (ch. 18 ,19 ,31, 36), from advisory services (ch. 6, 7, 15, 49), from trainers 

(ch.33, 34, 35),  from experts (ch. 14, 26), and also from research (ch.16, 22, 25, 50).  

Innovation is not just a matter of inventing something and selling the idea to someone else. A real 

innovation with impact emerges from the interaction of many different actors. This something you 

cannot see if you only look at static pictures, like for example what results from questionnaires about 

adoption rates that fit into tick box statistics. Looking closely at innovation stories reveals that innovation 
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processes are messy, with two steps forward and one back, with unexpected events -sometimes lucky 

and sometimes regretful-, with different actors to get involved, and all in all hard to plan for.  

Practically always there are people involved who have a drive to bring an initiative further. Their passion 

does not fit in any tick box either. But such people are key for success. When they manage to involve the 

right actors at the right time, things will move further. This passion can be contagious (see ch.44). A 

network with passionate people generates the energy to get through difficult times and to find creative 

solutions (see for example ch. 3).  

How to get the right people involved in the right time: that is always a challenge for the drivers of an 

innovation process. This is precisely where innovation support agents appear to have been most useful. 

They created pathways for key actors to connect. They usually had a position in which it was easier for 

them than for example entrepreneurs, to connect with experts, other stakeholders or administrators.  

In AgriSpin it was interesting to see that the partners drew this conclusion to their own surprise. It was 

because of the exercise to bring innovation stories to the surface, that they realised their role in the early 

stages of innovation processes to be so important.  

The AgriSpin journey ends here, the movement goes further 

The AgriSpin project has been a discovery journey. The partners embarked with an idea to learn from 

and with each other. We could not foresee where the journey would take us, and the Grant Agreement 

unavoidably limited the possibilities to act upon new opportunities and insights. It would have been nice 

to work out the material collected in this book a little further, but at a certain moment the time is up.  

We do think that the journey has been valuable for the partners, and this has also become clear from the 

feedback we received (see Deliverable 2.1). Although the journey of AgriSpin ends here, the movement it 

has been part of goes on: in the minds of the colleagues, in new partnerships being forged, and in the 

trainings under the flag of CECRA.  

The stories in this book can be useful as material for training and education. It would be worthwhile to 

create another project for elaborating stories for educational purposes in a way that students are invited 

to make their own analysis on the narrative stories: what in their opinion were key events and key 

interventions here? And why? And what stories can they write about cases they observe themselves, 

using the same approach? 

For now, I express my gratitude to all colleagues who joined the journey with so much enthusiasm, and 

who wrote their contributions to this book.  

Farewell.  


