	International Centre for the Uplands – Cumbria 

Sustainable Uplands Conference June 2006.


	[image: image1.jpg]






Reproduced with permission from a report published in The International Journal of Biodiversity Science and Management (2006) Vol 2 No. 3 Sapiens Publishing
Workshop Report Diversification, agriculture and rural strategy

Chair: Nancy Tweddell, Cumbria Rural Enterprise Agency

Presenter: Professor Melvyn Askew, Central Science Laboratory, York

Rapporteur: James Rebanks, Rural Regeneration Cumbria

INTRODUCTION

Diversification is a much maligned term usually used to mean adding value through introduction of new enterprises, or creating new products from existing enterprises. Much depends on the individual farm situation as to whether diversification is indeed the easy way to add value. Re-jigging the business may be an alternative, or even just marketing in a different way may suffice.

Developments need to be assessed in the light of Common Agricultural Policy reform which has changed the relationships between goods produced and the market place. Moreover, some plants/animals that have been in farming for many generations will take on new value, for example using the products of trees as valuable metabolites. Additionally, there might be opportunities for completely new crops or animal breeds or species. More traditional examples of diversification include ‘local branding’ opportunities, e.g. finishing lambs in the uplands and selling as speciality local branded meat joints.

The opportunities seem good but need careful consideration and, in some instances, a nationally coordinated approach for marketing. These same opportunities change the nature of the way farmers and growers have worked together in the past. In some instances the market may be small and the need may be to keep developments discrete and unpublicised. Conversely, there will be instances where committed partnership, as opposed to informal collaboration, will be needed. Whatever the development, the emphasis must be on retaining as much profitability and added value as possible prior to the farm gate or at least in the local rural economy.

A SCIENCE-LED APPROACH TO DIVERSIFICATION

Professor Melvyn Askew set the scene with a progressive vision of the options that were opening up for rural businesses in Cumbria. His scenario was of a radically different use of our land and our people through an intelligence-led (or science-led) approach to product development and marketing. His vision was of getting business people to look at the value hidden in our resources and unlocking it through innovative marketing and product development.

He highlighted the fact that ‘diversification’ was not about one or two ideas but about a whole suite of ideas and specialisms – by definition, diversification is often about not producing the things that everyone else produces.

He stressed that young people are probably the key to unlocking the potential of our resources, being more open to new ideas, more easily encouraged

through education, and less constrained by their economic heritage.

He pointed out that the reasons for an enterprise diversifying needed to be understood as a first step. If the move was because the business was in trouble or because everyone else was ‘doing it’ then the person diversifying was probably not likely to succeed, due to their own failings and shortcomings. The business case for diversification needs to be robust from the start; proper business planning is essential.

Good reasons for diversification include:

· Adding value to create income, e.g. use of wheat straw to produce a cosmetics product;

· Adding another string to a business – this can increase the stability of a business and make people’s lives more interesting, e.g. value added to crops by packaging and quality assurances in the pet food market;

· Exiting from industries in decline, like farming, but retaining income and lifestyle in place of origin.

· Business planning must answer certain crucial questions that include:

· Will the diversification simplify or complicate the business? If it complicates, think again or think carefully.

· Is diversification needed because the business person is the problem? If so, will the person fail again?

· Would it be better to do the current activity better rather than change to do something else?

· Rationalising and improving may be better options than changing tack.

BUSINESS OPTIONS

Professor Askew’s scenario offered variations on two choices: producing a commodity at a world commodity price, through cutting overheads; or targeting high-value specialised products and dominating the market. The choice might be whether to work cooperatively or independently.

Whatever option rural businesses choose to take they need to understand the changes in the light of new reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy – this means that the market place has changed. Planning for a business future to match the requirements

of the brave new world that is emerging may be especially significant in the uplands where non-traditional enterprises, like water management, amenity or wildlife preservation may be primary products, whilst traditional meats and co-products could become secondary.

An example of a new product might be wildflower meadow seed from land that is farmed less extensively. However, whatever farmers decide to sell, they should understand their resources, know their market potential and create linkages through the food chain – they should not grow the crop or animal then work out what to do with it. A good example of a sustainable enterprise might include use of metabolites from trees before producing energy from the remaining materials; or using grassland as a water manager and source of biorefining materials. Other examples might include using sheep’s wool as insulating material or as a speciality matrix for chemical filters.

Professor Askew highlighted the opportunities that local processing can produce through retaining a greater share of the added value. He suggested that we should all learn from supermarkets and use their ideas to our own best effect. He suggested packaging of lamb as ready-to-cook selections. 

He warned that some new opportunities were extremely limited and could quickly result in overkill and market collapse – short-rotation coppice, for example, has had some marked failures elsewhere as the market became over-saturated or demand ceased due to infrastructure. Later, some members of the discussion highlighted that the possibility of adverse environmental impact would also limit diversification in the uplands.

WORKSHOP DISCUSSION

Delegates responded to Professor’s Askew’s invitation to start a discussion with his ideas as a starting point. Some argued that there are many barriers to change that need to be understood including cultural, economic and geographic reasons. These barriers were cited as reasons for many of his ideas being likely to be of limited use in Cumbria, especially in the upland areas. Professor Askew disagreed and suggested that grass and trees were grossly under-utilised resources that were easily grown in the uplands but which currently delivered little margin of return for producers.

There was some criticism of a social and economic conservatism within the upland farming mindset. However, this conservatism was defended by others on the grounds that most innovations fail; minimising risk in ‘peasant’ economies is an art form where the failure to balance risk, until recent centuries, was punished by famine. Nevertheless, all agreed that new solutions were needed and innovators would be needed in the agricultural sector especially; where these innovators would come from was a point of interest. Some felt that incomers from outside agriculture brought experience and a freedom to their businesses that might enable them to progress with new ideas and products. One suggested that perhaps the role of the public sector was to take the risk of being the ‘early innovator’ and show what worked for others to follow when they could see the risk was acceptable. Others felt that the flow of information was poor and the knowledge of people like Professor Askew was somehow not linked up to the farming community. 

Most of the discussion members agreed that government policy needed to be longer term to allow plant investment in bodies like Research Councils to be more attractive to investors, instead of short-term subsidies that were not reliable enough for the private sector to bank on. Professor Askew finished with a robust challenge to ‘MTIs’ (Middle Tier Interferers) in government and other public sector organisations to get out of the way and let the scientists, farmers and investors innovate and prosper.

The Workshop concluded that there was no universal answer. Diversification is about a myriad of ideas and solutions.
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