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Response 

1) b,  

2) e,  

3) g – There should be a focus on agroecological methods and systems approach to 

research. 

Aspects of a) and c) and d) are also relevant, but too narrow a focus on agri-tech will 

stifle rather than stimulate innovation. For example, in terms of a) there is a need for 

breeding for resilience under: changing environmental conditions (unpredictable 

Consultation question 

1. What are the priority research topics that industry and government should focus 

on to drive improvements in productivity and resource efficiency? Please rank your 

top three options by order of importance (from 1 as your most important to 3 as your 

least important): 

a. Plant and animal breeding and genetics    

b. Crop and livestock health and animal welfare    

c. Data driven smart and precision agriculture    

d. Managing resources sustainably, including agro-chemicals   

e. Improving environmental performance, including soil health    

f. Safety and trust in the supply chain    

g. Other (please specify)    
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weather), reduced availability of agrochemicals, and low-input and organic farming 

methods.  

There are problems with how productivity is currently measured. A system where 

environmentally-adjusted total factor productivity is measured (taking account of 

resources used to achieve the production, and both positive and negative outcomes, 

such as GHG emissions) is what is required to ensure that the true cost of productivity is 

recognised and valued.  This is a global concern about how resources are properly 

measured as the true cost of production; costs that ultimately undermine the value of 

public goods from public money. 

Agroecological farming methods, including organic and agroforestry, should be a high 

priority research topic for industry and government, as mainstreaming such approaches 

is vital to achieving the government’s environmental, food and farming objectives 

simultaneously.  

There has been high investment in agricultural R&D (around £400M in 2014 for 

government and university funding) yet uptake by end users is low and the impact on 

key objectives for that investment, notably the comparative productivity and 

profitability of UK agriculture, has been limited.  

Improving the impact of R&D investment on farming requires: 

- Better alignment of R&D investment with farmer priorities – much applied 

agricultural research to date has focused on developing exportable technology/ 

intellectual property, which frequently does not align with farmers’ priorities or may 

deliver unnecessarily capital-intensive solutions to the challenges they face. The 

research is also mainly done in isolation of farming systems.  Farms are systems and a 

systems approach to the research is also required. Focusing R&D investment explicitly 

on improving agricultural productivity, sustainability and resilience would help to 

address this. Other measures, such as paying a diversity of farmers to sit on funding 

boards and take part in peer review, would also help. So would novel funding criteria, 

such as requiring agricultural projects to have farmer and civil society/community 

partners – an approach successfully taken by the Transforum innovation programme in 

the Netherlands. 

- Higher ratio of investment in knowledge exchange to research. The Netherlands 

is the most efficient agricultural nation in the EU, has high productivity, yet has as 

fragmented a KE landscape as the UK. One of the differences with the Netherlands is 

that they centrally support farmers working cooperatively in study groups (Caggiano 

2014). There is a culture of collaboration which is not currently supported in the UK. 

Farmers are much more likely to take up new management practices if they are 

involved in their development. They feel better informed if the practices are tested 

under conditions similar to their own (i.e. not only in experimental settings) therefore 

they can assess the risks more clearly when they adopt an approach for the whole farm.  
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- Investing to support practical innovation projects led by farmers. This recognises 

that farmer initiative is already an important source of innovation in the sector and 

builds on it. It helps farmers to share the risks associated with developing and adopting 

new approaches, tools and technologies while developing timely knowledge that meets 

the practical requirements of their business. Even in applied academic research, the lag 

between research and implementation can be 15 years at best (Benton et al. 2007) – 

such research may meet the highest standards of evidence but on a timescale that is 

irrelevant to many farm business decisions. Accelerating farmer-led innovation requires 

innovation support services to broker and facilitate collaborative projects involving 

farmers but bringing them together with researchers. The experience of examples such 

as Innovative Farmers (www.innovativefarmers.org), the Scottish Government’s Rural 

Innovation Support Service and of the EU countries with most success in implementing 

the European Innovation Partnership (EIP-Agri) is that this facilitation and brokerage is 

as important as grant funding to the success of farmer-led projects and requires 

equivalent investment.  Also both farmers and researchers need sufficient time to get to 

know each others’ ways of working and decide on the best way forward to monitor the 

outcomes of any trials. Monitoring should include data that the farmers are collecting 

already (e.g. financial and productivity data for benchmarking) and indicators that align 

with farmers priorities.   

Of these, we see support for farmer-led innovation as the most vital because: 

- It has been almost entirely neglected by UK agricultural R&D investment to date, 

so is a major gap. 

- Experience shows it is highly cost-effective. We estimate that delivering such 

support to saturation point would require no more than £20 million per year in 

England. Across the UK, we propose that 10% of the public agricultural R&D budget 

should be invested in farmer-led innovation, with the allocation building to this level 

over 10 years. 

- It supports the other activities, combining knowledge exchange between farmers 

and researchers, providing a platform for farmer-to-farmer learning, exposing 

researchers to farmers’ priorities and acting as a test-bed for developing larger, 

targeted research projects. 
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Response 

1) c 

2) b 

3) d  

We ideally want all the options outlined above - essentially a) should be doing c) 

through b) which feeds back genuine farming challenges to give d).  

Our main message, based on the experience and evaluation of our Innovative Farmers 

network (www.innovativefarmers.org) is that small, collaborative, farmer-led R&D 

projects should play a central role. They directly support practical innovation on a time-

frame that is relevant to farm business decision-making. They provide opportunities for 

farmer-to-farmer learning and for researchers to engage directly with farmers, 

understanding farmer priorities and decision-making frameworks and 

translating/applying their research. They provide a test-bed for projects that may 

subsequently warrant further investigation through larger scale research, for example 

supported by research council or InnovateUK funding.   

Based on the costs of delivering Innovative Farmers, we estimate that a world-leading 

programme of farmer-led R&D, on a scale that transformed farmers’ engagement with 

research, could be achieved with 10% of the UK’s current annual public investment in 

agricultural R&D. Such a programme should be developed over 5-10 years, as it will 

take time to build farmers’ and researchers’ capacity to engage. 

We also need to put a greater share of R&D investment behind research translation for 

farmers. At the moment this step is all but missing in the UK with many research 

2. How can industry and government put farmers in the driving seat to ensure that 

agricultural R&D delivers what they need? Please rank your top three options by 

order of importance (from 1 as your most important to 3 as your least important): 

a. Encouraging a stronger focus on near-market applied agricultural R&D    

b. Bringing groups of farms together in research syndicates to deliver 

practical solutions    

c. Accelerating the ‘proof of concept’ testing of novel approaches to 

agricultural constraints   

d. Giving the farming industry a greater say in setting the strategic direction 

for research funding   

e. Other (please specify)    

file:///C:/Users/tmacmillan/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/2I9SXLG0/www.innovativefarmers.org
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findings not applied in practice. By contrast, in Australia, all research funding has 30% 

of the total available for KE. 

We are happy to share with Defra reports evaluating the impact of Innovative Farmers, 

as well as the basis for our estimates of the investment required to support such a 

network nationally.  

Lessons learned from Innovative Farmers, relevant to the design of innovation support 

services, are: 

- Groups need facilitation and support to make the most of their time and share 

learning effectively – the support network/service is crucial and it would not be as 

effective simply to fund groups on a standalone basis. Be prepared for this to cost 

more than their research/analysis (e.g. in Innovative Farmers, the network and 

group costs for each group exceed the research funding they receive). Through good 

support and facilitation, we have helped groups run useful field labs with zero or 

minimal (below £3k) research grants. 

- Train coordinators. Agricultural advisors can be effective group facilitators – many 

of the field labs are supported by advisors on a freelance basis. However, some 

advisors need training and support to work as effective facilitators. The need to 

build this capacity is one reason a national-scale network should grow over several 

years. 

- Keep the coordinator and research roles separate. Groups where the researcher 

is also the coordinator tend to become research-led. A crucial role for the 

coordinator is to broker a practical research design by helping the researcher focus 

on what is needed to meet the farmers’ needs. 

- Focus on practical answers. The coordinator should help the farmers and 

researcher challenge each other on the standard of evidence that a project requires. 

Farmers will often prefer a timely answer to a question that reflects the real-world 

complexity they are managing, even if it can only be achieved to a lower level of 

confidence than researchers are used to working with. Researchers can benefit from 

training or peer support, as they can struggle to step outside the conventions of their 

discipline (e.g. regarding statistical significance thresholds). 

- Invest in improving analytical tools. Research and statistical methods suited to 

such situations are poorly developed, and would benefit from investment. An 

example of such investment is the Agronōmics project led by ADAS, which is 

combining remote sensed data and field scale research design to develop methods 

that can deliver findings with a high level of confidence in real-world farming 

situations. See: Sylvester-Bradley, R. et al. (2016). Agronōmics – an arena for synergy 

between the science and practice of crop production. IFSA paper. 



Consultation Response – Agricultural Technology and Research 

Author: Innovative Farmers   6 

- Budget to help coordinators with reporting. It is vital but difficult to share what 

groups are learning, so that it can benefit the wider industry. Coordinators can do 

this but, even when required or incentivised to report such learning, they can 

struggle to produce useful, timely, written reports. It is therefore worth having 

central staff responsible for information management, who will phone coordinators 

regularly to extract key information, meaning coordinators can simply provide 

rough notes.  

- Budget to convene groups. A few groups will approach the network for support 

ready-formed. Most need actively convening around one or two farmers who have 

an idea. This can involve visits to those farmers to understand the issue, research 

into whether others face the same challenge, and ‘kick-off’ events, that bring a larger 

group together to discuss existing knowledge and establish whether there is 

appetite for a field lab. This process can take up to a year – occasionally more – and 

is as intensive as supporting a field lab that is up and running. Our cost estimates 

above take this into account, and it should be budgeted for in any funding model for 

an innovation support service. The new Rural Innovation Support Service 

commissioned by Scottish Government focuses entirely on this start-up phase, with 

the target to form 40 groups over three years. 

- The value of partnership. Not only does Innovative Farmers broker partnerships 

among farmers and researchers, but we depend on partnership in order to run the 

innovation support service successfully. The partners involved in delivering the 

initiative each have wide and distinct networks of farmers. By engaging these 

farmers, we have encouraged farmers to come together in innovation groups with 

others they might otherwise not otherwise meet, for example bringing together 

organic and non-organic farmers. 

- Keep the cap on grant-funding to accelerator projects low, e.g. at £10k per 

project p.a. More than this, and it becomes a magnet for projects, researchers and 

businesses that can already access funds from elsewhere. This can even happen 

where eligibility criteria prevent them from applying directly – to be accessible, the 

criteria must be fairly flexible, and any significant prize will encourage some 

ingenuity (e.g. forging partnerships with eligible entities) by would-be applicants 

other than farmers. A lot can be achieved with such a low level of funding as these 

are farmer-led projects, so the funding is topping up activity that the farmers would 

be undertaking anyway. Some projects could benefit from larger grants, of course: a 

solution would be to have larger amounts (e.g. £50k per project p.a.) available to 

projects progressing to a second stage. 

- Low risk, low audit burden. Low-level funding also helps ensure an acceptable of 

level of risk management. As these are innovative projects, some will fail, and so 

capping the funding caps the risk. In Innovative Farmers, keeping the risk low has 

allowed us to minimise the administrative and audit burden, which would otherwise 
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stifle innovation. E.g. we aim to respond to grant applications under £3k within 1 

week, and applications up to £10k (which go for wider review) within 4 weeks. 

- Keep it free to the farmer. As innovation support benefits the farmers involved, 

and they say they value it, there is a logic to charging them a fee. However, their risk-

taking and in-kind contributions in turn benefit the wider industry, so there is also a 

case in principle for providing support free of charge. In practice, we have found that 

trying to charge farmers for innovation support seriously stifles the process, not 

least because of the logistics of doing so in group context.  

- Recognise the goodwill. Innovation is a social process. Field labs work because 

farmers, researchers and coordinators have a passion for the issues and go beyond 

the call of duty to make them a success. Rather than see this reliance on goodwill as 

a weakness, treat it as an asset – it is something money can’t buy – and seek to 

replicate in any large-scale support service by ensuring that it is light-touch, and 

sufficiently independent of government for farmers to feel a stake in it. 

- Intellectual property protection is a distraction. The gap in current support is for 

pre-competitive innovation, much of it in process/management/agronomy. Projects 

with significant IP potential can already access support through Innovate UK. 

Designing farmer group agreements and grant funding with IP in mind ties the 

process in knots, dampens momentum and erodes goodwill. Innovative Farmers 

requires coordinators to identify any potential IP as any opportunity arises, and 

ensure at that point that a group puts a suitable agreement in place to define how it 

is shared – in practice, we have never had to take this step of putting an IP 

agreement in place. 

- Replication is OK. Field labs are generally context specific. It is fine for a group to 

repeat what another has already done in a different part of the country. By sharing 

information through the network, groups can team up to ensure the second project 

builds on the first and adds value. 

- Be patient. Groups take time to form and to yield results. Nobody expects results 

overnight from a research project, nor should they from a field lab or accelerator 

project. This needs to be taken into account in the monitoring/evaluation 

framework for assessing the progress of an innovation support network/service. 

- Be responsive, as small delays can have big knock-on effects. Arable and 

horticultural projects, in particular, will often only have a small window during the 

year when a project can start – miss this, and you have to wait another year. 

- Invest in communications. Stories about farmers solving problems together and 

developing novel solutions lend themselves to reporting in the farming press and 

are popular on social media. This helps support a culture of innovation in farming.  
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At the consultation event on R&D on 26th April 2018, Defra described the proposed 

‘syndicates’ as large scale collaborative projects, and talked about small, proof of 

concept projects as an ‘innovation accelerator’. We recommend that the accelerator 

projects should also be collaborative and not solely for individual farms to de-risk a new 

solution on-farm. They are the higher priority, as large-scale farm research syndicates 

sound similar to existing Producer Organisations and Agri-tech Catalyst projects – i.e. 

they are less of a gap in current public investment than the needs addressed by the 

proposed accelerator. 

Defra staff commented at this consultation event that fewer, larger projects result in 

less administration and cost to Defra; however, this is a false economy if the larger-scale 

projects do not deliver on the ground in proportion to their funding. A flexible, practical 

approach to brokering and funding smaller accelerator projects could build trust in 

farmers (that Defra is supporting them to progress) whilst encouraging as many 

farmers as possible to think and act more innovatively (because funding is helping 

reduce the inherent risks of innovating). 

We would encourage a tiered funding structure that encourages a pipeline, whereby  

accelerator projects could progress into more significant research and industry 

partnerships.  

 

Response 

Farmers face risks in adopting new technology and ideas. Relatively large investment is 

often required; therefore, farmers need evidence it will work in practice. It is very hard 

for farmers to do preliminary testing as it is often a case of adopting ‘all-or-nothing’. 

Likewise, it is very hard to predict if the new technology or ideas will work on an 

individual farm, because the systems are complex. Research findings often do not 

provide much information about the context and likely implications on the enterprise 

and whole-farm profitability.  Therefore, knowledge is the main barrier.  

Farmers are used to being sold panacea solutions, yet they know few truly exist. They 

trust other farmers and their experiences first, so if they know their peers are not using 

the new tools and techniques then it is very difficult to be motivated enough to take on 

the risk. 

We should enable farmers to work together to test solutions in a lower risk 

environment to gain the confidence and trust that it could/couldn’t work for them. 

Consultation question 

3. What are the main barriers to adopting new technology and ideas on-farm, and 

how can we overcome them? 
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Encouraging and supporting farmers to have ‘study groups’ and be actively involved in 

researching new skills/technology to understand how it works for them would increase 

uptake considerably, but on the farmers’ terms. Additionally, giving farmers more input 

into earlier development of new skills and technology means the new technology is 

better tailored to farmers real needs, rather than ‘a solution looking for a problem’. 

Those farms are then much more likely to take up the solutions as they have been part 

of the development. 

 

 

Innovative Farmers 

Innovative Farmers is a not-for-profit farmer-led research network and innovation 

support service. Through the network, groups of farmers and growers collaborate with 

a researcher to design ‘field labs’: on-farm trials that can be set up quickly and are 

highly practical. They focus on the farmers’ priorities and create rapid knowledge 

exchange between researchers and farmers. 

To date, over 1,000 farmers have collaborated on 80 field labs, involving most of the top 

agri-research organisations in the UK, including Rothamsted, Research ADAS, NIAB, 

Harper Adams, Universities of Bristol, Cranfield and Reading. 

Innovative Farmers is a partnership between Linking Environment and Farming 

(LEAF), Soil Association, Innovation for Agriculture (IfA) and  Organic Research Centre, 

funded by the Prince of Wales’ Charitable Foundation through the sales of Waitrose 

Duchy Organic products. 

 

Partner details 

LEAF (Linking Environment And Farming) is a leading organisation delivering more 

sustainable food and farming. LEAF work with farmers, the food industry, scientists and 

consumers, to inspire and enable sustainable farming that is prosperous, enriches the 

environment and engages local communities. LEAF work to develop and promote 

Integrated Farm Management (IFM) in three core pillars: facilitating knowledge 

generation and exchange, developing market opportunities through the LEAF Marque 

Standard scheme and, educating and engaging the public in sustainable food and 

farming through LEAF Open Farm Sunday and Farming and Countryside Education 

(FACE).  

The global reach of LEAF Marque in the arable and horticulture sectors is working with 

over 1,000 businesses in 34 countries, representing over 386,000 hectares. 36% of UK 

fruit and vegetables are grown by LEAF Marque certified businesses. 
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Soil Association was formed in 1946 by a group of farmers, scientists, doctors and 

nutritionists who were determined to pioneer a world where we can live in health and 

in harmony with nature. Today, the Soil Association are farming and growing, buying, 

cooking, campaigning and researching, collaborating with organic and non-organic 

producers to innovate and implement practical solutions. 

Through their trading subsidiary, Soil Association Certification, they work with over 

6,000 businesses including organic farmers and growers, foresters, caterers, food 

processors and manufacturers across more than 50 countries, and certify 

approximately 14 million hectares of forest globally. 

Innovation for Agriculture (IFA) works to help farmers make best use of existing and 

emerging knowledge, so they can meet the challenge of feeding the world and to 

improve the environment and animal welfare, as well as create fulfilling opportunities 

for current and future generations. It is a consortium of 16 English Agricultural Societies 

providing a hub of facilities and agricultural communities at all the major agricultural 

events in the UK. IFA delivers over 100 farmer training courses a year and will be 

engaging with tens of thousands of farmers on its AMR and Soils programme in 2018. 

The Organic Research Centre (ORC) is one of the world’s leading research 

organisations of its type. Established in 1980, ORC works to develop and promote 

practical and sustainable land management and food production systems based on 

organic and agroecological principles. They foster knowledge exchange between current 

and future producers, food businesses and other professionals and work to influence 

policy and public debates on the future of food and farming. In the last two years ORC 

was a major contributor to 34 national and international research projects, contributing 

to the world’s knowledge and practical resources for farmers, businesses and other 

professionals and for academics, students and the public. 

 

 

END 


