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PROJECT MANAGER:  Mr. Andrew Stewart – Chairman Agrilink Committee




  Treetops, 2 Castle Manor, Antrim BT41 4PL 

(Tel. 028 94462953)

PROJECT NUMBER:
  22964

LETTER OF OFFER (LoO):  Issued 2 July 2004 following INTERREG 111A Steering Committee agreement on 27 May 2004 to offer this project grant aid up to £45,000 
  under Priority 1 Measure 3.

PERIOD OF ASSISTANCE: 31 months beginning 1 July 2004;  extension only possible with written agreement of East Border Region Interreg 111A Partnership.

DATE LoO SIGNED:  Wednesday 8 September 2004 by NIIAS Chairman, Mr. Bill Duff  and on Friday 10 September 2004 by ASA President, Mr. John Grogan.

 1.0   PROJECT AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

The project had 2 main aims with associated objectives as follows:

Aim 1.
To identify the re-skilling needs of professional agriculturists working in N.Ireland and the Border Counties.

Associated Objectives

(a) To engage a consultant to work with the project steering committee to design a suitable questionnaire and conduct interviews among 100 professional agriculturists, 50 of which were to be drawn from each side of the Border. Those surveyed should include both Institute members and non-members and involve those working for Government Bodies/Local authorities (40 in each jurisdiction) and those in the local agri-industry (10 in each jurisdiction). It should also endeavour to identify any specific training needs of females working as professional agriculturists.

Aim 2. To develop a common cross-Border Continuous Professional Development (CPD) 
programme to record training activities that could gain official recognition of personal training undertaken by participants.

Associated Objectives

(a) Computer-based CPD programme:   To develop a computer based CPD programme with the help of a consultant using the experience of other Professional Bodies operating such schemes. This should encompass all sources and types of training undertaken, including such activities as Conference attendance, personal reading, e-learning, in-service training, staff exchanges, site visits and the more formal pursuit of further qualifications. These varied learning experiences should be documented and reviewed annually to provide individuals with a training portfolio which would aid staff promotion and new employment opportunities

(b) Field testing CPD:  The CPD should be piloted for 12 months to test and fine-tune the system and gauge reaction to it from participants and employers. This aspect of the project was to be overseen by the consultant working closely with the project steering committee.

(c) Computerised Training resource data-base:   The consultant working with the project steering committee should compile a data-base of suitable training source material to support professional agriculturists meet their re-skilling needs. The role of a computer-based information exchange forum (chat room) for cross-Border interchange of staff experiences in dealing with common problems was to be explored during the pilot testing stage of the CPD.

(d) Produce 2 reports and hold Conference to publicise project outcomes.

2.0   PROJECT MANAGEMENT

2.1 Management Board


A meeting of the Agrilink committee, held on 7 July 2004 under the Chairmanship of Mr. Andrew Stewart agreed that the Agrilink committee should act as the Management Board for this Interreg project. It was also agreed that a smaller steering group made up of 3 NIIAS and 3 ASA members would act as steering group for the project with the Agrilink Chairman acting as Project Manager.

In practice, the Agrilink committee continued to act as the Project Board and met a total of 11 times (including the informal conference meeting)during the lifetime of the project. Copies of all minutes of all Board meetings held during the course of the project were submitted to Interreg East Border Region.

The following NIIAS and ASA members were responsible for the conduct of the project –


NIIAS
Andrew Stewart – Project Manager



Dan McCormick – Deputy Project Manager

                        Kenneth Johnston





Paul McGurnaghan            



Tom Morrow

                        Kenny White                  


ASA
Oliver Burke

                        Sean Gaule

                        Jimmy Stafford                                   



Oliver Tierney



James Fitzgerald (Co-opted 2005)

The project Board met 5 times in 2004, 4 times in 2005,once in 2006 and once in 2007.  A limited number of meetings were held in 2006 while the CPD piloting phase was in progress.

2.2   Other Meetings

The Project Manager met with the NIIAS committee on 22 occasions, 4 times with the ASA Council and 8 times with Interreg 111A East Border Region staff during the course of the project.

 The Project Manager also met 31 times with Aurion staff in the course of devising and managing the survey and in developing the CPD programme.

The number of meetings held during the lifetime of the project is summarised in Table 1 and detailed more fully in Appendix Table 1. 

2.3   Progress Monitoring Reports


A total of 4 project monitoring reports were submitted to Interreg East Border Region during the course of the project. 

Table 1

Summary of Meetings attended by Project Manager to promote and manage project

	Organisation
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007
	TOTAL

	Agrilink Com.

NIIAS Com./AGM

ASA Council/AGM

Interreg – Newry

Aurion

Others
	5

7

2

3

6

-
	4

9

1

4

18

  1
	1

5

1

-

6

3
	1

1

-

1

1

-
	11

22

 4

 8

31

 4

	TOTAL
	23
	37
	17
	4
	80


3.0    EVALUATION OF OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES OF PROJECT

3.1    PART 1. Reskilling needs survey

AIM  1 – Identifying re-skilling needs of professional agriculturists working in N.Ireland and the Border Counties.

3.1.1   Selection of Consultant

Briefing notes for prospective consultants were approved at the 23 September 2004 Board meeting along with the wording of an advertisement inviting tenders to conduct the survey and develop suitable CPD software.  Advertisements inviting tenders were placed in the Belfast Telegraph on Friday 17 September 2004 and the Anglo-Celt on Thursday 16 September 2004.

Tender Outcome – The minutes of the 23 September 2004 meeting record that  a total of 27 requests for tender documents were received – 20 from N.Ireland, 5 from South of Ireland and 2 from England.

A sub-group was formed to assess tenders received consisting of Dr. Joan Moss, Paul McGurnaghan and Andrew Stewart. Sean Gaule and Oliver Burke communicated their assessments by e-mail to the sub-group chairman (Andrew Stewart).

Prospective consultants were asked to tender in two parts – (a) the survey and (b) the CPD. An assessment grid was drawn up as follows – with a maximum of 5 points awarded to each sub-section giving a maximum overall score of 50.

PART A. Survey Criteria

1. Past record in survey work

2. Awareness of current rural issues

3. Experience in developing lifelong learning systems/IT

4. Project management team

5. Value for money

6. Availability to meet project deadlines

PART B. CPD Programme Criteria

1. Examples of previous relevant programmes

2. Understanding of project requirements

3. IT skills – knowledge of databases, operation of chat rooms, use of passwords, links, site security

4. Value for money.

A total of 6 tenders were received (4 covering Parts A and B, 1 covering Part A only and 1 covering Part B only)

The assessment sub-group unanimously agreed that the e-learning company, AURION was the ‘best’ choice and this decision was endorsed by the Project Board at their meting on 27 October 2004 .

All respondents to the invitation to tender were informed by letter of the outcome and thanked for the interest shown.

Comment

It can be concluded that the procedures for selecting a suitable consultant to work with the Project Board fully met the criteria laid down by Interreg for such appointments and was carried out in a satisfactory manner.

3.1.2   Construction of survey questionnaire

It was originally envisaged that the survey would be undertaken as a one-to-one telephone interview involving a range of graduates working in N.Ireland and the bordering counties of Donegal, Sligo, Leitrim, Monaghan, Cavan and Louth. Following discussions with the consultants, Aurion, the Management Board decided that it would be preferable to undertake the survey on-line. This allowed the participants to respond in their own time, normally outside working hours and give more considered responses to their replies.

Enquiries among employers of agricultural graduates confirmed that no officially defined competencies existed at the start of the project that could be used to assess the training needs of agricultural graduates. 

Consequently the Management Board drew up a list of 7 Key Knowledge areas applicable to agricultural professionals and broke these down into a further 51 subject areas or elements. These 51 subject areas formed the basis of the training needs assessment where participants were asked to indicate their training needs as follows –

1. Not applicable to present work

2. Comprehensive training needed

3. Some training needed

4. Updates or refresher courses needed

5. Adequately trained at present

It is thought that this is the first time any organisation in Ireland has attempted to define the key Knowledge Areas necessary for professional agriculturists (Graduates) to fulfil their many and varied roles in the present day work environment.

The survey also contained a range of questions to ascertain the attitude of graduates to maintaining their professional status and being involved in cross-Border activities of a professional nature. A description of the Knowledge Areas and the survey questionnaire were presented in the survey report.

3.1.3   Survey Participants

The Management Board drew up a list of some 300 graduates known to be working in N.Ireland and the surrounding Border counties. These were approached either personally or by e-mail and asked to take part in the survey.

The numbers that took in the survey were as follows –

· 112 graduates completed the survey – project target 100.

· The number from N.Ireland was 58 – Project target 50

· The number from the Border counties was 54 – Project target 50

· The number from Government/Semi-State bodies was 74 – Project target 50.

· The number from Industry was 38 – Project target 20

· The number of females was 26 – Project target 10.

It was felt that the participants represented a satisfactory cross-section of the graduate population in the 12 counties involved.

3.1.4   Survey Results

A full report of the survey results was prepared and circulated widely to interested parties such as Government Departments and businesses that employ agricultural graduates. Educational establishments responsible for agricultural graduate education in Ireland were also circulated with copies of the report. The results were also published on the websites of both NIIAS and ASA.

A copy of the full report was submitted to Interreg East Border Region .

The report highlighted the need for further training in all Key Areas, but particularly in the areas of the environment, business management and personal development. Most demand was for short accredited refresher-type courses.

There was also good support from those surveyed for cross-Border exchanges and special interest visits which it was felt could help their professional development.

The training needs of female graduates were not found to differ from those of their male counterparts. Furthermore, the training needs of graduates working in N Ireland and the Border Counties were found to be similar as were the training needs of graduates working in Government Bodies and in industry.

Comment

The assessment of the re-skilling needs of the professional agricultural workforce in N.Ireland and the Bordering counties was conducted in a comprehensive, thorough manner resulting in the demonstration of a clear need for accredited refresher-type courses.

The project targets set for participation in the survey have been fully met.

3.2  PART 2. CPD PROGRAMME

AIM 2.  To develop a common cross-Border Continuous Professional Development (CPD) 
programme to record training activities that could gain official recognition for personal training undertaken by participants.

3.2.1 Model Used

The project LoO called for an examination of CPD programmes on offer from other Professional Bodies that could act as a model in the present project.

Several CPD programmes from other bodies such as the Institute of Civil Engineers, the Institute of Horticulture and Institute of Biology were examined. All possessed manually operated systems using hard copy and none were fully computerised. Of those examined, the CPD offered by the Institute of Biology came closest to answering the needs of NIIAS and ASA and consequently the Institute of Biology approach was adopted as the model for an on-line CPD programme. (See Appendix 4 for copy).

The e-learning company, AURION had its own on-line CPD programme which was capable of adaptation to meet the Agrilink requirements. Consequently, they proceeded to incorporate the Key Knowledge areas developed for use in the Agrilink survey of training needs as the basis for assessing an individual’s training needs.

This was combined with a modified points system derived from the Institute of  Biology system which allows points to be awarded for both the informal and formal training undertaken over a period of a year.

The annual training cycle adopted consists of 4 key actions, namely -

 (1) Analysing;  (2) Planning;  (3) Recording; and (4) Reflecting.
The programme developed alsohas the facility to generate a portfolio of training achieved that can be transmitted either electronically or in hard copy form as required.

3.2.2  Additional CPD programme features 

(1) CPD SUPPORT – This facility consists of a data-base of relevant on-line and distance learning courses that are available to those wishing to undertake further training. To maximise its potential,it needs additional input by the two Professional Bodies, NIIAS and ASA if the information is to be kept up-to-date and pertinent to CPD users.

(2) KEEPING PACE – Knowledge Exchange Forum – This is a unique facility that allows members to profile themselves and in so doing identify their particular area of expertise. Other members can then pose questions/queries to be answered by the experts on a one-to-one basis or collectively.

The facility has the capacity to build networks of specialists across Europe and encourage the free flow of quality information between Professionals in Ireland and elsewhere.

To be really effective this aspect of the CPD programme will need considerable promotion among NIIAS and ASA members when the programme is released for general use.

3.2.3   Assessment of CPD programme
A simple questionnaire was devised by AURION to gauge reaction to the CPD programme as initially put together. This was sent by e-mail to the 27 individuals who expressed an interest in being involved in piloting the CPD programme when it first became available. 

This was slightly less than half the number suggested in the original project proposal. However, the number was still sufficient to gauge reaction and suggest modifications to improve programme acceptability. 

All those who commented were new to the concept of CPD as set out in the programme. They had no previous experience of using an on-line assessment tool to identify and plan their own personal training. Consequently some found the programme more sophisticated than they expected and more comprehensive than was necessary for their current needs.

The comments received may be summarised as follows –

(1) Comprehensive well-designed sophisticated programme with considerable potential for supporting the professional development of agricultural graduates

(2) Could become a valuable service to the membership of both professional bodies but would require to be centrally managed on behalf of members to be really effective.

(3) Most Government/semi-State bodies have their own paper-based staff assessment systems in place in which staff participation is obligatory. They also provide their staff with whatever training is necessary. In these circumstances, widespread participation in the Agrilink CPD programme is only likely to take place if Government Bodies can be persuaded to adopt the programme.

(4) The Agrilink CPD would find much greater and immediate acceptance if it offered a ‘Record Only’ option to allow users to keep a record of both formal and informal training undertaken.

3.2.4 Modification of CPD programme

In the light of feedback from the piloting of the CPD programme a request was made to Interreg in 2006 for additional funding of £6000 (grant £4500) to allow changes to be made to the CPD programme design.

This was granted and the programme was duly modified to make it more acceptable to users and to include a ‘Record Only’ facility.

Comment

The CPD targets set in the LoO have all been met and following piloting of the programme, it was extensively modified to make it more user-friendly.

The Agrilink CPD programme is thought to be the first on-line computer programme of its kind to be developed anywhere in Europe that allows agricultural graduates to analyse their training needs, plan their training programme and record their training achievements on an annual basis.

It also contains a valuable training support facility and an on-line interactive knowledge exchange forum which, when fully developed, will allow agricultural graduates to share knowledge and enhance their professional status.

4.0   PROJECT PUBLICITY

The LoO stipulated the following aims/objectives in relation to project publicity – 

1. Project outcomes to be publicised through a Conference

2. Production of 2 reports

3. Heighten awareness of CPD among membership of NIIAS and ASA.

4.1   Project Conference

The Project Conference was held on Thursday 23 February 2006 in the City Hotel, Armagh under the title ‘ The Metamorphosis of Professionals in Agriculture – post CAP Reform’.

The City Hotel was chosen following receipt of quotes from four hotels in the Border area. While not the cheapest, its central location, facilities and ease of access for Conference delegates coming from the Border counties and from within N.Ireland made it the hotel of choice.

The Conference was widely publicised through a conference leaflet mailed to every member of NIIAS and ASA and to non-member graduates working in Government Bodies, NGO’s and industry in N.Ireland and the Border counties. While the total attendance of 60 was less than expected, those attending represented key policy/decision makers in Agriculture including such organisations as DARD, Cafre, Taegasc, UFU, QUB, UCD, RSPB and LANTRA. 

It was also attended by 4 delegates from CEDIA (Confederation of European Agronomists) which included the President and Secretary of the organisation.

The Conference was opened by the Chairman, East Border Region Interreg 111A Partnership and the keynote address was given by Prof. Liam Downey on ‘The Implications of CAP and WTO reforms for EU Research and Educational Systems’.

Prof. Maurice Boland outlined the changes to third level agricultural education at UCD and Prof. Ian Montgomery did likewise for QUB.

The main results of the project training needs survey were presented by Mr. Andrew Stewart (Project Manager) while Dr. Maureen Murphy (MD, Aurion) presented the C PD programme. This was followed by presentations from Mr. James Fitzgerald, President ASA and Mr. Noel Lavery, Chairman NIIAS, on the response of Agricultural Bodies in Ireland to the changing agricultural scene and by Dr. Alberto Krohn, President CEDIA, on the response of Professional bodies in mainland Europe to the changing rural scene. 

4.2  Production of 2 reports

(a)  Report 1, Survey results:

A report detailing the results of the survey was produced and circulated widely to NIIAS and ASA members, posted on the website of both organisations and sent to key organisations involved in third level agricultural education such as DARD, Cafre, QUB, UCD and Taegasc.

(b)  Report 2, Final evaluation report:

The final evaluation report detailing the achievements of the project was submitted to the Interreg 111A East Border region, the Agrilink project Board and the Committees of NIIAS and ASA.

(c )  Heighten awareness of project
outcomes among membership of NIIAS and ASA

Members of both professional bodies were kept informed about the progress of the project through e-mails, posting information on the NIIAS and ASA websites, briefing members at 3 AGM’s of both organisations and attending 22 NIIAS committee meetings during the lifetime of the project.

An article by the Project Manager was also published in the ASA Record Vol. 65, Issue 12 Winter 2005.

Other publicity for the project included addressing a meeting of the Taegasc County Chief Agricultural Officers in Dublin on 7 October 2005, the senior staff of Cafre on March 2006 and the CEDIA conference held in Brussels on 14/15cember 2006.

A publicity leaflet (1000copies) was also produced to promote the uptake and use of the CPD programme among members of NIIAS and ASA. It is intended that this leaflet be used in association with the launch of the programme. 

Comment

The publicity given to the project through meetings with the NIIAS, ASA and CEDIA committees, mail shots to members, the Conference held and the discussions that have taken place with key policy makers in Government Bodies, has ensured that the outcomes have been widely disseminated to interested parties. 

Consequently the publicity aims/objectives outlined in the LoO have been fully met. An additional leaflet, not part of the original LoO, to promote the benefits of participation in the CPD programme was also produced. This leaflet should be helpful in encouraging a satisfactory uptake of the CPD programme when officially launched by NIIAS and ASA.

5.0  PROJECT FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT

5.1  Project Budget

The project budget is described in Annex 2 of the LoO. It allowed for a total expenditure of £60,000 of which £45,000 was to be provided by Interreg 111A East Border Region (75% grant) and £15,000 by the project promoters NIIAS and ASA.

The LoO called for a cash contribution of £3000 and an in-kind contribution of £12,000 from the project promoters.

It was agreed with Interreg 111A East Border Region at the outset that the in-kind contribution would be made up of Board Members’ time charged at a standard rate of £120/day pro rata, secretarial expenses at £100/day plus 20% overheads and travelling expenses (mileage) at 40p/mile.

A further 10% increase in the budget (£6000) was requested in June 2006 and approved in July 2006 bringing the total grant payable to £49,500.. The additional project promoter contribution was covered by further input of time by the Project Manager and cash received from the 2006 Conference fees.

A revised budget was agreed with Interreg 111A East Border Region and budget sub-heads adjusted to reflect minor changes in expenditure.

5.2  Project Account

A new project account was opened in the Northern Bank Antrim (a/c no. 91220683) in July 2004 under the name Agrilink/Interreg project to handle the projects financial transactions. All cheques were signed by the Project Manager, Andrew Stewart and countersigned by the NIIAS treasurer, Ian McMaw. It was confirmed by the NIIAS Auditor Mr. S. Smith and Inland Revenue that the lead partner NIIAS was not registered for VAT.

It was also confirmed in November 2004 by NIIAS that the obligatory public liability insurance was in place. 

The project received an initial rolling advance of £10,100 and further rolling advances throughout the project which covered most of the expenditure incurred without recourse to Bank overdraft facilities. However, a bank overdraft of £5000 was required towards the end of the project to allow final payments to be made.

A total project expenditure of £52,835.89 was certified by Allen & Partners, Accountants, 22 Market Square, Antrim BT41 4DT and by Interreg 111A East Border Region. The necessary cash and in-kind contributions required by the project promoters to draw down the full grant awarded was also approved and certified by Interreg 111A East Border Region.

5.3  Tenders/quotations

Tenders were required and obtained following the recommended procedures for the selection and appointment of the consultants to work on the project.

Quotations were also required and obtained for the Hotel used to host the Conference in February 2006 and for printing the Conference brochures and CPD promotional leaflet.

Comment

The official procedures concerning the financial management of the project were adhered to and all relevant expenditure was approved by Interreg 111A East Border Region allowing the full grant allocation to be awarded.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The Project Manager wishes to acknowledge the tremendous support received from the members of the Agrilink Committee acting as the Project Management Board. In particular, he wishes to pay special tribute to the enthusiastic support and help received from the Consultants, Aurion and its MD, Dr. Maureen Murphy. The Company’s contribution to the project far exceeded its contract commitments.

Appendix    Table 1

Meetings held/attended by Project Manager during course of project

 to manage and promote the Project

	Year
	Agrilink
	NIIAS
	ASA
	Interreg
	Aurion
	Other

	2004
	7 July

23 Sept.

15 Oct.

27 Oct.

25 Nov.
	5 May

24 May

12 Aug.

8 Sept.

7 Oct.

11 Nov.

15 Dec.
	14 Jun.

10 Sept.
	21 Jun.

3 Sept.

18 Nov.
	21 Oct.

4 Nov.

9 Nov.

17 Nov.

1 Dec.

20 Dec.
	

	2005
	13 May

19 Aug.

1 Nov.

1 Dec.
	2 Mar.

9 Mar.

14 Apr.

13 Jun.

27 Jul.

31 Aug.

28 Sept.

2 Oct.

14 Dec.
	23 Sept.
	17 Jan.

23 Aug.

3 Oct.

17 Nov.
	31 Jan.

11 Feb.

25 Feb.

15 Mar.

18 Mar.

7 Apr.

6 May

18 May

3 Jun

17 Jun.

8 Jul.

25 Jul.

26 Jul.

9 Sept.

16 Sept.

30 Sept.

11 Nov.

9 Dec.
	7 Oct.

	2006
	23Apr
	15 Feb.

26 Apr.

24 May

26 July

30 Nov.
	8 Sept.
	
	11 Jan.

17 Jan.

3 Apr.

24 Apr.

15 Jun.

19 Sept.
	14 Mar.

23 Mar.

14/15 Dec.

	2007
	29 Mar
	1 Mar.
	
	5 Feb.
	23 Jun.
	

	TOTAL
	11
	22
	4
	8
	31
	4
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