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Executive Summary

Introduction

During both the “2020” committee deliberations and subsequently during internal DAFM discussions, the potential role of the partnership model in helping to deliver on the ambitious targets set out in Food Harvest 2020 was expressly stated. The consensus is that greater use of the partnership model can not only help to increase scale, but can also help to develop the sector’s skill set through attracting, new entrants to the sector.  

This paper considers farm partnerships in detail and outlines in particular:

· the rationale for the need to consider farm partnerships in greater depth; 

· the benefits that individual farmers can derive from entering into a collaborative arrangement such as a farm partnership; and

· the current disincentives that exist to partnership formation in this country.

Rationale

It has been recognised for some time that there are deficiencies in Irish farm structures in terms of age profile, farm size and skill set. For instance, the age profile of Irish farmers has deteriorated in the eight years to 2007 from an average of 51 years of age in 2000 to the 2007 average of 55.  In the same time period, the percentage of farmers under 35 decreased from 13% to 6.9% of all farmers.  It could therefore be argued that the attempts, largely through the Early Retirement Scheme and the Installation Aid Scheme, which were both closed to new applicants in late 2008, to address these structural deficiencies, have not achieved all their objectives. At a time of severe budgetary pressures it is imperative that low cost policies are devised and implemented to address these issues. 

Accordingly, in view of the structural deficits that still exist and the ongoing threats to farm viability, there is a need to implement appropriate policy measures to take advantage of the many growth opportunities to 2020. Availing of these opportunities will require some farms to diversify. However in all cases an increase in productivity will be crucial. Furthermore, the increase in the sole operated (“one-man”) farm, without the input of other family members, poses threats to the sustainability of rural areas on a social level. Farmers working in partnerships with their spouse or offspring on the family farm, or coming together with another farmer to work the two farms in a common structure, can help to overcome some of these issues.

Types of Partnerships

Different types of farm partnerships exist, and can be categorised as follows: 

1. intra family - intra family partnerships can involve both spouses in a partnership, or a parent and child, or uncle and nephew/niece, partnership or variations of this; such partnerships often involve only one farm, and 

2. inter family partnerships - inter family partnerships are partnerships between farmers outside of each other’s immediate family and involve at least two farms coming together into a partnership agreement. 

Intra family partnerships are more common in Ireland, but both types can bring benefits to the operations of farms. These partnerships can involve farms of similar enterprises or different farm types. There is most potential in Ireland for partnerships between dairy and beef farmers, dairy and tillage farmers and pig and tillage farmers.

Current Farm Partnerships in Ireland

Evidence suggests that the current level of farm partnerships in Ireland is very low relative to many of our competitors, with an estimated 3.8% of applications (4,660) under the 2010 Single Farm Payment Scheme submitted by joint applicants
. In recognition of this and based on the success of partnership models abroad, for example France
 and New Zealand, and to avail of benefits available through working in partnership, a DAFM/Teagasc initiative to increase partnerships was initiated for dairy farmers almost ten years ago. Today there are approximately 540 Milk Production Partnerships (MPPs) in existence in Ireland, and of this total, roughly 390 are new entrant/parent partnerships.

Benefits of Partnership

1. Economic 

Teagasc research, along with other literature, has demonstrated that significant economies of scale can be achieved in agriculture
. Farm partnerships can be a means to capture these increased returns. Entering a partnership offers farmers these increased returns through: the ability to achieve scale at a lower capital cost; the reduction of costs, which are duplicated between farmers; and risk sharing.  

2. Skills

Another advantage of farm partnerships is the possibility of sharing best farming and business management practice. Collaboration and partnership among farms can lead to management synergy, especially in instances of collaboration between farmers coming from two different enterprise backgrounds. One of the benefits from two spouses working in a partnership arises from the combining of different skill sets to improve the performance of existing enterprises and the possibility of diversifying into alternative enterprises with income generating potential.

3. Social

Joint farming ventures can help to address the social challenge of the ‘one man farm’ model making farming a more attractive occupation. Joint farming ventures can help socially through: reducing isolation: improving work-life balance; helping to address problems of succession and gender inequality; pooling skills and talents of the different individual farmers involved in the joint farming venture; and helping to overcome setbacks such as injury and sickness.

 Disincentives to Partnership

Given the benefits that can be derived from farm partnerships, policy mechanisms are required to facilitate partnership formation and to ensure that these partnerships are allowed to operate without unfair burdens being imposed. 

DAFM can play a role in resolving some of the real obstacles to partnership formation that remain, for example:

· the Single Farm Payment; in regard to exemptions from modulation and the possible future capping of payments, 

· the Disadvantaged Area Scheme; in regard to the maximum area for payment, and 

· how future DAFM support schemes operate in regard to farm partnerships. 

Other constraints to partnership formation, outside DAFM’s remit, include professional fees. These include fees charged by solicitors, accountants, agricultural advisors and the registration office for farm partnerships operated by Teagasc
.

Other perceived drawbacks such as loss of autonomy, worries about inheritance, etc. might be dealt with through Teagasc training courses and a publicity campaign promoting positive experiences of partnership.

Conclusion

Greater uptake of the partnership model can help to increase farm competitiveness, develop the sector’s skill set, attract young ambitious entrants to the sector, and increase on farm diversification, while also address the social challenges of the ‘one man’ farm model. In recognition of these factors, the success of alternative farm structure models in other significant agricultural producing countries, and the progress with MPPs to date, DAFM set up in early 2011 an internal working group to deal with the constraints identified in this paper to farm partnership formation. DAFM should also continue to explore other incentives to encourage partnership formation to develop the competitiveness of the sector and help achieve the sectoral targets in Food Harvest 2020. 

Farm Partnerships - Detailed Reference Paper

1. Background

Food Harvest 2020 was developed as a cohesive roadmap for the industry to build capacity, adapt to challenge and grow in the context of emerging opportunities in the decade ahead. It foresees a sector that acts smartly to achieve a competitive critical mass in the international marketplace and targets those consumers in key markets who recognise and reward Ireland’s food producers for their green output. It also predicts a positive outlook for the agri-food and fisheries sector and sets ambitious targets for expansion in both output value and exports. 

The more prominent targets, notably those set out in the dairy and beef sectors, are predicated on the anticipated increase in milk production, with a target of a 50% increase in output agreed. It is evident that such an increase will not be achieved by any one means - rather it will be achieved through a combination of measures. In a recent Teagasc paper
 on the capacity to expand milk production it is stated that the ability of farmers to acquire land that is accessible to the milking parlour will be a limiting factor in achieving the target of a 50% increase in national milk production, and that an examination of the role of farm partnerships in this regard would be useful. During both the 2020 committee deliberations and subsequently during internal DAFM discussions the potential role of the partnership model in helping to deliver on these ambitious targets was emphasised. The consensus is that greater use of the partnership model can not only help to increase scale but can also help to develop the sector’s skill set through attracting, in a more meaningful way, new entrants to the sector
.  Food Harvest 2020 highlights the need to accelerate the restructuring process at farm level and includes the recommendation that; 

“Any remaining obstacles to partnership formation or other new models of farming should be removed”.
2. Outline of this Paper

In the context of both the ambitious targets set out in the Food Harvest 2020 report and the need to consider all potential policy measures that will facilitate achievement of these targets, this paper considers farm partnerships in detail and outlines:

· experience of farm partnership models in other countries;

· the rationale for farm partnerships;

· types of partnership; 

· current farm partnerships in Ireland;

· the benefits that individual farmers can derive from entering into a farm partnership; and

· the current disincentives that exist to partnership formation.

It is intended that the paper will bring together much of the analysis and work previously prepared both internally, largely by Milk Policy Division, and in Teagasc and will feed into the workings of the Food Harvest 2020 High Level Implementation Committee. 

3. International Comparisons

In other countries various collaborative arrangements are in existence. In France, legislation was adopted in 1962 to give effect to the GAEC Groupement Agricole d'Exploitation en Commun (joint farming ventures) system. A GAEC consists of two or more farmers who pool their land, labour and other farming resources.  They then operate the farm business under an agreed plan and are required to meet registration requirements.  GAECs are unique in the EU in that they are the only fully recognised collaboration system where all the qualifying farmers in the group are treated as favourably as farmers farming on their own with regard to EU and Government supports. When this model in France was initiated in early 1960s, uptake was slow, however there are currently around 42,000 GAECs, containing 100,000 farmers. It is very popular in dairying particularly as a route to expansion. The majority of holdings in large scale milk production are now actually in GAECs, with GAECs accounting for 80% of the farms over 410,000 litres of quota
. 

In the Netherlands, the majority of Dutch farms are partnerships, either operator/spouse or father/son
. In these cases the partnership model is understood to play an important role in facilitating within family farm succession. Joint farming structures are found in Spain, Portugal, Denmark, Sweden and Norway as well, with more than 20% of all dairy farmers in Norway said to be participating in joint farming
. 

In the UK, ADAS conducted a study on joint venture farming
, for DEFRA
, in which six different types of joint venture farming agreements were identified. From the data found, they indicated that 3% - 5% of farmers in England are involved in joint venture farming activity, of which 3% - 4% were involved in contract farming and 1 - 2% involved in share farming. 

In New Zealand over the years share milking has provided a pathway to facilitate older farmers to retire and the entry of young aspiring dairy farmers. 35% of dairy farms are operated by sharemilkers
 and this has been a factor in the New Zealand dairy industry becoming the most competitive internationally. Another New Zealand development is Equity Partnerships. These are legally constituted as companies. The company acquires all assets such as land, buildings, livestock and machinery. Such entities are usually composed of anything from 2 to 10 shareholders. Normally only one of the partners is an active partner known as the manager. These represent 18% of the farms in the South Island and 6% of the North Island of New Zealand
.

4. Rationale

It has been recognised for some time the there are deficiencies in Irish farm structures in terms of age profile, farm size and skill set
. The age profile of Irish farmers has deteriorated in the eight years to 2007 from an average of 51 years of age in 2000 to the 2007 average of 55
. Furthermore, recent Teagasc projections of national farm numbers indicate a further decline in farm numbers over the next decade, from the 2008 number of approximately 126,000 to 95,000 by 2020
. These projections also predict a decrease in the number of viable farms from 33,000 to 22,000 over the same period. While international forecasts suggest that the current high prices and volatility of agricultural commodities are to continue in this decade, this sector had until the food price spike in 2008 experienced declining prices in real terms for a number of decades. Critically too the sector’s terms of trade has disimproved in the last decade, with the cost of inputs increasing by greater than increases in output prices. 

These factors highlight the threats to farm level viability and underscore the need to implement appropriate policy measures to take advantage of the many growth opportunities that will arise in the period to 2020. It is evident that ensuring the maintenance of sustainable Irish farms will depend, amongst other things, on farmers being able to increase both the scale of their operations and the skill set available to each individual farm. 

Like most countries in Western Europe, the average farm size, in Ireland
, is small – certainly when compared to that of some of our main competitors in such places as New Zealand, Australia, South America, US
 and Canada. The full benefits of advances in mechanisation and technology can only be reaped by increasing the average farm size. High land prices coupled with the fact that limited amounts of agricultural land
 becomes available
 means that scale through the purchase of land is difficult to attain. Furthermore, while leasing has become more popular, driven by the farmer Early Retirement Scheme and generous tax incentives, the amount of leasing, to non-family members, is limited in its extent. Short-term rental is still popular, but is of limited value to farmers who require land with medium or long-term security of tenure. 

The increase in the sole operated (“one-man”) farm, without the input of other family members, poses threats to the social sustainability of rural areas. At the societal level, the disengagement of offspring from farm work in the long term results in a failure of important forms of farming knowledge to pass from generation to generation, and reduces the likelihood of farm succession and the continuance of the family farm. The disengagement of women as well as offspring from farm work constricts the skills-base of the farm enterprise. Farmwomen have a significant input in the area of farm business administration and also contribute to the diversity of farm enterprises. Farm offspring also have skills to bring to the farm enterprise, such as in the areas of communications and information technology. The disengagement of farm spouses and offspring limits farm-based capacities for innovation and development on the farm. 

For the farmer operating alone, the disengagement of offspring and women in farm work results in increased demands on the individual farmer’s time. As farmers’ work-life balance becomes increasingly unsustainable, farming becomes a less attractive occupation and way of life for farmers as well as for their potential life partners. As employment opportunities concentrate in urban and suburban areas, rural areas beyond commuting distance become marginalised and depopulated. As such, lone farmers can experience isolation, and social marginalisation. 

Farmers working in partnerships with their spouse or offspring on the family farm or coming together with another farmer to work the two farms in a common structure can help to overcome some of these issues. 

5. Types of Partnerships

Different types of farm partnerships exist categorised as follows (see figure 1):

1. intra family - intra family partnerships can involve both spouses in a partnership, or a parent and offspring partnership or variations of this and these often just involve one farm, and 

2. inter family partnerships - inter family partnerships, are partnerships between farmers outside of each other’s immediate family and involve at least two farms coming together into a partnership agreement. 

Figure 1. Types of Farm Partnerships









a) Intra-family

Intra family partnerships are more common in Ireland. One of the benefits from two spouses working in a partnership arises from the combining of different skill sets to improve the performance of existing enterprises and the possibility of diversifying into alternative enterprises with income generating potential. The benefits from a parent and offspring partnership include the offspring, through being more involved in the management of the farm, becoming more highly motivated, empowered and active in developing the business. It can also facilitate a progressive transmission of ownership from parent to offspring. This form of transfer represents a lower risk to the efficient management of the farm, than with the traditional pattern of early retirement and early succession, which can impede intergenerational knowledge and skills transfer.

b) Inter-family

Inter family partnerships can bring benefits to the operation of the farms and the partners themselves, through for example improved profitability, reduced costs, risk reduction, lifestyle and upskilling. This type of partnership can involve farms of the same enterprise, often dairying, or different categories of farmers. There is most potential in Ireland for partnerships between dairy and beef farmers, dairy and tillage farmers and pig and tillage farmers. 

Similar enterprise: With a partnership of similar enterprise farms there is the possibility to increase profit by removing costs that are duplicated such as machinery, increasing labour efficiency and investing jointly in any new capital investment. 

Dairy/beef: Benefits that can be achieved through a link up between dairy and beef farmers include the possibility of increasing the milk production potential of farms, through increasing the area of land accessible to the milking facilities, that is increasing the milking platform; removing non milking cows from this area to other land; increasing the physical capability of managing larger dairy herd. For the beef farmer it could give access to a more profitable farm enterprise and develop his capability to be a dairy farmer etc. In Australia and New Zealand it is common for dairy farmers to contract the rearing of their replacement dairy animals to beef farmers. This could be done on a shared profit basis and the specialisation of labour in the different tasks should increase labour efficiency and release land for additional dairy cows.   

Dairy/tillage: A collaboration between a dairy and tillage farmer could also potentially increase the milking platform; increase the capacity for dairying; provide entry to a more profitable farm enterprise; provide an attractive outlet for produce from the tillage farm; and reduce feed costs on the dairy farm through the use of the tillage output. 

Pig/tillage: A collaboration between pig and tillage farmers offers the possibility of increasing the area of land available for the land spreading of pig slurry, which is an increasing concern given the impending changes in maximum allowable phosphorous levels under the Nitrates directive. Tillage farmers could benefit from access to a cheaper source of nutrients than chemical fertiliser.  

6. Current Farm Partnerships in Ireland

Evidence suggests that the current level of farm partnerships in Ireland is very low relative to many of our competitors, with an estimated 3.8% of applications (4,660) under the 2010 Single Farm Payment Scheme submitted by joint applicants
. In recognition of this and based on the success of partnership models abroad, for example France
 and New Zealand, and to avail of benefits available through working in partnership a DAFM/Teagasc initiative to increase partnerships was initiated for dairy farmers almost ten years ago. 

This joint DAFM/Teagasc Milk Production Partnerships (MPPs) initiative has been a feature of the dairying landscape in Ireland for approximately eight years. An amendment to the Milk Quota Regulations in 2002 provided initially for the establishment of ‘standard’ partnerships, i.e. a maximum of three dairy farmers essentially pooling their resources in the interest of efficiency gains and lifestyle improvements. A further amendment in 2003 expanded the range of partnership arrangements to include ‘new entrant/parent’ partnerships, whereby young farmers starting in dairying could farm in association with their parents. Young farmers in the latter arrangement were given priority access to milk quota under the old Restructuring Scheme, and they continue to have access to priority pool quota at a maximum price under the Milk Quota Trading Scheme.

Today there are approximately 540 MPPs in existence in Ireland, and of this total, roughly 390 (72%) are new entrant/parent partnerships. This arrangement has proven more popular mainly as a result of the practical benefits it provides for potential successors, in that they can get involved in dairying without necessarily owning their own farm, and they can get access to milk quota. Inter-family partnerships have fared less well, partly because of the perception that the whole business is too complicated and, by virtue of the involvement of solicitors and accountants, too expensive. Would-be participants find that involvement in an MPP could restrict their access to aid under other Department schemes that would continue to be available to them if they farmed as individuals. However agriculture in Ireland could now benefit from a greater uptake of the MPPs but also from a wider uptake of the partnership model in its different forms.

7. Benefits of Partnership

a) Economic 

Research by Teagasc on National Farm Survey data over the period 1996 to 2006 inclusive have indicated that increasing returns to scale were prevalent in the Dairy, Cattle Rearing (slight) and Cereals sectors while very slight decreasing returns to scale were evident in the Cattle Finishing and Sheep sectors.
 Increases in average size would therefore lead to improvements in scale efficiency in the Dairy, Cattle Rearing and Cereals sectors. However, the only notable improvement in scale efficiency was evident in the Dairy sector. This research along with other literature has demonstrated that there are economies of scale in agriculture; therefore farm partnerships can be a means to capture these increased returns.

Entering a partnership offers farmers a number of economic benefits, such as:

· the ability to achieve scale at a lower capital cost, 

· the reduction of costs, which are duplicated between farmers, and 

· risk sharing.  

In a country such as Ireland where the availability of land for purchase is both minimal and expensive, partnership arrangements offer farmers the ability to achieve scale without incurring major capital debt. This benefit is even more significant given the current scarcity of credit facilities for business expansion purposes. Coming together in a partnership facilitates the removal of costs, which are duplicated; Such as machinery, buildings and labour. Potential benefits from machinery sharing arrangements between farmers include reduced capital costs and the possibility of investing in more advanced technology.  Thus, even if capital costs are not reduced as a result of the collaboration, better and more advanced technology can lead to increased yields, improved quality of the products and/or reductions in labour input. The sharing of labour can support task specialisation among the partners thus increasing the overall efficiency of the farms.  

Another advantage of partnerships, cited in the international literature, is the possibility of obtaining higher product prices and paying lower input prices thanks to having greater purchasing power, the co-ordinated marketing of products and purchasing of production factors.

b) Skills

Another advantage of farm partnerships is the possibility of sharing best farming and business management practice. In a study of joint farming ventures in the UK, Turner & Hambly (2005) emphasise the benefits of farmers combining their skill-sets. They point out that on farms run by one individual, “...at least one enterprise or supporting activity is under-performing because of lower skills or relative indifference. Often, this shows up in the financial performance of the different areas of the farm business”
. One of the major advantages of joint farming ventures in this context is the pooling of skill-sets. The pooling and synergising of skill-sets should be considered therefore as a crucial and strategic part of the joint venture planning process.

 Collaboration and partnership among farms can lead to management synergy especially if it is collaboration between farmers coming from two different enterprise backgrounds, beef and dairy for example. Farmers with relatively low managerial ability will benefit from the experience of working with those with relatively high managerial ability. Those with high managerial ability will gain access to additional resources. This group effort can also give better access to information and lead to better decision making. In dairying, there are substantial differences between the most efficient and least efficient farms, and thus substantial potential gains could be achieved if improved technologies and practices could be brought to bear. 

For risk averse farmers, partnership arrangements may promote risk reduction in net income by risk sharing and diversification effects. Moreover, the risks associated with introducing new technologies to the farm enterprise can be shared among farmers. Learning and testing new technologies and innovations can be challenging for a farmer working alone. Farmers working together and sharing opinions can make for a more confident and proactive approach in the adoption of new technologies and innovations. Joint farming ventures have the potential to provide the supports necessary for neighbouring farmers with different skill-sets and skill-levels, and farmers of different generations who have different knowledge-types and perspectives, to together take on new innovation and technological challenges.

c) Social

Joint farming ventures can help to address the social challenge of the ‘one man farm’ model making farming a more attractive occupation. The main ways in which joint farming ventures can help socially are:

· reducing isolation by bringing social contact into the workplace, and by freeing up time for farmers’ social activity and leisure time,

· responding to the occupational needs of more family members, by facilitating joint enterprises between members of farm families,  

· helping to address problems of succession and gender equality, by bringing spouses and offspring into the farm business,

· pooling skills, talents and preferences of the different individual farmers involved in the joint farming venture,

· enhancing occupational satisfaction by having the support and assurances to more confidently try new ideas and engage in new innovations on the farm, and,

· helping to overcome setbacks such as injury and sickness.

A Norwegian survey of joint farmers identified their motives to enter into joint farming arrangements
. Interestingly, the farmers ranked some of the social benefits highest in order of importance. See Annex II for further details. 

8. Disincentives to Partnership

Given the benefits that can be derived from farm partnerships, policy mechanisms are required to ensure that these partnerships are allowed to operate without disadvantage. These are required as there can be real and perceived drawbacks associated with entering these arrangements, such as the loss of autonomy, however a partnership can actually strengthen the viability of farms and help ensure the sustainability of farms. 

The Milk Production Partnership (MPP) Scheme commenced on a pilot basis in a very restrictive way in 2002. Initially it was only open to dairy farmers and the partnership was treated as if it were a single farmer for all EU support schemes except for the milk quota regulations. Such restrictions have impeded its uptake. Some restrictions such as age limits and opening participation to non-dairy farmers have recently been lifted.  The following special provisions have been introduced:

· REPS 4 - Following a submission to the EU Commission special provision was introduced to facilitate MPPs under REPS 4 so as to ensure payments are made on the basis of the number of qualifying partners involved. This was a very important development and it responds to a barrier that was identified in research recently conducted on Irish farmers’ willingness to engage in joint farming ventures
. 

· Finance Acts - Provision was introduced in the 2006 Finance Act to provide for spouses who are co-owners of land farmed in MPPs in which they themselves are not farming partners. The provision is to preserve entitlements to Capital Gains Tax retirement relief. A second provision was introduced in the 2008 Finance Act to provide for farmers who are on income averaging and subsequently enter into a MPP. The provision prevents possible claw back of income tax saved because of averaging.

Other issues that need to be resolved include:

· Exemption from modulation deductions on the first €5,000 of Single Farm Payments - Modulation deductions in 2011 are applied at 9% of Single Farm Payments with an exemption on the first €5,000 on each payment. This modulation deduction will increase to 10% in 2012. Currently MPPs are given only one €5,000 exemption rather than one for each farmer involved.  The loss in Single Farm Payment to a partnership involving three farmers in 2011 will be €5,000 X 9% X 2 = €900. This will be higher in 2012 as the percentage deduction increases.

· Disadvantaged Areas Compensatory Allowances Scheme - In this case the limit applied is one of area, in that the maximum area in respect of which payments can be made is 34 hectares. The limit applies whether the recipient is an individual farmer with one holding or a MPP with two or more farmers and holdings. A strong argument can again be made for a lifting of the ceiling in the case of MPPs in accordance with the number of partners involved, i.e. 68 or 102 hectares in the case of two or three partners.  

· ‘Capping’ of Payments - An important issue is that single farm payments being made to MPPs are higher than that which would be paid to the individuals concerned. If capping of payments is applied at a future date consideration should be given to applying the capping at the level of the individual, and not of the MPP.

· Other EU/Government support schemes - Other financial support schemes such as the Early Retirement Scheme, On-Farm Investment Schemes and Installation Aid which are currently suspended or have run their term were all operated on the basis of treating MPPs as if they were single farms. This proved to be a considerable disincentive to participants in MPPs. Any future supports to farmers participating in recognized structures such as MPPs should be on the basis of giving full individual recognition to all qualifying participants on the same basis as if they were farming on their own.

· Logistics associated with Herd Numbers - Operation of the herd number with regard to requirement to nominate a single herd keeper can create difficulties within a partnership arrangement. Such difficulties have been cited by Irish farmers as having a negative effect on their willingness to engage in joint farming ventures
. However these difficulties are not insurmountable and a number of potential solutions might be envisaged. The interpretation of regulations by DAFM District Veterinary Offices regarding partnerships can also differ between offices and this needs to be standardised in order to remove existing uncertainty and make the regulatory environment more amenable to partnerships.

Other constraints to partnership formation, outside DAFM’s remit, include professional fees. These include fees charged by solicitors, accountants, agriculture advisors and the registration office for farm partnerships operated by Teagasc. While these costs vary significantly a survey conducted by Teagasc indicates an average fee of approximately €1,000 is charged by solicitors for dealing with legal documents and issues at the time of the creation of the partnership. Evidence suggests that farmers can however manage to lower the fee through having some preparatory work done, particularly by using the Teagasc farm partnership specimen agreement. There is also a fee of €600 paid to Teagasc in order to register the partnership and they are also required to pay a renewal fee of €300 on an annual basis.

9. Conclusion

Greater uptake of the partnership model can help to increase farm competitiveness, develop the sector’s skill set through engaging family members of farmers’ more fully, attract young ambitious entrants to the sector, and increase on farm diversification into alternative income generating enterprises, while also address the social challenges of the ‘one man’ farm model. In recognition of these factors, the success of alternative farm structure models in other significant agricultural producing countries, and the progress with MPPs to date, DAFM set up in early 2011 an internal working group to deal with the constraints identified in this paper to farm partnership formation. 

Challenges and opportunities in the promotion of farm partnerships for Teagasc and other organisations involved in farm advisory services are set out in Annex III.  DAFM should also continue to explore other incentives to encourage partnership formation to develop the competitiveness of the sector and help achieve the sectoral targets in Food Harvest 2020. This should include consideration of other joint venture arrangements such as share milking. It is important that this full appraisal take place, as the overall 2020 targets are heavily influenced by the achievement of the milk production target.

Annex I – Age Profile
Table 1: Age Profile of Irish Farmers, 2000-2007

	Age Cohort
	2000

	2007


	
	Number
	Percentage
	Number
	Percentage

	<35
	18.4
	13.0%
	8.9
	6.9%

	35-44
	30.8
	21.8%
	22.7
	17.7%

	45-54
	36.3
	25.7%
	31.4
	24.5%

	55-64
	27.8
	19.7%
	33.3
	26.0%

	>=65
	28
	19.8%
	31.9
	24.9%

	
	141.3
	
	128.2
	


 Figure 2: Age profile (‘000s) 2000 and 2007
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Annex II

Ranking in importance by joint farmers in Norway of their motives to enter into joint farming arrangements
.

1. Flexibility and time off: more leisure time, better social & family life, holidays.

2. More security during illness.

3. Improved work environment i.e. farm improvements; and having company at work, reducing isolation.

4. Reduced work-load, in context of off-farm work.

5. Improved income.

6. Reduced costs.

7. Reduced investment risk, reducing psychological stress.

Annex III

Challenges and Opportunities for Advisory Services in the promotion of Farm Partnerships

Twenty percent of dairy farms in Norway are engaged in farm partnerships and a comparably high level of uptake among Irish farmers is an aim into the future. In order to achieve this level of uptake, there is a need for enhanced understandings of the factors that influence farmers’ decisions to engage in farm partnerships so that targeted advisory services can be designed and delivered. As discussed above, different types of advantages – both social and economic - can accrue from engaging in farm partnerships. Furthermore, the factors that influence farmers to engage in farm partnerships are both social and economic in nature. Advisory services targeted at promoting farm partnerships are challenged with interacting with farmers in a way that responds to the full range of social and economic issues that arise in ‘real life’ decisions to enter in farm partnerships. 

It is accepted in the sociological literature that farmers are influenced by factors other than financial and economic factors in how they make decisions in relation to their farms
. A survey of farmers engaged in farm partnerships in Norway, for example, showed that farmers are more motivated by the social benefits (such as more leisure time and reduced isolation) than the economic benefits of farm partnerships. A study
 conducted in Ireland has identified a range factors that influence in a multi-faceted way farmers’ decisions to engage in farm partnerships. By conducting case-studies of farmers who considered entering into farm partnership, the study has identified the types of issues that arose in Irish farmers’ decisions to ultimately enter or not to enter a farm partnership. The determining factors that have been identified through the study can help to inform advisory activities that are faced with the challenge of confronting the ‘real life’ issues that arise in farmers’ decisions to enter into farm partnerships. Policy related and economic issues that arise in farmers’ decisions to enter farm partnerships are mentioned above. In addition, four main categories of ‘real life’ issues are overviewed as follows:

· The role of spouses

A central characteristic of decision-making processes taking place on family farms is that multiple members of the farm family are involved and not the farm holder alone. Spouses are often involved in farm work and in decision-making relating to the farm. Their views can be strongly influential in ultimately determining whether or not the farm becomes involved in a partnership. The involvement of spouses in advisory activities promoting farm partnerships must be targeted in order to strengthen the planning process and to improve the farm family’s overall ‘buy in’. Such would practically involve encouraging spouses’ participation in farm partnership planning meetings and other relevant advisory activities. 

· Considering future heirs

The decision to enter into a farm partnership not only concerns the current farm holder. Planning for future heirs and future members of farm families is a critical aspect of farm families’ decision-making process:

· The presence of a future heir can be an incentive to engage in a farm partnership, representing a motivation to improve the viability and attractiveness of the farm enterprise economically and socially in preparation for passing the farm on in later years. Improving the viability of the farm from a time-resource perspective is considered to be particularly important where future heirs have followed alternative career paths and are likely to be part-time farmers in the future. 

· A prominent benefit associated with farm partnerships is the conferring of decision-making and financial independence to farm heirs. Farm partnerships, in this regard, can often represent a transition phase of ownership between one generation of the farm family and the next. Some farm heirs are actively engaged in farming and are often highly educated and skilled in contemporary farming technologies and innovations. Such heirs, who are involved in the farm currently, often want decision-making independence and an ownership stake in the farm enterprise to which they are contributing. Without decision-making independence and a sense ownership, younger farmers may leave to seek careers outside of the family farm. Farm partnerships represent a vehicle for providing two members of a farm family ownership and decision-making power and also for fostering the introduction of new and contemporary skills, knowledge, and perspectives to the farm enterprise. 

· For full-time farmers, considerations such as future marriages of prospective farm partners and the capacity of the farm partnership to in the future provide financially for two families represent significant factors in the decision-making process. This is an issue that must be addressed in the partnership planning process, by including planning for off-farm sources of family farm income and/or the potential for on-farm diversification/specialisation in the future. 

· Farmers’ different notions of ‘good farming’

Significantly influencing farmers’ decisions to engage into farm partnerships are farmers’ subjective notions of ‘good farm management’. The scientific and practical advice that is offered through extension activities is evaluated by farmers through the critical lens of their own existing knowledge and conceptions of what it is to be a ‘good farmer’
. Many Irish farmers are born into farms and their farming practices are informed by inherited and self-acquired practical and lay forms of knowledge. Vanclay in 2004 also stated that farmers’ have individualised, personal understandings and views of what constitutes ‘good farming’ that come from their social and cultural environments. Some farmers prioritise financial planning, others can prioritise breeding technology, others prioritise grassland management, while others can prioritise animal health and welfare. In this regard, there are potential benefits of farm partnerships, allowing for the pooling of farmers’ complementary preferences, skills, and knowledge forms. However, farmers can disapprove of fellow farmers’ farming practices and in some cases, the practice in question can be conceived as so contentious that a farm partnership may be impossible between the farm partners in question. One of the more contentious issues identified by Irish farmers are issues surrounding farmers’ care for their herds and differing approaches to animal welfare. Discussing prospective farm partners’ different normative notions of ‘good farm management’ and ascertaining the negotiable and non-negotiable issues is necessary to confront partners’ fears and represents a critical component of the farm partnership planning process. By confronting such issues in the planning process, the extent to which a successful and durable farm partnership is achievable can be gauged. 

· Building on existing cooperative arrangements

Many farmers, whether members of the same family or the same community, can have existing informal cooperative arrangements. The planning process for farm partnerships can benefit from taking into account the pre-existence of informal cooperative arrangements and understandings between neighbouring farmers and members of farm families. The devising of a formal agreement in relation to the sharing or work and duties can ideally build on existing informal arrangements, as such existing informal arrangements have been demonstrated to work in practice. Building on and formalising existing arrangements can lead to more effective and workable agreements than adopting new and untested ways of cooperating, which can lead to conflict.

Responding to the multi-faceted nature of how farmers reach decisions in relation to farm partnerships and how farm partnerships work in practice, advisory services require a participatory approach in order to be effective
. Participatory approaches to advisory services, an example of which is the discussion group method that has been pioneered by Teagasc and supported by DAFM, have gained prominence internationally since the 1960s. The defining feature of a participatory method of providing advisory services is that in encouraging farmers’ learning about a particular technology or innovation, farmers are given the opportunity to discuss the technology/innovation in a way that is contextualised to their own knowledge, views and ‘real life’ circumstances. In other words, participatory methods of providing advisory services rely less on a teaching or demonstration approach and more on a discussion-based methodology where the issues that are most important to farmers can come to light. The range of social and economic issues that are identified through social science research can offer guidance for effective facilitation of discussion groups and other participatory activities such as farm visits/walks. Discussion groups and visits/walks on farms where a partnership is in operation are vital methods of promoting farm partnerships.  
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