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1. Introduction  

1.1 SQW, with Arad and our agricultural expert Martin Collison, was commissioned to 

undertake an evaluation of the Knowledge Transfer, Innovation and Advisory 

Services Programme (2014-2020) known as Farming Connect1. This report is the 

second of two phases of research. It draws together findings from both phases.  

Evaluation aims and objectives  

1.2 The focus of the evaluation was three-fold: first, to assess the effectiveness and 

efficiency of implementation; second, to gather evidence on the nature and scale of 

outcomes achieved to date, the extent to which these are additional (and would not 

have been achieved otherwise) and address the original aims and objectives of the 

programme; and third, to learn what works (and why) to inform ongoing delivery and 

the design of future programmes. More detailed evaluation questions are presented 

in Table 1.1, which draw on our original Specification, SQWôs proposal, and 

discussions with the steering group.  

Table 1.1: Key evaluation questions  

¶ What activities have been delivered to date, compared to expectations? 

¶ How intensively do farmers engage with the programme and progress through the 

offer, and what drives this? 

¶ How effectively and efficiently is the programme being delivered, managed and 

governed? 

¶ To what extent are changes implemented on farms? 

¶ What outcomes and impacts have been achieved to date? 

¶ To what extent are outcomes additional, and which aspects of the programme make 

the most important contribution to achieving outcomes/are most effective (alone or in 

combination)? 

¶ What factors enable or hinder implementation and progress towards intended 

outcomes? 

¶ What are the key lessons to inform ongoing delivery and design of future 

interventions? 

¶ How is the programme performing overall? 

Source: SQW 

 

 

  

                                            
1 Note: the European Innovation Partnership, EIP-Agri, was not within scope of this evaluation.  
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Approach  

1.3 In line with the Specification for the study from the Welsh Government, the 

evaluation has adopted an in-depth, longitudinal and largely qualitative approach to 

gathering evidence against the research questions. The focus of the evaluation has 

been on learning about what works well (or not) to effect change within farming 

businesses in Wales, outcomes and impacts attributable to programme, and how 

the current delivery and future programme design can be strengthened to maximise 

outcomes and impacts across the sector. The two phases of the evaluation have 

involved the following tasks: 

Table 1.2: Research approach  

Tasks  Phase 1 Phase 2 

Initial scoping consultations, document and data review, 

and development of an evaluation scoping paper 

V  

A review of programme documentation, and a headline 

review of social media activity by Press Data 

V V 

Analysis of monitoring data gathered by Menter a Busnes 

(MaB) 

V V 

Desk-based review of comparator programmes  V 

In-depth consultations with governance, management and 

delivery staff at the Welsh Government, MaB and Lantra 

(see Annex A for full list of consultees) 

V x18 V x10 

Regional focus groups with beneficiaries, to gather 

qualitative feedback on the support and impact and how 

the offer could be improved, and to test/refine emerging 

findings in Phase 2 

V x22 

farmers at 4 

focus groups 

V (x9 revisit 

bilaterally) 

A series of in-depth longitudinal case studies covering 13 

strands of Farming Connect activity (eight focused on Lots 

1 and 3, and five on Lot 2), which involved detailed 

consultations with delivery staff and up to five beneficiaries 

V V (x53 in-

depth 

consultations 

with 

beneficiaries 
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involved in each activity2. These have gathered feedback 

on support, outcomes achieved and factors that have 

helped or hindered progress.  Each case study was 

revisited in Phase 2 to understand customer journeys and 

routes to impact in more detail.  (See Annex B for summary 

reports for each case study) 

in total 

across both 

phases3) 

Consultations with wider stakeholders, including 

representatives from the Welsh farming unions, levy body, 

AHDB, Young Farmers Club and Natural Resources Wales 

(see Annex A for full list of consultees) 

V (x10) V (x9) 

Presentation of emerging findings to the Welsh 

Government / Farming Connect Strategic Advisory Board 

(SAB) 

V (Welsh 

Government) 

V (SAB) 

 

1.4 The second phase of research commenced later than expected in January 2020 

due to a period of purdah, but encountered challenges associated with extensive 

flooding across Wales and then COVID-19.  Most face-to-face fieldwork was 

completed in Spring 2020 before lockdown due to the pandemic, but we were 

unable to undertake a second round of regional focus groups to test and refine 

emerging findings face-to-face.  As a result, in agreement with the Welsh 

Government, focus group participants from the first phase of the evaluation were 

invited to review and respond to emerging findings from Phase 2 bilaterally via 

email.  Nine individuals responded.  We also experienced some attrition in 

beneficiaries who refused to participate in the longitudinal case studies in Phase 2, 

and the termination of one case study activity. In these cases, relevant 

replacements were selected in discussion with the Welsh Government and MaB. 

Where fewer than three beneficiaries per case study had made substantive 

progress between Phases 1 and 2, at least one ñsuccess caseò replacement was 

sought. Although there was selection bias in this approach, it enabled us to 

                                            
2 For more information on the case study selection process see the phase 1 report  
3 Note, some beneficiaries who were unwilling to participate in the second phase of research, or who had not 
continued to engage with Farming Connect, were replaced (to ensure a minimum of three beneficiaries in 
Phase 2 per case study). 

https://gov.wales/evaluation-knowledge-transfer-innovation-and-advisory-services-programme
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understand the factors that contribute to a successful experience of Farming 

Connect and business change, as well as the barriers faced. 

1.5 Quantitative data gathering (for example, via a telephone survey of beneficiaries) 

and counterfactual impact evaluation techniques were not within the scope of this 

assignment, as set out in the Welsh Governmentôs Specification.    Alongside this 

evaluation, the Welsh Government had planned to include Farming Connect 

beneficiaries in the wider sample for the Farm Practices Survey to allow for 

comparisons to be made between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries by type of 

farmer (using Farmer Segmentation). As originally envisaged, this wider survey 

would have provided a quantitative backdrop, while the qualitative research-based 

evaluation explored and explained key issues. As the survey has not yet taken 

place, the evaluation presents a synthesis and systematic assessment of qualitative 

evidence, which points to a series of sector theme and project-based findings, and 

their possible implications.   We were not asked to quantify net GVA/Return on 

Investment for the programme as a whole (this would require the quantitative data 

discussed above), nor has data from beneficiaries consulted in this evaluation been 

aggregated to the level of the programme population.  

Overview of Farmin g Connect  programme  

1.6 The Farming Connect framework has been developed under the Welsh 

Government Rural CommunitiesïRural Development Programme (RDP) 2014-

2020, a seven-year European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) 

programme funded by the European Union and Welsh Government. The RDP aims 

to increase the productivity, diversity and efficiency of Welsh farming and forestry 

businesses; improve the Welsh environment, encourage sustainable management 

of natural resources and climate action in Wales; and promote strong, sustainable 

rural economic growth in Wales.   

1.7 The design of Farming Connect was informed through consultation and 

engagement with the industry and internal stakeholders throughout the RDP 

planning process, and drew heavily on experience with earlier Farming Connect 

programmes.  This identified ña need to provide a coordinated and integrated 

package of knowledge transfer, innovation and advisory service that targets the 

farming, forestry and food sectorsò to address market and other failures of:  
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¶ Information and risk aversion: farmers are typically unable to access the latest 

UK/international sources of innovation in agri-science and translate this into 

practical on-farm solutions. Farmers are also reluctant to invest in new 

technology or processes, because they do not realise the scale of potential 

return, they perceive the risk to be too high, and/or they operate under 

time/financial constraints because many are micro/small businesses. 

¶ Co-ordination: Given the large number of actors involved and a sector which 

includes a diverse mix of size and type of businesses, farmers can struggle to 

know where to go for support.  

¶ Wider externalities and spillovers: Farmers are likely to underinvest in innovation 

because they are unable to capture fully the social and environmental returns on 

this investment.  

1.8 The overarching objective of Farming Connect is to increase the emphasis on 

business -focused behaviour and efficiency improvements, and therefore 

improve the profitability, competitiveness, resi lience and sustainability of 

farm, forestry and food businesses, and by extension, promote the economic 

growth and development of rural areas . The 2014-20 programme period was 

seen as critical in supporting the sector through a period of significant change, as 

support moves away from direct payments via the Common Agricultural Policy.  

Within the programme, there were three ñLotsò that structured the offer, each with 

specific aims and suite of activities:  

¶ The aim of the Knowledge Transfer Programme (Lot 1)  was to support the 

farming and forestry industries in building resilience and enhance sustainability of 

businesses for the future, with an emphasis on technical and efficiency 

improvements. This included  a range of activities, such as Discussion Groups, 

Agrisgôp, Study Visits, Demonstration and Focus Sites, Agri Academy, 

Management Exchange, Mentoring, ñVentureò, benchmarking activities, events 

and a Knowledge Exchange Hub to produce technical articles. 

¶ The aim of the Lifelong Learning and Development Pro gramme (Lot 2)  was to 

deliver a more professional industry through its support for continuous 

professional development, accredited training, a new e-learning platform and 

clear focus on personal development.   
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¶ The Advisory Service (Lot 3)  aimed to provide independent, bespoke, one-to-

one and group advice to improve the economic and environmental performance 

of farming, forestry and food manufacturing SMEs operating in rural areas.  

1.9 In terms of governance and management arrangements, Farming Connect is 

overseen by the Welsh Government, which contracted Menter a Busnes (MaB) to 

deliver Lots 1 and 3, and Lantra to deliver Lot 2.  A team of regionally based 

Development Officers was, and remains in place to ensure an effective delivery 

process on the ground, supported by Technical Officers who take responsibility for 

the coordination of projects and trials within their specific area of work. The 

Programme is overseen by a Strategic Advisory Board (SAB), with three supporting 

Sub-Groups.  It was anticipated that the programme would also have an Industry 

Advisory Board comprising industry representatives, designed to identify priorities 

and ensure the activities meet the evolving needs of the sector4.   

1.10 A summary logic chain and theory of change (ToC) was not produced for the 

programme at the outset.  SQW therefore drew on, and added to, existing 

documentation in order to develop an overarching logic chain and ToC, in 

consultation with the Welsh Government and delivery partners. This took place 

during the initial scoping phase of this evaluation.  As depicted in Figure 1.1 

overleaf, the logic chain sets out the rationale and strategic context, aims and 

objectives, inputs and intended outputs, outcomes and impacts for the programme 

as a whole.  In Figure 1.2, we present SQWôs interpretation of the ToC, which 

attempts to show how and why Farming Connect is expected to bring about the 

anticipated outcomes and impacts, by setting out causal links between activities, 

outputs, outcomes and impacts, and associated assumptions and risks/reasons why 

this logic might break down.  These have provided a framework for the evaluation, 

against which performance has been tested and evidenced through the qualitative 

research.   

 

                                            
4 Note: IAB met on a few occasions, but it was seen as not fulfilling its purpose so was not in operation for 
most of the 2014-20 programme period 
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Figure 1.1: Overarching logic chain for Farming Connect  

  

Source: SQW. Notes: The content drawn directly from our review of documentation is denoted by red text.  SQW has added some information for clarification and/or 

to ensure a logical flow from rationale to impacts, based on our understanding of the programme and feedback from the Steering Group and scoping consultees: this 

is shown in blue text.   
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Figure 1.2: Theory of Change  

 

Source: SQW.  Note: in practice, the PDP has sat under Lot 2, not above all three lots.  It was originally envisaged that PDPs would signpost to Lot 1 and 3, and be 

used as a live record of goals and objectives for each individual. 
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1.11 As noted above, the focus of this evaluation is on the 2014-20 programme 

period, which formally ended (in terms of delivery) on 19 August 2019.  The 

programme was then refreshed and extended from 20 August 2019 to 19 August 

2022. The refresh aimed to make the programme more accessible and outcome 

focused, and to improve the customer journey.  It included a number of key 

changes in relation to implementation, taking on board feedback from Phase 1 of 

the evaluation, wider feedback and internal discussions between the Welsh 

Government, MaB and Lantra. 

¶ New themes (business, land and livestock) used to present and communicate 

the offer to farmers (rather than Lots, which are now only used for internal 

programme management purposes), and associated Farming Connect website 

refresh to improve the customer journey. 

¶ Introduction, and more consistent use, of baselines for each theme at the start 

of a customer journey (including business plans, benchmarking, animal health 

and nutrient management), with closer alignment to Personal Development 

Plans (PDPs) to evidence need and encourage a greater emphasis on 

outcomes. 

¶ Stronger links between activities, e.g. Discussion Groups linked to 

Demonstration Farms and all members must undertake benchmarking, and 

priority given to Demonstration Farm participants for the Management 

Exchange Programme.  

¶ Re-focusing of some activities such as training courses to ensure they are 

more industry focused, removal of those with little take-up and focus on 

interactive e-learning courses. 

¶ Governance arrangements revised to widen industry participation in the 

Strategic Advisory Board and create one underpinning Delivery Board to 

replace the three Lot Sub-Groups, better differentiating the roles and 

responsibilities of each group. 

1.12 The fieldwork for Phase 2 took place shortly after the launch of the refresh.  

Whilst some consultees were able to reflect on the potential benefits arising from 

the revised approach outlined above, it was too early for consultees to comment 

on or evidence effects in practice.  The focus of research was predominantly on 

the 2014-20 period, i.e. to August 2019. 
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Report structure  

1.13 This report is structured as follows: 

¶ Section 2 provides an overview of beneficiary characteristics, inputs and 

outputs over the programme period 

¶ Section 3 assesses the effectiveness of programme delivery, management 

and governance 

¶ Section 4 presents evidence on outcomes and impact, and the extent to which 

these are additional 

¶ Section 5 summarises key lessons from international experience 

¶ Section 6 presents the conclusions and recommendations for future. 

1.14 The report is supported by the following annexes: 

¶ Annex A: Consultees 

¶ Annex B: Case study summaries 

¶ Annex C: Case study respondent characteristics 

¶ Annex D: Additional monitoring data analysis for programme refresh period 

¶ Annex E: International Comparator Review ï detailed review of programmes 

¶ Annex F: Social media activities. 
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2 Implementation: benefici ary characteristics, inputs and outputs  

2.1 In this section we provide an overview of Farming Connect beneficiary 

characteristics and engagement and summarise programme performance, in 

terms of spend and outputs against targets. Spend and output data is presented 

for the Farming Connect 2014-19 programme, and separately to July/August 

2020 for the programme refresh period (2019-22).  The period 2014-19 is the 

primary focus of this evaluation; the post-August 2019 data is included to provide 

a brief update on progress since the refresh. 

 

Beneficiary profiles and characteristics  

2.2 This sub-section presents the key findings from the analysis of the Farming 

Connect monitoring data (BAS), covering the characteristics of the individuals 

and businesses that have registered with the programme, and in most cases 

received support, as well as the types of support delivered through the 

programme. The monitoring data analysed covers the period up until the end of 

August 2020.  

  

Key messages  

¶ By August 2020, over c.23,000 individuals, across c.11,000 

businesses/holdings, were registered with Farming Connect. The number 

of individuals registered has increased by nearly 3,800 since December 

2018.  Three quarters of registered individuals had engaged with some 

type of programme activity, typically either Lot 1 only or a combination of 

Lots 1 and 3.  

¶ Total programme expenditure (2014-19) was £25.72m, very close to 

budgeted spend of £25.73m. There was a marginal overspend on Lot 3 

and a small underspend on Lot 2.  

¶ Overall, the programme performed well against target outputs with the 

majority of outputs across all Lots achieved, if not exceeded, by the end of 

the 2014-19 programme period. 

¶ Expenditure on the delivery of the Farming Connect refresh programme 

was just over £5.4m by July 2020, which was in line with forecast 

expenditure by this point. Over the time period, good progress was made 

towards delivering target outputs, particularly given the impact of Covid-19 

on delivery. 
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Profile of individuals 

2.3 Over 23,000 individuals were registered with the Farming Connect programme by 

August 2020, an increase of nearly 3,800 since December 2018 (Phase 1 report). 

Their key characteristics are as follows: 

¶ Reflecting the nature of the sector, around two-thirds are male, and 32% of 

registered individuals are female. 

¶ Just under three quarters identified English as their preferred language for 

correspondence5. 

¶ The programme has attracted individuals across all age groups from aged 16 

to 75 plus. The categories used for recording age are not evenly scaled but 

the highest represented groups were those aged between 25-40 (24%) and 

51-60 (22%). 

¶ Individuals whose role is a ñbusiness partnerò or ñhead of holdingò accounted 

for over half (55%) of registered individuals, but ñpartnersò and ñsonsò also 

constitute a substantial proportion of those registered (15% and 12% 

respectively)6. 

¶ The largest counties by geographic size also have the greatest number of 

registered individuals. Those from Powys constituted nearly a quarter (24%) 

of all registrations, those from Carmarthenshire 14%, while Ceredigion and 

Pembrokeshire each accounted for 10%.   

¶ An average of two people were registered per business, overall and among 

those actively engaged. This figure varied substantially, with some 

businesses having many individuals registered.  

2.4 The characteristics of the beneficiary base are very similar to the Phase 1 report.  

 

 

 

 

  

                                            
5 Note, this does not mean that these individuals cannot speak Welsh 
6 Note, analysis excludes unknowns (n=31) 
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Figure 2.1: Characteristics of individuals  

 
                                                                                          

Intensity of engagement 

2.5 To date, according to the Farming Connect database, approximately  three -

quarters (7 6%) of individuals  with Farming Connect  registered have 

actively engaged to date with the programme 7.  This is broadly true across all 

the categories of individuals, except for ñstudentsò8, ñspousesò or ñdaughtersò, 

where engagement is lower, 47%, 69% and 70% respectively.  Further data 

provided by MaB suggests that 82% of businesses engaged with the programme 

have engaged with support, and 12% have not, with the expectation that 

individuals from those businesses engaging subsequently share key 

learning/messages with others within the business.   

2.6 The majority of individuals who have actively engaged (n=17,951) have worked 

with one Lot only (53%, n=9,537), over a third (37%, n=6,594) have engaged with 

                                            
7 i.e. engaged with one or more of Farming Connectôs activities, rather than solely in receipt of Farming 
Connect materials (all registered farmers receive general information emails etc) 
8 This finding should be taken with caution because the total number of students is small (n=17) 
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two Lots, and 10% (n=1,820) have engaged with activity under all three Lots. The 

proportions who have engaged with each Lot are shown in Figure 2. A third of 

individuals who have engaged with some activity, have engaged with Lot 1 

(Knowledge Transfer) only. In comparison, much smaller proportions have 

engaged with Lot 2 (Lifelong Learning and Development) only or Lot 3 (Advisory 

Service) only, 7% and 10% respectively. Those engaged with more than one Lot, 

were more likely to been involved with activities under Lots 1 and 3 than with Lot 

1 and 2 activities9. 

2.7 Engagement by Lot varies by role, for example, most ñstudentsò have engaged 

with Lot 2 only (75%), in comparison, most ñbusiness partnersò or ñheads of 

holdingò have engaged with Lot 1 only, or a combination of Lot 1 and Lot 3, (69% 

and 65% respectively).  

2.8 There are encouraging signs of progress since Phase 1 of the research in the 

extent to which farmers registered with the programme are engaging with the 

support ï and doing so across the portfolio.  For example, the proportion of those 

registered who have actively engaged in support has increased slightly since 

Phase 1 (from 69% to 76%), and the proportion who have engaged with more 

than one Lot has increased (as illustrated below). 

  

                                            
9 These findings should be taken with caution because only the name of the head of holding is recorded 
against Lot 3 in BAS, therefore, it will only ever be one individual from a business who can be recorded as 
accessing all three lots. 
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Figure 2.2: Support accessed by individuals registered  in August 2020 (and change 
since December 2018 as presented in Phase 1 report) 10 

 

Source: SQW analysis of BAS data 

 

Profile of businesses  

2.9 There are 11,311 unique businesses/holdings registered with Farming Connect.  

According to MaB, this represents approximately 70-75% of all eligible 

agricultural holdings in Wales.  The number of holdings registered for Farming 

Connect has increased by 18% (or 1,735 businesses) since December 2018 (as 

presented in the Phase 1 report).  By August 2020, most businesses were 

operating within the Agriculture sector (95%), primarily the Sheep/Goats and 

Beef sectors (37% and 35% respectively)11. As would be expected, business 

geography closely reflects where individuals are located, with Powys (23%) and 

Carmarthenshire (15%) highly represented. Most businesses are eligible for 

Farming Connect as a ñfarming businessò (91%), with a small proportion of 

ñstudentsò (6%).  

2.10 At the point of registration, around half (49%) of the businesses had a turnover of 

between £10K and £100K, and a significant minority (21%) had a turnover of less 

than £10K. Only 2% of businesses had a turnover exceeding £1m. Just over 

three-fifths of registered businesses (64%) had no employees. Of the 4,025 

                                            
10 Data is based on those that did receive support from at least one Lot ï 5,660 received none. 
11 These categories are mutually exclusive, farmers must select one main sector only in BAS 
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10%
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businesses with employees, 40% had one full-time worker, and 35% had only 

one part-time employee12.  The size of businesses involved was very similar to 

those in Phase 1. 

2.11 The typical size of the businesses which engaged in Farming Connect is similar 

to, but slightly smaller than, the registered population. The majority had a 

turnover below £500K (95%) and no employees (64%)13. Their size 

characteristics are similar to those for all Welsh agricultural businesses: in 

2018/19, the average farm business income (FBI) in Wales was £24,000 and the 

average holding at June 2019 was 57 hectares14,15. 

Engagement with Farming Connect 

Lot 1 (Knowledge Transfer) 

2.12 Under Lot 1 , the most commonly attended eve nt is ñStrategic Awarenessò 

(including Venture), accounting for 31% (20,121) of total Lot 1 engagements. 

ñDiscussion Groupsò (19%) and ñDemonstration Eventsò (17%) also accounted for 

substantial shares of Lot 1 activities, followed by ñClinicsò (10%) and ñAgrisg¹pò 

(9%) 16.  Activities which constituted only a small proportion of overall beneficiary 

engagement, included, ñone-to-one Mentoringò (n=1,369 engagements by n=399 

beneficiaries) and ñAgri Academyò (n=577 engagements by n=176 beneficiaries).  

The average number of events attended was four, with a maximum of 116 events 

attended by one individual.  

Lot 2 (Lifelong Learning and Development) 

2.13 Under Lot 2, 8,654 training applications were submitted until the end of August 

202017. The average number of t raining applications per individual was two , 

                                            
12 Note, this data is provided at the point of registration and is therefore subject to change overtime 
13 Note, that firms with no employees may still have agricultural workers such as sons/daughters/spouses 
who are not formally paid as an employee but often form part of the partnership. 
14 Note, this was calculated from total land area divided by number of holdings from figures given in the 
June 2019 Survey of Agriculture and Horticulture: Results for Wales (2019) report 
15 Source: Welsh Government (2020) Farming Facts and Figures, Wales 2020  
16 Note, these figures refer to the total number of engagements with each strand of activity under Lot 1, not 
the total number of unique beneficiaries who have engaged. Activities such as Discussion Groups and 
Agrisgôp involve a high intensity of engagement, but support is concentrated amongst a small number of 
beneficiaries.  
17 Due to COVID-19 this figure should be interpreted with caution. Applicants have nine months to claim for 
a course, but as some courses are practical, and thus not deliverable online, applications have been 
cancelled and then resubmitted in BAS. Therefore, application numbers have been continually changing 
throughout the pandemic. Note, data for Lot 2 was provided to August 2020. 

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2020-07/farming-facts-and-figures-2020-658.pdf
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the highest was 1518. Nearly 55% of these applications had been approved and 

delivered by August 2020. 

2.14 An average of one training course was attended per individual,  with a 

maximum of eight courses completed by one person. Of the c.4,670 training 

applications which had been fulfilled, ñmachinery and equipmentò was the most 

common category (42% of completed courses) followed by ñtechnicalò support 

(37%). ñBusiness improvementò accounted for 18% of the courses completed to 

date. For the subject for the remaining 2% of courses, was not identified in the 

programme database.  

2.15 Training was spread across 68 different courses .  ñLevel 2 Award in the Safe 

Use of Pesticides (PA1) & Safe Application of Pesticides Using Vehicle Mounted 

Boom Sprayer Equipment (PA2)ò, and ñLevel 2 Award in the Safe Use of 

Pesticides (PA1) & Safe Application of Pesticides Using Hand Held Equipment 

(PA6)ò were the most frequently completed courses, accounting for 14% and 8% 

respectively.   

2.16 Course type varied by business sector. ñBusiness improvementò constituted the 

majority of courses completed by individuals in the pig sector, whilst forestry 

owners/holders most frequently completed ñmachinery and equipmentò training 

courses. Agriculture, forestry and horticulture students most frequently completed 

ñmachinery and equipmentò courses.  

2.17     In addition, 4,999 e-learning modules were completed  by the end of August 

2020. Nearly two-thirds of all modules (n=3,236) completed were ñhealth and 

safetyò, which is a compulsory module for ñmachinery or equipmentò courses. 

Following this, the most frequently completed modules were ñfarm financeò 

(n=73), ñsheep lamenessò (n=72) and ñfarm liver fluke managementò (n=68). 

Lot 3 (Advisory Services) 

2.18 To date, over 5,800 advisory applications ha d been submitted under Lot 3, 

of which 4,474 (76%) had been fulfilled . Slightly more beneficiaries completed 

group support (55%) than one-to-one advice (43%)19. To access support under 

Lot 3, most individuals first attended a specific Knowledge Transfer event 

(59%),or developed a business plan through Farming Connect (33%) to show 

                                            
18 Figure only includes individuals who have completed one or more applications 
19 Plus 2% group ï joint ventures 
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how the advice received could be taken forward. The remainder had completed a 

business plan under the previous programme (4%) or drafted one themselves / 

privately with support from elsewhere (4%). In summary, approximately two-fifths 

of individuals had completed a business plan.  

2.19 Businesses operating in the Beef and Dairy sectors constituted the greatest 

proportion of businesses receiving support, with each sector accounting for over 

30%. ñTechnical ï grassland & crop managementò was the most frequently used 

category, particularly for group advice. For one-to-one advice, ñbusiness 

planningò was most prevalent. The most common cross-cutting theme addressed 

was óSustainable Management of Natural Resourcesô. 

Analysis of spend and output performance  

Farming Connect 2014-19 programme: spend and outputs profile 2015-2019 

2.20 In this sub-section we present data on spend and outputs for the Farming 

Connect programme over the delivery period August 2015 to August 2019, i.e. 

the programme period which is the focus of this evaluation.  

2.21 Table 2.1, below, presents aggregate expenditure by Lot over the programme 

lifetime. Total programme  expenditure was  on budget at  £25.7m, 99.9% of 

the forecast  for  the end of the programme period  (August 2019).  

Table 2.1: Overview of programme expenditure compared to forecast August 2015 -
August 2019 (£m)  
 A: Total spend 

(Aug 2015-Aug 

2019) 

B: Total 

forecasted spend 

(Aug 2015-Aug 

2019) 

C: Difference 

(B-A) 

D: % 

difference 

(A/B) 

Lot 1 18,510,117 18,515,372   -5,256 0% 

Lot 2 2,362,303   2,397,076   -34,773 -1% 

Lot 3 4,851,350 4,817,678 33,672 1% 

Total  25,723,770 25,730,126 -6,356 0% 

Source: MaB and Lantra. Figures are exclusive of VAT. 

2.22 Programme spend for the period is disaggregated below across the Farming 

Connect Lots and activities. 

Spend on Knowledge Transfer and Advisory Services delivered by MaB 

2.23 Over the programme lifetime (2015-2019), total expenditure on Lots 1 and 3 was 

close to budget, at £18.5m and £4.85m respectively. Programme running costs 

accounted for the majority of spend (58%) under Lot 1. By activity, spend on the 
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Demonstration Network was the greatest, followed by Discussion Groups and 

Agrisgôp. Under Lot 3, Group Training and one-to-one advice accounted for the 

greatest proportion of total expenditure at 51% and 36% respectively (see Table 

2.3).  

Table 2.2: Lot 1: Total spend August 2015 to August 2019 on Farming Connect 
acti vities                                                                                         
Category    Budget (£) Actual (£) Variance  

(£) 

Variance 

(%) 

Programme 

Running Costs 

These costs include the 

provision of delivery 

staff and service centre 

staff that promote and 

administer all Farming 

Connect  

10,887,073  10,781,472  -105,602 -1% 

Development 

and Mentoring 

Young leaders and 

business innovators 

1,365,591  

  

   

   

   

1,369,284 

   

 

   

  

3,693  

 

 

 

  

0% 

 

 

 

 

One-to-one 

farm/forestry Mentoring 

Agrisgôp  

Venture 

Farm and forestry 

Management 

Exchange and short-

term visits 

Technical 

Activities 

Demonstration Network 3,051,280   

 

 

 3,004,737  

  

  

-46,543  

  

 

-1.5% 

 

 

Knowledge Exchange 

Hub  

Discussion Groups 

Events and 

One-to-one 

support 

Diversification 

awareness events 

1,750,196  

 

  

  

 1,901,519   

  

  

151,322 

 

 

   

9% 

 

 Welsh language events 

One-to-one Surgeries 

and Clinics 

Strategic Awareness 

Communicatio

n 

This covers 

communication and 

marketing for the whole 

programme (i.e. Lots 1, 

2, and 3), and includes 

translation costs and 

attending shows and 

exhibitions. 

1,461,232   1,453,105   -8,127 -1% 

Lot 1 Total   18,515,372  18,510,117   -5,256  (0) 

Source: MaB (received 8th July 2020). Figures are exclusive of VAT.  



  

23 

Table 2.3: Lot 3: Total spend August 2015 to August 2019 on Farming Connect 
activities                                                                                        
Category   Budget (£) Actual (£) Variance  

(£) 

Variance (%) 

Programme Running Costs  326,247   322,807  -3,440  -1% 

One-to-One Advice  1,658,519   1,733,176   74,657  5% 

Group Training  2,536,914   2,476,205  -60,709  -2% 

EIP - Operational Groups  263,071   286,103   23,031  9% 

Benchmarking  32,928   33,060   132  0% 

Lot 3 Total   4,817,678   4,851,350   33,672  1% 

Source: MaB (received 8th July 2020). Figures are exclusive of VAT. 

 

Spend on training provision delivered by Lantra 

2.24 Over the programme lifetime, total spend under Lot 2 was £2.36m, 99% of the 

£2.397m budget. Short course accredited training (43%) and programme running 

costs (42%) accounted for the majority of spend (see Table 2.4).   

Table 2.4: Lot 2: Total spend August 2015 to August 2019 on Farming Connect 
activities                                                                                        
Category   Budget (£) Actual (£) Variance 

(£) 

Variance (%) 

Programme Running Costs  1,021,913   990,084  -31,829  -3% 

Short Course Accredited Training 1,008,182 1,005,487 -2,695  0% 

Accredited e-learning 182,016 181,767 -249  0% 

Personal Development Plans 184,965 184,965  -    0% 

Lot 2 Total   2,397,076   2,362,303  -34,773  -1% 

Source: Lantra (received 12th August 2020).  

Profile of outputs 2015-2019 

2.25 Overall, the programme performed well against target outputs, however, there 

was some variation in performance between the Lots.   

2.26 Over the programme period, all  Lot 1  target outputs  were achieved or 

exceeded . Several targets were greatly exceeded, including the number of 

Clinics (785 versus a target of 84) and Farming Connect registrations (10,480 

versus a target of 2,000) (see Table 2.5).  

2.27 Under Lot 2, all target outputs were greatly exceeded . For example, 131% of  

the target number of one-to-one and online training completions were achieved 

(see Table 2.6).   

2.28 Performance against targets was more variable u nder Lot 3 .  The number of 

instances of advice claimed (including both Group and One-to-One advice) was 
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3,216, below the target of 4,000 (80%), see Table 2.5. The under-performance 

against advice targets is surprising, particularly given qualitative feedback on the 

growing demand for, and effectiveness of, one-to-one support, but it may reflect a 

reluctance amongst businesses not to ñuse upò their allocation of support too 

quickly (discussed in more detail below). 

Table  2.5: Lot 1 programme outputs (August 2015 -August 2019)  
Description  Programme 

target (2015-

2019) 

Achieved 

(2015-2019) 

% achieved 

against 

programme 

targets 

Agri Academy 12 12 100% 

One-to-one Mentoring 280 408 146% 

Demonstration Network Events 480 651 136% 

Communication 314 747 N/A 

Shows and Exhibitions 64 64 100% 

Factsheets and Guidance 24 54 225% 

Technical Publications 24 24 100% 

Technical Articles and Press Notice 200 607 304% 

Conference 2 2 100% 

Knowledge Exchange 2* 2* N/A 

Discussion Groups 100 119 119% 

Strategic Awareness Events 280 421 150% 

Welsh Language events N/A 5  

Diversification Awareness Seminars 12 13 108% 

Agrisgôp groups (Action Learning) 120 136 113% 

One-to-one Surgeries 240 721 300% 

Clinics 84 785 935% 

Mentro / Venture N/A N/A N/A 

Management Exchanges 32 34 109% 

Study Visits 24 28 117% 

Number of Farming Connect 

registrations 

(Total businesses reg on BAS) 

2,000 10,480 524% 

Source: MaB (received 8th July 2020) 
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Table 2.6: Lot 2 programme outpu ts (August 2015 -August 2019)  
Description  Programme target 

(2015-2019) 

Achieved 

(2015-2019) 

% achieved 

against 

programme 

targets 

Instances of completed one-to-one 

accredited training 

6,000 

(Annual target 

1,500) 

3,760  131% 

Instances of completed on-line e-leaning 4,095  

Instances of e-learning excl. H&S 1,250  

Instances of H&S 2,845  

Personal Development Plans  3,200  

(Annual target 800) 

4,733  
148% 

New e-learning training modules produced 5820 

 

74  
128% 

Source: Lantra (received 12th August 2020) 

 
Table  2.7: Lot 3 programme outputs (August 2015 -August 2019)  
Description  Programme 

target (2015-

2019) 

Achieved 

(2015-2019) 

% achieved 

against 

programme 

targets 

One-to-One Instances of advice claimed 4,000  3,216 

 

80%  

 Group Instances of advice claimed 

EIP (project approvals) 45 over 

lifetime of 

RDP 

23 51% 

Source: MaB (received 15th July 2020) 

 

Farming Connect Refresh programme: s pend and outputs profile 2019 -2022  

2.29 Whilst the primary focus of this evaluation is on the programme period to August 

2019, we provide a brief summary below of spend and output progress for the 

programme refresh (August 2019 to August 2022). The data covers the period 

from September 2019 up to July 2020 inclusive. Key messages are as follows 

(see Annex D for more details). 

¶ By July 2020, just over £5.4m had been spent on the delivery of the Farming 

Connect refresh programme across all three Lots, which represented 26% of 

the lifetime forecast expenditure of £20.7m to August 2022 and was in line 

with forecast expenditure by this point. 

                                            
20 The target was originally 120 but was later revised following discussions between Lantra and Welsh 
Government which concluded that quality should be prioritised over quantity.  



  

26 

¶ This expenditure comprised £3.6m on Knowledge Transfer activities under 

Lot 1 (of which, 75% was spent on programme running costs), £388k on 

training under Lot 2 (of which half was spent on programme running costs, 

and most of the remainder on short course accredited training), and £1.4m 

had been spent on Advisory Services under Lot 3 (of which, half has been on 

group training, with a third on one-to-one advice).  

¶ Over the period September 2019 to July 2020, good progress was made 

towards delivering target outputs under Lot 1, particularly given the impact of 

COVID-19 on delivery. Nearly three-quarters of the annual output targets had 

already been achieved or exceeded, despite still having one month remaining 

for delivery. Some activity had been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, 

particularly shows and exhibitions, which was reflected in lower than 

expected outputs to date.  However, the programme  adapted by delivering 

some activity via webinars (including Demonstration Events and Strategic 

Awareness Events), and increasing other activities, such as Surgeries, to 

compensate.  Lot 2 similarly made good progress, with annual targets for 

face-to-face training and e-learning exceeded by July. Under Lot 3, the 

annual target for group advice had been greatly exceeded, and 70% of the 

annual target (August 2019 to July 2020) for one-to-one advice was met.   
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3. Implementation: Effectiveness of programme delivery, management 

and governance  

3.1 In this Section, we provide a synthesis of feedback on the effectiveness of 

delivery, management and governance based on consultee views in Spring 2020, 

also reflecting where relevant how the findings of Phase 1 were taken on board in 

the programme refresh in September 2019.  The material presented below draws 

on consultations with management, delivery and governance staff and external 

partners, alongside our focus groups and detailed case studies. It is important to 

re-emphasise that, whilst the refresh had been launched, it was too early to assess 

(and beyond the remit of this evaluation) whether those changes had a positive 

impact on implementation.  Therefore, comments in relation to the refresh focus on 

the potential benefits going forward.  

Key messages  

¶ Farming Connect provides an extensive range of support, reflecting 

the diverse range of farmersô needs and their preferred styles of 

learning and development.  However, the offer has lacked strategic 

focus, which is important given the scale and pace of change required 

in the sector.   

¶ There are growing calls to focus efforts on strengthening the 

engagement of farmers who want to change through facilitated access 

to develop personalised packages support and provide ongoing 

support through the customer journey.  

¶ Aspects of Farming Connect that demonstrate good practice include 

the dual focus on what needs to change and equipping farmers with 

the skills and knowledge to implement change, and an emphasis on 

self-help, practical on-farm learning, and a combination of peer-to-

peer learning and personal advice.  

¶ Challenges have included variability in the quality of 

facilitators/advisers, insufficient flexibility in the training offer, 

challenges in managing ñtime limitedò support, and a need for a 

clearer pathway for farmers who want to push ahead.  

¶ Gaps in the offer included access to finance to enable farmers to 

implement change, a greater emphasis on precision agriculture and 

low carbon imperatives, expanding the offer to connect farmers with 

the wider food chain, and a growing need for mental health support. 
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The Farming Connect offer  

3.2 Farming Connect is a large and multi -faceted pr ogramme : in both phases of the 

research, Farming Connect was commended for the breadth of support on offer 

that reflected the diverse range of farmersô needs, their experience of ñtrying new 

thingsò, and their preferred styles of learning and development.  It was also 

perceived to offer a spectrum of support , from easy entry events through to more 

advanced/innovative activities, providing the opportunity for progression  as 

farmersô confidence grows.  The activities have been designed to be 

complementary within the programme to enable this.  Throughout the offer the 

emphasis is on ñwhy, what and howò: changing farmers attitudes/mindsets 

towards and buy-in to changing their business management practices; helping 

farmers to identify what needs to change; and equipping them with the knowledge 

and tools to implement change.  Consultees appreciated the way in which the 

programme offers a ñone stop shopò and agreed that the farming context was 

sufficiently distinct to justify a differentiated approach, rather than expecting 

farmers to use a generic offer, provided to all business sectors.   

3.3 Farming Connect has evolved over its lifetime, demonstrating the ability to adapt to 

changing needs and context. Recent experience and that from earlier 

programmes, has given confidence to designers and managers making these 

changes, and also to users.     

3.3 There was some concern amongst external stakeholders in both phases (and this 

appeared more pronounced in Phase 2) that the broadness of Farming Connect 

¶ The programme is being managed effectively, with a strong emphasis on 

continuous improvement and adaptation to changing needs and 

challenging contexts. Partnership working at an operational level has 

improved, but there is scope for stronger partnership working and 

alignment at a strategic level. Between Phases 1 and 2 there were 

marked improvement in the presentation of the website, the use of 

baselines and benchmarks, efforts to connect aspects of the customer 

journey more explicitly for farmers, and governance arrangements to 

include more industry representation. 
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presented some important challenges.  Specifically, there appeared to be a  

growing view that Farming Connect should not be striving to be ñeverything 

to everybodyò.  The portfolio of activities was considered ñso vastò it lacked 

coherence for those who were less close to the programme ï for example, 

external stakeholders argued it is ñhard to apprehend how everything works 

togetherò and ñit is difficult to know where to startò.  There was also ongoing 

concern that a ñblanketò approach risked spreading resources too thinly and 

diluting impact.  In part, this reflects the very broad objectives of Farming Connect, 

and the diverse (and often fragmented) nature of the agricultural sector.     

3.4 A notably more prominent view in Phase 2 was a call for Farming Connect to 

have greater strategi c focus  and prioritisation , with clarity both of message 

and of offer , and greater visibility of strategic priorities across the sector .  

This was not  helped by the fact that the Welsh Governmentôs planned Agriculture 

Strategy for Wales (2015-2020)21 ï which was expected to drive the strategic 

direction for Farming Connect ï did not come to fruition.  There was concern 

among those consulted for this evaluation that the offer is largely driven bottom-up 

from the farmer base to ensure the offer directly meets their needs.  Whilst this 

approach is commendable and helps secure farmersô buy-in, external consultees 

in particular questioned whether the Farming Connect offer aligned with the most 

important strategic priorities for the industry.  This is not to say that the programme 

is misaligned with strategic objectives, rather that Farming Connectôs overarching 

approach is unclear, and hence how it is focusing and prioritising support22. As 

one stakeholder suggested, ñit is hard to be strategic with such broad objectives 

and trying to do good to allò.   More recent changes to reconfigure governance 

arrangements (to include more industry representation) and to refocus some of 

Farming Connectôs activities (for example, the training offer has been refreshed to 

better align with industry needs) are expected to help address this issue, but the 

feedback from the consultations was that more should be done to clarify the 

programmeôs strategic and priorities. 

3.5 Farming Connect has been a significant feature in the support landscape for 

farmers in Wales for the last 20 years. This stability, longevity and continuity of 

                                            
21 Annex 3, Specification for the Farming Connect Delivery Framework (2015) 
22 Since this research was undertaken, the Strategic Advisory Board has been re-established and is in the 
process of developing a clear long-term strategy for the programme.   
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support  was greatly appreciated across those consulted, and the programme is a 

ñwell knownò, ñtrustedò and ñwell respectedò source of support.   

3.6 However, in Phase 1, external stakeholders expressed concern that, whilst 

awareness of Farming Connect was generally high across the farming community, 

some farmers had lost sight of the underpinning aims and rationale for the 

programme, and that Farming Connect was ñtaken for grantedò.  There was a 

sense that some farmers were taking part ñbecause it was availableò (and 

free/heavily subsidised), and that they did so speculatively, without real motivation 

to change, before or after receiving support.  In Phase 1 we noted a subtle 

difference between perceiving the aim of Farming Connect to ñprovide supportò 

(i.e. engage in activities) rather than to ñimprove business performanceò (i.e. drive 

change in outcomes), and the consequences this may have for impact.  Evidence 

from the beneficiaries was mixed: whilst many valued Farming Connect support 

highly, some appeared to ñdriftò from one aspect of the programme to another 

without clear purpose.  

3.7 Since Phase 1, a notable shift has been observed in the way Farming Connect is 

delivered in attempt to address this issue.  Stakeholders and many of the 

beneficiaries who were close to the programme noticed a greater emphasis on 

baselines, benchmarking and overall ñbusiness improvementò, and a more 

visible drive towards measuring impact and performance.  The importance of this 

was widely recognised, for example: 

ñbenchmarking represents a culture change for farmers é they need to 

become more commercialisedò (external stakeholder consultee) 

ñitôs helpful to have these threads running through Farming Connect as it helps 

bring some proactiveness into the relationship with Farming Connectò (case 

study beneficiary) 

Marketing and reach  

3.8 Farming Connect has continued to employ a variety of materials and 

mechanisms to raise awareness of the offer across the farming community, with 

a growing emphasis on online communications (as illustrated in Annex F).  This 

was informed by earlier research to segment the programmeôs target audiences 

and to differentiate the marketing approach (i.e. materials, messages, 

mechanisms) accordingly.  On the whole, consultees felt that the promotion of 
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Farming Connect remained strong.  There are multiple ñentry pointsò, but the 

Development Officers and open events are seen as critical first points of 

contact  with the programme.   

3.9 MaB has tried hard to widen the reach of Farming Connect, and their multi-

pronged communications strategy and the presence of Development Officers on 

the ground have been important in raising awareness of the programme.  

Widening eligibility criteria (e.g. students, contractors) and making attendance at 

Farming Connect events a pre-requisite for farm grants, both helped to increase 

reach.  However, the issue of reach remains a challenge.  Consultee views 

differed on whether Farming Connect should conti nue to invest 

considerable resources in seeking to widen its reach: some argued this 

should continue, others argued that efforts should now focus on farmers 

who want to change.  In Phase 2, there was a clear shift towards the latter, 

both across external s takeholders and beneficiaries consulted .  None of the 

external stakeholders suggested that Farming Connect should continue to try and 

widen its reach.  Consultees typically saw the sector as divided into thirds: a ñtopò 

third who are engaged and adapting; a ñmiddleò third open to change but who 

may not yet be engaged; and a ñbottomò third unwilling and unlikely to adapt.  

Many of these consultees argued there is little value in continuing to pursue 

those who continue not to engage, as this will absorb a significant amount of 

resource and is unlikely to yield impact:  attention should be focused on the other 

two-thirds where there is more potential for change.  Moreover, there was a 

sense that Farming Connect was spreading itself too thinly and should focus 

more resources into (a potentially smaller number of) farmers who really want to 

improve their business to deliver greater impacts.  For example:  

Given scarcity of resources, public funds should not be spent ówasting time 

chasing those who donôt want to be helpedô (focus group consultee) 

Farming Connect is ñtrying to be all things to all peopleò and should be more 

focused rather than continually trying to engage more farmers (case study 

beneficiary)  

Farming Connect have ñdone everything they canò to engage with wider group 

of farmers ï the biggest step was compulsory registration to access grant 

funding.  (case study beneficiary)  
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ñthereôs an element of you can take a horse to water.  They can offer all types 

of support, but if the farmer doesnôt want the help then they canôt do much 

moreò (case study beneficiary) 

 ñItôd be a waste of resource now to chase after those who donôt want to 

engage. Itôs those in the middle that you should focus on ï connecting them 

with the progressive farmersò (case study beneficiary) 

ñsome people just donôt want to engage, so [Farming Connect] needs to 

choose where it focuses its resourcesò (external stakeholder consultee) 

to deliver ñreal impactò Farming Connect ñneeds to be more focused, rather 

than taking a blanket approachò (external stakeholder consultee). 

3.10 Consultees also emphasised the need for better data on farmers who do not 

engage with Farming Connect, to understand why not.  Some may be performing 

well and do not need support: it is important to recognise that the programme is not 

suitable for all.  

3.11 This is not to say the programme should no longer be universally available ï nor 

that striving to change mindsets is no longer important.  However, it may be time to 

consider some shifts in emphasis, particularly in the use of marketing resources and 

in utilising alternative delivery mechanisms for some forms of support.  We discuss 

this in more detail below. 

Barriers to engagement   

3.12 There is some evidence of barriers to engaging with Farming Connect.  In addition 

to farmers finding it difficult to know where to start and how to navigate the offer 

(discussed elsewhere), consultees also flagged time and capacity as a barrier to 

engagement, particularly in the context of off-farm activities even in the evenings, 

alongside personal factors (such as childcare responsibilities, health).  It would be 

helpful to have more systematic sector-wide data on the reasons for not engaging 

with Farming Connect, in order to understand these barriers in more detail.   

3.13 As we discuss below, COVID-19 has provided the opportunity to test further online 

delivery, such as online webinars that are recorded and can be watched at the most 

convenient time. As in other areas, the effect has been to accelerate a change in 

delivery mechanisms that was already underway, and anecdotal feedback from 

delivery staff and beneficiaries suggests this has worked well for many. For 
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example, one focus group consultee argued ñthis has made a significant differenceò 

to their ability to engage with Farming Connect. 

3.14 In Phase 1 we also found that large cohorts of farmers also lacked IT skills and 

confidence and/or experience poor broadband coverage/speeds, and there was 

concern that this hindered their engagement with the online marketing materials, 

registration processes and support.  We have tested this further in the second 

phase of research, specifically asking case study beneficiaries whether their IT skills 

or experience had influenced their ability to access Farming Connect.  On the 

whole, this was not deemed a major barrier in Phase 2:  IT skills were perceived to 

be improving across the farming community, and it was acknowledged that Farming 

Connect had recently placed greater emphasis on ICT training/support.  However, 

high speed broadband continues to be a challenge across parts of rural Wales ï as 

one case study beneficiary noted, ñthe internet here is virtually non-existentò.  This 

emphasises the importance of maintaining alternative ways to receive information 

on Farming Connect. 

Assessment of need and personalisati on of support  

3.15 A key finding in Phase 1 was the variable and somewhat ad hoc approach to the 

assessment of farmersô needs at the outset. Some farmers had an ñinformalò 

discussion with a Development Officer, who then signposted to relevant support 

within the programme.  Some farmers had come in directly through the website and 

self-selected the most appropriate support to meet their needs. Some activities 

within the programme also included an initial assessment of need, although this 

tended to be more narrowly focused on the specific issue that led to uptake of that 

support.  Whilst it is recognised that not all farmers necessarily need a holistic 

assessment of need, in Phase 1 we made two key observations on this approach.  

¶ First, it appeared largely down to the farmer to initiate this exercise and, as 

illustrated in the case studies, an absence of guidance at this stage can lead to 

a mismatch between need/support and limited impact (for example, in 

training). 

¶ Second, there appeared to be limited read-across between the various points 

at which delivery staff assess farmersô needs.  Whilst signposting takes place, 

some consultees felt they had to explain their situation multiple times; there 

may be a missed opportunity to create a more effective package of support. 
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3.16 The introduction of a PDP in the 2014-20 programme period was an attempt to 

provide this join-up, but it has had mixed success.  It was originally anticipated that 

farmers would complete a PDP when they first registered with Farming Connect, 

which would encourage farmers to reflect on their needs and identify the most 

appropriate support.  In practice, most consultees in both phases of the evaluation 

reported that the PDP had proved ineffective, as it did not provide for a 

holistic assessment of need . Three issues were identified.  

¶ Many farmers found the online form difficult to complete, even those who are 

IT literate, and it required a substantial amount of ñhandholdingò from 

Development Officers which was a ñdrainò on their capacity.  Delivery 

consultees were also concerned that this deterred engagement - farmers 

believed this is the modus operandi for the whole programme. 

¶ The PDP was predominantly seen as a necessary ñhoopò to jump through in 

order to access training, rather than a valuable tool for baselining or 

benchmarking, and the support recommended through the PDP is not 

sufficiently tailored. 

¶ Consequently, the PDP was rarely revisited by a farmer, because it is difficult 

to access (e.g. forgotten passwords, difficulties in finding their personal 

development page etc.) and because it has not been found useful.  There was 

a lack of awareness about the BOSS homepage refresh among those 

consulted.  

3.17 The PDP process worked better where the form was completed in conversation 

with a Development Officer, support was then personalised in response, and the 

form subsequently revisited with the same facilitator to assess distance travelled.   

3.18 There has been a notable recent improvement in the approach to assessing 

needs,  particularly through the refresh, as beneficiaries are now required to 

complete baselines for each theme (including business plans, benchmarking, 

animal health and nutrient management).  It is too early to assess whether this 

change has been effective, but consultees agreed it was a move in the right 

direction. A business plan and benchmarking were considered more effective tools 

in assessing business challenges and relevant support, particularly where 

Development Officers were involved and could signpost to relevant packages of 

support.   
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Conti nuity of engagement and navigating the offer  

3.19 In Phase 1 there were three clear messages on how effectively farmers engaged 

with the offer once they had registered.   

¶ First, both farmers and external stakeholders suggested there was scope to 

provide more ñpersonalisedò and ñholisticò support through the 

customer journey, and to better integrate Farming Connect activities .  

Crucially, it was argued that Farming Connect needed to develop a package of 

support for beneficiaries (combining knowledge, skills and investment) in order 

to deliver real impact and the ñstep changeò needed in the sector.   

¶ Second, the majority of  beneficiaries (and many external stakeholders) 

found it difficult to navigate through the offer .  The responsibility of having 

to navigate the complicated ñwiringò of Farming Connect was largely with 

beneficiaries themselves, either by proactively approaching Development 

Officers/delivery staff or via the website.  Farmers also expressed frustration at 

the lack of a single point of contact within Farming Connect and at having to 

explain their issue with different contacts (for example, a focus group 

consultee commented ñyou have to keep repeating yourselfò).  Most 

consultees found the website extremely difficult to navigate and were unclear 

on the full offer.   

¶ Third, one-third of  farmers who had registered for Farming Connect had 

not actively engaged with support , while two-thirds of those who had 

actively engaged with support had been involved in activities under only one of 

the three Lots.  Note, all businesses registered for Farming Connect receive 

information such as technical publications and e-newsletters, and/or could 

access the Farming Connect website and YouTube page; however, data is not 

gathered on the extent to which this is accessed/used. 

3.20 The refresh sought to address some of these issues  by introducing new 

themes, revising the website to improve accessibility, and placing greater 

emphasis on baselines/benchmarking to signpost to relevant support.  There has 

also been substantial effort to demonstrate to farmers how activities complement 
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one another and to set out a clearer route(s) to follow through the offer23.  For 

example: 

¶ Online learning is now more integrated with other elements of Farming 

Connect to present a more ñblended approachò; after attending a 

Demonstration Site, farmers have the opportunity to complete an online course 

to consolidate their learning. 

¶ At Demonstration Site events, attendees receive a booklet on the day setting 

out other related Farming Connect support available, such as training and 

upcoming Clinics.  

¶ New initiatives have been introduced that seek to pre-package elements of 

Farming Connect, such as Prosper from Pasture which includes a series of 

meetings and farm visits that are followed by a two-hour Clinic and then more 

in-depth, one-to-one advice. 

3.21 As noted elsewhere in this Section, these changes have been perceived as 

helpful, and there is evidence in Section 2 that the number of farmers engaging 

with more than one Lot has increased. 

3.22 However, stakeholders a nd beneficiaries in both phases suggested that more 

fundamental change is required in order to maintain and maximise farmersô 

engagement with Farming Connect .  As one case study beneficiary argued, 

there is a difference between farmers having an awareness of and real connection 

with Farming Connect: ñitôs not a case of delivering more activity, itôs about getting 

farmers to connect with itò. There are still concerns that the offering is difficult to 

navigate, farmers are unclear on which activities are best suited to their needs and 

the most appropriate pathway through the different types of support, while follow-

on is still ad hoc/inconsistent across the customer base. For example:    

ñI felt I was left hanging at the end a bit. Thatôs it, thereôs no continuation or 

progression, or maybe there is but itôs not as obvious as it could be. Itôs 

about linking up, because Farming Connect are already doing much of 

these things ï I think they need to link together far better.ò  (Case study 

beneficiary) 

                                            
23 However, it was noted by beneficiaries that making attendance at groups/events a pre-requisite to 
receiving further support/grants risks excluding those who cannot attend (for example, due to childcare 
responsibilities) from accessing the latter. 
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3.23 In the longitudinal case studies, we found that for those who continued to engage 

with Farming Connect across the two phases of research, the depth and frequency 

of engagement varied hugely, from extensive to minimal.  The business challenges 

facing the óminimal engagersô largely remained the same, and their lack of 

engagement was largely attributed to general ñdriftò: they had intended to engage 

more but ñhad not got round to itò.  Only three of the beneficiaries consulted for the 

case studies had no engagement at all with Farming Connect after Phase 1.   

Their reasons were as follows: first, the niche nature of their business and a very 

specific need for support in Phase 1, which was fully resolved and the farm is now 

performing well; second, the lack of funding available to implement new processes 

(e.g. ñeverything we needed to do involves money, and we have noneò). 

3.24 Across those consulted, the weight of the argument was towards the need for 

a more holistic assessment of needs, packaging a support offering that 

targets individual farmersô needs, and then revisiting and updating this as 

their needs change . Crucially, this needs to be a facilitated process, with a 

named/dedicated/single point of contact  within the programme.  As highlighted 

by an external stakeholder, the presence of a ñbrokerò who can build an effective 

partnership with farmers is a key requirement for effective innovation support.  Two 

drivers appear to underpin these views: (i) personalised, tailored and relevant 

support involving a facilitator is key in ensuring businesses progress, and (ii) 

continuity and reinforcing support is more likely to lead to change.  This type of 

approach would clearly have substantial resource implications and may be 

politically contentious if support is focused on a cohort of farmers. Difficult choices 

would need to be made in the design of future programmes - for example, whether 

there needs to be differentiation in the extent of facilitated access across sub-

sectors, type of farm or type of farmer, such as new entrants.  This should not be 

perceived as implying intensive support for ñhigh flyersò only.  

3.25 There was a consensus across consultees in both phases of research that the 

Development Officers (and also some mentors) have played a key role in 

navigating the offer and in facilitating farmersô journeys through Farming 

Connect.  As one consultee commented, Development Officers are the ñglueò that 

holds Farming Connect together. Another beneficiary argued that: 
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ñwithout [the Development Officerôs] support I wouldnôt have engaged with 

as many activities - the Development Officer has made navigation easy, it is 

all done through the Development Officerò.   

3.26 Development Officers are well embedded in communities and, in this context, play 

an important role by checking in with farmers to ñnudgeò progress and ongoing 

engagement with the programme.  For example, one consultee argued that 

ñfollow-up is keyò as ñimplementation is never straight forwardò and has found calls 

from their mentor a helpful ñpromptò in moving forward. A delivery consultee also 

emphasised how developing a relationship and trust between the farmers and 

Development Officers is critical ït farmers are more likely to take up a follow-on 

service if a ñtrustedò Development Officer suggests it is worthwhile.  If that 

relationship was lost, the consultee described how it was then difficult to maintain 

their engagement with Farming Connect. 

3.27 However, there was a concern in Phase 1 that Development Officer capacity is 

often stretched and therefore the capacity to steer farmers through the offer as 

their needs change can be variable.  Focus group participants noted that they had 

to be proactive in engaging the ñbusyò Development Officers, and these 

discussions were often informal and ad hoc.    

Wider features that have worked w ell and less well in programme delivery  

3.28 Across both phases of the research, the evidence has identified eleven features of 

Farming Connect that have worked well across the activities, illustrate good 

practice, and have led to successful outcomes.  

¶ Addressi ng what  needs to change and how  to change : across the offer, 

there are complementary activities that seek to (i) change attitudes towards 

making changes and raise confidence to implement these changes, and (ii) 

provide the technical/practical skills and knowledge of how to change. 

¶ Encouraging self -help and action : equipping farmers with the capabilities to 

reflect, challenge themselves, consider options and identify solutions.  Action 

learning and ñhomeworkò ensure a focus on action and change. 

¶ Close alignm ent with self -defined needs : many of the activities encourage 

participants to define their own goals, individually and/or as part of a group; this 

helps to secure buy-in to the activities and ownership of the results.  
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¶ The use of benchmarking, soil samplin g and Nutrient Management Plans : 

these were considered critical by most stakeholders and beneficiaries in helping 

farmers understand how their practices impacted upon their financial 

performance, which in turn was a primary driver of changes in behaviour.  

Benchmarking often worked best where it was undertaken in a group setting, 

and/or in conjunction with one-to-one advice to identify follow-on actions. 

¶ Practical, farm -based and peer -to-peer support: many of the activities 

provided the opportunity to observe and learn from real world settings where 

advice/support was delivered in a ñcommon languageò to which beneficiaries 

could relate. Socialising with peers ï including in multi-generational groups - 

was also seen as important in encouraging open discussion and the sharing of 

ideas. 

¶ The combination of group support and one-to-one advice : the former is 

particularly helpful in generating ideas and sharing knowledge and experiences, 

the latter provides tailored, farm-specific advice. 

¶ Flexibility : shaping and adapting the focus of an activity in response to 

changing conditions is helpful (e.g. within a discussion or Agrisgôp group) as is 

arranging activities to suit the working patterns of the sector (e.g. meetings at 

certain times of the year/day). Localised or online delivery is also highly valued 

by beneficiaries with limited time/resource to travel long distances for training or 

support: as one e-learning beneficiary noted ñI can do it when I want rather than 

having to commit to travelling farò. 

¶ Facilitation : the facilitator plays a key role in providing structure, momentum, 

challenge etc., to ensure that beneficiaries progress. 

¶ Personalised and relevant advice : this makes it easier for beneficiaries to 

apply to their business (compared to generic information). 

¶ High quality and trusted delivery team : the commitment and enthusiasm of 

facilitators/Development Officers etc. has energised beneficiaries: as one 

beneficiary noted ñit is the individuals that make Farming Connectò.  The 

speakers/trainers/facilitators are respected, knowledgeable and credible, and 

seen as providing ñobjectiveò and independent support to the sector. 
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¶ Competitive approach : where more intensive activities were delivered through 

competitions, participants were clearly committed to ensuring that the activity 

led through to positive changes within the business. 

3.29 Four key issues were also identified, which bring challenges to the successful 

implementation of, and follow-up from, Farming Connect activities. 

¶ Variable quality and inconsistency in the approach of facilitators/advisers 

both in terms of delivery and (what is often perceived as ñinformalò) 

signposting/wrap around support. Linked to this, some consultees would like a 

broader offer of mentors, including the need for ñinspiring femalesò, to address 

what is seen as ñtoo much reliance on the same peopleò.  

¶ Training application windows and lack of flexibility : application windows are 

more efficient from a management point of view, but do not always meet the 

needs of farmers. The extension from one to two months was helpful, but 

Development Officers still find a significant amount of their time is absorbed 

helping applicants as deadlines approach.  Consultees also noted the lack of 

flexibility in the training offer, for example, where courses were missed due to ill 

health or competing work demands24.  

¶ Challenges in managing the use of ñtime limitedò support: this relates to 

activities where the blanket application of a pre-determined ñallocationò of 

support is used quickly and is insufficient for farmers in real need or those who 

are looking to make transformational changes. One beneficiary also felt it 

deterred continuous development.  Conversely, it is not fully utilised by farmers 

who are able to address their challenges with minimal support.  More broadly, it 

can be difficult for farmers to plan and pace what they might need in a context 

of rapid, unexpected and significant change.  The issue appears particularly 

acute for one-to-one Advisory Services.  Linking the provision of this type of 

support to an initial baseline assessment ï and more frequent / consistent 

engagement with farmers as needs change - may help to inform how the offer 

can be flexed more effectively. 

¶ The need for more support and a clearer pathway for farmers who want to 

progress and ñpush aheadò, with Farming Connect acting as an ñinspirationalò 

                                            
24 Since the research was undertaken for this evaluation, the programme has since shifted its approach to 
allow re-applications. 
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lead.  Consultees felt the majority of activities were led/defined ñbottom upò by 

farmers: while it is important to tailor support to their needs and obtain buy-in 

(and this is an important driver of change), some of the progressive farmers 

consulted were looking for more inspiration in the form of completely new 

innovative approaches that could move their business forward.  For example: 

ñI find myself limited by the courses on offer. I have advanced 

qualifications in accountancy and wouldôve liked a more advanced 

training course to further use these advanced skills within my 

farming business.ò (focus group attendee)25 

Linked to this, consultees argued that Farming Connect was geared 

towards ñtraditionalò farmers (e.g. sheep and cattle) with limited support 

for ñnon-traditionalò sub-sectors or farming approaches. 

 

Programme management  

3.30 Farming Connect is a large and multi-faceted programme, which requires 

significant management resource and co-ordination.  Overall, we found the 

management arrangements had worked well .   

3.31 The Welsh Government and MaB/Lantra have active working relationships, with 

regular, open, two-way and generally positive exchange.  External stakeholders 

praised the delivery contractors, highlighting their experience and capability to 

deliver the programme and their knowledge of the sector. 

3.32 MaB and Lantra both place a strong emphasis on feedback and continual 

improvement to maximise the effectiveness of Farming Connect in real t ime .  

MaB was seen as responsive and proactive in recognising emerging issues and 

listening to feedback from delivery staff, partners and beneficiaries, adapting the 

offer quickly in response to changing circumstances, and being open to making 

changings where necessary.  This was commended by external stakeholders, given 

the difficulties in being ñfleet of footò while adhering to specific contractual 

obligations under European funding. Examples included the following.  

                                            
25 Note: this need has been recognised by programme management team since the research was 
undertaken. 



  

42 

¶ MaB gathers feedback from beneficiaries after events and about further help 

needed which is then followed up by Development Officers. 

¶ Where activities did not work as well as hoped initially (e.g. Venture and 

Mentoring), research was undertaken to understand why, and the offer was then 

adapted (e.g. workshops to build confidence in Venture and changing 

perceptions of Mentoring). 

¶ Clinics are demand led, and Development Officers have the resource to provide 

Clinics on topics in response to local feedback/need. 

¶ Lantra has conducted course reviews to ensure training courses remain relevant, 

high quality, fit for purpose, and meet farmer needs. 

¶ Innovation Farms were removed from the programme when they were found to 

be less successful than other strands: farmers reportedly found it difficult to relate 

to the more technically innovative processes tested on these College/University-

led sites. In their place, Farming Connect worked closely with Colleges and 

Universities (for example, by holding joint events). 

3.33 This evidence demonstrates how MaB and Lantr a have actively managed the 

programme in a changing context.  Whilst most of the research for this evaluation 

Continuous improvement and adaptation ï response to COVID -19 

As social distancing measures were introduced, and Wales and the rest of the 

UK went into lockdown in March 2020, the programme had to quickly reflect and 

adapt its offer, which had relied heavily on face-to-face and on-farm delivery 

mechanisms.  Some aspects of Farming Connect were shifted to online group 

meetings, such as the Discussion Groups and Agrisgôp (their success was 

found to depend upon the extent to which members were already known to each 

other; meetings of new groups hosted digitally were more challenging).  

Mentoring, Advisory Services and surgery support also switched to digital or 

phone delivery.  The technical team continued to work with Demonstration and 

Focus Sites, and shared information via webinars, podcasts and blogs.  The 

programme also introduced a digital training offer directly in response to COVID-

19.  Anecdotal feedback from management staff and beneficiaries suggested 

that sharing material online was positivity received, allowing farmers more 

flexibility in engaging with the material as well as being more cost-effective.   

Some activities reliant on peer-to-peer learning, such as master classes, were 

initially unable to operate, but were due to re-start in late 2020.  Lessons from 

the COVID-19 experience are likely to inform future delivery, with increased 

digital context in training materials.  
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took place before COVID-19, a follow-up consultation with management staff 

illustrated the teamôs flexibility in organising a rapid response to changing 

circumstances. This helped ensure that the offer met the needs of its customer 

base, adapting most elements so that delivery could continue via socially distanced 

mechanisms (see box).   

Programme governance  

3.34 There has been a substantial ï and positi vely received - shift in governance 

arrangements over the last year.   In Phase 1, management consultees felt that 

the Strategic Advisory Board (SAB) and (the then) three Sub-Groups provided a 

useful sounding board and feedback, and stakeholders involved in governance 

groups found their involvement useful both in providing a platform to promote and 

integrate their own activity, and in learning about the latest developments 

elsewhere.  However, there was a significant concern from internal and external 

stakeholders that governance arrangements were not sufficiently inclusive of 

industry interests to provide the industry-led advice, strategic challenge and 

guidance through which the future offer might evolve. While MaB liaised with 

industry representative groups bilaterally, this was acknowledged by MaB and 

stakeholders as not being the most efficient approach.   

3.35 As explained in Section 1, the membership of the SAB has been revised to widen 

industry participation and a single underpinning Delivery Board has been created to 

replace the three Lot Sub-Groups.  It is too early to assess the effects of these 

changes on governance, but there was consensus across stakeholders that they 

should help involve the sector more fully, with the overview across all three Lots 

facilitating programme coherence and integration.    

3.36 There appear to be two ongoing and inter-related frustrations: first, a general 

perception that the direction of Farming Connect is still driven ñtop downò by Welsh 

Government priorities; second, the timing for the reconfigured governance 

arrangements/membership meant that those newly involved had no opportunity to 

influence the refresh design. There is concern that this could be the case as/when 

the programme is changed more radically in the future.    

Partnership working and alignment with other support  

3.37 External stakeholders thought that partnership working had improved , over 

the last 12 months, particularly at an operational level . They highlighted how 
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MaB and Lantra had become ña lot more supportive and understandingò in working 

with partners, and more willing to fit with the way that partners work.  This was 

perceived as a significant positive, demonstrating that feedback from stakeholders 

was being listened to.  It was particularly noted that there is now stronger 

partnership working at operational level, on the day-to-day support.  Examples 

included: the delivery of joint events and campaigns (e.g. the Water Quality 

campaign, delivered with NRW); partner engagement to inform the design of 

training courses and content of Knowledge Exchange Hub publications; joint 

working with AHDB (Agriculture and Horticulture Development Board) to avoid 

overlap between Demonstration Sites and strategic dairy farms (using joint branding 

and promotion); collaboration on specific programmes (e.g. the Red Meat 

benchmarking programme with HCC).  

3.38 Alignment with agricultural support provided by other bodies (such as levy bodies) 

has also improved with many of the relevant partners now included within the 

Farming Connect delivery consortium.  The recent reconfiguration of governance 

boards to include more external partners is expected to take this further.  Farming 

Connect held regular networking breakfasts pre-COVID-19, engaging with local 

bank managers, solicitors, accountants etc. to raise awareness of the programme, 

and has sought to engage intermediaries such as vets in Discussion Groups. There 

is also cross-referral and collaboration on promotion with other interventions (such 

as the BVD programme).  

3.39 However, stakeholders identified three key areas for improvement in partnership 

working. 

¶ Partnership working at a more senior, strategic level was considered less 

effective.   This relates to long-term, strategic planning on common agendas ï 

and clearly setting out Farming Connectôs role, positioning and contribution 

(alongside other actors and interventions) in the agricultural innovation 

ecosystem.  Specifically, external stakeholders felt there could be greater clarity 

on how Farming Connectôs strategic priorities align with those of partners, and 

more consistent, collaborative and proactive longer-term planning on common 

agendas to avoid duplication and to encourage seamless links to other business 

support programmes.  In this context, consultees were concerned there was still 

a missed opportunity to work more closely with partners to ñdeliver the same with 

lessò and reinforce messages more effectively. 
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¶ More could be done to link Farming Connect with private organisations, 

particularly large supermarkets, processors and contractin g organisations.  

There are some examples of Farming Connect groups working with 

supermarkets and processers. Farming Connect has also recently piloted a 

collaborative project with a major creamery to tackle quality issues in the supply 

chain which has been positively received.  This provided an integrated package 

of support of group meeting, Clinics, training, and one-to-one advice.  A similar 

project is planned with a large meat processing firm.  More activity in this space 

would be strongly welcomed by the farmers consulted, as it could provide 

potentially valuable commercial opportunities based on specific and up-to-date 

market information. 

¶ MaB provided numerous examples of joint working and regular referrals to other 

RDP programmes (e.g. Cywain, Menter Moch, Tyfu Cymru, Herd Advance, Stoc 

+, Forestry first, Beef Q), and Development Officers sit on Local Action Groups.  

However, there is scope to better communicate Farming Connectôs 

distinctive  role  in delivering support as part of a wider support system : 

there was limited awareness amongst stakeholders of how Farming Connect 

aligned with other RDP programmes, Business Wales, and with other relevant 

support (including private sector provision).   

Activity additionality  

3.40 A key question for the evaluation is whether and to what extent farmers would 

have engaged with external advice and other assistance in the absence of 

Farming Connect.  In both phases of the research, those consult ed were clear  

that many farmers would not otherwise have accessed generic busi ness 

support, owing to lack of awareness of how to access the support, a reluctance to 

seek external advice, and the perceived lack of relevance of generic support to the 

specific needs of the farming sector.  Beneficiaries also argued they would have 

struggled to afford or justify investment in commercially-provided support, such as 

Advisory Services, particularly until they knew it was ñtried and testedò and ñcould 

make a big difference to their practicesò. 

3.41 Some evidence was found to suggest a small degre e of deadweight in the 

programme that could distort the private sector market.   The case studies 

found a small minority of examples where farmers approached private sector 
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providers for advice/training and were willing to pay for this, but were re-directed 

by advisers to Farming Connect in order to receive support for free/at a subsidised 

rate.  Advisory Services do not take into account prior experience of private sector 

support or financial means into consideration, despite wide variation in the use of 

private sector consultants across sub-sectors. The dairy sector typically uses 

consultants, as it operates with higher margins and larger farms make the cost of 

external input economically viable, while beef and sheep farms work to tighter 

margins and are typically less able to afford consultant advice.  The intervention 

rate for Advisory Services is restricted by RDP regulations and had not been re-

tested at the start of the current programme; nor was it adjusted to reflect the 

number of times the beneficiary had received advice in the past (all farmers 

receive four instances of advice for the duration of the programme at the same 

intervention rate).  Whilst we recognise the potentially significant implementation 

challenges involved in changing these arrangements, the programme would be 

more cost-effective if it was not subsiding famers who were able and willing to pay. 

This appears to apply only in some elements, but a more customised approach in 

future could provide better value-for-money. 

Gaps in provision  

3.42 The Farming Connect offer was generally recognised as comprehensive, offering 

different types of support and delivery mechanisms to suit different needs and 

learning styles.  However, as sector conditions and farmersô needs have changed, 

some gaps have emerged; these were not all included in the original Specification 

for Farming Connect but are now seen as points where the offer could be 

strengthened.  The point above about Farming Connect trying to be ñeverything to 

everyoneò is still valid, but these gaps were identified as important priorities.  

¶ First, the lack of an appropriate capital fund to enable farmers to 

implement new ideas/processes is an ongoing issue .  The ñincentive 

budgetò for Discussion Groups, which allows participants to try something 

different and bring the results to the next discussion group session, is a limited 

move towards this, and the Welsh Government has also introduced the new 

Farm Business Grant (FBG -not part of Farming Connect). While FBG was seen 

as helpful, frustrations were expressed around (i) demand far outweighing the 

resources available, (ii) the timing of grant windows and perceived slow 

application process meant farmers could not necessarily access finance when 
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needed and/or it meant market opportunities were missed, and (iii) a perceived 

mismatch between the needs of businesses and what was eligible under the 

grant, which was focused on the provision of ñtraditionalò equipment.  Some 

beneficiaries suggested there would be merit in a flexible and accessible 

resource to allow farmers to test more innovative processes/equipment, which 

are often high risk for small-scale farmers but could potentially have substantial 

impacts on the performance of their business.  Few funds are available for this 

type of investment (beyond farms involved in the demonstration network) 

through Farming Connect or elsewhere.  Although EIP provides finance for this 

type of activity this is relatively limited and focused on more transformative 

innovation, and is unlikely to fully meet the need described above.   

¶ Second, promoting and strengthening further the  use of data and 

precision technologies in farming, both in terms of how to employ the 

technologies, and in analysing and interpreting the data. Some Demonstration 

Farms, the Prosper from Pasture project and mentoring programme already 

include a focus on precision technologies.  Also, in summer 2019, Farming 

Connect pioneered the use of LoRaWAN (Long Range Wide Area Network) 

across its Demonstration Farms, which allowed Internet of Things (IoT) devices 

to communicate with internet connected applications over long distances with 

minimal battery usage.  Going forward, the programme should seek to build on, 

expand and prioritise activities relating to precision agriculture.    

¶ Third, a need to provid e/prioritise clear support to reduce carbon impacts , 

given the goal of Net Zero by 204026. Again, there is scope to build on the work 

of Demonstration Farms that focus on this area and on research undertaken in 

2019 to develop an interactive GHG emissions on-farm tool on the Farming 

Connect website. Consultee suggestions included coverage of carbon capture/ 

storage/ sequestration and woodland carbon credits, protecting/restoring 

biodiversity, as well how to undertake and respond to carbon footprinting.   

¶ Fourth, facilitating access to buyers (i.e. supermarkets, abattoirs, 

auctioneers, buying groups and procurement officers).   For example, one 

of the focus groups and several case study beneficiaries indicated that more 

access to buyers would be extremely valuable, helping farmers to understand 

                                            
26 It is noted that the SAB developed and approved a Carbon Delivery Plan after the research for this 
evaluation was undertaken. 
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their specifications and how best to meet them, and to identify more local 

commercial opportunities. Without this knowledge, it can be difficult to meet and 

anticipate buyersô requirements and optimise selling prices.  They also pointed 

to their need for support in building the skills and confidence to talk to buyers.  

Some suggested that buyers are often open to being approached, but others 

felt that having structured opportunities through Farming Connect would be very 

beneficial.   

¶ Fifth, signposting to support relating to mental health. This issue was much 

more prominent in the Phase 2consultations with internal and external 

stakeholders and beneficiaries i, particularly in the context of Brexit and COVID-

19 pressures, and the importance of mental health and positive mindsets in 

terms of business management and individualsô ability to embrace change.  All 

Farming Connect delivery staff receive Mental Health First Aid training, although 

there may be a need for a more explicit partnership working with services such 

as the Farm Crisis Network27. 

                                            
27 The delivery of mental health support wasnot within scope of Farming Connect. 
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4 Outcomes and impacts  

4.1 In this Section, we explore the extent to which farmers are implementing change as 

a result of Farming Connect, and the factors that are helping or hindering this.  We 

present evidence on the outcomes and impacts arising from Farming Connect from 

the perspectives of engaged individuals and businesses, and reflect on the extent to 

which these outcomes and impacts are additional (i.e. would not have been 

achieved without Farming Connect), the contribution of Farming Connect in the 

context of other influencing factors, and which aspects of support appear to have 

been most effective in driving change. 

Key messages  

¶ The qualitative evidence gathered for this evaluation demonstrates how 

Farming Connect has resulted in widespread small incremental changes to 

farming practices over time.  There are also examples of a smaller number of 

farmers making more significant changes.   The key factors found to influence 

implementation were mindsets, inspiration and confidence, capacity and 

capability, and access to/prioritisation of finance. 

¶ Farming Connect appears to have made most difference in influencing 

farmersô personal development, particularly in strengthening confidence and 

ambition, and creating the ñfoundationsò for change.  Alongside improved 

technical skills, this has influenced business management and decision-

making processes, which have in turn reduced costs, improved productivity 

and business resilience, and led to enhanced standards for the environment 

and animal welfare. 

¶ Evidence that cost reductions and productivity gains resulted in higher 

profitability and turnover, and in job creation, is limited. Whilst beneficiaries 

appear to be diversifying and adopting elements of good practice which are 

new to the firm, there is no evidence of farmers adopting more radical 

processes/technologies that are new to the sector. 

¶ In terms of routes to impact, the key message across the consultations was 

the importance of (a) a combination of support and/or engagement in more 

intensive aspects of Farming Connect, and (b) the Development Officer.   

¶ The added value of Farming Connect, above and beyond what would have 

been achieved in the absence of this support, was assessed as strong.  In 

most instances, outcomes would not have been achieved or would have taken 

longer, been smaller in scale and lower quality; few other factors were found 

to have contributed towards achieving these results (with the exception of 

those in receipt of grants which allowed for implementation).   
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Implementing change  

4.2 A key question for the evaluation was whether beneficiaries are actually 

implementing the new skills and knowledge gained through Farming Connect within 

their businesses, in order to realise the outcomes/impacts that the programme is 

seeking to deliver.   

4.3 For many farmers consulted through case studies and focus groups in both phases 

of the research, Farming Connect resulted in small incremental changes to 

farming practices/technologies over a period of time 28.  Consultees argued that 

affordability is key, along with the capacity to manage change within the business.  

That said, even these small changes taken together can often transform prospects 

at a farm level.  For example: 

ñItôs more a case of small incremental changes making a difference in the endò 

(focus group consultee) 

ñWe have made changes, but these can be hard to measure. We have made 

small changes often, after a Farming Connect activity. Some things you can 

change after getting support with them, but thereôs some things that cost money 

and time - and are not able to be changed that easilyò (case study consultee). 

4.4 There is also evidence of a smaller number of farmers making significant 

changes  as a result of Farming Connect, particularly those who have engaged with 

more intensive forms of support (discussed further below).  

4.5 Overall, the balance appears to be weighted more towards lots of small changes 

rather than major change: this was supported in consultations with delivery staff and 

external stakeholders.   

                                            
28 Note, this evidence is supported by data from MaB from August 2019 to August 2020 (beyond the 
evaluation time-period) which showed that 85% of beneficiaries intended to change their farming practices 
after engaging with one-to-one surgeries and clinics, and that 88% of Advisory Service beneficiaries 
completing the 12-month evaluation had implemented advice on farm.   

¶ There is little evidence of knowledge spillovers beyond those directly involved 

suggesting mechanisms currently in place are sub-optimal. 
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  4.6 We found that across the beneficiaries consulted for the case studies in Phase 2, 

nearly two-thirds (22 out of 36) reported ñreasonableò progress in implementing 

change (defined qualitatively as many small changes and/or more significant 

change). Nine (25%) had made a small number of minor changes, and only four 

(11%) had not made any changes at all.  Furthermore, a higher proportion of 

farmers with a clear ambition, and with a business plan and benchmarking in place, 

self-reported that they had implemented ñreasonable changeò which was attributed 

to Farming Connect (see below).  Whilst the sample sizes are too small to assess 

statistical significance, this indicates a relationship between having a clear direction 

of travel, with a base for measuring progress, and the implementation of new 

approaches.  

Table 4.1: Business characteristics and extent to which changes have been 
implemented as a result of Farming Connect in Phase 2 (n=36)  

 % of respondents with é 

that have implemented 

"reasonableò change as a 

result of Farming Connect 

% of respondents without 

é that have implemented 

"reasonable change" as a 

result of Farming Connect 

Clear ambition 79% 30% 

Business Plan 73% 58% 

Benchmarking 86% 20% 

Nutrient Management Plan 76% 42% 

Animal Health Plan 85% 30% 

Source: case studies 

Factors that enable or hinder implementation and progress 

4.7 The evaluation also explored factors that had helped or hindered farmersô ability to 

implement new ideas or skills they gained through Farming Connect, both those 

linked to Farming Connectôs design/delivery and wider external factors.  The 

findings, summarised in the table below, point to a combination of i) individuals ô 

mindsets , (ii) inspiration and confidence  to plan changes identified through 

Farming Connect, and iii) the skills and practical capability  to make these 

changes (and to do so sooner).  Wider factors that made a telling difference include 


























































































































































































































































