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Working Circles (Arbeitskreise) for collective ad-
visory service and training of agricultural pro-

ducers in Austria 

This series of informative fiches aim to present, in summary, examples of practices and approaches that EU Member 

States and Regions have put in place in order to implement their Rural Development Programmes in the current pe-

riod. These examples want to contribute to the understanding of what has worked well and less well in the delivery 

of the 2007-2013 RDPs and as far as possible, draw lessons in the view of future improvement of the programmes.  

Needs addressed  

The working circles concept is an on-going project 

which has matured over time benefitting from the 

close collaboration between the Ministry of Agricul-

ture, the chambers of agriculture and other education-

al and scientific institutes, e.g. the Academy for Agri-

cultural and Environmental Pedagogy 

(www.agrarumweltpaedagogik.ac.at). 

The idea of establishing working circles came up with 

the Austria’s accession to the EU in 1995 and its reali-

sation was supported and furthered by, among others, 

the Chamber of Agriculture and the Agricultural Minis-

try. During that time, the Austrian producers were con-

fronted with the open EU single market. As before ac-

Objective 

Main objective of the working circles are:  

 Increasing producers’ competitiveness. 

 Providing cost-effective and production-specific advisory ser-

vices. 

 Offering practice- and need-oriented training for producers. 

 Establishing a country-wide database on farm-business perfor-

mance data/economic key indicators allowing producers to as-

sess their performance in comparison to other producers and 

reflecting on the situation of the primary sector in the country.  

Keywords:  Advisory services, training, agri-business 

competitiveness  

EU Member State: Austria 

Specific Location: The approach was applied country-wide  

Implementing entity: The working circles are jointly or-

ganised by the Austrian Ministry of Agriculture (as the RDP 

Managing Authority), the Institute for Rural Education of 

the Austrian chamber of agriculture (Ländliches Fortbild-

ungsinstitut, http://www.lfi.at/), and by the units for train-

ing / advisory service within the chambers of agriculture in 

the federal states. 

RDP Measure: Measure 111 “Vocational training and in-

formation actions”  

 Implementation Period:  2007-2013 EAFRD programming 

period 

cession market prices for agricultural products were higher in Austria, it was felt that targeted actions and pro-

fessional assistance were needed to increase the producers’ competitiveness. 

Furthermore, it was identified the need to retrieve and quantify key economic indicators which would allow to 

perform a sound analysis and comparison of the performance at the farm level along with sectoral analysis at  

national level. 

www.agrarumweltpaedagogik.ac.atC:/Users/mal/Documents/Doc10_rural-finance-umgh5ayo40mq
http://www.lfi.at
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Main steps and  features of the initiative or approach  

Direct beneficiaries of Measure 111 are the Chambers of 

Agriculture in the federal states, which have to apply for funding  for 

working circles. In the beginning, the Chambers of Agriculture had to 

submit application for funding each year but over time the adminis-

trative effort was lowered and it is now sufficient to apply once for 

three years. Obligations for annual reporting remain valid. 

Once the application is approved, the chamber of agriculture starts 

to organise the working circle and their activities. Producers have to 

register for participating. When a working circle is formed, the leader 

(who can be in charge of more than one working circle) establishes 

an annual work plan with the members of the working circle and 

start organising related activities. The annual work plan should envisage a minimum of 4 meetings; often 6-8 

meetings per year are held, whereat many training modules take place on farms, bringing theory and practice to-

gether. 

In each federal state there is one project leader who coordinates the working circles and delivers information at 

national level. The project leaders at federal level also support the preparation of annual reports on the develop-

ment of the sector and reply to technical or EAFRD related questions in the federal states. 

The regional circles are backed by a country-wide system for data collection and evaluation which offers the pro-

ducers an internet interface for entering their farm-business data. This database, managed at national level, allows 

better comparison between farms and more profound assessment of the situation in the sector as well as achieving 

synergies between federal states.  

The entire process is strengthened and coordinated at national level by a Steering group, which develops the strat-

egy of the working circles system. The Steering group brings together representatives of the Ministry of Agriculture, 

the Chambers of agriculture and the project leaders at national and regional levels. 

The Ministry of Agriculture supports the overall work of the working circles by enacting national programme guide-

lines (including common standards for data collection and reporting within the system of the working circles), eval-

Key elements of the approach 

Currently, in Austria farmers cannot apply for EAFRD support for individual advisory services. Therefore, in each 

federal state “working circles” for individual production sectors are established following the demand and the 

budget available for Measure 111. 

The working circles are a special approach to farm advisory service and training. They provide producers with: 

 collective need-oriented farm advice; 

 analysis of farm-business indicators; 

 comparison with other farms’ performance and subsequently a strength-weakness and capacity assessment; 

 general exchange of practical experiences; and 

 organisation of study tours. 

Each working circle is led by a working circle leader (referents of the Chambers of Agriculture) and includes 15-20 

producers. Each working circle leader is trained in essential basics for running a working circle and participates in a 

continuous training programme which covers also subjects like didactic and pedagogy. 

Participants can join and leave working circles each autumn; on average their participation lasts five years. Partici-

pating producers have to pay an own contribution between €70 and €300 per year. 
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uates the work of the working circles and if necessary, initiates supplementary activities (such as trainings for work-

ing circles leaders). 

See Figure 1 and Table 1 for an overview of the functioning of the working circles.  

Table 1: Roles, activities and tasks of involved stakeholders 

Stakeholder Stakeholder’s role, activities and tasks 

Producers  Have to register for participating in the working circles 

 Have to pay own contribution of €75 - €300 per year 

 Have to record and report farm business data 

 Can use the internet-tool for farm business data analysis and compare their farm’s per-
formance with those of similar farms 

 Have to participate in at least 80% of the annual working circle meetings 

 Are the “final beneficiaries” of Measure 111 

Working circle 
leaders 

 Lead one or more working circles in a federal states 

 Are employed by the regional chamber of agriculture 

 Agree on an annual working programme with the members of one working circle 

 Organize working circle related activities (e.g. study visits) 

 Support producers in dealing with the farm business database 

 Guide the producers to identify the (economical) development potential of their farms 

Project leaders in 
federal states 

 Coordinate of all working circles in one federal state 

 Provide data to the national level 

 Support the preparation of annual national reports on the development of the sector 

 Participate in coordination activities at national level, e.g. in the steering group 

 Deal with programme/technical/ EAFRD related questions in the federal states 

Project leader at 
national level 

 Manage the nation-wide database, prepare annual reports on the development of the 
sector 

 Participate in coordination activities at national level, e.g. in the steering group 

 Main contact person for the Ministry 

Steering group  Develop the strategic orientation of the system of the working circles 

 Nominate project leaders at national level 

 Establish annual working programmes and targets 

 Reflect on degree of goal achievement 

 Provide other resources 

Ministry of Agri-
culture 

 Enact national programme guidelines including common standards for data collection 
and reporting within the system of the working circle 

 Evaluates the working circles/ Commissions the evaluation 

 Initiates supplementary activities, such as trainings for working circle leaders, if neces-
sary 
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Figure 1:  Functioning of the working circles 

Note: WC 1 = Working circle in the field 1 

 There are eight federal states in Austria; not in all federal state working circles are offered on all eleven the-

matic fields, which are: crop production/ arable farming, diary faming, cow breeding, piglets production, pig 

breeding, sheep breeding, management of steers, cattle fattening, goat breeding, biogas production, and 

business management.  

Main results and benefits  

 

 Until 2013, 295 working circles were formed in eleven fields of agricultural production (e.g. plant or biogas pro-

duction, pig husbandry etc.) involving 4 672 producers across Austria. 

 Producers have longer guidance in the strategic development of their farms; gather up-to-date information in 

their specific working field / sector and receive insider tips related to farm-business, administrative, legal and 

practical issues. 

 Also working circle leaders gain experiences through their general training programme and regular multilateral 

discussions with producers. 

 Through the collection of a comprehensive data-set, detailed information on farm performance are available, 

helping to better understand the farm’s potential and supporting decision on strategic investments. Moreover, 

through the collective approach of the working circles also social benchmarks are set and joint acquisitions of 

equipment become more common.  

 Building upon working circle data, eight reports on the situation of the primary sector in Austria are produced 

annually. 
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Lessons learnt 

Lessons learnt on the overall organisation and delivery 

of the working circles: 

 It is essential for the success of the working circles 

that a broad range of organisations stands behind 

them and supports the system. This does not ap-

ply only to exchanges between research/

educational institutes and working circles, which 

furthers the activities of both sides, but applies 

also to the support of producers’ organisation, 

associations etc., which can mobilise their mem-

bers to participate in the circles by showing their 

appreciation for the system. In addition, collabora-

tion with other organisations brings added value to the system (e.g. with the database of cattle breeders 

https://web.rdv.at/R4/faces/Index.jsp). 

 The working circles are not designed to suit the conceptual frame of Measure 111 e.g. the system is not modi-

fied according to the EU requirements for each programming period. This results in financing of some supple-

mentary activities solely through national resources (such as trainings for working circle leaders) but also al-

lows continuity of the principles and their work. 

 The success of the working circles concept also rests on time to mature and continuity, which was assured by 

the mobilised national resource in cases where activities were not eligible for EAFRD funding across program-

ming periods. 

 Through direct back-coupling between farmers, working circle leaders and the steering group at national level, 

the programme of the working circles is continuously adapted to producers’ current needs. 

 Some disadvantages (resulting from EAFRD funding schemes requirements) of the working circles implementa-

tion were identified: 

1. As cost categories have to be defined when applying for Measure 111, there is less flexibility in 

adapting working circles’ programme to the current needs of participants; 

2. Working circles leaders are officially not allowed to provide advice to producers individually, which 

often appears to be a desirable supplement to the training in groups. Currently, in Austria farmers 

cannot apply for EAFRD support for individual advisory service. 

 The contribution paid by producers appears to be no major burden for participation in the circles. 

 The experience gained within the working circles is transferred further to other producers (not participating in 

them) through the publication of the annual reports per sector and the participation of working circles leaders 

in providing “regular  advisory services” within the Chambers of Agriculture. 

 Other rural actors and the overall delivery of policy measures also benefit from the experiences and data col-

lected within the working circles (e.g. working circle leaders are closely collaborating with the Ministry of Agri-

culture and function as referents on NRN events). 

 Due to the comprehensive data-set, weak points in the functioning of the sector and/or approaches for target-

ed interventions could be identified; one example is the assessment of the variance in the production costs per 

litre of milk across producers, which turned out to be more significant than possible results of milk price nego-

tiations with the dairy farms. 

https://web.rdv.at/R4/faces/Index.jsp
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 The regular training of working circle leaders (which covers also didactical and methodological issues) is highly 

appreciated by all actors involved. However, due to their good qualification working circle leaders might step up 

in their career paths, leading to a higher fluctuation of staff in long term perspective. 

 It is seen as advantageous if working circle leaders perform that job full time and concentrate entirely on their 

tasks instead of being involved in other parallel activities of the Chambers of Agriculture. 

Lessons learnt on farmers participation, exchange and data collection: 

 A major challenge for working circle leaders is to mobilize producers to record and share their farm-business 

data and subsequently to keep continuously attractive the overall programme of the working circles. 

 Strict rules on common standards in data collection and reporting are essential for assuring the added value of 

country-wide data analysis. 

 In order to allow effective and trustworthy discussion on farms’ per-

formance, the key principle of operation should be openness within 

the circles, but discretion to external actors. 

 Results of working circle data evaluation have to be interpreted care-

fully, as the participating farmers normally are not representatives of 

the overall number of Austrian farmers. Consideration should also be 

given to the fact that participating producers could lose their motiva-

tion to provide farm business data. 

For the 2014-2020 programming period, the idea of the working circles is 

seen as a suitable approach to drive innovative actions such as Operation-

al Groups within the frame of the ‘European Innovation Partnership  for 

Agricultural Productivity and Sustainability’. Through group actions more 

ideas are born and trust is established through continuous collective work, 

which more easily mobilises producers to take part and risk with imple-

mentation of novel approaches. 

 

 Additional source of information   

 Website of the working circles: http://www.arbeitskreisberatung.at/ (in German only - last accessed: 

23.02.2014). 

 Results of the evaluation of the statistical data are reflected in the series “Grüner Bericht” (in German only, 

available under http://www.gruenerbericht.at/cm3/); the reports reflect on the situation of the Austrian prima-

ry sector and include special issues on individual production lines. 

 For practitioners or/and persons interested in setting-up/ running working circles, please look at the contact list 

provided by topic/ production line at http://www.arbeitskreisberatung.at/?+Kontakte+und+Links+&id=2500%

2C1196659%2C%2C%2Cc1F1PSUyMCZjdD02JmJhY2s9MQ%3D%3D. 

 Persons interested in programme / technical issues (such as representatives of managing authorities or paying 

agencies) might contact Mr. Franz Paller, Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and Water Manage-

ment, E-mail: franz.paller@lebensministerium.at  

http://www.arbeitskreisberatung.at/
http://www.gruenerbericht.at/cm3/
http://www.arbeitskreisberatung.at/?+Kontakte+und+Links+&id=2500%2C1196659%2C%2C%2Cc1F1PSUyMCZjdD02JmJhY2s9MQ%3D%3D
http://www.arbeitskreisberatung.at/?+Kontakte+und+Links+&id=2500%2C1196659%2C%2C%2Cc1F1PSUyMCZjdD02JmJhY2s9MQ%3D%3D
mailto:franz.paller@lebensministerium.at

