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Adding lalue to Rural Business

- Farm Business
Advice Service

Questions Answered, Lessons Learned

Introduced as part of the government s Action Plan for Farming,

its objectives are primarily to signpost farmers to specialist areas of
advice and to provide an action plan for the business - derived from a
review of objectives, resources and basic analysis of strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT).

Experience to Date

Whilst we have seen a broad range of
businesses, generally they appear to be

in reasonable form in terms of equity,
especially when off-balance sheet assets are
included. Viability is the problem and
frequently family demand on income
exceeds profits.

Those seen tend to demonstrate a good
level of technical performance and the
major issues often revolve around structure,
family and succession, alternative
enterprises and planning. Surprising are
the number of businesses which already

have an alternative source of income which

is not simply contracting.

One striking aspect is the large proportion
who would not have sought advice from an
outsider had it not been for the scheme.
This is both encouraging and worrying at
the same time. The message we continue
to emphasize is that successful businesses
take advice .

However to many farming businesses,
instructing a professional is still seen as
an admission of failure. One success that
this scheme should ensure is that more
businesses reap the benefits of external
advice, and will incorporate this into their
thinking and decision making in the
future.

JHWalter 1 Mint Lane, Lincoln LN1 1UD 01522 52

Co-operation is frequently an issue. There
is already a large amount of machinery
sharing taking place on an informal basis
by neighbouring farmers (a concept
sometimes termed parish farming ),
which tends to be carried out more on a

. bartering basis - many trying to minimise

cash outflows from their businesses.

. There are a number of larger concerns

considering the more formal routes of
partnership and co-operation. These
syndicates can be attractive, but few
appreciate the legal and tax consequences
of such structures. All underestimate the
personal management issues and the
compromises which will have to be made -
caveat emptor!

Development

Almost without exception, we found the
physical resources on farms which could
provide the basis for rural development.

However such opportunities are limited
by two main factors - location and
personal skills. Location isn t simply a
matter of population, but also of incomes
and living styles. Personal skill can be
developed, but attitudes may run deep,
and dealing with people is not always an
attribute that can be learned.

. There is frequently an absence within

farm business thinking of buying in skills

necessary to make a venture succeed
and there is generally an underestimate
of the costs and lead-in time any
development will take. This all said, we
have seen and will encourage a number
of potential developments, small and
large, assisted by the Rural Enterprise
Scheme. In addition the Vocational
Training Scheme will offer training in
new skills, often broader business
management skills to assist those looking
to diversify.

And Finally

In conclusion, the FBAS is proving to be
a more effective advisory tool than first
predicted. This is due to the efforts of
those providing the service to address
the issues at the heart of the business
and also the realistic aspirations of the
farmers concerned, given the limitations

of FBAS.

Not all the advice given may be agreed
with and in some cases there are a
number of sacred cows, which will take
time to overcome. However there can be
no doubt that the owners and managers
of the businesses seen will have gone
through a change in mindset and will be
assessing their options in a different
light had they not partaken in the FBAS.
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