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Oxford Farming Conference Scholars’ Report

Sponsored by the Worshipful Company of Farmers

3-5 January 2018

What did you attend and who were the speakers?

(Please provide a brief summary of the receptions, workshops, sessions, dinners and debates that you attended)

Scholars Meeting – Matthew Naylor and Tom Allen-Stevens as OFC Directors and the Mcdonalds team as sponsor of the scholar programme gave an introduction to the programme as well as a brief media training. We then got sent out in groups of 3 and 4 on a teambuilding exercise. We were given a card with a description of somebody’s dietary preferences, ours was vegan and healthy food. We then had to speak to restaurants and cafés about the food they offered and enquire about the supply chain. I then gave a presentation and summary to the rest of the groups at the end of the session.
Scholars Reception – This was a presentation by members of the Mcdonalds agriculture team about what they and their farmers do. There was an emphasis of going above and beyond and having higher standards than the industry minimum, such as RSPCA assured. 
Pre-Conference Drinks reception – great opportunity to meet new people
Kebble Conference Dinner – Fantastic event in the most incredible surroundings. I was sat between Tom Allen-Stevens, who is also editor of Crop Production Magazine, and a Wisconsin farmer whose rotation consisted solely of maize and soya so we had great discussions. 
Barclays Bank 'Productivity, Efficiency and Profitability' Breakfast – Interesting to hear several of the same points on productivity raised as for the AHDB fringe event. One fact which stood out was that in 2015/16 only 40% of land was bought by farmers the rest was by investors. Also, the 4 business considerations they mentioned as being: Capital structure, liquidity, debt service and operating performance. 
Politics session – Much of this has been picked up in the press. Subsidies have been guaranteed until 2024 although there is an emphasis on public money for public goods. Furthermore, he stated that the current system of being paid just for having land would cease. He hinted to favour liberalisation of import tariffs but didn’t expand on what this would cover. 
Digital Revolution session – This included ‘We Farm’, a company who use a free peer-to-peer service across SMS service for farmers in third-world and developing countries to ask other farmers how to solve problems, such as giving a description of a pest and getting control methods back.
Next was ‘What3Words’ a company who have assigned 3 words to every 3m2 grid in the world. They worked out that 3 words gives enough combinations to make every grid unique so it is very useful in countries which don’t have post codes or even in this country to give an exact location of a shed for example.

Last was Kit Franklin Harper Adams University lecturer responsible for the hands-free hectare project. The base technology was simple using an old tractor such as a Ford 5000 and converting it to run robotically. The system was in its infancy and there were several flaws to iron out but the principle was that it can be done and it is closer to being a commercial reality than may have been previously believed. 

Professor Dieter Helm, Professor of Economics at Oxford University gave a very interesting talk around his work on natural capital and how we can value it. He also gave a very interesting analysis of the current subsidy system saying that it had inflated land prices which had then squeezed farm profitability and lead to further support of those farms so it had a kind of self-defeating prophecy. He also explained the importance that tariffs are based around border adjustment to reflect the extra costs associated with food produced to a higher ethical standard in the UK.

Inspiring Farmers Session – Tim Papworth gave a harrowing account of a farm accident he had and his treatment. He emphasised the importance of Farm Safety and once a month having an independent observer or professional look around the farm to identify safety hazards which may not be noticed if you get used to it. 

Duncan McConchie went back to the farm and asked his family for a couple of acres on a hillside which he diversified as he didn’t want to go back on the farm. Their business is an outstanding example of on-farm diversification at its very best and there aren’t many things they haven’t considered all based on their natural asset in Dumfries & Galloway.

Carla Mayara Borges farms a huge unit in Brazil where their costs per tonne are low but they face other challenges, namely the cost of transport. Logistics accounts for 44% of their product price which is what is currently keeping them from being uber-competitive on the global market. They have to transport produce hundreds of miles on mud roads; I asked Carla if they are likely to improve the transport infrastructure soon and she said very unlikely as the NGOs are so powerful they won’t let any development work take place which was interesting to hear. 
Science Lecture - Professor Chris Elliott from Queens University, Belfast talked about food fraud and food security as founder of the Institute for Global Food Security. He talked about the aftermath of the horse-gate scandal and how in some parts of the world food adulteration is still a big issue and it could be a market for the UK to exploit as we have among the highest traceability standards in the world.
Post-debate Supper at Christ Church - Myself and one other scholar, Matthew Steel, were selected to sit on the top table at the second dinner which was a great privilege. I was sat between a retiring commercial and marketing director at Massey Ferguson and an Emerging Leader. After the meal I spoke to the lecturer at Harper Adams responsible for the Hands-free hectare and we discussed the short-term timeframe for robotic tractors coming on sale. The technology is there but legislation changes are required. It is likely that any new products will come from the existing mainstream tractor brands. The CNH driverless tractor has had a lot of press but Kubota may actually be leading in this area in terms of having a product to get on farm. 
The Prince's Countryside Fund Breakfast – A talk around a resilience fund set up by PCF available to small farms, which they define as a business employing up to the equivalent of 2 full-time employees. The fund would also set up discussion groups and speakers or consultants would come in to discuss where they can improve and how they can be more resilient. It was very interesting and I gave them my details as they were short of groups in the east. 
Morning lectures in Sheldonian theatre – The morning lectures focused on the environment and food. James Wong spoke about lots of unusual foods which may become part of people’s diets. The Birds & Bees Debate featured Tony Juniper, a writer, campaigner and environmentalist; Mike Green, Environmental Stewardship Manager at BASF; Julia Aglionby, Executive Director of the Foundation for Common Land and Chair of the Upland Alliance; Paul Temple, farmer and Chairman of the AHDB Cereals & Oilseeds committee. They were particularly discussing the part environmental stewardship plays on farms saying it hasn’t been working effectively before now and that there needed to be a way we can measure or quantify improvements.

Frank Parkinson Lecture – Eve Turrow Paul gave a fascinating insight in to the eating and purchasing habits of millennials, those born between 1980 and 1996, who she said now account for a quarter of the world’s population and are food obsessed. These people are taking a lot of interest in where their food comes from and this presents opportunities for farmers. To them food is their brand and many of them make a public social profile around what they eat. Young people are now more likely to pay for an experience than something tangible. This emphasised the importance of adding value to your products and offering a story. According to Eve food should be: Real, transparent, green, unique, local, personalised, alternative proteins and immersive. It should be noted that she is based in New York City but much of it is applicable to our general population. 
Steve Murrells CEO of the Co-op Group gave an insight in to the unique model of Co-op and how it has capitalized on its relatively small size to offer benefits which the main stores can’t easily do such as vowing to source 100% of their fresh meat from British farms. They also have local food products in their stores and a close relationship with their producers. 

Mark Lynas used to campaign against GMOs and now campaigns for them saying that the debate needs to be re-launched and based on fact not like the last time when it was around emotion and misconceptions. He said the biggest problem with uptake to date was that most of the safety messages in favour where coming from agro-chemical giants such as Monsanto who had a huge vested interest and therefore very little public trust or confidence. He explained the benefits it could provide for food security and also the environment were great.

There was a Street Food Networking lunch at which we got chance to ask the producers about their food and understand their market.

Our day ended with a Scholars Workshop with Karl Schnieder, FW editor, and Minette Batters, NFU Deputy President, as well as speakers from the morning James Wong and Eve Turrow Paul. They went round our groups individually and we got chance to ask them about their thoughts on how consumer trends when eating out are changing and how this could affect farm businesses.
Which fringe events did you attend?

(Please provide a brief summary of event/s)
AHDB fringe event – Inspiring farmers, growers and industry to succeed in a rapidly changing world.  This was a very interesting talk particularly focusing on productivity and investment. It gave a true account of the UK’s position in the world rankings and showed that for productivity we are well behind most of Europe and indeed the world. They noted that for some time where other countries have focused on margin much of our focus has been on yield and that needed to change. AHDB have the ‘Farmbench’ online tool which allows farmers to input their data and then receive a cost of production as well as a gross and net margin. They can also compare to other farmers in a local group, across a region or the country.

Another interesting fact is that across all industry sectors in the UK agriculture was the worst for investment in staff training and that if we were to be seen as a professional industry this needed to change.  
BBSRC Innovation Hub - I was able to catch the end after the Scholars Reception and talked to a researcher demonstrating an eartag embedded microchip to record sheep movement and detect early onset of lameness. Signal was carried over radio waves so distance was limited to a field but repeater stations could be installed or information logged similar to EID. Cost and battery life were limiting factors currently for the system to work real-time through SMS but it is something they are looking at. Cost is relatively high at $4-5.00 a tag and given the reluctant uptake of EID it may be slow to become commercially mainstream. Personally, I think it will need to have a function whereby it alerts through SMS or GPRS giving real-time updates before it really takes off but it is a very interesting project which I will be keeping an eye on.

If you attended the debate at the Oxford Union, what where your opinions of the outcome?

I thought it was interesting and in parts humorous. The title of “This House believes that by 2100 meat eating will be a thing of the past” meant that there weren’t many in favour apart from the proposer and seconder so most of the people who spoke on that side did so satirically but it was interesting and a fun event. 
I had prepared for the debate and sat at the front with my hand up at every opportunity but wasn’t picked which was disappointing but at least I tried.
The wording meant that it was very unlikely to have ended in any other way than defeat for the proposal as meat-eating won’t disappear in its entirety, although it may well reduce, but it prompted some good discussion.
Did you contribute questions during the conference?

I raised my hand and entered questions through the app for several speakers but questions were in high supply and question time was limited so instead I made a point of finding the speakers in breaks or at the dinner and asking them questions.
What did you learn from the conference?

I learnt that there are a lot of consumer and lifestyle changes taking place across the globe and it can be easy in a rural setting to get stuck in  bubble and not see what the consumer of tomorrow, or even today, will be eating but we need to be aware of these changes.
I learnt that technological advances such as commercially available robotic tractors are much closer than I thought. With the government’s claim of wanting to be a world leader in driverless cars, if we can carry that over to driverless tractors, we could have a real boost to our industry and be global leaders in field-scale R&D too.  
Who did you meet at the conference?
· From the Worshipful Company of Farmers
Christopher Day, Steward – kindly drove me to OFC

Rosie Carne, Senior Warden

Richard Halhead, Charity Coordinator

Ian Bell

Teresa Wickham
· Industry contacts

Too many to mention….  Matt Naylor (OFC Director), Tom Allen-Stevens (OFC 2019 Chairman), Caroline Millar (OFC 2018 Chairman), CLA Central Policy advisor, Peter Kendall (AHDB Chairman), Jane King (AHDB CEO), Minette Batters (NFU Deputy President), Karl Schneider (Farmers Weekly editor), Claire Saunders (Director, Prince’s Countryside Fund). The following speakers (please refer to notes above for info: James Wong, Eve Turrow Paul, Kit Franklin and Carla Mayara Borges.
What are the key points to take back to YFC members and the Worshipful Company of Farmers from this event?

(Please summarise information pertinent for YFC members from the event)

There is a lot of change coming and as the conference title eludes to we must embrace that change if we are to thrive, or even have the resilience to survive. It was also interesting that there is still a strong future for small farms as in some cases they can be as productive as large farms who in some examples have large overheads and debts to service from asset acquisition. Furthermore, smaller farms who may not compete on commodity production can find a niche or diversify in to alternative income streams. There are great examples of all types of farm and it is clear that there is no one size fits all and the most important ingredients to success are the farmers themselves. 

Trends are changing and whilst our short-term outlook is driven by the market if we look long-term we can recognise trends of the future so that we are established when they become more mainstream. 
Our market will become more global as foreign export demand increases but at the same time, domestically, provenance will continue to become more important and more local.
The Union Jack on its own is not enough to sell our products to the masses across the world we need to say what it means. What it means first and foremost is safe ethically produced traceable food. China has a huge problem with food adulteration; accentuated by the ‘one child rule’ parents are really worried about what they feed their children so if they know our food is safe and it is what it says it is that is a market. 
The GMO debate will be re-surfacing with a fresh focus on the science and also what benefits it can offer to the environment. 
Quote

(Please provide a quote focusing on your experiences at the conference for promotion of the event and your scholarship opportunity)

The Oxford Farming Conference brings together experts from across the world delivering some fantastic presentations on future trends, policy and technology but perhaps the greatest part is meeting and chatting with so many experts and industry leaders. You can ask the questions that really matter to you and your contacts list at the end will provide many opportunities down the line.
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