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Introduction

Teagasc, the Agriculture and Food Development Authority, is the national body providing integrated
research, advisory and training services to the agriculture and food industry and rural communities
in Ireland. Established in September 1988 under the Agriculture (Research, Training and Advice)
Act, 1988, Teagasc is funded by state grant-in-aid, fees for research, advisory and training services,
income from national and EU competitive research programmes and revenue from farming
activities and commodity levies.

The overall goal of the Teagasc Advisory Programme is to support the on-going development of
sustainable family farms in Ireland, through efficient and effective knowledge transfer (KT)
activities. The programme currently supports almost 140,000 individual farmers with 44,000
farmers contracted to Teagasc for services annually.

Teagasc reviews each of its Advisory regions on an approximate six-year cycle. The face-to-face
part of the review of the Laois-Kildare-Meath-Louth-Dublin Advisory Region took place in Teagasc
Grange on October 19" and 20t 2022. Prior to that, the Peer Review Panel (PRP) had a virtual
Briefing Session on October 61 and a virtual Pre-Assessment workshop on October 14", The PRP
(see Appendix 1 for panel composition) prepared this report based on the information exchanged
at the virtual meetings, in-person meetings with management, staff representatives, enterprise
specialists, farmer stakeholders and analysis of documents. The latter included the Region’s
Programme Description and Self-Assessment document, business plans, the Laois-Kildare-Meath-
Louth-Dublin Regional Review 2021 and, the Teagasc Statement of Strategy, 2021-2024.

The PRP met with a farmer stakeholder group that consisted of 5 farmers; 3 males and 2 females.
Two of the farmers were involved in dairying, with another raising dairy calf to beef. Another was a
mixed (cattle and sheep) farmer with the other farmer involved in horticulture/tillage (potatoes,
carrots and corn). Some of the farmers were involved either in the Signpost Programme, as host
farmers for Grass 10 or as part of Dairy Beef 500 programme. Most of the farmers were in
discussion groups. There are no tillage discussion groups in the region.

The objective of the review is to answer the following specific evaluation questions.
= What activities have been delivered to date, compared to expectations?
= 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?
= 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?

To help answer these questions the PRP use the following assessment criteria.
1. Management and organisational capability
2. Productivity and service delivery in relation to key performance indicators and outcomes
3.  Relevance and impact of services to the Region’s clients and stakeholders

A more detailed description of each criterion is outlined in Appendix 2.
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The linkages between the evaluation questions and the three assessment criteria are outlined in
the table below.

Evaluation Question Assessment Criteria
What activities have been delivered to date, compared to expectations? 2,
How effectively and efficiently is the programme being delivered, 1,2,3
managed and governed?

To what extent are changes implemented on farms? 2,3,
What outcomes and impacts have been achieved to date? 2,3,
What factors enable or hinder implementation and progress towards 1,2,
intended outcomes?

What are the key lessons to inform ongoing delivery and design of future 1,23,
interventions?

How is the programme performing overall? 1,23,

The remainder of this report contains:
1. A brief overview of the Laois-Kildare-Meath-Louth-Dublin Advisory Region
2. Presentation of the High Level Findings/Answers to the Evaluation Questions
3. Recommendations associated with each of the assessment criterion
4. Detailed comments on each of the assessment criterion.
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The Laois-Kildare-Meath-Louth-Dublin (L-K-M-L-D) Advisory Region in
Context

There is a strong tradition of progressive farming in each of the five counties (Laois, Kildare, Meath,
Louth and Dublin) in this region and historically a strong advisory service to support it. Dairying,
Drystock and Tillage have been, and continue to be, the mainstay of the agricultural economy in
the region.

The region is large with a total land area of 535,000 hectares. It is also the most ‘urbanised’ of
Teagasc’s twelve regions with many large towns within its boundaries. The 2020 CSO Census of
Agriculture indicates that there are 12,500 farmers in the Region, which equates to just under 10%
of the Republic’s farmers. By contrast there were 13,000 farmers in 2010 which means there was
a decrease of 500 farmers or 4% over the period. Farm size across the Region is larger at 42ha
than the average of 36ha for the rest of the state. Furthermore, Dublin farms are the largest within
the region at 47 ha on average. However, 5,146 farms or 40% of all LKMLD farms are under 20
ha in size while 1,089 or 9% are over 100 ha in size. The value of output from farming in the region
is €591.6 million of which approximately €250 million is from direct payment transfers.

The age profile of farmers in the region has worsened over time. In 1991, 33% of farmers were
under 45 years of age and 23% were over 65 years of age. This improved to 35% under 45 and
20% over 65 in 2000, but these figures are now only 20% under 45 and 33% over 55 in 2021. By
contrast, the gender profile of farmers has improved. In 1991, 10% of farmers were women
whereas in 2022 this figure had risen to 13%.

Most farming enterprises are well represented in the Region with no dominance by any farm type.
Three quarters have some grazing livestock enterprise on the farm. There is a significant amount
of intensive enterprises compared with other advisory regions around the country.

Cattle numbers are up 10% in the Region compared with 2010. In all counties in the region except
Dublin, dairy cow numbers increased over the period 2010-2021. The increases ranged from 45%
to 77%. Moreover, the rate of increase in the Region is well above the national average during this
period. Meath and Louth along with Waterford have the highest average number of cows per farm,
at over 110 cows each, compared with a national herd size of 83 cows. The years 2021-2 have
been good years for dairying, thanks to good weather, good yields and exceptional milk prices in
2022 and in spite of big increases in costs, average dairy farm income in 2021 was €94,000, up
28% on 2020.

While dairy and sheep numbers rose in the region, suckler numbers fell by 21%, a bigger decrease
than the national average. Sheep numbers are up 17% since 2010. Moreover, the number of
sheep farms has increased from 2,516 to 2,775 over the period 2010-2021. Counties Louth, Kildare
and Meath have the largest flocks in the region with over 109 sheep per flock on average.

The number of cereal farmers has fallen 60% nationally and the area under cereals has fallen 12%
since 1991. However, the Laois-Kildare-Meath-Louth-Dublin Region is important from a national
perspective in that it grew 36% of the Republic’s cereals in 2020 and almost 60% of the country’s
wheat.

Furthermore, the region grew 33% of the Republic’s ‘other crops, fruit and horticulture’ in 2020
indicating the diversity of cropping in this eastern region. There are approximately 9000 ha of
potatoes grown in Ireland every year with a large proportion of these grown in this region. Most of
the potatoes growers in the region are located in Louth, Meath and Dublin. Other significant tillage
crops would include oilseed rape (mainly winter crops), beans, and some fodder beet and maize
that is grown on contract for livestock farmers or for digesters in Northern Ireland. Organics is a
big conversation piece at present and more resources are going into the promotion and support of
organic farming
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In 2021, Teagasc has 4,500 clients in the Region equating to 36% of all farmers. There are 7
advisory offices - Portlacise, Naas, Kinsealy, Navan, Grange, Drogheda and Louth. The Region
hosts three research centres: Beef Research Centre Grange, Food Research Ashtown and
Horticulture Research Ashtown. In 2021, the Advisory Programme was delivered through multiple
KT channels including 1,491 client visits, 14,881 consultations including BPS/SPS, 59 discussion
groups and 342 discussion group meetings, 192 ePM and 405 derogation plans. On average, forty
participants attend Options Programme events annually. More generally there were 12 farm
walks/seminars. A total of 12 Signpost farms have been identified for the Laois-Kildare-Meath-
Louth-Dublin Region. A number of EIP’s operate in the region. The Education Programme is
delivered by four Education Officers based in Navan, Naas and Grange. The mainstay of the
Education Programme is the Distant Education Green Cert. There are also meeting rooms in
Portlaoise, Kinsealy, Grange, Drogheda and Dundalk where a series of short courses e.g. Health
& Safety, Environmental etc are held

The Advisory Programme is integrated with stakeholders such as Tirlan (formerly Glanbia) with
whom there has been a joint programme since the mid-1990s. More recently a joint programme
has been established with Lakeland. From time to time, major beef processors in the regions such
as Kepak, Dawn Meats and ABP engage in joint projects with Teagasc, for example supporting
research into the most economic systems of dairy beef production, and they are supporters of the
Signpost Programme. There are close working relationships with tillage industry actors including
Tirlan, Boortmalt, Quinns, Drummonds, other private merchants and the agrochemical sector. The
Department of Agriculture Food and the Marine (DAFM) have their main offices in Dublin and
Portlaoise, with sub offices in Backweston, Naas and Navan. At local level interaction with DAFM
happens through advisers supporting clients in scheme participation.

There are six local authorities in the region — Laois County Council, Kildare County Council, Fingal
County Council, South Dublin County Council, Meath County Council and Louth County Council.
Up to 2014, Teagasc regional personnel were represented on most of the County Development
Boards with the exception of South Dublin. These were disbanded in 2014 and replaced by the
LCDC (Local Community Development Committees). Regional staff have contact with council staff
at local level, especially dealing with water quality issues, planning issues and environment
committees. County Council representatives are on our Stakeholders Committees.

Some of the Region’s staff are statutory representatives on the LEADER Partnerships in the region,
while some staff act as technical advisers to sub committees of various partnerships. The Region
has connections with other local agencies such as HEADSUP (Men’s Mental Health in Kildare),
Dundalk Institute of Technology (DkIT) and On Feirme Ground (a national mental health initiative).

There is a good relationship with the 5 IFA County Chairpersons in the region. Teagasc jointly run
farmer seminars and work closely together in periods of difficulty such as the fodder or weather
crisis and occasional animal welfare issues on farms. The Region works with Animal Health Ireland
(AHI) to deliver cell check workshops and farm walks to farmers and work with many other
organisations from time to time such as Banks, Accountants, Solicitors, Education Training Boards,
Marts, Macra na Feirme and Farm Relief Service. The Region also provides short periods of work
placement for students from local schools, colleges and universities.

The number of staff in the region increased from 36.5 in 2014 to 44.5 in 2022. The staff complement
includes 30 advisors, 4 education officers, 9.5 administrative staff and one regional manager. At
any one time there are typically 3 to 4 KT Walsh Scholars in the region for 1 to 1.5 years and 5 third
level students for 3 to 4 months. Expenditure in 2021 was €3.147 million of which €1.546 million
(49%) was recovered from advisory, education and other income. By contrast, expenditure in 2020
was €3.009 million of which €1.579 million (52%) was recovered from advisory, education and other
income charges.
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High-Level Findings/Answers to Evaluation Questions

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

The advisory and education activities set out in the region’s Business Plans have been largely delivered
through the drystock, dairy, environment, rural development and education programmes while
acknowledging the challenges imposed by increased workload, rapidly changing policy environment
and COVID-19 over the period.

How effectively and efficiently is the programme being delivered, managed and governed?

The programme was delivered in an efficient and effective way drawing on the great teamwork and
collaboration among staff in the region to deliver the best possible service to clients. Changes to the
Business Planning process at Region level in 2022, with increased regional input in the design of the
local programme, will ensure continued optimal programme focus.

To what extent are changes implemented on farms?

It is difficult to establish the extent of on-farm changes given the information presented or available.
However, it is clear from clients that they value the advice provided to them and that in general terms,
farming in the region is progressing. There are a variety of existing data sources such as ICBF, Pasture
Base, Profit Monitor, Bord Bia, Nutrient Management Plans, EPA Water quality maps that could be
collated and presented to provide an insight to on-farm changes in the region.

What outcomes and impacts have been achieved to date?

Key outcomes and impacts have been based on the engagement and support of farmer clients. The
programme works with 4,500 clients in the Region (36% of all farmers) supporting their adoption of good
farm practices while concurrently availing of the schemes, programmes and entitlements available to
them. However, due to the nature of the Key Performance Indicators (KPI's) applied it is very difficult to
assess actual outcomes and impacts and Teagasc’s contribution to those outcomes and impacts in the
region.

What factors enable or hinder implementation and progress towards intended outcomes?
Drystock sector discussion groups in particular, but in all other enterprise sectors also, need to be
working as well as possible to facilitate knowledge exchange, peer to peer learning and to support
farmers’ decision-making. The regional leadership needs to be confident that they will have the
necessary resources at their disposal to meet clients’ expectations about entry into new schemes and
the services of those contracts into the future while continuing to provide technical Advisory support to
their farming clients. Negative headlines in the media about agriculture and the environment is
generating fear among farmers and negatively affecting the morale of regional staff.

What are the key lessons to inform ongoing delivery and design of future interventions?
Optimising the new CRM system is critical as is devising a model that facilitates workload planning to
achieve efficient delivery on schemes and technical advice to farmers by advisers and specialists,
enabled by their administration colleagues and with appropriate temporarily-employed support. The
advisor is the key to the success of the client relationship with strong technical advisory support
recognised. This needs to be maintained and prioritised and balanced with the increased schemes
workload. Future interventions need to consider how they measure behaviour change by farms/farm
households in an effort to better understand and assess the true impact of advisory and education
services.

How is the programme performing overall?

This is a diverse programme, delivered by a committed team, covering a large, urbanised region.

It is performing to a good standard in delivering a combination of services in support of public policy
measures, market opportunities and farm incomes.
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Recommendations

Based on its findings the PRP makes 11 recommendations divided across the three assessment
criteria of Management and Organisational Capability (4 recommendations), Productivity and

Service Delivery (2 recommendations) and Relevance and Impact (5 recommendations).

Recommendations are identified as either Priority (P) or Ordinary (O)

Management & Organisational Capability

P/O

1.

A review of the types and extent of ‘hand-holding’ of clients should be undertaken
with a view to reducing the unnecessary demand on Admin and Advisory staff time.

2.

Teagasc should explore the extension of client information (e.g. age, presence of
successor, client payment due, etc) that might be included on the CRM system in
order to help in the better targeting of services, and to support the work of Advisors
and Admin staff.

Remote access to CRM should be considered for advisers to enable them to access
and update client information and document recommendations/outcomes as “One
and Done” while with the client on farm. E-File of client data should be explored.

Teagasc should explore how other customer-facing businesses with sensitive
information, for example the banks, address their customer relationship tasks,
supporting IT and processes and how those insight could be applied to Teagasc
advisory services.

Productivity & Quality of Service Delivery

P/O

1.

An adaptable, easy to use reflection process, such as an After Action Review,
should be regularly used to draw out the learning from events, programmes and
other regional activities. Training could be provided by Teagasc’s Evaluation Unit.

Opportunities for more interaction and the co-design of programmes/events
between the region and specialists should be encouraged.

Relevance and Impact

P/O

1.

In order to produce credible & useable evidence of on-farm changes (i.e. impact)
among the client base at regional level, a pilot should be implemented with data
gathered from some or all of the following sources: ICBF, Pasture Base, Profit
Monitor, Bord Bia, Nutrient Management Plans, EPA Water quality maps.

Clear, consistent messages need to be developed about the key role of technical
change on farms in achieving climate change targets; that increasingly technical
services cannot really be separated from scheme support and, that although
advisors are busy with scheme work, particularly at certain times of the year, clients
should not feel hesitant to get in touch with their advisors.

Given the escalating time demands and pressure on advisors and administrative
staff from delivering a technical service and increasing number of schemes,
Teagasc should review its advisor model and devise a model which takes account
of the reality of these escalating demands.

Teagasc should explore innovative ways of proactively keeping in touch with Green
Cert Graduates from the region.

Recognising the desire in the region to increase the use of eprofit monitors by
clients, consideration should be given to a review of the eprofit monitor with the aim
of optimising its use. Related training and delivery of a project, completing it for the
client’s farm/an enterprise, should be included in the Green Cert
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Detailed Comments on Assessment Criteria

1.

Management & Organisational Capability

This criteria has five subcategories: management, technical leadership, resources, robustness and
sustainability.

Management

The Review Panel heard how this is a very large region spread across five counties and
an important and ongoing challenge is getting staff across the region to know each other,
especially as new staff join the region.

Itis clear that there is fantastic teamwork among advisory and education staff in the region
and a lot of collaboration to deliver the best possible service to clients. The PRP heard
many examples of this strong ethos with one illustrative example being staff filling in for a
long-term sick drystock advisor.

The PRP learned both from regional staff and from the farmer panel they met with that
there is competition in the region from private agricultural consultants. However, there is
openness to considering what benefits there might be to farmers in the region from
Teagasc working more closely with these private consultants.

Somewhat contradictorily, the PRP also heard about the threat from commercial
companies and their advisors selling products: herbicides were specifically mentioned.
The fear is that because Teagasc advisors do not have the time to ‘man mark’ these now,
tillage farmers are beginning to listen to the technical advice of commercial sales people.
Relatedly, the PRP heard that there was a need for Teagasc advisors to get out more and
walk the crops especially at peak growing time in the Spring. There was some suggestion
that this used to be done more in the past. In addition, discussion groups were more active.
It wasn'’t clear that specialists were aware of, or received feedback on KPI's/productivity
analysis (e.g. visits, discussion groups etc) although they had identified such indicators.
The PRP heard that there was concern over negative headlines in the media about
agriculture and the environment and the fear that was generating among farmers and how
it was affecting the morale of regional staff. Part of the response in terms of awareness
has been through a newsletter to farmers where four or five key actions that could be
undertaken are identified. A series of fact sheets are put together with simple messages
that might help overcome the fear. At the same time, farm visits are trying to change
behaviour/actions. Initiatives to tackle the issue with staff were not clear.

The PRP heard that having the facility for farmers to tap cards or use their phones for
payments would be useful.

The PRP learned that many of the information systems used by regional administrators
and advisors were either underutilised or not accessible. For example:

o There is some duplication on the CRM/CBM system and also a lot of data there
that cannot be easily used. Training is needed; one example cited was Advance
Find Report.

o The CRM & CORE systems are not linked.

o Although advisors have access to CRM, they don’t have access to CBM

o More training/updates needed on the CRM/CBM system.

Within the CBM system the question was asked whether the debtors process each month
could be automated? Presently an excel-based list is received from Teagasc Finance which
has to be gone through manually.
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Given the relatively large numbers of short-term staff regularly recruited, a streamlining of
the Starters-Movers-Leavers system would also increase efficiency and reduce constant
follow up.

Turning to external information systems, the PRP were told about the slow access to DAFM
systems for temporary staff in some cases. The example was given about a group of 5
temporary advisors taken on in early September. For two of these, they only got system
access in the third week of October while the other three were still waiting for access. This
means that seven or eight weeks are wasted. This is particularly important as the scheme
closed in late November.

The PRP also heard that for some courses such as the recent AETS courses, regional staff
feel that they are essentially doing administrative work for DAFM given the tasks associated
with these schemes.

Admin staff were very clear that the personal touch with farmers was very important and
that such contact with clients is the nice part of the job. Staff are conscious that they are
at the end of the phone at the front desk and that is important. Concern was expressed
that as Teagasc rolls out a new phone system that it shouldn’t be set up as a “press button
1 and press button 2 system” that becomes impersonal. There is an acknowledgment that
there are still people who call into the office just for a chat. Sometimes, farmers just
want/need to talk with someone.

Technical Leadership

Looking externally, the PRP were appraised of some concerns that communication
channels with DAFM were not as good as they used to be in the past.

Looking internally, the PRP learned that there is a concern among some specialists that
they are not getting queries from younger advisors although this happened in the past. The
fear is of a disconnect between specialists and young advisors.

The Business Planning process changed at Regional level in 2022 with more of a focus on
asking advisors for suggestions as to what challenges/programmes/events should be
focused on in the coming year that the specialists could deliver. Specialists have been
invited to attend some of these planning meetings but have not attended all of them.

On a more general note, based on what the PRP heard, optimum levels of knowledge flows
and feedback loops between the region and specialists should be fostered using whatever
means possible.

There are challenges in terms of allocating advisor resources to delivering both scheme
work and technical work (e.g. profit monitors, discussion groups, farm walks). Concern
was expressed that if advisors were ‘siloed’ into scheme work as a solution that they might
lose contact with technical work. One solution might be to rotate advisors back to technical
work after spending a few years at scheme work.

To enable advisors to deliver the best possible service to clients on the ground the
technological support/hardware available to them should be best in class.

Best use is not necessarily being made of available ‘big’ data to support decision making
for farmers/on farms. For example, ICBF data is not being used to its full potential.

The panel heard that advisors were aware of the need to deepen certain skills sets. For
example, there is relatively little mental health training although there were good examples
of the recently commenced ‘On Feirm Ground’ training. It is important to be able to
recognise the symptoms of farmers under stress; a lot of clients suffer in silence. There is
a possibility that mental health training might be offered as CPD through DAFM and that
would be welcome. Turning to tillage advisors, some of them have to have multi enterprise
knowledge as some of their clients also have animals

The PRP were made aware that the quality of technical advice being provided by advisors
was high and this quality was being continued by younger advisors. Notwithstanding that,
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the key role of a good advisor is to set out the options and to encourage the farmer to make
a decision based on those options.

The PRP heard that there might be opportunities to strengthen the links between education
specialists (Curriculum Development and Support Unit) and education officers, perhaps
with regular meetings and direct communication. Education Officers in the region are
mindful that while the CDSU has responsibility for Green Cert content, the Regional
Manager decides the number of courses that are provided in the region and
provides/sources funding.

Resources

The PRP learned that the number of Teagasc offices in the region had declined from 10 in
2008 to 7 in 2021. Navan, Naas and Meath are the biggest offices and in these offices,
space is at a premium.

Over the period, staff numbers had increased from 36.5 staff to 44.5.

Reliance on short-term contract staff to deliver some scheme work together with high levels
of turnover of such staff increases the likelihood of poorer quality work output, exposing
Teagasc to an increasing threat of/amount of litigation.

Many of those the PRP met with raised concerns over the reliance on temporary staff to fill
long-term posts; poor cover for sick leave and maternity leave as is it getting harder to
secure temporary staff.

There is no tillage advisor assigned to the Navan office although there is a lot of tillage in
County Meath. The Drogheda office does not have an ASSAP advisor.

Some frustration was raised about training temporary advisors who are recruited to service
various scheme demands. Unsurprisingly, some temporary advisors work out better than
others and need less support whereas the experience with others is the opposite.
However, there was no suggestion that this frustration was widespread.

The PRP heard from advisors, admin staff and the farmers that the PRP met with that more
advisory and admin personnel were needed in the region. Specifics that were mentioned
included advice around potatoes, with a horticulture discussion group and the benefits of
being able to speak to someone when contacting a Teagasc office.

The PRP heard about increased advisory/admin workload which traditionally occurred in
the spring but now it went right across the summer with advisors dealing with KT groups
and schemes such as REAP, AETS, ACRES.
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Robustness & Sustainability

The PRP learned that the Business Planning Process is the main tool used to help the
region keep focused on servicing clients. Different segments of clients have different
expectations with dairy farmers being more demanding. This latter point is reinforced by
the findings of the Net-Promoter-Score based survey of clients which show high levels of
satisfaction with the service provided by the region.

The regional leadership was nervous about actively promoting impending schemes such
as ACRES as they recognised that they don’t have the scale of resources that they need
for this

The Signpost Programme, with a dedicated communication and technical specialist, is
getting clear messages out to farmers. The overarching challenge for Teagasc is how to
provide both a technical and scheme programme. Notwithstanding the constraints,
Teagasc can provide trainings, support and consistent messaging.

The PRP heard about how the specialist team had driven a programme around
regenerative agriculture, minimum till/no till. An opportunity for EIP funding was identified
to resource the challenge/opportunity and a successful application was submitted. This
resulted in funding for three key people — an advisor, researcher and technician. There is
a lot of interest in conversion to these systems. Dealing with black grass is another
opportunity.

The PRP were informed that as a rule After Action Reviews of events are not carried out
as the key metric for the region appears to be numbers attending the event.

Focusing on events, the feedback the PRP received was that they work best when the local
advisor is front and centre of the event with the specialists in support.

There is concern that with staff working under pressure meeting various scheme deadlines,
they are understandably more likely to make mistakes. Moreover, the terms and conditions
of schemes often change during planning process which also increases the risk of
mistakes.

Feedback from the Net Promoter Score (NPS)-based survey of the client satisfaction with
the regional advisory service indicated that the cohort of clients that the region should target
to improve overall satisfaction levels in the future (those identified as ‘passives’ by the
survey) wanted more contact/farm visits and for the service to be more proactive in
addressing their needs. Those clients also identified that the support & advice needs to be
more helpful; they require more/diverse/variety of information, and better value for money
from the service. This group also reported that they would like advice to be more specific
to their farms and that there should be more advisors who were accessible and responsive.
Digging a little deeper statistical analysis of the survey results confirmed that clients who
frequently or occasionally interact with Teagasc through any of our advisor contact
channels (text messages, WhatsApp, email, videos, radio, website, publications, events,
podcasts, farm walks) score Teagasc service more highly. Also, older clients and sheep
and tillage clients score the service higher. Conversely, Teagasc service is given a lower
score from those clients who rarely or never use these channels, are younger and are dairy
farmers.

A workshop reflecting on the NPS-based survey findings, and held in advance of the
regional review, identified four possible actions that the region could undertake based on
ease of implementation and extent of impact. These actions included 1) the idea of live
monitoring of clients to identify those who hadn’t been recently proactively contacted by
Teagasc was identified as likely having a high impact while also being easy to implement.
2) Increasing the number of WhatsApp or broadcast group information and contacts was
viewed as having high impact and easy to implement. Critically, the communication should
be personalised as being from advisors, rather than the region. 3) A longer-term action

10
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that would be easy to implement but would have lower impact would be to ensure each
advisor has an iPad or similar device to ensure that they had information to hand to address
guestions when they met clients. This would improve advisors responsiveness to client
questions. 4) Reducing the administrative burden around the programmatic element of the
advisory service, which would free up time for adminstrators to support technical
development activities with clients was considered as being difficult to implement and
having low (indirect) impact.

=  When asked about the actions that could be taken to respond to the findings of the NPS-
based survey of client satisfaction, the regional leadership remarked that staff were already
overworked and might not be able to take on any other actions. Relatedly and more
generally, it was also revealed that some staff don’t even take all the annual leave they are
entitled to due to workload.

= In advance of the regional review, a workshop was held to reflect on the experience in the
region of delivering grassland management courses for derogation clients, and to make
suggestions for the future delivery of such courses. The grass management courses are a
mandatory requirement from the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM)
if farmers wish to avail of derogation. The workshop was carried out as an After-Action
Review (AAR). Workshop feedback identified the following improvements that could be
made to the courses:

o the course at six-hours is probably too long. Consideration should be given to
shortening it to maybe one hour online and 2 hours for discussion group/on farm.
This is especially the case for dairy farmers who would have had prior exposure to
much of the information. For drystock farmers, perhaps more time is needed than
the shortened time length of the course suggested for dairy farmers

o For drystock participants perhaps a simple message should be developed for them
rather than pushing the full model of grass management (roadways etc) at them.
Doing the latter might be counterproductive and actually turn them off the key
lessons/messages they need to take from the training. A specific drystock module
might be needed.

o Farmers should be given credit for completing the course. This might take the form
of payment or recognition for completing the course. For example, could
credit/accreditation for completing the course be used to give farmers priority
access to DAFM programmes, e.g. ACRES. Participants gave the example of
Health & Safety training for which farmers receive a certificate, which is needed for
TAMS (Targeted Agricultural Modernisation Scheme).

o Perhaps a six-hour course couldn’t be accredited but maybe it could be counted
as a module in a broader piece of training.

o The administration associated with the courses needs to be simplified as it is a
significant burden. Perhaps administrators should be asked to suggest the best
approach to administer these courses?

= The PRP heard how the regional staff are conscious of the need to encourage younger
more progressive clients, to work with Teagasc on a more developmental level.
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Recommendations

Management & Organisational Capability

P/O

1.

A review of the types and extent of ‘hand-holding’ of clients should be undertaken
with a view to reducing the unnecessary demand on Admin and Advisory staff time.

2.

Teagasc should explore the extension of client information (e.g. age, presence of
successor, client payments due etc) that might be included on the CRM system in
order to help in the better targeting of services, and to support the work of Advisors
and Admin staff.

Remote access to CRM should be considered for advisers to enable them to access
and update client information and document recommendations/outcomes as “One
and Done” while with the client on farm. E-File of client data should be explored.

Teagasc should explore how other customer-facing businesses with sensitive
information, for example the banks, address their customer relationship tasks,
supporting IT and processes and how those insight could be applied to Teagasc
advisory services.

2.

Productivity and Quality of Service Delivery in the Region

This criteria has two subcategories: productivity and quality of service delivery.

Productivity

As outlined in the Programme Description and Self-Assessment document produced by
the region, and confirmed during discussion, the region uses a broad suite of delivery
methods to advise and support clients and the wider farming population.

There is a steady demand for part time education courses. These are being serviced by
two additional temporary staff. Overall, the demand for education is high driven by financial
incentives for trained young farmers

The PRP received wide-ranging interaction and feedback from both regional staff and the
farmer panel about discussion groups. First, discussion group advisor should not have to
spend so much time dealing with DAFM queries but rather be able to spend more time
giving technical advice. Second, for sheep farmers, although discussion groups were
working well, there were very few young people coming through into groups. Third, the
PRP heard that some young farmers struggle to get into a group. In addition, there is not
always a proactive culture of young farmers being asked to join an existing group. Fourth,
a clear message needs to get out that you don’t necessarily have to own the farm to join a
discussion group. Finally, there are no horticulture discussion groups in the region.
Discussion Groups are an opportunity to keep in touch with committed farmers and young
trained farmers should be targeted to participate in discussion groups.

New schemes such as ACRES could be seen as either an opportunity or a threat to the
existing service.

The Review Panel heard that Teagasc provides two services to clients — technical advice
and scheme support. But based on what they heard, the panel are concerned that the
increasing demands for scheme support is crowding out the possibility for technical
services for clients

Some farmers in the region are availing of technical advisory support from Merchants and
Agricultural Consultants (e.g. commercial agronomy advice to tillage farmers) who,
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compared to Teagasc advisors, are often on farm more frequently and at critical times of
the year (e.g. Spring).

Regional staff are aware that low return drystock and older or part-time farming mean less
interest in farm development and many of the drystock farmers have a high level of
dependency on schemes for their livelihoods.

Quality of Service Delivery

The PRP learned that overall, discussion groups were not working as well as they could
be for the drystock sector. Even with the previous KT scheme funded discussion groups,
members turned up for the money rather than (or at least as much as) for learning
opportunities.

The regional staff have a clear vision for the advisory service, which is that they need to be
out meeting with farmers. In addition, the habit of sitting behind a desk needs to be broken.
Many advisory staff are frustrated that they are not out visiting farms as much as they think
they should be.

The PRP heard that some advisory staff seem to have been able to make the time to be
out on farms more, although their colleagues are not sure how they have been able to
organise this. One explanation preferred was that maybe those advisors had extricated
themselves from ‘client handholding’. Perhaps a key change that is needed is a mindset
change in terms of what a good advisor/client relationship should look like.

The PRP was concerned to hear feedback that there was a disconnect between the
technical programme that the specialists design and its implementation on the ground in
the region. The merit of co-design was raised.

The PRP heard that the specialist service was putting a lot of effort into demonstration farm
programmes which have their own cadre of specialists attached. However, a problem with
this is the disconnect that might emerge between local advisors and the demonstration
events in that sometimes the local advisor, for a variety of reasons, won’t necessarily be in
a position to promote/participate at demonstration farm/events. Ways to ensure the
opportunity for such participation need to be considered.

The PRP were appraised of two Innovation Case Studies which the Region had included
in its Programme Description & Self-Assessment document it provided to the panel.

o The first case study focused on the Teagasc O’Moore Group EIP. This long
established knowledge transfer discussion group has been very successful at
improving on-farm efficiencies and had made huge performance gains in areas
such as grassland management, herd health, animal genetics, farm output and
cost efficiencies. The group now had a great appetite to place a concentrated focus
on making environmental improvements. This led to an application for EIP funding
to improve biodiversity while maintaining herd health. While the current EIP
provides a snapshot of the level of biodiversity on dairy farms in Laois, additional
project funding/duration would allow for an analysis of the long-term impact of the
changes in management.

o The second case study, the Cooley Sheep Breeders Show and Sale led to an
improvement in sale prices achieved, establishment of a producer group, helped
build relationships after Foot and Mouth in 2001, created new pride and
awarenesss for local farmers in their livestock and community and generated a lot
of goodwill towards Teagasc and client numbers have increased in the area. Many
younger farmers got involved in mountain sheep farming due to the success of the
group.

A programme to promote habitats for Hen Harriers in the Slieve Bloom mountains on the
Laois-Offaly border garnered a lot of farmer support. This programme and others focusing
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on commonage/mountain areas such as the Cooley and Dublin mountains in addition to
the Slieve Blooms, will be a particular focus of the Cooperation measure in the forthcoming
ACRES environmental scheme, and offer an innovative way to engage with farmers.

Recommendations

Productivity & Quality of Service Delivery P/O

1. | An adaptable, easy to use reflection process, such as an After Action Review,
should be regularly used to draw out the learning from events, programmes and P
other regional activities. Training could be provided by Teagasc’s Evaluation Unit.
2. | Opportunities for more interaction and the co-design of programmes/events =
between the region and specialists should be encouraged.
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3.

Relevance and Impact in the Region

This criteria has three subcategories: programme relevance, knowledge transfer and reputation.

Programme relevance

The high proportion of farmers in the region who are Teagasc clients is clear evidence of
the relevance of the region’s programmes to them.

The PRP heard the view that sometimes there is conflicting advice coming from Teagasc.
A good advisor should just present the information and options to the farmer and let the
farmer decide.

To produce credible & useable evidence of changes (i.e. impact) among the client base at
regional level, the PRP suggest the gathering of data from some or all of the following
sources on a pilot basis: ICBF, Pasture Base, Profit Monitor, Bord Bia, Nutrient
Management Plans, EPA Water quality maps.

The PRP was encouraged to hear about the opportunities for agriculture in the region as
identified by those they met with. First, as world population grows and more countries
develop and have more income and produce larger middle classes, the demand for food
will continue to grow which should increase prices. Second, farming is a tool for climate
adaption and positive action, rather than a threat. Thirds, various programmes and
schemes such as the Rural Development Programme ACRES, Young Farmer Scheme,
National Reserve, Ecoschemes, Carbon Navigator, TAMS and EIPs all bring opportunity
to farmers to benefit financially.

Knowledge Transfer

The PRP heard from farmers that they want more financial management support, yet there
is a big drop in eprofit monitors from 28% to 11% over the period 2012 — 2021. The PRP
also heard that clients are ‘doing’ management accounts but it is not clear who is doing
them for the clients, or if they’re annual retrospective. From a regional perspective, the
thinking is that more farmers need to be doing profit monitors but it is not clear that farmers
want that. Moreover, eprofit monitors are not covered in the Green Cert.

The PRP heard that farmers are adopting LESS (Low Emission Slurry Spreading) but there
isn’t as big a take up of Protected Urea, but the reasons why not are not clear. However,
there appears to be a lack of clear objective data on either of these issues at a local level.
The PRP questioned whether information on the use of LESS, for example, could be
inputted into the CRM system by advisors in order to generate this objective data.

There were varying reports of satisfaction with the Green Cert. For some, it was suitable
for their farming enterprise. For others, it was considered very worthwhile. For all, the
practical part of the Green Cert was considered the best part of it.

Reputation

The PRP were concerned to receive feedback that due excess workload, some regional
staff were increasingly anxious about the possibility of making mistakes with scheme
applications/reports, which might end in litigation and reputational damage for Teagasc.
The likelihood of litigation increases as schemes become more complex, in particular
around farm partnerships, joint herd numbers, derogations, TAMS and ACRES. In
addition, this work is completed under pressure. This is adding to stress among staff.

It was very clear to the PRP from all of the regional staff they met and from the farmer
panel that the Teagasc-client relations is built on mutual respect. and that Teagasc is seen
as a one shop stop for a variety of farmer needs.
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The suggestion was made that the more research needs to be done on the benefits of
mixed grazing of cattle and sheep which both improves the quality of the grassland and
leads to less health problems in animals.

The PRP heard that Teagasc needs to provide several clear messages. First, that the
solution to climate change is technical change on farms. Second, you cannot really
separate technical service from scheme support. Third, Teagasc needs to change the
narrative that advisors are so busy at scheme work that farmers are reluctant to interrupt
them. Rather the message should be that although advisors are busy, please call them.
The PRP heard examples of how active promotional work on the ground by advisors were
instrumental in generating the positive receptiveness of both AETS participants (paid to
attend) and Derogation participants (mandatory to attend) to the modules on water/quality.
This showed the ability of Teagasc to bring farmers along with them.

It appears that an initiative around an Alumni Discussion Group idea for the region didn’t
work as it was difficult to get sufficient critical mass to sustain it. Nevertheless, it is
important to try to find ways of proactively keeping in touch with Green Cert graduates and

build relationships with them as they are likely the Teagasc clients of the future.

Recommendations

Relevance and Impact

P/O

1.

In order to produce credible & useable evidence of on-farm changes (i.e. impact)
among the client base at regional level, a pilot should be implemented with data
gathered from some or all of the following sources: ICBF, Pasture Base, Profit
Monitor, Bord Bia, Nutrient Management Plans, EPA Water quality maps.

Clear, consistent messages need to be developed about the key role of technical
change on farms in achieving climate change targets; that increasingly technical
services cannot really be separated from scheme support and, that although
advisors are busy with scheme work particularly at certain times of the year, clients
should not feel hesitant to get in touch with their advisors.

Given the escalating time demands and pressure on advisors and administrative
staff from delivering a technical service and increasing number of schemes,
Teagasc should review its advisor model and devise a model which takes account
of the reality of these escalating demands.

Teagasc should explore innovative ways of proactively keeping in touch with Green
Cert Graduates from the region.

Recognising the desire in the region to increase the use of eprofit monitors by
clients, consideration should be given to a review of the eprofit monitor with the aim
of optimising its use. Related training and delivery of a project, completing it for the
client’s farm/an enterprise should be included in the Green Cert
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Appendix 1 Advisory Regional Review Panel

Function / Role

Name

Chair

Carmel Fox is a retired rural development professional,
farmer; former CEO Ballyhoura Development CLG,
Teagasc Socio Economic Specialist and Advisor, Member
of the Teagasc Authority and the Commission for the
Economic Development of Rural Areas. She is a member
of an EIP Operating Group, Chairperson of Gorta CLG and
of Tipperary Town Revitalisation Task Force, a Director of
social enterprises e.g. CareBright and an RDS Honorary
Life Member

Farmer stakeholder

Frank O’Brien has been an organic farmer for over 20
years producing beef, sheep and oats having previously
been involved in mushroom farming. During this time he
has hosted numerous organic events and open days in
conjunction with Teagasc and the Organic Trust. Having
been a member of both a sheep and beef discussion
group, his farm was used as host farm for those who
attended last year's Teagasc acres course in Tullamore.

Industry stakeholder

Susan Maher holds an Honours Bachelor degree in
Agricultural Science (UCD) & has 23 years banking
experience as an agri-underwriter & agri-business
developer. She joined Bank of Ireland in 2013 as Regional
Agri Development Manager. QFA, ASA Treasurer, co-
Treasurer of Dairy Women Ireland and a member of the
Finance sub-committee of the Board of ICBF.

Independent Teagasc
Representative & Secretariat

Dr Kevin Heanue Teagasc’s Evaluation Officer, leads the
development of an evaluation culture in Teagasc through
the cyclical evaluation of its research programmes,
extension activities and once-off evaluations of
organisational activities and functions. He provides a
secretariat to the Peer Review Panel.
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Appendix 2  Advisory Regional Review High Level Evaluation Criteria

1. Management and Organisational Capability

Management and Organisational Capability refers to the coordination and administration of
activities in the Region. The focus in this area includes how the organisation structure in place
supports programme delivery, communication between staff and management (including staff in a
coordinating role), the extent to which staff feel that their role is well defined, the scope for them to
develop professionally and personally while contributing to programme objectives. How well
regional objectives, resources, activities, and outputs are communicated internally and externally.

The Region’s capacity to plan for and respond to present and future challenges. Included in this
are resources, expertise, and strategy in place. The strengths, opportunities, threats and
weaknesses of the Region are taken into account.

2. Productivity and Service Delivery

Productivity reflects the relationship between input and output. Output should always be judged in
relation to the mission and resources of Teagasc and the Region and the needs of the customer.
When looking at productivity, a verdict is usually quantitative in nature. In this case the list will
include metrics such as client numbers, visits, discussion groups, meetings held, Teagasc eProfit
Monitors, derogations, farm plans and so on. The panel are asked to include other forms of
(qualitative) information in their assessment. The suitability of service delivery methods to customer
needs and regional resources should also be assessed.

3. Relevance and impact

Relevance and Impact refer to how well the services delivered by the regional staff are aligned to
national Advisory and Education Programme priorities, and the needs of the region’s customers.
The extent to which staff from the Region collaborate with community actors is also relevant in this
context. The extent to which customers have improved their economic activities resulting from
interaction with Teagasc is relevant, if this information is available. Feedback from customers and
stakeholders gives an insight to the Region’s reputation with stakeholders and customers.
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Advisory Regional Review High Level Evaluation Criteria

Review of Laois-Kildare-Meath-Louth-Dublin Advisory Region 2022

Action Plan for Implementation of Recommendations

Date: 15" September 2023

Submit to: Dr. Stan Lalor, Director of Knowledge Transfer; Tom Curran, Head of Advisory Service.
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This action plan outlines the priority and ordinary recommendations from the report on the Laois-Kildare-Meath-Louth-Dublin Advisory Region Review
2022. To complete this action plan please specify the actions to be taken, if any, to implement the recommendations outlined, allocate responsibility
for these actions and set a target date by which the recommendation is to be implemented.

1. Recommendations for Management & Organisational Capacity

businesses with sensitive information, for example the
banks, address their customer relationship tasks, supporting
IT and processes and how those insight could be applied to
Teagasc advisory services.

businesses

No. | Priority Recommendation Actions to be taken Person Date for
or responsible completion
ordinary
1 P A review of the types and extent of ‘hand-holding’ of clients | Consult with advisors on this Regional Nov 2023
should be undertaken with a view to reducing the | jssue Manager
unnecessary demand on Admin and Advisory staff time.
2 P Teagasc should explore the extension of client information | Upgrade of CRM, training of Director of KT | ongoing
(e.g. age, presence of successor, client payment due, etc) | staff on CRM and Head of
that might be included on the CRM system in order to help in Advisory
the better targeting of services, and to support the work of Service
Advisors and Admin staff.
3 P Remote access to CRM should be considered for advisers to | Upgrade of CRM, training of Director of KT | ongoing
enable them to access and update client information and | staff on CRM and Head of
document recommendations/outcomes as “One and Done” Advi;ory
while with the client on farm. E-File of client data should be Service
explored.
4 @) Teagasc should explore how other customer-facing | Study of other customer-facing | ICT ongoing
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2. Recommendations for Productivity and Quality of Service Delivery
No. | Priority Recommendation Actions to be taken Person Date for
or responsible | completion
ordinary
1 P An adaptable, easy to use reflection process, such as an | Discuss with Evaluation Officer | Regional Nov23
After Action Review, should be regularly used to draw out the Manager and
learning from events, programmes and other regional Evaluation
S(;til;ntles.Tralmng could be provided by Teagasc’s Evaluation officer, Head
' of Advisory
Service,
Director of KT
2 P Opportunities for more interaction and the co-design of | Discussions between head of Head of ongoing
programmes/events between the region and specialists | KT and specialist service Advisory
should be encouraged. Service
Director of
KT, Heads of
Department,
specialists

21




Laois-Kildare-Meath-Louth-Dublin Advisory Regional Review 2022

3. Recommendations for Relevance and Impact

No. | Priority or Recommendation Actions to be taken Person Date for
ordinary Responsible | Completion
1 P In order to produce credible & useable evidence of on-farm | Plan for study programme | Head of End of 2023
changes (i.e. impact) among the client base at regional level, a pilot | using data as described advisory
should be implemented with data gathered from some or all of the Service,
following sources: ICBF, Pasture Base, Profit Monitor, Bord Bia, Director of KT
Nutrient Management Plans, EPA Water quality maps. and specialist
service
2 P Clear, consistent messages need to be developed about the key | Review of activities of Head of End of 2023
role of technical change on farms in achieving climate change | advisory service advisory
targets; that increasingly technical services cannot really be service and
separated from scheme support and, that although advisors are Director of
busy with scheme work, particularly at certain times of the year, KT, Regional
clients should not feel hesitant to get in touch with their advisors. Managers
3 P Given the escalating time demands and pressure on advisors and | Review took place this Head of End of 2023
administrative staff from delivering a technical service and | summer among Regional | advisory
increasing number of schemes, Teagasc should review its advisor Managers, outcomes to service and
model and devise a model which takes account of the reality of be assessed Director of
these escalating demands. KT,
4 @) Teagasc should explore innovative ways of proactively keeping in | Study with advisors of Regional ongoing
touch with Green Cert Graduates from the region. what is possible Manager and
advisors
5 @) Recognising the desire in the region to increase the use of eprofit | Examine potential Financial End of 2023
monitors by clients, consideration should be given to a review of | changes to increase use specialists
the eprofit monitor with the aim of optimising its use. Related | ¢ profit monitors
training and delivery of a project, completing it for the client's
farm/an enterprise, should be included in the Green Cert
End
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