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This discussion document has been prepared by the Chairman and committee of Agrilink to stimulate further debate on the future role of agricultural science graduates and their Professional Bodies in the rapidly changing agricultural scene.

So what is all the fuss about?

Agricultural Science graduates have proved to be an adaptable, versatile breed over the past 50 years, so why should we worry about our survival now? There are several reasons for concern.

1. The impact of CAP and WTO reforms, along with the imposition of a plethora of EU Directives, is precipitating a radical change in farming, requiring Professionals to have a new range of skills that were not considered important in the past.

2. Other graduates with degrees such as environmental science, business management and rural development could increasingly fill the role of agricultural science graduates in meeting the changing Professional needs of those working and living in rural areas.

3. Unless existing Professional agricultural graduates undergo a major and continuing re-skilling exercise, we run the risk of becoming increasingly marginalized in the years ahead.

4. The new graduates emerging from UCD, QUB and elsewhere in 3 to 4 years time will be better attuned to the changing agricultural scene and consequently more employable should re-deployment become a necessity.

A vision for Irish agriculture

Prof. Liam Downey (Architect of the EU Agriblue Foresight policy document) in his keynote address to the February 2006 Agrilink conference, spoke of the two divergent and sometimes conflicting goals of EU Agricultural policy – sustainability and competitiveness. He argued that they can only be brought together by building a knowledge economy and developing a knowledge base that brings these two policies closer together.

The challenge facing agricultural graduates is to develop new models of livestock and crop production that are

(1) profitable at farm level

(2) produce internationally competitive food products

(3) meet animal/welfare requirements

(4) cope with emerging climate changes and

(5) are environmentally sustainable

Prof. Downey remarked that “the professional domain of agricultural science is being radically extended both in terms of range and depth. A wider range of competencies is now required to deal with the broader rural economy.

Graduates must possess the technical capacities required to position rural businesses in the Knowledge economy. In particular, they need to be able to develop a vibrant Bio-economy built upon the comparative advantages of the natural resource-based sectors of agri-food, forestry and the rural environment.

There is a pressing need for continuing professional courses designed to provide graduates working in Agriculture with a fuller understanding of the complex array of issues involved in achieving the optimum balance between economic and environmental sustainability”

Implications for Professional Agriculturists

Most of the 5000 or so Professionals, currently working in agriculture throughout Ireland, possess a primary degree in agricultural science, with a strong bias towards production agriculture. In the 2005 Agrilink survey of Professional Agriculturists training needs, around 50% of the participants possessed additional post-graduate qualifications, ranging from Certificates, Diplomas and Masters to PhD degrees.

This suggests that many Professional Agriculturists have been taking their continuing professional development (CPD) seriously but are they thoroughly trained to play their full part in the rapidly changing agricultural scene ?. The Agrilink survey would suggest not, with a majority of those surveyed indicating a particular need for further training in personal skills, the environment and business management.

With the future emphasis on the environment, rural development and farm business diversification are Professionals ready for the challenge or will the jobs traditionally filled by Agricultural Science graduates be taken in future by graduates with degrees in such subjects as environmental science, business management and rural development. Our Universities certainly think so and are busily revamping their primary degree courses accordingly.

So what can traditional Agricultural Science graduates do to secure their future, remain competitive, improve their Professionalism and be able to offer the skills needed over the next 10 to 20 years?

Firstly we can begin to recognise the on-going personal development that takes place every day on-the-job through  interaction with colleagues, reading and attending in-service training provided by employers and others. But we fail to keep a record of this vital training activity and have no documentation to show what has been achieved.

Secondly we can take control of our CPD by reviewing our individual training needs and seeking out suitably accredited courses to cover the skills gaps identified. Remember, our personal Professional development is our own responsibility, not our employer’s.

Increasingly we will be expected to pay for such training ourselves, so it is worth considering factoring in an annual sum into our personal budgets for future training. Employers may assist financially provided the training is very focussed and specific to their immediate needs.

If a suitable course cannot be found, bring this knowledge gap to the attention of ASA or NIIAS and discuss what can be done to meet this training need.

Implications for Professional Bodies

The structure and programme of the Professional Bodies representing agricultural graduates have changed little over the last 40 years. However, if these bodies wish to continue to represent the new breed of graduate that will service the agricultural industry in the next 40 years and grow their membership, they need to

1. Change admission rules to embrace graduates from a range of disciplines, other than agricultural science, working in agriculture, unless they want to evolve into little more than a social club

2. Consider a name change that better reflects their broader future role, e.g. Institute of Rural Management, and become the organisation recognised as representing all Professionals working in Agriculture, no matter what their particular discipline.

3.    Develop and define the competencies that are and will be relevant to Professional                    Agriculturists in the next 10 years and have these officially recognised by Government and Industry employers.

4.    Introduce graded membership to reflect the status, training and Professional experience     of its members e.g. Associate, Member, Fellow.

5. Move towards the establishment of “chartered” status for experienced members ; a critical mass in terms of membership numbers would be needed to achieve this goal.

6. Make Continuing Professional Development (CPD) the corner stone and mechanism by which a members Professional status is maintained.

              Both ASA and NIIAS now possess the necessary electronic tools to accommodate the      individual member’s CPD and to operate a points system to evaluate the training undertaken.

7. Embrace the advantages and power of IT in servicing and communicating with members and develop and exploit the Knowledge Forum facility incorporated in the CPD computer programme to exchange information and expertise between members.

Already new graduate groupings related to agriculture are beginning to form. If the Bodies that have traditionally represented agricultural graduates do not move soon to broaden and strengthen their base, they will quickly become an irrelevance in the emerging rural scene.
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