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Abstract

Agricultural Advisory Services (AAS) have always had a central role to play at each juncture in agricultural 
development and innovation. A transition to sustainable agriculture requires an agri-advisory response 
which draws on the agency and knowledge of the farmer(s), is more tailored to a particular local context 
and encourages the sharing of knowledge and experimentation across farms in a landscape. Co-operatives, 
as collaborative, farmer-owned and embedded entities, would seem to be well placed to play a greater role 
in this evolving agri-advisory space. However, there would seem to be little recognition of the current or 
potential role of co-operatives in agri-advice either in academic literature or policy discourse. This paper 
explores the current agri-advisory offering of Irish dairy co-operatives and their potential to offer an enhanced 
collaborative and landscape-based offering. It concludes that many of the elements are in place for such 
an approach but there is a greater need to leverage this potential, appreciate the benefits and enable a more 
farmer-centred and tailored agri-advisory orientation in co-operatives.
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1. Introduction

Agriculture is seen as one of the significant contributors to greenhouse emissions and biodiversity degeneration 
(Malhi et al., 2021; Ortiz et al., 2021). The sector is being called upon to radically transform to reduce this 
environmental impact. At the same time, farming is facing economic and social sustainability challenges 
(Détang-Dessendre et al., 2018). With commodity price volatility, rising input costs (Loughrey et al., 2021), 
a relatively small proportion of consumers willing to pay higher prices for sustainably produced food (Zander 
and Feucht, 2018), retailer dominance and overall increased debt on farms (Läpple and Thorne, 2019), 
farmers face challenges in Ireland and across the world. Social sustainability challenges include an older 
demographic profile of farmers, particularly in Ireland and many EU countries (European Commission, 
2021°,b), an increasingly negative public narrative towards farming (in particular dairy farming) and stress 
levels arising from increased debt and workload (Leitheiser, 2022; Pilgeram, 2011). Hence, farming is 
pressurised, with little time or resources for the necessary reflection, research and experimentation required 
for a transition to sustainable agriculture.

To effectively address these vulnerabilities, policy approaches to agricultural development must be different 
from the previous growth-driven policies. At EU level, key strategies including Farm to Fork and Biodiversity 
and Soil strategies (as part of Europe’s Green Deal) and CAP (2023-2027), aim to address the sustainability 
challenges within European food systems (European Commission, 2020; Department of Agriculture Food 
and the Marine, 2020). These policies promote a re-design of environmental programmes with a greater 
collaborative, landscape and results-based focus (Food Vision, 2030). It is recognised that Agricultural 
Advisory Service (AAS) will play a key role in the delivery of these policy and environmental programmes 
(Food Vision, 2030). However, to be effective in this role, AAS will need to become more farmer-centred 
(Ingram et al., 2019, 2022). Enabling this approach requires a more tailored, context-specific (O’Riordan, 2022) 
service that enables on-farm experimentation (Bijman and Hӧhler, 2023; Giagnocavo et al., 2022; Lamine 
et al., 2019; Pigford et al., 2018; Sutherland et al., 2014). It also requires a service that is not restrained or 
co-opted by the lock-ins of the broader food system (Leitheiser et al., 2022; Pigford et al., 2018).

As embedded farmer-owned organisations, co-operatives seem to have particular potential to contribute to this 
new agri-advice context. As the dairy sector is under the greatest environmental strain, this paper will focus 
on dairy co-operatives. We based our study in Ireland, as it has well-established dairy co-operatives with a 
variety of governance models and level of scale (Carroll et al., 2023; Hӧhler and Bijman, 2023). The paper 
explores the current agri-advisory offering from the dairy co-operatives, the extent to which co-operative 
agri-advice is designed for a transition to sustainable agriculture and the potential for the development of 
an increased collaborative and landscape-based agri-advisory service. The paper begins with a discussion 
on transitioning to sustainable agriculture, followed by an exploration of the role of AAS in this transition 
and the particular role of co-operatives. The paper then draws on a series of surveys and interviews with 
co-operatives, agri-advisors and farmers. The findings have relevance both within and beyond Ireland.

2. Transitioning to sustainable agriculture

It is now widely recognised that agriculture, particularly intensive agriculture, has an impact on climate 
change, biodiversity, air and water quality (Malhi et al., 2021; Ortiz et al., 2021). This agricultural system 
is not easily transformed, with established supply chains, vested interests and long standing mindsets and 
norms (Bijman and Höhler, 2023; Leitheiser et al., 2022; McCarthy et al., 2012). Drawing on transition 
theory, Bijman and Höhler (2023) highlight that such entrenched systems, labeled as regimes (Geels, 2005), 
change slowly and significant transitions are usually only achieved through niche entrepreneurial innovations 
or through systemic pressure such as war, climate change, economic crisis, and so on, which create space 
for niche or interstitial (Wright, 2012) innovations.
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Applying this thinking to the agri-food sector, Bijman and Hӧhler (2023), drawing on Sutherland et al. 
(2014) and Lamine et al. (2019), argue for the importance of on-farm experimentation, collaboration and 
dialogue between multiple stakeholders. They also highlight the importance of a contextual response. In fact, 
on-farm experimentation, dialogue and networking all require a contextual framing. Otherwise, attempts 
at transitioning remain abstract (Antweiler, 1998). In addition, biodiversity, water and air quality are all 
rooted in a geographical context. Hence, the societal enabling mechanisms (experimentation, dialogue and 
networking) and the environmental indicators of sustainability (biodiversity, air, water quality and so on) 
both require a geographical grounding. This aligns with the thinking of sustainability transition researchers 
in a Sustainability Transitions Research Network (STRN), who point to the importance of experimentation, 
situated attempts at transition and the interventions of intermediaries. Co-operatives have been highlighted 
as one such intermediary (Bijman and Höhler, 2023; Groot-Kormelinch et al., 2022; Iyabano et al., 2022).

This helps to explain the increasing recognition of the importance of landscape-based approaches across 
the literature, policy and practice in the transition to greater sustainability in agriculture. This focus on 
landscape approaches to land management and environmental challenges has also emerged because sectoral 
or high-level approaches have had limited success (Arts et al., 2017). A landscape approach can be defined as 
a “framework to integrate policy and practice for multiple land-uses, within a given area, to ensure equitable 
and sustainable use of land while strengthening measures to mitigate and adapt to climate change” (Reed 
et al., 2015: p. 3). It integrates existing interventions and multi-stakeholders to simultaneously meet regional 
environmental and socio-economic challenges (Minang et al., 2015; Sayer et al., 2013). Landscape within this 
context is generally geographically bound while conceptualised in various ways such as a political district, 
river basin, economic market, ecologically protected area or cultural heritage site (McGonigle et al., 2020).

Landscape approaches are attractive conceptually but challenging in practice (Vermunt et al., 2020). Key 
factors that hinder successful landscape practice are engagement from stakeholders, access to financial and 
data resources, and overall institutional governance (Sayer et al., 2013; Vermunt et al., 2020). Many stress 
the importance of ‘co-ordinating institutions’ (Arts et al., 2017; De Graaf et al., 2017; Kusters et al., 2020; 
O’Riordan et al., 2022; Vermunt, et al., 2020) and local institutional embeddedness (Sayer et al., 2013) along 
with stakeholder and institutional capability (Arts et al., 2017) for a sustained and successful landscape 
approach. Co-operatives, as embedded entities with stakeholder engagement, could have the potential to 
act as co-ordinating institutions within landscapes.

In addition to highlighting the role of co-ordination to the success of landscape approaches, emphasis is also 
put on the role of an “existing and functional” institutional framework (Reed et al., 2015). The co-operative, 
as an embedded entity, is one such existing institution with co-ordination ability and access to both farmers 
and community stakeholders. However, while co-operatives tend to be embedded and landscape based - a 
fact that enables them to play this co-ordinating institutional role - they may be less proficient in thinking and 
acting from a landscape perspective, as advocated by the Wageningen model (Arts et al., 2017). Arts et al 
(2017: p. 454) define this as, “the capacity to “think” landscape, not only to understand the natural-ecological 
characteristics of a landscape but also its socio-cultural identity and sense of place”. The productivist framing 
(Ingram et al., 2022) and traditional focus on commercial inputs (Ingram et al., 2022; Bijman and Höhler, 2023) 
may hinder co-operatives in adopting an orientation of ‘thinking landscape’. Farmer-centred agri-advisory 
services may offer a point of leverage for enabling landscape thinking at co-operative and farm level.

3. The role of AAS in transitioning to sustainable agriculture

AAS were first developed as an ‘extension’ service from universities in the late 1800s. This extension service 
emphasised transfer of knowledge from expert to farmer. Theoretical thinking around how knowledge and 
innovation in agriculture occurs has evolved, moving from the top-down linear innovation model towards 
an innovation systems perspective (Klerkx et al., 2012: p. 457).
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Adopting a systems perspective places a strong emphasis on mutual learning between various actors and a 
collective contribution to knowledge and innovation. While the Agricultural Knowledge Information System 
(AKIS) framework still acknowledges formal expertise, it also regards processes of knowledge exchange 
between agricultural stakeholders as imperative to sustaining innovation capacity. Thus, its emphasis is on 
this system of knowledge exchange and its linkages and feedback loops between knowledge actors, key 
being the user (farmer) decision maker (Anderson, 2008; Faure et al., 2018; Labarthe et al., 2013). Within 
the AKIS framework, a multitude of participatory and group-based agri-advisory service strategies have 
emerged globally (Black, 2000). However, even within this framework, it is recognised that, in AKIS, the 
farmer still plays a relatively passive role (Pigford et al., 2018; Sutherland et al., 2023).

To enable a transition to sustainable agriculture, the farmer needs to move from being a passive to an active 
agent in any agri-advisory model (Leitheiser et al., 2022; Pigford et al., 2018; Sutherland et al., 2023). Such 
active farmer agency requires a model which enables on-farm experimentation and encourages dialogue and 
collaboration between farmers and multiple stakeholders if it is to support farmers’ transition to sustainable 
agriculture (Bijman and Höhler, 2023). Sutherland et al. (2023) stress the importance of a micro-AKIS focus 
where learning is emerging from the situated context. While environmental programmes are now increasingly 
landscape and collaborative based, agri-advice is often delivered to the farmers on an individual basis rather 
than in a landscape context, which Ingram et al. (2022) suggest results in fragmented delivery and outcomes 
across Europe. While the central role of AKIS and AAS in enabling transition to sustainable agriculture is 
regarded as “absolutely essential” by the EU Soil Strategy for 2030 (2021: p. 13), less detail exists on what 
AKIS and AAS might look like in practice.

3.1 AKIS and AAS in Ireland

In this paper, the emphasis is on the advisory dimension of the AKIS and, specifically, the agri-advisory 
services provided by the agricultural co-operative sector to members. There were 135 037 farms in Ireland 
in 2021 (DAFM, 2022), 82% of which were reported to utilise formal advisory services (Power, 2019). 
Informal sources of advice and information are also important. A 2015 EU study found that interviewed 
farmers identified other farmers as a key informal source of advice and information, followed by farmers’ 
associations and agricultural consultants and advisors (European Commission, 2016).

Teagasc is Ireland’s public agri-advisory organisation and the national provider of advisory services (Teagasc, 
2020), with 250 advisors regionally based across 55 locations (Cawley et al., 2023; Maher, 2020). It has 
over 100 demonstration farms and has annual advisory contracts with over 4500 farms (Maher, 2020). In 
addition to Teagasc, 169 independent private advisory organisations exist in Ireland with circa 498 private 
advisors’ networks. It is estimated that Ireland has 10 000 professionals serving over 130 000 farms (Maher, 
2020). Private agri-advisors are a fast-growing feature of European AAS governance structures (Ingram 
et al., 2022; Knierim et al., 2017) including in Ireland (Dunne, 2019) and they have evolved to provide 
direct whole farm or technical advice, competing with and complementing the services of the public model 
(Prager and Thomson, 2014).

Ireland is viewed as having a strong and integrated AKIS system (Maher, 2020 (i2Connect); Prager and 
Thomson, 2014 (ProAKIS)) but will need to expand its scope to meet the needs of stakeholders and the 
objectives of EU climate change policies (Maher, 2020). Figure 1 illustrates the advisory sources within 
Ireland’s AKIS (Prager and Thomson, 2014) and the wide range of agricultural value chain actors (individuals 
and organisations), including knowledge users who contribute within the advisory dimension of the AKIS, 
essentially shaping the advisory culture of Irish agriculture.

The main advisory actors are categorised as Public Sector, Private Sector, Research and Education, Farming 
Based Organisations (FBOs), and other non-governmental organisations. ProAkis categorises co-operatives 
as private entities rather than as farmer-based organisations.
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Figure 1. Advisory services in European AKIS (PRO AKIS) Republic of Ireland. Source: Proakis country 
reports inventory of the AKIS and advisory services in the EU 27.

Knierim et al. (2015: p. 33) also categorised Irish co-operatives within the AKIS as being in the private 
sector, stating that:

“In Ireland, for example, cooperatives would intuitively be classified as farmer-based organisations, 
but due to their commercial nature they are mostly private sector organisations”.

Although economic activities are a core feature of co-operatives, creating a commercial/private dimension, 
the values upon which co-operative business models are based suggest a distinctive economic identity that 
differentiates co-operatives from other private sector actors within the AKIS. For example, member economic 
participation and education and training of members are unique principles of the co-operative model. Hence, 
an agri-advice function is central to the purpose of agricultural co-operatives. The academic and institutional 
literature discussing Ireland’s AKIS and their/its contributions to the advisory system does not appear to 
take these characteristics of co-operative structure into account.
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In a recent report on the contemporary agri-advice sector in Ireland, co-operatives are not mentioned and 
are implicitly grouped with other private advisors (Power, 2019). In an historical analysis of agri-advice in 
Ireland, co-operatives are only tangentially mentioned (Ó Fathartaigh, 2021). The framing of co-operatives 
as either private entities or marginal players in AKIS would seem to be a missed opportunity to fully leverage 
their potential.

The national AKIS map tells us little of what happens at the microAKIS levels. This creates a gap when 
we confine our discussions at a national level. There is now increasing recognition of the importance of 
consideration of the microAKIS of the individual farm situated within a social context (Madureira et al., 
2021; Sutherland et al., 2022). While co-operatives have a role to play in enabling the microAKIS systems 
(Sutherland et al., 2022), it is noted that collaboration across a plurality of providers (public, private, 
co-operative) and knowledge sources (formal and informal) is central to microAKIS (Madureira et al., 2021).

3.2 AAS and co-operatives

In Ireland, although processing (dairy) and sales (livestock) are the principal activities of agricultural 
co-operatives, they are also involved in other activities (for example, grain purchase and processing, farm 
input sales, auctioneering) (Carroll et al., 2023; Cogeca, 2014). An estimated 98% of milk processing is 
carried out by agricultural co-operatives, while the livestock marts manage 66% of the throughput of live 
animals (Cogeca, 2014). The sector has a combined membership of 87 433 (Dairy 71%; Livestock 29%) 
and combined employment numbers of over 40 000 (ICOS, 2020).

Despite the extensive reach of Ireland’s agricultural co-operatives as farmer-owned organisations, and their 
close connection to farmers, Durić et al. (2019: p. 102) note that the sector “… does not play an important 
role in the distribution of advisory services”.

This deserves further exploration. Co-operatives, as collaborative, landscape-based organisations with 
long-standing advisory functions, could have the potential to meet the environmental., economic and societal 
challenges facing farming and help to deliver on the new agri-environmental and climate measures (AECM) 
in CAP (2023-2027). Given their local presence and farmer membership, they have the ability to gather 
and map data on a regional level to enable landscape approach projects. Their co-operative governance 
structure enables the collective implementation of such projects. However, as pointed out earlier, although 
the focus is increasingly on the role of co-operation in policy and political narrative, the real and tangible 
co-operative infrastructure is missing from much of the narrative. Hence, this paper explores the type and 
nature of agri-advice that is currently offered by agricultural co-operatives and investigates how this could 
be further leveraged for the benefit of Irish farming, rural economies and the environment.

De Herde (2019, 2023) has highlighted a number of lock-ins that focus on mindsets and norms of dairy 
intensification, along with substantial sunk investments, which lock both the dairy co-operative and the farmer 
into on-going intensification and shapes the agri-advice offered by co-operatives. Some call for a shift in 
orientation in co-operatives from providing ‘production-orientated to more holistic advice’ (Ingram et al., 
2022) and a shift from being a supplier of commodity inputs to sustainability inputs (Bijman and Höhler, 
2023). Our study explores orientation of the agri-advice offered in Irish dairy co-operatives.

4. The study and methods

This study explores the role of Irish dairy co-operatives in the provision of agri-advice, in terms of both 
content and delivery, and the extent to which this agri-advice holds potential to enable a transition to 
sustainable agriculture. This is explored by investigating the extent to which co-operative agri-advice is 
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structured to enable farmer dialogue, encourages on-farm experimentation, draws on collaborations with 
external stakeholders and is landscape-based. The study is focused on three research questions:

(1)	 What is the content and delivery of agri-advice services offered in dairy co-operatives?
(2)	 	To what extent is this agri-advice structured to enable a transition to sustainable agriculture?
(3)	 	What is the potential for enhancing the agri-advisory service in dairy co-operatives?

The research adopts a mixed method approach carried out in 3 stages: firstly, a survey of Irish dairy 
co-operatives, secondly, a survey with young dairy farmers and thirdly, interviews with key witnesses 
within the sector.

4.1 Stage 1

A survey with Irish dairy co-operatives focused on the content, delivery and future concerns of agri-advisory 
services in co-operatives, and was completed by key witnesses who were familiar with the co-operative’s 
advisory offering. These ranged from the CEO in smaller co-operatives to operational managers in the larger 
co-operatives. The surveys were sent to 21 co-operatives and were completed by 14 co-operatives. Table 1 
outlines the respondent co-operatives.

Each category of co-operative is represented in the survey responses which gives a good basis to discuss 
AAS across the dairy co-ops.

Table 1. Dairy co-ops: survey responses by categorisation 
Co-op 
category 

Asset size 
(total assets 
less current 
liabilities €) 
(2019 ICOS 
returns)

Operational 
focus

Structural 
orientation

Geographic 
spread of 
operations

Geographic 
spread of 
membership 
base

Survey 
responses 

Very large 
Co-operatives 

>2 billion Own processing 
of dairy and 
manufacture of 
related dairy and 
food products

Part PLC/global Global Very large, 
with some 
fragmentation 

1

Large 
Co-operatives 

<500 million Own processing 
of dairy and 
manufacture of 
related dairy and 
food products

Merger and 
organic growth 

National and 
UK

Large 3

Medium <60 million Own processing 
of dairy

Primarily 
organic growth 

Local Small and 
embedded

2

Small 
co-operatives 

<15 million Limited or no 
processing

Remained small Local Small and 
embedded

3

Co-ops that 
operate as part 
of a federated 
structure

n/a Own processing 
of dairy and other 
products. 

Federation Global and 
local 

Small and 
embedded 

5
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4.2. Stage 2

A second survey was carried out with young dairy farmers ranging in age from 19 to 25. The sample was 
chosen from students of the BSc in Agricultural Science at University College Cork (UCC) who come from 
dairy farms. These students are active farmers and most plan on taking over the farming operation on their 
family farms. This survey focused on their farm’s use of agri-advice services and their perspective of their 
needs into the future as dairy farmers.

Four farmers who are experimenting with environmental measures on their dairy farms were also interviewed. 
These farmers ranged in herd size from 90 to 350 cows. Snowball sampling was chosen in the selection of 
these farmers.

4.3. Stage 3

Finally, one-to one interviews were carried out with key witnesses in a smaller sample of the surveyed 
co-operatives (ranging from the CEO in 1 small co-operative, a board member of a federated co-operative, 
an operations manager in a large co-operative); and other key stakeholders outside of dairy, including 
other co-operatives (2 Livestock Mart CEOs, advice personnel in Farm Development Co-operative (FDC), 
Irish Farm Accounts Co-operative (IFAC), a senior manager in Farm Relief Service (FRS Network), and 
development personnel in Cultivate).

We also interviewed key witnesses from the following organisations: Department of Agriculture, Food and 
Marine, Teagasc, EIP-Agri farmer participant, Local Development expert and an Agri-Tech expert. Purposive 
sampling (Mack et al., 2005) and snowball sampling was used. The sample was chosen to capture different 
perspectives from participants in AKIS who are outside the dairy co-operative system but have a development 
interest in co-operative agri-advisory services. The profile of research participants is presented in Table 2.

Prior to any data collection, ethical approval was obtained from the Social Research Ethics Committee at 
UCC (No. 2020-205). All co-operatives are anonymised in the presentation of findings.

4.4. Measures used

Orientation of agri-advice service

The survey presented a list of agri-advice services from which participants could choose as being offered 
in their co-operative. These were then categorised as sales (inputs), regulatory support (SDAS, Origin 
Green Programme) and farm development (farm level assessment and action planning, farm level 
efficiency/productivity practices and so on) type services. Whilst each dimension may be interrelated and 
leverage off one another, it is useful to think about each service relative to its core objective. For example, 
typically services with a sales component emphasise the features of a product or service and advice is given 
in the context of the product or service the buyer is receiving. On the other hand, advice linked to farm 
development services is more likely to be contextualised and tailored to the circumstances of the farmer and 
the needs of their enterprise, suggesting a more adaptable approach and interactive relationship. Such services 
are more likely to be co-created with the farmer, where the services emerge out of the farmer context and 
are more tailored to the development needs of the farm (Hockert and Ljun, 2009). A percentage weighting 
was applied to each category and, from this, the dominant orientation of the co-operative was calculated.

4.5. Study limitations

The research was carried out during the COVID 19 pandemic, during 2020 and 2021. It was not possible 
to carry out face to face interviews and hence most were carried out by telephone. Possibly face to face 
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Table 2. Profile of research participants
Research participants Profile Method Delivery Personnel interviewed/

surveyed 

Dairy co-operatives
Survey (n=14)
Interview (n=3)

Small (< €15 M*, n=3)
Medium (€15–60 M, n=2)
Large (€500 M–2 Bn, n=3)
Very large (>€2 Bn, n=1)
Federated (n=5)

Survey/
Interview

Online/Qualtrics
Telephone

CEOs, smaller co-ops
Operations/agri-advice 
function managers, 
larger co-ops 

Next generation dairy 
farmers (n=24) 

Age range 19–25 years
Gender one-third female

Survey Online/Qualtrics Students of the BSc 
Agricultural Science, 
University College 
Cork, Ireland. 

Dairy farmers who 
are involved in 
on-farm environmental 
experimentation (n=4) 

Dairy farmers with herd 
sizes ranging from 90–350 
cows

Interview Telephone 
interview

Dairy farmers 

Key witnesses connected 
with the sector
(n=5)

5 key witnesses Interview Telephone 
interview

1 from Government 
Department Food, 
Agriculture and Marine, 
Teagasc, EIP-Agri 
farmer participant, 
Local Development 
expert, Argi-Tech expert

Other co-operatives with 
a direct or indirect role in 
agri-advice provision

Farm Relief Services 
(FRS), Farm Development 
Co-operative (FDC), 
Irish Farm Accounts 
Co-operative (IFAC), 
Cultivate credit union agri-
loans and livestock mart

Survey/
Interview

Livestock 
Marts (Online/
Qualtrics)
Remainder 
telephone 
interview

Management 

*Total assets less current liabilities in € (2019 ICOS returns).

interaction may have yielded richer data. While surveys were used, the sample size is small and did not allow 
for advanced statistical methods. Hence, we primarily rely on qualitative analysis for this study.

5. Findings

This section first presents the findings of the survey with the dairy co-operatives, exploring the current 
content of agri-advice in Irish dairy co-operatives. We categorise the various services according to an overall 
orientation. We then explore the extent to which the co-operative agri-advice service enables farmer dialogue 
and on-farm experimentation, is engaged in external collaborations with external stakeholders and draws 
on a landscape-based approach.

5.1. Current content and orientation of agri-advice in the dairy co-operatives

The most active agri-advice services are milk advisory, animal health/nutrition, farm supplies/inputs, farm 
level efficiency/productivity and conservation/environmental practices. The less active agri-advice service 
areas are farm business/financial planning, scheme advisory and services with a targeted focus on younger 
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Figure 2. Dairy co-ops: dominant orientation of agri-advice services. This figure represents 13 of the 
co-operatives as 1 of the co-operatives did not supply sufficient data for this question.
Source: Dairy Co-operative Survey.

farmers. In order to explore orientation (stressed as important by Ingram et al., 2022 and Bijman and Höhler, 
2023), the list of agri-advice services was grouped into the three categories described above and explored 
which category, or combination of categories, is the most dominant in each of the dairy co-operatives. This 
is presented in Figure 2.

As can be seen from Figure 2 above, the agri-advice services in five of the co-operatives are primarily sales 
dominant. Four of the co-operatives combine their sales focus with an equal focus on regulatory support 
or farm development service offerings. One co-operative had a regulatory support and farm development 
service orientation with a limited focus on sales. Three of the co-operatives have a balance between all three 
advisory dimensions (sales, regulatory support and farm development). Hence, it could be said that seven of 
the co-operatives have some focus on farm development services. These co-operatives tend to be the larger 
co-operatives or co-operatives that are part of a regional federated co-operative structure. We now explore 
the perspective of key witnesses on the orientation of AAS in the co-operatives.

5.2. Key witnesses’ perspective on orientation of AAS in co-operatives

We asked the co-operative key witnesses about the range of agri-advice services and the role played by such 
services in enabling sustainability on farms. They indicated that the focus is primarily on income-generating 
services. A key witness from one of the dairy co-operatives indicated that there is an:

“expectation of income from agri-advisory services and farmers are often not willing to pay for other 
more educational services”. (Co-operative key witness 1)
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However, at the same time another indicated that, from a historical point of view,

“agri-advisory services were central to the development of the co-operative and dairy farming”. 
(Co-operative key witness 2)

Beyond advice, the co-operative could support the farmer with their sustainability efforts through ‘discounts’ 
on certain sustainability products or a ‘sustainability bonus’ added to milk price (Co-operative key witness 
1). In our survey, we found that some of the co-operatives had a balanced orientation (between sales, farm 
development and regulatory support) in their agri-advisory service, suggesting that there may be a transition 
away from a sales-driven orientation alone.

Farmers experimenting with environmental measures on their farms said that co-operative agri-advice was 
primarily focused on ‘sales and advice on inputs’ and they look elsewhere for environmental advice:

“The co-op always seems to be selling. During the fodder crisis, the co-op came down and did 
a public talk. First it was selling grain to the farmers to supplement, then if you did not have the 
money to buy, it was offering credit, but at all times it was selling”. (Farmer experimenting with 
environmental practices 1)

Another farmer indicated that:

“Agri-advice function in the co-operatives is all about selling …… always selling me something.. … 
and often something I don’t need”. (Farmer experimenting with environmental practices 3)

This ‘always selling’ perception may have the unintended consequence of creating a disconnect between 
the co-operative and its members and may undermine trust. This potential impact of ‘always selling’ led a 
farmer to state that there was a need to:

“completely re-build trust; that trust is not there at the moment”. (Farmer experimenting with 
environmental practices 3)

However, another farmer highlighted that the issue could be the incentive structure for the agri-advice team:

“The advisor or co-operative rep is measured on sales targets or performance and so is tied to making 
sales”. (Farmer experimenting with environmental practices 2)

This farmer indicated that there is a need to consider a variety of performance indicators for advisors and 
concluded that, perhaps, it would be very difficult for the co-operative to offer independent advice at the 
technical level required and suggested that it should bring in this “speciality, independent from sales”. 
However, even in terms of sales and providing the best price, there seemed to be some issues. The survey and 
discussions with young farmers revealed that, while they recognised the value of the co-operative to dairy 
farming, in terms of inputs, “the co-operative is not competitively priced and sometimes we go elsewhere”. 
These younger farmers stressed the importance of farm development advice but seem to consider other 
providers for this as outlined in Table 3.

Another key witness from the dairy co-operatives highlighted the conflict between sales (e.g. sales of 
farm inputs such as fertilizers) and the need for farmers to reduce such inputs, a conflict that was also 
highlighted by Bijman and Höhler (2023) and could act as a barrier to defining farm environmental services 
in a substantive way. This trade-off between sales of inputs and environmental services is likely to become 
increasingly relevant in the context of enhanced environmental requirements. However, this doesn’t appear 
to be a straightforward endeavour. One of the key witnesses from the dairy co-operatives indicated that:
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“Nobody wants to pay for the farm development or regulatory type services”. (Co-operative key 
witness 1)

This results in difficulty in developing these type of services. Hence, a more balanced approach would seem 
to lend itself best to shaping a future-oriented agri-advice service in the co-operatives with farmer needs 
around farm development at its centre.

One of the farmers (farmer experimenting with environmental practices 4) stressed the need for a “sea 
change”, that cannot be merely “tipping around the edges”. They also indicated that co-operatives, like 
other proponents of becoming “carbon neutral”, are not matching this with support on the ground. They 
indicated that there is a “greater need for leadership”, but at the moment, “very little leadership is coming 
from any sector”.

5.3 Co-operatives vis-à-vis other providers

To explore the position of co-operatives vis-a-vis other providers, the young farmers were asked what advice 
they were likely to source from each provider — co-operatives, public (Teagasc) and private advisors. This 
was an open question and the results are presented in Table 3. Table 3 shows that younger farmers source 
farm development services, such as business and financial planning, from private advisors. Younger farmers 
primarily associate co-operatives with the sales of inputs and advice in relation to these products.

5.4 Exploration of dimensions of agri-advice in Irish dairy co-operatives for enabling a transition to 
sustainable agriculture

This section explores the extent to which dairy co-operatives are encouraging peer to peer learning through 
farmer dialogue, on-farm experimentation, collaboration with external stakeholders, and a landscape-based 
approach.

Table 3. Provider source of agri-advice to young/next generation farmers (n=24)
Agri-advice service Most likely provider

Co-operative Public Private

Sales
	 Input sales
	 Input advice

✓

✓

✓

Environmental
	 Soil
	 Water quality
	 Biodiversity 

✓ ✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

Regulatory
	 Derogation
	 Schemes
	 Carbon navigator

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

Farm development
	 Farm buildings design
	 Business/financial planning
	 Crop/grass management ✓

✓

✓

✓

Downloaded from Brill.com 01/15/2024 02:21:08PM
via Open Access. This is an open access article distributed under the terms

of the CC BY 4.0 license.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Byrne et al.�﻿  2024

13
International Food and Agribusiness Management Review

Co-operative infrastructure encouraging peer-to-peer learning through farmer dialogue

The researchers explored the provision of three peer-to-peer learning mechanisms by co-operatives to 
encourage farmer dialogue, namely farm walks, farm demonstrations and discussion groups. The results 
are presented in Figure 3.

As can be seen, almost all dairy co-operatives offer farm walks, while 10 out of 14 offer farm demonstrations. 
Discussion groups are less popular, with 8 out of 14 offering this mechanism of peer to peer learning. Sales 
driven co-operatives are more likely to use discussion groups. Hence, one would have to question if the 
discussion group is driven more by sales than an agri-advice agenda.

The researchers also explored to what extent younger/next generation farmers use farmer dialogue or 
peer-to-peer learning as a source of agri-advice. It was found that 83% of these farmers seek advice from 
neighbouring and other farmers and 58% would attend discussion groups.

This might explain why discussion groups among peers seem to work well as a source of advice and knowledge 
transfer. However, it was found that over 40% of the surveyed co-operatives do not operate discussion groups. 
This would seem to be a missed opportunity to engage with the general membership, but in particular with 
the younger farmer. A key witness close to the sector indicated that greater attention needs to be given to 
the younger farmer in agri-advisory/educational services as:

“it is this group specifically that can contribute the most to fostering the innovation and resource 
efficiency, co-operatives have the knowledge infrastructure that can support this”. (Key witness close 
to the co-operative sector)

This key witness also stressed the importance of peer-to-peer learning and that co-operatives should leverage 
their position to engage more with members, such as through:

“an outreach strategy.…. ‘farm walks/visits and discussion groups.…very important for morale 
boosting, networking and building positive mindsets”. (Key witness close to the sector)

Figure 3. Use of peer to peer mechanisms of agri-advice delivery in the surveyed dairy co-operatives.
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Co-operative support for on-farm experimentation

Farmers, to a certain extent, are always experimenting and improvising on their farms. However, for a 
transition to sustainable agriculture, that on-farm experimentation needs to be environmentally based and 
needs to go beyond this every-day farm improvisation. In order to explore the co-operative contribution to 
this type of on-farm experimentation, we interviewed four dairy farmers who are each trying to enhance the 
environmental running of their farms, including reducing nitrogen, introducing clover and mixed swards, 
improving soil biological health, investing in water quality improvement measures, and enhancing biodiversity 
on their farms.

All four are members of dairy co-operatives with herd sizes ranging from 90 to 350 cows. None feel supported 
by their co-operative in their on-farm experimentation and tend to rely more on networking and their own 
research, as sources of information and support. They use the co-operative for advice on price of milk or 
input-related questions.

They also pointed out the value of “learning from doing” and experimentation, where “you find out one 
thing and then this leads to something else”. Most feel that they’re “ahead of much of the advice available”. 
Through experimentation, they ‘fell into’ regenerative farming and have acquired a significant body of 
knowledge. Some of the farmers also highlighted the value of “open days on signpost or model farms.”

Three of the farmers felt that, while online research and networking is very beneficial, their farm has a 
unique context requiring extensive on-farm experimentation. They said this can be ‘lonely’ and ‘risky’ and 
suggested that farmers need context-specific support. Co-operatives have access to context specific data 
and are, perhaps, ideally placed (compared with other agri-advice providers) to play a far greater role here.

Co-operative collaboration with external stakeholders

The dairy co-operative survey found that half of the co-ops have significant collaborations with external 
stakeholders while the others have some but far fewer. The collaborations identified tend to be predominantly 
with the public sector provider (Teagasc) and Bord Bia, followed by Dairy Sustainability Ireland, 
colleges/universities, Local Authorities, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), private advisors and 
other private enterprises. The level of collaborations and agri-advice orientation of the co-operatives were 
cross-tabulated. This is presented in Figure 4.

Figure 4 shows that co-operatives with a regulatory support/farm development or balance are more likely 
to have more external collaborations. The Agricultural Sustainability Support Advisory Programme  
(ASSAP) — a joint water quality programme between the Department of Agriculture, Food and Marine, 
co-operatives, public agri-advisory body (Teagasc) and Local Authority — is a good example of this 
collaboration. The programme works with farmers who farm in regions identified as priority catchments by 
the EPA. It takes an advice-led and collaborative, rather than sanction or regulatory, approach with the farmer.1

We also explored the extent of collaboration between the dairy co-operatives and other co-operatives supporting 
dairy farmers, such as Farm Relief Services Network (FRS), Farm Development Co-operative (FDC), Irish 
Farm Accounts Co-operative (IFAC), Cultivate Credit Union Agri-Loans and Livestock Co-operative Marts. 
This is presented in Table 4.

1  While the programme is in its early stages of introduction, ASSAP’s first interim report released in June of 2020 showed promising results: 1168 
farm assessments had been completed by the end of 2019, with a recorded 96% of farmers engaging with the programme and 89% of farmers 
agreeing to implement advised actions (Teagasc, 2020).
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Figure 4. Crosstabulation between level of external collaboration and agri-services orientation in the 
co-operatives.

Table 4. Collaborations between dairy co-operatives and other co-operatives
Other co-operatives Collaborations with dairy co-operatives 

Livestock co-operative marts Limited, some links between personnel in the dairy and livestock 
co-operatives, no formal collaborations

FDC Limited, but some personnel links between dairy co-operatives and FDC 
personnel 

IFAC Collaborations on arrangements of farm walks and monitor farms
FRS Was supported by dairy co-operatives in its set up in the 1980s through the 

development of the National Development Fund
Cultivate credit union agri-loans Entails a model of involving all stakeholders in a region (including dairy 

co-operatives) in the set-up of Cultivate agri-loans in a region

In general, limited collaboration between the dairy and other co-operatives exists, although there has been 
strong historical ties in some cases and some relationships between dairy and other co-operatives. A keen 
interest was expressed by many key witnesses in more formal collaborations showing potential for further 
development.

One way of operationalising the co-ordinating capacity of the dairy co-operative and other co-operatives, 
would be to consider their presence within a water catchment. With this in mind, we mapped the presence of 
co-operatives (dairy, livestock mart, FDC, IFAC, FRS and Credit Union Cultivate) within water catchment 
areas, presented in Figures 5 and 6.
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Figure 5. Geographical spread of dairy co-operative operating presence in Ireland. Map produced by Tim 
Bohan and Noreen Byrne, UCC.
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Figure 6. Geographical distribution of agri-based co-operatives and water framework directive catchment 
areas. Map produced by Tim Bohan and Noreen Byrne, UCC.
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There is co-operative presence in almost all water catchment areas across Ireland. The dairy co-operatives or 
any of the other co-operatives could act as co-ordinating institutions within these catchment areas to enable a 
landscape response to environmental challenges. This allows for a collaborative and contextualised response 
to agri-advice needs. National bodies (environmental, government and co-operative) could collate data and 
offer national or regional leadership to a collective of landscapes.

6. Discussion

In this paper, we argue that co-operatives, as embedded and farmer-owned entities, are well placed to 
provide an agri-advisory service that enables greater sustainability in agriculture. However, we also argue 
that the realisation of such an agri-advisory service requires a shift in orientation (Ingram et al., 2022) from 
a pre-dominant focus on the sale of inputs to a more integrated emphasis on context-based environmental 
regulation and farm development. This shift in orientation will better enable on-farm experimentation, 
multi-stakeholder collaboration and peer-to-peer dialogue as advocated by Bijman and Höhler (2023), for 
a transition to sustainable agriculture.

However, it is likely that such on-farm experimentation will create some disruption to the current functioning 
and governance of dairy co-operatives in terms of the operation of agri-advisory services and the resultant 
activity on the farm. It is likely that such on-farm experimentation will lead to some form of diversification at 
the farm level, which will require access to the market either through value-add or branding of the resultant 
diversification. This is evident from the thought process of the interviewed farmers who are currently 
experimenting on their farms and are thinking ahead in terms of market reward for their efforts. However, 
the work of De Herde et al. (2019, 2022) highlights the lock-ins that such farmers will confront if trying to 
use the traditional dairy co-operative supply chains system for diversified product.

We can see the difficulty of such lock-ins in the Irish dairy co-operative system. With the lifting of milk 
quotas in 2015, dairy farmers and their co-operatives have invested heavily in the production and processing 
of this extra milk supply (Carroll et al., 2023). This has resulted in sunk or lock-in costs for both with 
the need to at least maintain the current level of growth. In a new EU climate change policy context, this 
situation is problematic and, as one of the farmer interviewees said, resulted in a “right mess”. Stryjan’s 
metaphor of a difficult to turn around ‘super-tanker’ (Stryjan, 1993) comes to mind. The current system is 
also facing a number of vulnerabilities. The likely stricter regulations on nitrogen fertiliser, new technologies 
in micronutrients and increasing demands for greater evidence behind sustainability claims, could change 
the farm input side of the industry quickly (Carroll et al., 2023). Carroll et al. (2023: p. 204) indicate that:

“Any denting of the image of Irish dairy could result in shocks on the output side of the global market. 
While the cooperative business, through its non-member activities, may be somewhat protected from 
such input and output shocks, farmers themselves would seem to be fully exposed”.

In addition, the universal approach to the milk pool restricts the opportunities for farmer diversification of 
their milk product within the current dairy co-operative system (de Herde et al., 2019, 2020). This increases 
the farmer’s exposure to shocks and limits a systematic transition to a sustainable agriculture. A number of 
authors (Stryjan, 1993; De Herde et al., 2019) highlight that, with a certain level of re-framing and openness 
to member innovation (Stryjan, 1993; Byrne et al., 2023), transition is possible within the agricultural 
co-operative system. Both de Herde et al. (2019, 2022) and Stryan (1993) present cases of co-operatives 
with spin-off co-operatives run by their farmer members which are linked to the main co-operatives through 
logistics or some other support mechanism. Stryjan (1993) argues that this involves a reframing from the 
‘super-tanker’ governance metaphor to one of a ‘flotilla of autonomous fishing boats’, each responding to 
their immediate context and resourced by the mother ship co-operative in some way. Stryjan (1993) indicates 
that such developments are an emergent strategy which arise out of member innovation.
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Co-operative agri-advisory services which enable on-farm experimentation and collaborations may create 
the necessary space within the co-operative for experimentation in new business and governance models, 
whereby the co-operative is actively shaping farm development towards sustainable agriculture, and the 
emergent activity from the on-farm experimentation is, in turn, shaping the co-operative. In Stryjan’s case 
of the Jämtspira in Sweden, the co-operative re-framed the collection and processing of goats’ milk from 
a burden to a source of innovation for both the co-operative and the farmers (Rytkönen and Oghazi, 2022; 
Stryjan, 1993). The role of agri-advisory as nodal intervention (Sanford, 2017) in the regeneration of both 
co-operatives and agricultural systems is certainly worth further reflection and research.

Dairy co-operatives have particular advantages in the area of agri-advice provision because of their collaborative 
and landscape-based structure and their access to data. Dairy co-operative agri-advisory services need to 
position themselves to unlock these resources for the betterment of the co-operative and their farmer members. 
However, to do this, they need to unlock themselves from the sales of inputs focus as indicated by Ingram 
et al. (2022) who call for a mindset change away from “production-orientated to more holistic advice”. 
Agri-advice which is grounded in a landscape-based approach would go a long way towards enabling a mindset 
change in both advisory and farmers alike and better support a transition to a more sustainable agriculture.

7. Practical implications

Currently, the historical and contemporary role of co-operatives as agri-advice providers has received only 
very limited recognition. This has consequences in terms of policy, future funding, co-op relevancy for 
farmer members and the development of the agri-advice business model in co-operatives. There is a need 
for co-operatives to strategically communicate on the current role and contribution of co-operatives to AKIS 
in Ireland. There is also a need to call out the key strengths of co-operatives in the provision of relevant 
agri-advice, such as a long historical record in this space, trust of the farmers, access to farmers and farm-level 
data, being landscape-based and having strong relationships with other stakeholders and co-operatives. Few 
other providers have these key strengths.

However, this paper shows that there is a need to develop a more integrated agri-advice service that is less 
dominated by the sales of inputs. A focus on sales of inputs alone will become a less profitable income stream 
in the future. As the prices of such inputs continue to increase, and regulation introduces restrictions on 
their use, farmers will be looking for alternatives. This could possibly be achieved through, firstly, creating 
some separation between the agri-advice and sales of inputs function in co-operatives; secondly, creating 
greater linkages between the sustainability and agri-advice teams; thirdly, developing performance metrics 
for agri-advice staff (other than sales); and fourthly, considering the development of a business model which 
supports a more integrated agri-advice offering. Advice which is based on profit rather than yield per hectare 
on the farm may support this re-orientation and allow for the emergence of a new business model to support 
agri-advice.

In addition, co-operatives should consider increased resourcing of this function in terms of personnel and 
training. While this will involve increased costs in the short to medium term, it will set the foundation for the 
enhanced relevance of co-operatives into the future. Furthermore, to enhance nature-based skills within the  
agri-advice team, co-operatives could consider hiring an ecologist in-house or as a consultant to enhance  
the development of environmental and ecological skills within the agri-advice team. Co-operatives could further 
enhance their external collaborations as part of the delivery model for agri-advice, as such collaborations seem 
to increase the level of expertise in the co-operatives and encourage farm development and environmental 
service and the development of the business model in terms of income stream and service.

Co-operatives also have access to rich on-farm and landscape data. They could enhance the use of data as 
part of the agri-advice function. Agricultural co-operatives have a particular advantage here in terms of their 
access to data which could be used for the creation of farm development support and advice services and to 
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enable soil and biodiversity mapping on a landscape basis. GDPR issues would need to be considered here 
and the possibility of creating data management contracts between the co-operatives and farmers would 
need to be explored.

Co-operatives also have the potential to be leaders in a landscape approach to agri-advice and agricultural 
development for greater impact. They possibly could facilitate the creation of stakeholder groups within the 
Water Directive Framework Catchment areas to enable collaboration on the development of a landscape-based 
approach to the provision of agri-advice. They could also enable local farmer-led environmental initiatives 
as part of the agri-advice function. Co-operatives are well placed to enable such initiatives and could perhaps 
be seen as conduits for funding, like the Dutch Co-operative Payment model (Terwan, 2016). Co-operatives 
could also have a role to play in the Agri-Environment Climate Measure (AECM) and Co-operation Projects 
(CPs) under Pillar 11 of the New CAP, coming into effect from 2023.

The Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) will come into effect throughout the EU on 
1 January 2024. Dairy co-operatives will have to align their financial and sustainability reporting. An 
agri-advisory service which is enabling the social, environmental and economic well-being of their farming 
and surrounding communities will be of value in meeting the CSRD and ESG reporting requirements of dairy 
co-operatives. This Directive may act as a burning platform or key driver of strategic change for sustainability 
in co-operatives and will highlight the centrality of farmer-centred agri-advisory services in meeting all the 
dimensions of sustainability — environmental, economic, social and cultural.
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Appendix A

A1. Agricultural Sustainability Support and Advisory Programme (ASSAP)

ASSAP, part funded by the Department of Agricultural, Food & Marine, is a joint advisory service provided 
by the Dairy Co-operatives, Teagasc and Local Authority. The programme consists of 29 advisors (20 from 
Teagasc and 9 from the Dairy Co-ops) and 13 Local Authority Community Representatives. The programme 
identifies regions with difficulties which are then designated as areas of priority by the EPA. It takes an 
advice-led and collaborative rather than sanction or regulatory approach with the farmer. While the programme 
is in its early stages of introduction, ASSAP’s first interim report released in June 2020 showed promising 
results: 1168 farm assessments had been completed by the end of 2019, with a recorded 96% of farmers 
engaging with the programme and 89% of farmers agreeing to implement advised actions (Teagasc, 2020). 
This a very important programme in terms of water quality advice and improvement. However, as it focuses 
on priority areas it will only partially contribute to a landscape response to sustainability.

A2. Netherlands Co-operative Payments Approach

The agri-environment-climate measures are now delivered through a co-operative approach. Since 2016, 
individual applications are no longer accepted for funding purposes. The Dutch government moved from an 
individual to a co-operative approach for four reasons: firstly, to reverse the decline in farmland biodiversity 
requires a cross-farm approach; secondly, “making co-operatives the final beneficiaries of agri-environment 
support allows for a simpler scheme design with room for local fine-tuning”; thirdly, working with co-operatives 
reduces error and improves scheme compliance; and finally, it allowed the Dutch to build on their tradition 
of co-operatives where co-operatives have been a trusted partner of both government and farmers (Terwan 
et al., 2016 on behalf of the Ministry of Economic Affairs). The scheme works as follows: the government 
signs a contract with the regional co-operative which sets out the payments, the agri-environmental targets to 
be achieved on a results-based approach. The co-operative then concludes contracts with individual farmers. 
The Dutch government has been working in close contact with the EU Commission in the development of 
‘workable rules and regulations’ around this approach (Terwan et al., 2016).
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Appendix B: Surveys used  
B1. Dairy Co-operative Survey

1.	� Which of the following would you consider as areas of agri-advisory provided by your co-op? Potential 
areas are listed below. Please select all that apply. Should you wish to list additional ones, please list 
under the additional option.

	 □	 Milk Advisory – Yield/Quality
	 □	 FAS Schemes – Advice/Applications
	 □	� Farm level efficiency/productivity practices. Specific examples of related programmes or topics 

can be mentioned here �
	 □	� Farm level conservation/environmental practices. Specific examples of related programs or topics 

can be mentioned here �
	 □	� Young Farmers. Specific examples of young framer related programmes or topics can be listed  

here �
	 □	 Farm Health and Safety
	 □	 Animal Nutrition
	 □	 Animal Health
	 □	 Farm Supplies/Inputs
	 □	 Farm Level Assessment & Action Planning
	 □	 Data Recording – specific examples of these services can be listed here �
	 □	 Data Analysis and Reporting. Specific examples of these services can be listed here___
	 □	 Marketing Trends
	 □	 Farm Business Planning
	 □	 Farm Financial Planning
	 □	 Origin Green Programme
	 □	 SDAS
	 □	 None of the above apply
	 □	 Other/Additional, please comment here �

2.	� Are there any unique farm-based initiatives/programs the co-op is currently engaging in or planning 
to engage in?

	 □	 Yes
	 □	 Specific examples can be listed here �

3.	 How is Agri-Advisory structured at the Co-op?
	� Potential options are listed below. Please select all that apply. Should you wish to list anything additional, 

please list under the additional option.
	 �Collaboration/partnership with
	 □	 Other Co-ops
	 □	 Teagasc
	 □	 Board Bia
	 □	 Private advisors
	 Other partners for example
	 □	 Colleges/Universities
	 □	 Dairy Sustainability Ireland
	 □	 EPA
	 □	 Local authorities
	 □	 None of the above apply
	 □	 Other/additional, please comment below �
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4.	� What are the main expertise areas of advisory personnel at the co-op? Potential expertise areas are 
listed below. Please select all that apply. Should you wish to list anything additional, please list under 
the additional option.

	 □	 Dairy
	 □	 Beef
	 □	 Sheep
	 □	 Tillage
	 □	 Piggery
	 □	 Agronomy
	 □	 Animal Health
	 □	 Animal Nutrition
	 □	 Soil Fertility
	 □	 Emissions
	 □	 Water quality
	 □	 Waste Management
	 □	 Biodiversity
	 □	 ASSAP Advisor
	 □	 Farm Technologies/Ag-Tech
	 □	 Marketing
	 □	 Business Development
	 □	 Agri-sales
	 □	 None of the above apply
	 □	 Other/additional, Please comment below �

5.	 Is there a farm services advisory/extension team at the co-op?
	 □	 Yes
	 □	 No

6.	 How many personnel does the farm advisory/extension team have?
	 □	 1
	 □	 Between 2-4
	 □	 Between 5-7
	 □	 8 plus
	 □	 Prefer not to say

7.	� Which channels does the co-op utilise to provide advice? Potential channels are listed below. Please 
select all that apply. Should you wish to add additional please list under the additional option.

	 □	 One to One
	 □	 Farm Demos
	 □	 Workshops
	 □	 Seminars/conferences
	 □	 Public Meetings
	 □	 Group Sessions/Discussion Groups
	 □	 Farm Walks/Visits
	 □	 Telephone
	 □	 Text
	 □	 Newsletters
	 □	 Publications
	 □	 Radio
	 □	 Performance Reports e.g. Milk Statements
	 □	 Online Service/record keeping platforms

Downloaded from Brill.com 01/15/2024 02:21:08PM
via Open Access. This is an open access article distributed under the terms

of the CC BY 4.0 license.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Byrne et al.�﻿  2024

27
International Food and Agribusiness Management Review

	 □	 Website
	 □	 Mobile apps
	 □	 Social Platforms
	 □	 Other/additional, please comment below.

8.	� In your opinion, of the channels you selected above what would be the top 3 utilised by the co-op in 
providing advice? In the space provided, please list a top 3.

	 a)		
	 b)		
	 c)		

9.	� What are some of the key issues/questions farmer members seek advice on via their co-op to assist 
them in their decision making? �

10.	� Other Comments: If you have any further comments on the topic of agri-advisory services provided 
by your co-op, please comment here: �

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this survey. Would you be willing to participate in a short 
follow up interview to discuss potential future service opportunities for marts?
	 □	 Yes
	 □	 No
	 □	 Possibly

Thank you for your time and co-operation.

B2. Younger Farmer Survey

1.	 What type(s) of farm enterprise are you or your family involved in? Tick all that are relevant.
	 □	 Dairy
	 □	 Beef
	 □	 Grain
	 □	 Horticulture
	 □	 Poultry
	 □	 Pig
	 □	 Other

2.	 What is the nature of your family’s farm?
	 □	 Conventional – Intensive
	 □	 Conventional – non-intensive
	 □	 Organic
	 □	 Regenerative
	 □	 Other

3.	 How positive are you about the future of your/your family’s farm?
	 □	 Extremely positive
	 □	 Moderately positive
	 □	 Slightly positive
	 □	 Neither positive nor negative
	 □	 Slightly negative
	 □	 Moderately negative
	 □	 Extremely negative

Downloaded from Brill.com 01/15/2024 02:21:08PM
via Open Access. This is an open access article distributed under the terms

of the CC BY 4.0 license.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Byrne et al.�﻿  2024

28
International Food and Agribusiness Management Review

4.	� Thinking about the development of your farm, how likely are you (or your family farm) to engage in 
the following:

	 Not likely	 Maybe	 Very likely
	 •	 Increase cow herd	 Ο	 Ο	 Ο
	 •	 Decrease cow herd	 Ο	 Ο	 Ο
	 •	 Diversity in value added on farm	 Ο	 Ο	 Ο
	 •	 Increase bio-diversity on farm	 Ο	 Ο	 Ο
	 •	 Technical measures to reduce emissions	 Ο	 Ο	 Ο
	 •	 Convert to organic	 Ο	 Ο	 Ο
	 •	 Convert to some of farm to regenerative	 Ο	 Ο	 Ο
	 •	 Diversify into other farm enterprise	 Ο	 Ο	 Ο

5.	� Thinking about the everyday operations and future development of the farm, what do you think are the 
key sources of information, knowledge that are required?

			   Not really	 Very much needed
	 •	 Water quality/run-off advice	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Schemes Advice	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Animal Nutrition	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Animal feed advice	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Farm profit monitoring	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Long term financial advice	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Increasing biodiversity on farm	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Reducing emissions	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Collaborative farm structures	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Regenerative farming practices	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Grassland management	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Mixed Swarths	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Herd Watch	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 EBI	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Milk Recording	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Milk Quality	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Advice/supply of farm inputs	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Farm level assessment	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Conservation/environmental?	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Efficiency/Productivity	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7

6.	� To what extent do you (or your family) use the following for advice on the farm? Please indicate on 
sliding scale below

			   Don’t really use	 Moderately use	 Use to a great extent
	 •	 Teagasc advisors	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Private advisors	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Co-op	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Neighbouring farmers	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Discussion Group	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Other farmers	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7

7.	 What type of services if any do you avail of from Teagasc? �

8.	 What type of services, if any, do you avail of from Private Advisors? �

9.	 What type of services, if any, do you avail of from the Dairy Co-op? �
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10.	 To what extent are you happy with the advice you receive from the following sources?
			   Extremely unhappy	 Extremely happy
	 •	 Teagasc	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Private	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 •	 Co-ops	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7

11.	 What aspect of the farm development advice are you most happy with from the co-op? �
	 �

12.	 What aspect of the farm development advice are you least happy with from the co-op? �
	 �

13.	� How do you think the co-operative could enhance its advice services? What would you like to see the 
co-op offering to help develop your farm? �

14.	 I consider agricultural co-ops relevant to my future in farming?
	 □	 Strongly agree
	 □	 Agree
	 □	 Somewhat agree
	 □	 Neither agree nor disagree
	 □	 Somewhat disagree
	 □	 Disagree
	 □	 Strongly disagree

15.	 Agricultural co-ops are important for the future of Irish farming?
	 □	 Strongly agree
	 □	 Agree
	 □	 Somewhat agree
	 □	 Neither agree non disagree
	 □	 Somewhat disagree
	 □	 Disagree
	 □	 Strongly disagree

16.	 Are you involved in the board or any committees in your co-operative?
	 □	 Yes
	 □	 No
17.	 What would encourage you to become more involved in your co-operative? �
18.	 Gender �
19.	 Age �
20.	 Any other comments �
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