
 

 

Marie-Jose Zondag (Ecorys Netherlands)  

Carolien de Lauwere (LEI-Wageningen UR) 

Peter Sloot (Aequator Groen & Ruimte) 

Andreas Pauer (Ecorys Brussels) 
 

September 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Synthesis 
 

Pilot project: Exchange programmes for young 
farmers 

 

 

 

Preliminary results 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EUROPEAN COMMISSION 

Directorate-General for Agriculture and Rural Development  

E-mail: agri-evaluation@ec.europa.eu  
 

European Commission 
B-1049 Brussels 



 Synthesis  

3 
 

 

 

Synthesis 
Pilot project: Exchange programmes for young farmers 

 

Preliminary results 

 

Ecorys Netherlands, Marie-Jose Zondag 

LEI-Wageningen UR, Carolien de Lauwere 

Aequator Groen & Ruimte, Peter Sloot 

Ecorys Brussels, Andreas Pauer 

 

September 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Synthesis 

 

4 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LEGAL NOTICE 

The information and views set out in this report are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the 
official opinion of the Commission. The Commission does not guarantee the accuracy of the data included in 
this study. Neither the Commission nor any person acting on the Commission‟s behalf may be held 
responsible for the use which may be made of the information contained therein. 

More information on the European Union is available on the Internet (http://www.europa.eu). 

Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union, 2015 

ISBN  
doi: 

© European Union, 2015 
Reproduction is authorised provided the source is acknowledged. 

Printed in the Netherlands  

 

Europe Direct is a service to help you find answers  

to your questions about the European Union. 

Freephone number (*): 

00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 

(*) The information given is free, as are most calls (though some operators, phone 
boxes or hotels may charge you). 

http://europa.eu.int/citizensrights/signpost/about/index_en.htm#note1#note1


 Synthesis  

5 
 

 

Table of Contents 

1. INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................................. 6 

2. NEEDS OF YOUNG FARMERS IN EU-28 ........................................................................... 8 

2.1. Knowledge needs ................................................................................................. 8 

2.2. A diversity of knowledge sources and information sources .................................... 9 
2.3. Factors affecting the knowledge needs of young farmers .................................... 16 

2.4. Other needs of young farmers ............................................................................ 18 

3. EXCHANGE SCHEMES................................................................................................... 19 

3.1. Demand for exchange schemes .......................................................................... 19 
3.2. Differences between countries ............................................................................ 19 

3.3. Availability of exchange schemes ....................................................................... 20 

3.4. Types of exchange schemes ............................................................................... 20 
3.5. Design and size.................................................................................................. 23 

3.6. Management and efficiency ................................................................................ 24 
3.7. Objectives and effectiveness .............................................................................. 24 

3.8. Sustainability ..................................................................................................... 25 

3.9. Learning by seeing something completely different? ........................................... 26 
3.10. Different user needs in different farm situations ................................................. 26 

3.11. Specific knowledge needs................................................................................... 27 
3.12. Costs count as well ............................................................................................ 27 

4. GUIDE FOR SUCCESSFUL EXCHANGE SCHEMES ........................................................... 28 

4.1. Design ............................................................................................................... 29 

4.2. Objectives and effective exchange schemes for young farmers ........................... 30 

4.3. Managing exchange schemes for young farmers efficiently ................................. 30 
4.4. Ensuring a sustainable „long-lasting‟ exchange scheme for young farmers........... 32 

5. CONCLUSIONS............................................................................................................. 33 

5.1. General conclusions on the needs of young farmers............................................ 33 

5.2. General conclusions on exchange schemes ......................................................... 35 

6. RECOMMENDATIONS.................................................................................................... 37 

6.1. Recommendations concerning the needs of young farmers ................................. 37 

6.2. Recommendations concerning exchange schemes............................................... 37 

LITERATURE......................................................................................................................... 39 

 

 

 

 

 



Synthesis 

 

6 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Objective of the Pilot Project study on young farmers 

The “Pilot Project: Exchange programmes for young farmers” has been commissioned 

by the European Commission, Directorate-General for Agriculture and Rural 

Development (DG AGRI) to identify the needs of young farmers, get an overview of 

the existing exchange schemes for young farmers and develop a guide to establish or 

improve exchange schemes for young farmers (DG AGRI, Tender No AGRI-2012-Eval-

03). The study has been implemented by Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator 

Groen & Ruimte in 2014 and 2015. The aims of this study were: 

 To provide a comprehensive assessment of the specific needs of young farmers 

across the EU; 

 To describe and assess existing schemes and initiatives for the exchange of 

young farmers; 

 To identify specific results of exchange schemes and specific support measures 

that have proved to be effective and efficient; 

 To provide recommendations on the design, implementation and delivery of 

exchange programmes and schemes. 

Some context 

The background to the study is that the evolution and specialisation of agriculture and 

forestry and the particular challenges faced by micro-, small- and medium-sized 

enterprises in rural areas (e.g. farmers, forest producers, winegrowers, 

horticulturalists, etc.) require an appropriate level of technical and economic training 

(DG AGRI, Tender No AGRI-2012-Eval-03). The regulatory framework for EU rural 

development 2014-2020 has stipulated that knowledge transfer and information 

transfer should not so much be provided in the form of t raditional training courses, but 

rather be adapted to the needs of rural actors (European Commission, 2013).  

Appropriate training is especially important for young farmers because it is this group 

specifically that can contribute the most to fostering the innovation and resource-

efficiency needed to achieve the EU20201 objectives (Dellapasqua, 2010). 

Furthermore, young farmers face specific challenges linked to the high investments 

needed in the start-up phase, difficulties in accessing finance and low turnover in the 

first years of business. Combined with prolonged generational renewal and diminished 

access to land, this can reduce the interest of young farmers in entering the sector. 

Moreover, the decreasing number of young people in the agricultural sect or creates 

specific difficulties for generational renewal and raises concerns regarding the loss of 

valuable skills and knowledge as older, but experienced people, leave the sector. 

According to the „Overview of CAP2 reform 2014-2020‟, only 14% of European farmers 

are aged under 40 (European Commission, 2013). 

This synthesis 

This synthesis summarises the main results of this pilot project related to both the 28 

EU Member States (EU-28) as well as to several OECD countries,3 and brings together 

a vast quantity of information collected during a wide range of activities in 2014-2015, 

including: 

                                                 

1  EU2020 = Main European strategy for 2020. 
2  CAP = Common Agricultural Policy. 
3  OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. The countries covered are Australia, 

Brazil, Canada, Chile, Israel, New Zealand, Turkey, the United States of America and partially also 
Mexico, Norway, Switzerland, Russia and South Africa. 
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 Literature study and desk research on exchange schemes; 

 Study of publicity and communication on exchange schemes; 

 Interviews with stakeholders throughout the European Union; 

 Survey among 2 205 young farmers in 28 Member States; 

 Focus group discussions and consultations in 28 Member States; 

 Inventory of exchange schemes, yielding some 185 schemes (EU and OECD); 

 Case studies of 22 selected exchange schemes (EU and OECD), including 

interviews with scheme managers, host farmers and farmer participants; 

 Consultation with focus group members. 

 

In this synthesis, the most important findings of the pilot project on exchange 

schemes for young farmers are presented. The general needs and knowledge needs of 

the young farmers in the EU-28, EU-15 and NMS4 are presented in chapter two. In 

addition, maps are provided to show the knowledge needs of young farmers in each 

EU Member State. The results presented in this chapter are mainly based on the 

survey among 2 205 young farmers in EU-28 and the focus group discussions. In 

chapter three, the findings concerning the exchange schemes are presented. These 

findings are partly based on the survey and the focus group discussions but also on 

the inventory of exchange schemes and the case studies. The conclusions and 

recommendations are presented in chapters four and five. 

Where to find more information 

The findings of the whole study can be found in the following documents which are 

available at http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/external-studies/index_en.htm. 

 

Executive summary 

Report 0. Synthesis with the main conclusions and recommendations (this report). 

Report I. Needs of young farmers with the following annexes: 

- Country reports for each EU-28 Member State on the needs of young farmers based 

on the survey and focus group discussions (Annex I.1-I.28); 

- Survey results in more detail (Annex I.29); 

- Methodology used: Questionnaire and approach for the data analysis (Annex I.30). 

Report II. Inventory and analysis of existing exchange schemes for young farmers 

with three annexes: 

- Overview of exchange schemes for young farmers currently existing in EU-28 and 

several OECD countries (Annex II.1); 

- Case studies on 22 exchange schemes (Annex II.2); 

- Methodology for the exchange schemes and drafting the guide (Annex II.3) 

Report III. Guide on exchange schemes for young farmers 

 

                                                 

4  Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Portugal, 
Spain, Sweden, The Netherlands and the United Kingdom belong to EU-15, and Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Malta, Romania, Slovakia and 
Slovenia belong to the New Member States (NMS). In total 1 332 of the interviewed farmers came from 
EU-15 and 873 of them came from one of the NMS. 

http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/external-studies/index_en.htm
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2. Needs of young farmers in EU-28 

One of the aims of the project was to provide a comprehensive assessment of the 

specific needs of young farmers across the EU. To achieve this, a survey was carried 

out among 2 205 farmers aged under 40 (referred to as „young farmers‟) in all 28 EU 

Member States in the spring of 2014. In addition, focus groups were organised in all 

Member States (one focus group per Member State) (or a limited number of interviews 

with stakeholders, if it was not possible to organise a focus group in a country) to 

validate the results of the survey.  

The number of collected questionnaires per country varied from 25 in small countries 

in which agriculture was of little importance to 100 in big countries with an important 

agricultural sector (based on standard output). 25 extra questionnaires were collected 

in countries where the percentage of less favoured area was under 50%.  

The biggest part of the questionnaire consisted of structured questions with pre-

programmed answers to guarantee that all questions were asked in the same way in 

each country and to make it possible to analyse the data in a statistically sound way. 

Some open questions were asked at the end of the questionnaire about the age of the 

farmers and the hectare (ha) of owned and rented Utilised Agricultural Area (UAA). 

The structured questions were about the general needs of young farmers, knowledge 

needs of farmers, the knowledge and information sources they like to use, farmers‟ 

participation in and awareness of exchange schemes and the extent to which they 

were content about these exchange schemes, issues that hinder young farmers in 

obtaining knowledge or participating in an exchange scheme, the farmers‟ attitudes 

about participation in a(n) (inter)national exchange scheme, the farmers‟ intention of 

joining a(n) (inter)national exchange scheme and the farmers‟ expectations about 

participation in an exchange scheme. 

 

2.1. Knowledge needs 

With respect to knowledge, the survey results showed that the interviewed young 

farmers are most interested in obtaining specific technological knowledge needed for 

their farm and obtaining knowledge to develop a farm strategy. However, they are 

also eager to gain entrepreneurial skills (marketing, networking, communication and 

financial skills) and managerial skills (Figure 2.11). 
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Figure 2.1 Knowledge needs of young farmers in the EU – percentage of 

respondents who answered that it was likely that they will develop the skills 

mentioned in the figure below through trainings, courses, workshops, study groups or 

participation in an exchange scheme 

 
Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 

Looking at EU-28 reveals that all interviewed young farmers are quite interested in the 

(further) development of their skills. More than 50% of them perceive it as likely that 

they will develop the skills mentioned in Figure 2.11 and more than 60% perceive it as 

likely that they will develop skills to obtain specific technological knowledge necessary 

for the farm and skills related to the development of a farm strategy. Skills related to 

foreign languages seem to be an exception. These are mentioned only by 41% of the 

respondents. However, with regard to these language skills, there are differences 

within the European Union. Compared to EU-28, the interviewed young farmers in EU-

15 (old Member States) are less interested in the development of skills related to 

foreign languages and the interviewed young farmers in new Member States are more 

interested in the development of these skills. This is probably because young farmer in 

EU-15 have more language skills already (or they think they do). 

 

2.2. A diversity of knowledge sources and information sources 

Our research shows that young farmers use a variety of knowledge and information 

sources to obtain knowledge. „Knowledge sources‟ refer to sources which (young) 

farmers can visit when they are looking for knowledge and information, while 

„information sources‟ refer to persons or institutions that can be consulted by young 

farmers. 

Knowledge sources 

Reading and looking for information on the internet, field days or excursions, 

individual advice, fairs or exhibitions, (agricultural) trainings or courses, farmers‟ 

journals and workshops, seminars or conferences are the most important knowledge 

sources for the interviewed young farmers. Participation in exchange schemes, social 

media, participation in discussions on the internet and online trainings or e-learning 

are used the least by the interviewed young farmers (Figure 2.2). This result is 

striking because online trainings, e-learning and social media are mentioned quite 

often by focus group members and other stakeholders (besides direct contact). 

However, a difficulty in obtaining knowledge through the internet mentioned by some 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Foreign languages

Skills related to the improvement of animal welfare

Marketing skills

Resource and nature/ environment management

Networking skills/ ability to create partnership

Communication skills

Management skills

Financial skills

Skills related to applying for subsidies/ grants/ credit

Develop a farm strategy

Obtain specific technological knowledge…

New MS EU15 All countriesEU28 % of interview ed young farmers 
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focus groups was a missing or bad (too slow or not easy accessible) internet 

connection, especially in specific regions (mountainous or remote areas) (Austria, 

Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Romania, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom), 

or a lack of skills to use the internet in a proper way (Bulgaria, Cyprus, Malta). 

When compared with EU-28, the interviewed young farmers in EU-15 are less 

interested and the interviewed young farmers in the new Member States are more 

interested in participating in discussions on the internet and online t raining or e-

learning through the internet (Figure 2.2).  

Figure 2.2 Percentage of interviewed young farmers that liked to use the 

knowledge sources mentioned in the figure below 

 
Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 

Looking at individual countries reveals that a majority of the interviewed young 

farmers do not like to use online training, online discussion or social media to access 

new knowledge. In most countries, less than 50% of the interviewed young farmers 

use these sources to obtain knowledge. Only in Bulgaria, Croatia, Romania, Portugal, 

Spain and Cyprus did more than 50% of the interviewed young farmers say they use 

these sources to obtain information (Figure 2.3).  

The findings are only partly in line with the findings of Niewolny and Lillard (2010) that 

farmers need an alternative knowledge system that incorporates community-based 

learning, participatory and experimental learning, social media and new approaches to 

establish, retain and expand sustainable agriculture concepts and that reduces the 

amount of lectures and other forms of direct instructions.  

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Online training/ e-learning through the internet

Participating in discussions on the internet

Social media

Participation in an exchange scheme

Joining a study group or network

Participating in workshops/ seminars/ conferences

Farmers’ journal 

(agricultural) training or course

Visiting fairs/ exhibitions etc.

Individual advice

Field days/ excursion

Reading and looking for information on the internet

New MS EU15 All countriesEU28 % of interview ed young farmers 
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Figure 2.3 Percentage of interviewed young farmers who liked participation 

in discussions or online training or e-learning through the internet or use of 

social media as sources to obtain knowledge 

Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 

However, in most EU Member States, over 75% of the interviewed young farmers like 

reading and looking for information on the internet (Figure 2.4). Only in Germany, 

Belgium, Ireland, Estonia, Cyprus, Spain, France and Slovakia was the rate lower – 

but remained above 50% Figure 2.4).  



Synthesis 

 

12 
 

Figure 2.4 Percentage of interviewed young farmers who obtain knowledge 

through the internet 

 
Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 

Individual advice also appeared to be an important knowledge source: over 70% of 

the interviewed young farmers liked this knowledge source in most EU countries, 

except Portugal, Estonia, Slovakia, Czech Republic, Poland and Latvia (Figure 2.5).  
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Figure 2.5 Percentage of interviewed young farmers who use individual 

advice to obtain knowledge 

 
Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 

Interactive knowledge sources (workshops, study groups/networks, agricultural 

training, field days or excursions and participation in exchange schemes) also seem to 

be quite popular among the interviewed young farmers as over 60% of them like to 

use such sources in most EU countries, except Cyprus, Malta, Poland, Finland, Italy 

and Sweden (Figure 2.6). 
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Figure 2.6 Percentage of interviewed young farmers who prefer interactive 

knowledge sources (workshops, study groups/networks, agricultural 

training, field days or excursions and participation in exchange schemes) as 

sources to obtain knowledge) 

 
Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 

In addition, 60% or more of the interviewed young farmers like to use farmers‟ 

journals in all countries except Bulgaria, Malta and Estonia (Figure 2.7).  
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Figure 2.7 Percentage of interviewed young farmers who use farmers’ 

journals to obtain knowledge 

 
Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 

Information sources 

Other farmers are the most important information source for the interviewed young 

farmers, followed by farmers‟ associations and agricultural consultants and advisors. 

Compared to EU-28, the interviewed young farmers in EU-15 make more use of 

farmers‟ associations and veterinarians, and the interviewed young farmers in new 

Member States make less use of farmers‟ associations, veterinarians and input 

suppliers (Figure 2.8). 

Our survey showed that lack of time is the most important constraint to obtaining 

information for the interviewed young farmers (mentioned by 58.4% of the 

respondents). 
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Figure 2.8 Percentage of interviewed young farmers who use the following 

information sources  

 
Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 

 

2.3. Factors affecting the knowledge needs of young farmers 

The results presented above show that young farmers in new Member States have 

different knowledge needs. In general, young farmers in the new Member States seem 

to have more knowledge needs than other young farmers in the European Union. They 

seem to be more eager to develop all kinds of skills and obtain knowledge from 

different sources and they have more intention of joining an exchange scheme and a 

more positive attitude to exchange schemes. This might be related to the knowledge 

infrastructure in those countries. 

The education level of the interviewed young farmers affected their knowledge needs 

as well: respondents with a higher level of education are more eager to develop a 

variety of different skills and perceive fewer obstacles to obtaining information or 

joining an exchange scheme. They have a more positive attitude to exchange schemes 

and also participated more often in an exchange scheme than less educated 

interviewed young farmers (Figure 2.9). 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%
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Figure 2.9 The influence of education level on the general and knowledge 

needs of the interviewed young farmers (YF), the information and knowledge 

sources they use, the hindrances they perceive to obtaining information or 

participating in an exchange scheme (ES), their intention of and attitude to 

joining exchange schemes and their expectations of them (% of interviewed 

young farmers) 

 
Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 

In addition, the survey results showed that the knowledge needs of young farmers are 

affected by the agricultural sector in which they work (intensive, specific), their farm 

situation (owner of the farm or not) and the kind of area in which they live (favourable 

or not): 

 Young farmers working in an intensive, specialist sector (for example olive 

orchards) seem to have higher knowledge needs than young farmers working in 

more extensive or „common known‟ sectors, such as dairy farming or arable 

farming. This is possibly because not so much knowledge is available in these 

specialist sectors; 

 „Older‟ young farmers who were the owners of the farm more often used 

discussions on the internet and online training or e-learning through the internet 

than their colleagues who do not own a farm; 

 Interviewed young farmers who are the owners of the farm seem to be more 

confident: they perceive fewer general needs when compared with all the 

interviewed young farmers. However, they are also less eager to develop different 

kinds of skills and perceive it relatively often as unrealistic that they will join a(n) 

(inter)national exchange scheme; 

 It is more difficult for the interviewed young farmers who live in less favourable 

areas to obtain knowledge or join an exchange scheme. 

 

This leads to the conclusion that knowledge should be tailor-made and adjusted to the 

specific needs of young farmers living in different regions and kinds of area, working 

in different sectors, with different education levels and in different farm situations.  
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2.4. Other needs of young farmers 

The survey results showed that knowledge needs are not the most important needs of 

young farmers in the European Union. The most important needs appeared to be land 

to buy or rent, followed by subsidies, credit and qualified labour (Figure 2.10). This 

was confirmed in the focus group discussions. However, this is sector specific: in more 

intensive and specialised agricultural sectors (permanent crops and horticulture) 

access to insurance and knowledge seem to be the most important needs. Access to 

knowledge may be important because there is not so much knowledge available yet in 

these specialist sectors. 

Figure 2.10 General needs of young farmers in the European Union 

(percentage of interviewed young farmers who perceived the issues mentioned in the 

underlying figure as problematic) 

 
Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 
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3. Exchange schemes 

3.1. Demand for exchange schemes 

Although the participation rate in exchange schemes among the interviewed young 

farmers was rather low, the young farmers who did join an exchange scheme were 

content about their experiences (as was also confirmed by the focus groups) (Figure 

3.1). In addition, most interviewed young farmers had a positive attitude to and 

positive expectations about exchange schemes.  

Lack of time and having no replacement on the farm were mentioned as the most 

important obstacles to joining an exchange scheme (mentioned by 69% and 48.6% of 

the respondents respectively). Hence, finding ways to balance out these concerns may 

be helpful to encourage more young farmers to join an exchange scheme. Another 

solution could be to offer shorter-term opportunities. In different countries, focus 

groups mentioned that exchange schemes should be specifically tailored to the time 

and financial constraints of those interested in participating (Belgium, Cyprus, France, 

Greece, Italy, Portugal, Romania, Czech Republic, Hungary). The availability of 

replacement on the farm, for example by a reliable farmer relief service or farm 

replacement services, was also mentioned in several focus groups (Czech Republic, 

Finland, France, Hungary). 

Figure 3.1 Percentage of young farmers that is aware of the existence of an 

exchange scheme and/ or participated in it 

 
Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 

 

3.2. Differences between countries 

The results of the needs survey as well as the comments of the focus group are 

country specific. They give clear country-specific indications of the demand for 

exchange schemes (among other needs). In general, young farmers in the new 

Member States have more intention of joining an exchange scheme and a more 

positive attitude to exchange schemes than young farmers in EU-15. For young 

farmers in the EU-15, this may be less important because they have a lot of 

knowledge already (or they think they have). In EU-15 more emphasis also has been 

on the development of entrepreneurship. This may have helped to make them more 

aware of their own and their farm‟s potential in the context they operate in 

(Bergevoet, 2005; De Lauwere, 2005; Rudman, 2008; Lans, 2009). These kinds of 

knowledge needs are addressed by the rise of new types of exchange schemes in EU-

15 (such as schemes that focus on leadership or on specific business/supply chains 

focus). 
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3.3. Availability of exchange schemes 

During our research, a vast amount of information was collected on exchange 

schemes in Member States and several OECD countries (Figure 3.2). It appeared that 

the location of any headquarters of exchange schemes was determined by 

administrative, logistical or other practical matters rather than by country specif ic 

needs of local (young) farmers. Some headquarters even have a policy of moving 

periodically around the world (e.g. Nuffield).  

Figure 3.2 World map showing locations of exchange schemes identified 

during the project (headquarters and partner organisations) 

 
Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015, Map based on Google Maps.  

 

3.4. Types of exchange schemes 

The needs of young farmers change depending on the time and place. This fact is 

demonstrated by the wide array of different types of exchange schemes distinguished 

in this research, ranging from schemes for youngsters (17 and above) who want to 

travel for several months and get to know another (agri) culture, to schemes for fully 

employed entrepreneurs who can barely leave their farm for more than a few days or 

weeks, to web-based schemes and schemes designed for groups of farmers.  

Based on the inventory, we identified seven types of exchange schemes for 

young farmers:  

 Classic exchange schemes involving longer stays; 

 Classic exchange schemes for organic farming; 

 Leadership and mentoring schemes; 

 Schemes with a specific business focus; 

 Web-based exchange schemes; 

 Group-based exchange schemes; 

 EU schemes and schemes run and/or financed by governments. 
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Type 1. Classic exchange schemes involving longer stays 

This type includes typical schemes where participants travel to another (part of the) 

country for periods of several weeks, although this can sometimes extend to 12 

months. Over 55 such schemes have been identified in the countries studied. 

Examples are Odyssée Agri in France, Travel to Farm in Denmark, R-ETA in Hungary 

and SUSP in the Netherlands. Examples from OECD countries are AgriVenture, CAEP, 

IRE and IFYE. Acquiring technical agricultural know-how, experiencing different 

production systems and more recently managerial aspects of farming are always 

among the exchange objectives. As several private companies are active as well as 

NGOs, this type of exchange scheme seems to be developing on a demand-supply 

basis, including competing for participants.  

Type 2. Classic exchange schemes involving longer stays with a focus on 

organic farming 

These exchange schemes are in fact identical to the classic type mentioned above. 

However, they focus specifically on the exchange of young farmers (and sometimes 

students) interested in organic or ecological farming. Around 30 of these schemes 

have been identified in the countries studied. The largest example of this type of 

exchange scheme is WWOOF, with over 100 000 participants in 100 countries 

worldwide, making it the largest of all schemes inventoried. Another example besides 

WWOOF is MESA in the USA. Participants often already hold a degree qualification. 

Type 3. Leadership & mentoring schemes 

This type of exchange programme targets relatively small numbers of (young) farmers 

that receive very specific attention and training. Around 30 of these schemes have 

been identified in the countries studied. The roles of the participants are often 

qualified as mentees and mentors, with mentees being the selected (young) farmers 

and mentors being experienced businesspeople, selected from industry. The 

leadership and mentoring schemes started in the UK and other Anglophone countries. 

The rationale behind these schemes is that supporting and mentoring a small number 

of young farmers can produce leaders of the future. 

Type 4. New style schemes with specific business focus 

These exchange schemes specifically focus on a supply chain and are dominated (and 

funded) by a large retailer. The motivation behind their support is both corporate 

social responsibility, as well as the conviction that entrepreneurial experience is a 

missing skill they can offer young farmers. About 10 of these schemes have been 

identified in the countries studied. Examples are Tesco‟s Future Farmer Foundation 

and schemes from Woolworths and Sainsbury‟s. Typically, the kind of knowledge and 

experience that is exchanged concerns business and supply chain management and, 

to a much lesser extent, agricultural production itself. 

Type 5. Web-based exchange schemes 

These are knowledge exchange schemes that provide young farmers with knowledge 

on demand. About 10 of these schemes have been identified in the countries studied. 

The technologies used are strongly based on the internet, through which library 

services and even video farming are offered. Physical travel is virtually absent. Open 

access of data is crucial. An example of a knowledge exchange scheme studied in this 

research is the Public Library Innovation Programme of EIFL (Electronic Information 

for Libraries). Another example is ATTRA, supported by the US Congress. 
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Type 6. Group-based exchange schemes 

In these exchange schemes, participation is only possible through group activities. 

Usually it involves travel and meetings of up to 15 young farmers, for periods of up to 

2 weeks. Less than five of these schemes have been identified in the countries 

studied. Examples are NAJK-Wereldboeren in the Netherlands, Solis in Latvia and 

BRYE in Brazil.  

Type 7. EU-schemes 

This type of exchange scheme concerns EU or governmental programmes, such as the 

Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs programme, Grundtvig, Leonardo and other national 

programmes. Their main characteristic is the origin of their funding and/or the fact 

that they are run by governmental organisations. 30 of these schemes have been 

identified in the countries studied but this is not an exhaustive list.  

Table 3.1 shows some major features in which the exchange schemes differ, apart 

from their exchange objectives and target groups. Leadership and business type 

schemes involve smaller numbers of participants. The business and supply chain 

focused schemes originate mainly from large retailers in the UK. Group type exchange 

schemes are relatively new, but have been identified in both Europe and Brazil.  

The table should be interpreted with care as the numbers do not imply any 

qualification in the sense of „good‟ or „bad‟. The value (for a participant, a host, an 

exchange scheme and indeed for society) of an exchange event in one scheme (e.g. a 

visit of a mentor to a young farmer looking to improve his business) cannot easily be 

compared with that of another scheme (e.g. an additional day abroad for a young 

farmer travelling overseas). 

Table 3.1 Main features of types of exchange schemes distinguished in this 

research 

Type Estimated 

number of 

schemes 

Average annual 

number of 

participants 

Main focus Sources 

of finance 

1. Classic >55 Thousands Conventional 

production 

mixed* 

2. Classic 

organic 

± 30 Thousands Organic 

production  

mixed 

3. Leadership ± 30 Tens Management private  

4. Business ± 10 Tens Management private 

5. Web-based ± 10 Tens Knowledge mixed 

6. Group ± 5 Tens Variable mixed 

7. EU ± 30 Hundreds Variable EU 
*mixed implies a mixture of contributions from participants, NGOs and governmental support.  

Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 
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3.5. Design and size 

Context and sectoral circumstances  

The design of exchange schemes depends to a large degree on the context in which it 

was set up. Often, young farmers‟ movements, agricultural colleges or associations of 

agronomists were (and still are) involved (e.g. ILP in Austria, SUSP in the 

Netherlands). Stand-alone initiatives of former exchange participants are also common 

(e.g. Odyssée Agri in France). Schemes specifically aimed at organic farming methods 

tend to have more links with consumer organisations (e.g. WWOOF in the UK).  

More specialised schemes that select and exchange (or mentor) only limited numbers 

of exceptional individuals, maintain looser ties with educational institutes (e.g. Nuffield 

Farming Scholarships in the UK, Australia and New Zealand).  

Target groups and geographical coverage 

The people targeted for participation are individual young farmers or young people 

interested in agriculture, aged between 18 and 35 ‒ with some exceptions for very 

young (Equipeople) and slightly older people (up to 45 years old for Nuffield 

Scholarships). In some schemes, the exchange is organised for groups only (e.g. 

BRYE, NAJK, Solis), but the vast majority of the schemes targets individuals.  

Some schemes are mainly occupied with outbound travelling participants, while 

partner organisations take care of the corresponding inbound procedures in the 

destination countries. This differentiation in tasks is partly caused by visa 

requirements in some countries, specifically in the European Union. 

Geographically, the spread is very wide. Outside the EU, countries like USA, Canada, 

Australia and New Zealand are very popular. Asian and African countries are seldom 

involved, the exceptions being Japan, China, Korea and South Africa. Participants 

usually come from the country where the (partner) organisation is located. 

Selection criteria 

Potential participants are selected on the basis of their motivation and affinity with 

agriculture. Increasingly, this is (partly) done through an online application process 

(e.g. Nuffield). A common requirement is practical experience on a farm and a 

completed formal agricultural education. In the business and leadership types of 

schemes, selection is much tougher. Hosts are also selected carefully.  

Size of the scheme and length of the exchange 

The size, expressed as the number of participants, differs enormously among the 

identified schemes and follows the schemes objectives: some schemes carefully select 

some 20 participants per year (e.g. Nuffield) whereas others are open to a broader 

public and facilitate the travel of more than 7 000 people each year (e.g. WWOOF). 

The time frame of a single exchange activity varies from less than a day (in the 

leadership & mentoring schemes) to almost a year (in the classic types of schemes).  

Insurance  

Health insurance is a compulsory step for participants in some schemes (e.g. 

Agrimpuls in Switzerland, IRE in Australia, RENZ and New Zealand Dairy Careers and 

many others), but not for all. Even in situations where the intention is clearly to have 

longer stays abroad and work in rather risky, practical farming conditions, schemes do 

not always demand adequate health insurance. Insurances and liabilities are therefore 

a major area of improvement and risk.  
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3.6. Management and efficiency 

Organisation 

The organisations running and implementing the schemes vary from NGOs to semi-

public (education) and private enterprises. Quite often, young farmers‟ associations 

are involved. There is a considerable level of cooperation among organisations that 

run the exchange schemes, the largest example being the Grow Abroad World 

Alliance. A network of international partners strongly facilitates the various internal 

processes of an exchange scheme and enhances its efficiency.  

Communication approach 

Most exchange schemes, especially smaller ones, do not have a communication 

strategy with specific and measurable targets. They communicate on the basis of 

habits developed over time and/or ad hoc ideas or spotted evidence. Increasingly, 

they use the internet (websites) and social media. However, also face-to-face 

meetings such as presentations in schools or at conferences remain very popular.  

 

3.7. Objectives and effectiveness  

The objectives of the exchange schemes differ widely; hence the various types 

distinguished. The vast majority of the schemes aim to assist young farmers, male 

and female, in gaining experience and knowledge of farm management by facilitating 

travel to another country and learning about another culture. The intervention logic 

focuses on the assumption that offering a completely different set of agricultural living 

and working conditions enriches the participant, makes him world-wise and helps him 

to strengthen his (agricultural) decision making in the future. The hosts have their 

own motives for participation as well. They often support exchange schemes for years, 

receiving several exchange participants during that time, with a large degree of 

satisfaction. 

The existence of an alumni organisation through which participants can meet and 

share experiences afterwards is much appreciated and appears to result in more 

lasting „lessons learnt‟. Active alumni may also contribute significantly to the stability 

of the scheme and the organisation running it. 

A relevant question is: are the scheme‟s outcomes significantly different from other 

relevant measures, such as farm advisory systems and farm relief services or overall 

training strategies? According to a large majority of the scheme managers (source: 

this research), such alternatives do not exist. In fact, it is exactly the lack of such 

practical training and learning opportunities elsewhere that gave birth to exchange 

schemes. Of course, they do not appeal to all farmers and many are not aware of their 

existence, but those who do take part are convinced that they have learned things 

they could never have learned elsewhere (source: this research). 
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3.8. Sustainability 

History 

The oldest exchange schemes date back to 1912 (Travel to Farm). In the years after 

World War I, exchange efforts were set up on both sides of the Atlantic, specifically in 

Denmark, Sweden on one side, and the USA and Canada on the other side. After 

World War II, the Marshall Plan breathed new life into youth exchanges between the 

continents. Naturally, youth exchanges on farms were the major force, as food 

production was crucial. More recently, business schemes have been launched: e.g. in 

the Tesco Future Farmer Foundation, launched in 2013.  

Sustainability  

An important factor in the sustainability of a scheme and its resilience to, for example 

sudden changes in numbers of participants, is embedding the organisation in young 

farmers‟ movements or agricultural education institutes. The sustainability also 

depends to a large degree on the dedication of the staff, who are often volunteers and 

former participants. The networking abilities of staff are crucial.  

A second important factor that determines the life span of a scheme is the availability 

of funds, or a stream of annual funds that cover the minimal expenditures of the 

scheme. Table 3.2 below gives a general classification of exchange scheme by their 

funding entities. It shows that the funding of exchange schemes is variable and often 

consists of mixed sources. Some funds are incidental (like the contributions of 

participating young farmers and their hosts), whereas others usually last several years 

(such a government grants and EU support). 

Table 3.2 Funding sources of exchange schemes for young farmers. 

Funding source Number of 

Schemes 

Examples 

Private finance: participating 

young farmers and their hosts 
50 

Most classic exchange schemes such as 

CAEP, Odyssée Agri, Travel to Farm, 

SUSP, IRE, AgriVenture, IFYE etc. 

Private finance: other 

companies 
10 

Nuffield, Tesco, Sainsbury, 

Agrostudies, BRYE etc. 

Private finance: young 

farmers‟ associations, 

agricultural trusts and public 

sources 

60 

WWOOF, Solis, NAJK, Edge 

Apprentices, AALP, MESA, Farmers 

Apprentice etc. 

Finance from EU, national 

governments, educational 

institutes etc. 

50 
ILP, EIFL, MAST, ATTRA, all Erasmus 

schemes etc. 

Unclear 15  

Source: Ecorys in cooperation with LEI and Aequator Groen & Ruimte, 2015. 

Many participants of exchange schemes pay for their own expenses and also 

contribute to organisational costs (roughly one-third of all schemes). In the majority 

of the schemes however, other actors, both private and public, are also financially 

involved. 

Corporate, private sources that support a scheme, and preferably a group of sources, 

appear to finance the leader-focused exchange schemes, whereas governments and 

EU funds are usually behind the classic types of exchange schemes.  
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Notoriety  

In general, the impact of exchange schemes goes beyond that of the host family 

alone. Especially some decades ago, the arrival of a foreigner to a small rural village 

would have a big impact. This impact has however decreased enormously. Publishing 

the experiences (or even reports) of participants contributes to the reputation of the 

exchange scheme and increases its appeal to future participants and sponsors. A good 

example is Nuffield in the UK (and elsewhere). 

 

3.9. Learning by seeing something completely different?  

In the present context in which farmers have to adapt their businesses to the 

structural changes of their environment, young farmers should be aware of the 

importance of entrepreneurship to keep their farm viable (Vesala and Pyysiäinen, 

2008; McElwee, 2008). However, according to the results of the survey, they still have 

a technological focus as more than 60% of the interviewed young farmers perceived it 

as likely that they would develop technological knowledge necessary for their farm 

(see 2.1). Other studies also show that many farmers still have a ‟productivist‟ 

mindset and wish to maintain an agricultural focus (Walford 2003, Chaplin et al. 2004, 

Burton and Wilson 2006, Gorton et al. 2008). This is reflected by the existence (often 

for decades) of the more „classic‟ types of exchange schemes (meaning that a young 

farmer goes to another farm, preferably in another country, for a few months). In 

some Member States (Cyprus, Croatia, Greece, Ireland, Latvia, Estonia, Finland, 

Germany, Malta, Romania, Slovenia, United Kingdom) practical learning and hands-on 

experience constitute an important objective of the exchange: according to the focus 

groups organised in these countries, this implies travelling to countries with similar 

climatic conditions. Several schemes offer exactly this, but the majority of the 

schemes propose an opposite approach: taking a young farmer out of his/her comfort 

zone and exposing him/her to completely new circumstances to enhance learning and 

understanding. The importance of this is also confirmed by some of the focus groups: 

the exchange schemes should offer young farmers the chance to expand their 

horizons, get to know other cultures and to build their character (Denmark, Finland, 

Germany, Italy, Latvia, Malta, Poland). 

One single conclusion on the most suitable way of learning (‟copying or being exposed 

to new ways‟) cannot be drawn. The wide array of existing exchange schemes seem to 

meet different needs expressed by the young farmers: from programmes focused on 

cultural exchange to programmes more specialised in agricultural and supply chain 

issues, exchanges of individual farmers to group travel, 1 day to 1 year and Europe to 

worldwide. 

 

3.10. Different user needs in different farm situations  

The needs of users change over time. This is demonstrated by the wide array of 

different types of exchange schemes distinguished in this research, ranging from 

schemes for youngsters (17 years and above) that want to travel for several months 

and get to know another (agri)culture to schemes for fully employed entrepreneurs 

who struggle to their farm for more than a few weeks. Newly graduated young 

farmers can travel more easily than relatively „older‟ young farmers that already own a 

farm: the latter perceive participation in a scheme for prolonged periods as unrealistic. 

Also, the „younger‟ young farmers have relatively more knowledge needs than young 

farmers that are already owners of a farm, as is shown by the survey. Hence, it is only 

logical that short-term exchange schemes and other sources of knowledge such as the 
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internet are far more relevant to these „older‟ young farmers. This is also confirmed by 

the survey (see 2.3).  

 

3.11. Specific knowledge needs 

Focus groups in some countries called for specifically oriented schemes, in which the 

application of technological improvements is practised, for example (Croatia). A 

similar call for schemes that focus on turning theory into practice was made by the 

Danish focus group. In Estonia and Malta, developing (collective) 

marketing/distribution skills were mentioned as an important goal. Exc hange schemes 

that specifically target these needs have not been observed. However, niche-oriented 

schemes do exist, e.g. for viticulture. 

 

The Greek focus group specifically mentioned the need for an exchange scheme that 

covered the entire production and supply chain (of olive oil). International cooperation 

among groups of farmers was also mentioned as a result of exchange schemes. 

Similar suggestions were made in Malta and Romania.  

 

3.12. Costs count as well  

For all young farmers, the costs of participation in an exchange scheme (directly, as 

travel expenses and indirectly, as replacement costs back home) are an important 

determinant, after lack of time and having no replacement on the farm. Exchange 

schemes that offer good funding/incentives are therefore very popular, especially 

among more highly educated young farmers. In addition, offering shorter-term 

opportunities also may be a solution for reducing the participation costs. This fits the 

opinion of some focus groups that exchange schemes should be specif ically tailored to 

the time and financial constraints of those interested in participating. Other aspects 

which should be reduced are the administrative burden and legal barriers posed by 

national legislation. Both exchange schemes and potential participants suffer from 

these obstacles. 
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4. Guide for successful exchange schemes 

A guide has been developed as a hands-on, easy to read document aiming to inspire 

those who are contemplating setting up a new ‒ or reflecting on an existing ‒ 

exchange scheme. The guide does not aim to be a complete handbook but intends to 

be helpful to current and future scheme managers. Given the wide diversity of existing 

exchange schemes, a „one-size-fits-all‟ approach is impossible. It could also serve to 

make sponsors and funding agencies aware of the vast benefits of exchange 

programmes for young farmers.  

The guide contains lessons learnt, options, good practices and tips and tricks on the 

design of exchange schemes, their effectiveness, their management and efficiency and 

their sustainability:  

 

 

In this synthesis only the major lessons learnt  and tips and tricks  are 

summarised. 

 

Design  

•Know your markets and target group 

•What do you really want?  

•Design with care, and not alone 

•Choose your size and grow 

Effectiveness  

•Really make it work! 

•Does your audience hear you? 

•Keep in touch 

Efficiency  

•Stay small, but stay connected! 

•Make it (in)sure(d) 

•Keep it simple and transparent 

•Monitor and evaluate! 

Sustainability  

•Cherish your staff! 

•Raise funds 

•Diversify your funding 

•Publish and gain recognition 
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4.1. Design 

Know your markets and target group 

 Up to now, exchange schemes hardly include any destination countries in Asia 

and Africa; 

 Organise regular meetings with sector specialists to remain in touch with 

developments in exchange needs. During this research, the need for an 

exchange scheme in Greece in olive oil production was observed; 

 Be aware of the impact of age! It is important to take the age of the future 

participants into account when you define your target groups, especially if your 

exchange objectives are more general (culture and agriculture) and practical. 

Allow young farmers to participate in your scheme before they are already set 

up on their parental farm. Afterwards, participation rates are likely to be lower, 

at least in schemes that only offer longer stays abroad. 

 Carefully study and describe the needs of the young farmers you are targeting 

(sector, farm situation, education, awareness, role of young farmer 

association), taking country-specific needs into account; 

 Read the country reports  and reflect upon recent developments; 

 Be aware of the present knowledge infrastructure in your country (education, 

extension, relief services) and the existence of other exchange schemes. 

 

What do you really want?  

 Expectation management is essential in satisfying the needs of hosts and 

participants. Many tools are available to do so: from one-to-one talks to group 

introduction weekends. A good example is presented by R-ETA in Hungary. 

 

Design with care, and not alone  

 Offering language courses and technical vocabulary prior to departure will 

enhance the learning effect! 

 At the national level, allow for the creation of a list of themes around which 

exchange schemes are organised; with each theme responding to key needs of 

young farmers. 

 Design for young farmers, not for yourself; 

 Learn from others; 

 Make sure that your design is flexible, both in length of stay and in case of 

mismatches between participant and host. 

 

Choose your size and grow 

 Start small and grow sustainably; 

 Remain flexible in your organisation (but fix costs!). 
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4.2. Objectives and effective exchange schemes for young farmers 

Make it really work!  

 Describe the logic behind the exchanges you organise and keep questioning it! 

 Share it with your (potential) participants. 

 

Does your audience hear you? 

 Make yourself visible on the internet and social media, but do not lose focus; 

 Visit agricultural schools and young farmers associations and become known; 

 Involve experienced participants; 

 Don‟t forget „traditional‟ means, such as farmers‟ journals to reach young 

farmers. 

 

Keep in touch!  

 Stay in contact with alumni; 

 Encourage alumni to share, and possibly publish, their experiences; 

 Ask alumni to be involved in the work of the exchange scheme. 

 

4.3. Managing exchange schemes for young farmers efficiently 

Stay small, stay connected!  

 Be shrewd when hiring staff or volunteers: most classic exchange schemes 

handle some 200 participants per year, per staff member; 

 The Grow Abroad World Alliance (GAWA) is the most far-reaching effort of 

exchange organisations to work together, standardise and harmonise 

procedures and establish quality standards. They are open to new members 

that comply with their general rules of conduct. Reaching out to such 

organisations provides visibility, as well as structures and frameworks to build 

on, without any loss of independence.  

 

Stay close to young farmers’ movements and agricultural education 

institutes; 

 Broaden your network to include international partner organisations in inbound 

countries; 

 Link up with GAWA and/or similar initiatives; 

 Be careful of the administrative burden of „third-party‟ financing. 
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Make it (in)sure(d)  

 Inadequately insured hosts and participants may be a major risk to your 

organisation. Prevent risks and make basic health and liability insurance 

compulsory. 

 Make complete, adequate health insurances compulsory for participants; 

 Check the legal aspects of liability for the participants, host farmers and your 

organisation. 

 

Keep it simple and transparent  

 Take a two-step approach: 1) online registration ensuring the widest access to 

your potential candidates and 2) face-to-face interviews for the final selection 

of participants (use online video calls if distances are a major problem); 

 Use simple applications procedures that are, where possible, similar to other 

applications known by potential applicants. 

 

Monitor and evaluate  

 Offer tools to participants that measure their growth and increased skills, offer 

contact with other participants or producers and provide access to online 

knowledge;  

 Demand feedback from hosts and participants after the exchange. It may not 

only help you to comply with funding requirements; but also offers you tips on 

how to improve your services. 

 Build your database with information on success factors, website visits, 

evaluation scores, feedback of participants, etc.; 

 Draft clear targets in the short-, medium- and long-term and link them to each 

other; 

 Regularly assess the degree to which your targets are being met;  

 Evaluate your hosts annually. 
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4.4. Ensuring a sustainable ‘long-lasting’ exchange scheme for young 
farmers 

Cherish your staff!  & document your work 

 Well-organised exchange schemes are more popular among participants and 

hosts.  

 Put important information on how to run the scheme on paper. Possibly 

become ISO certified; 

 Keep track of what you are doing so that it remains replicable for future staff.  

 

Raise funds!  

 In some countries, the costs of the exchange may be tax deductible; 

 Combine the participation in an exchange scheme with earning educational 

credit points, Youth Pass etc. 

 Be aware that contributions of participants give little financial security for the 

next year and year after; 

 Diversify your funding sources; 

 Search for financing possibilities within the National Rural Development 

Programme of your country. 

 

Publish and gain recognition 

 A large majority of the exchange participants agrees that the impact of 

exchange schemes goes beyond that of the world of the host family and 

participant alone. Publish those experiences and show your organisation is 

worth supporting. 
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5. Conclusions 

5.1. General conclusions on the needs of young farmers 

Conclusions on the needs for knowledge of young farmers 

The knowledge infrastructure/educational system and – related to that – the education 

level, the possibility of getting „real‟ independent advice and the quality of knowledge 

available are important factors influencing the knowledge needs of young farmers 

within the European Union.  

This indicates that knowledge should be tailor-made. In some countries, the need for 

technological skills and skills related to the development of a farm strategy are 

emphasised, in other countries the need for entrepreneurial skills and in others still 

both kinds of skills.  

Young farmers have different needs, depending on the region in which they live (NMS 

or EU-15), the agricultural sector in which they work (intensive, specif ic), their 

education level, their farm situation (owner of the farm or not) and the kind of area in 

which they live (favourable or not): 

 In general, young farmers in the new Member States seem to have more 

knowledge needs than other young farmers in the European Union. They seem to 

be more eager to develop a range of skills and obtain knowledge from different 

sources. They have more intention of joining an exchange scheme and a more 

positive attitude to exchange schemes. This might be related to the knowledge 

infrastructure in those countries; 

 Young farmers working in an intensive, specialist sector (for example olive 

orchards) seem to have greater knowledge needs than young farmers working in 

more extensive or „common known‟ sectors, such as dairy farming or arable 

farming. This is possibly because not so much knowledge is available in these 

specialist sectors; 

 Interviewed young farmers with a high level of education are more eager to 

develop different kind of skills, they perceive fewer hindrances to obtaining 

information or joining an exchange scheme, they have a more positive attitude 

to exchange schemes and also participated more often in an exchange scheme 

than less educated interviewed young farmers; 

 Interviewed young farmers who are the owners of their farm seem to be more 

confident: they perceive fewer general needs when compared with all the 

interviewed young farmers. However, they also are less eager to develop 

different kinds of skills and perceive it relatively often as unrealistic that they will 

join a(n) (inter)national exchange scheme; 

 It is more difficult for the interviewed young farmers who live in less favourable 

areas to obtain knowledge or join an exchange scheme. 

 

This supports the statement mentioned above that knowledge should be tailor-made 

and adjusted to the specific needs of young farmers living in different regions and 

kinds of areas, working in different sectors, with different levels of education and from 

different farm situations. However, it should be taken into account that young farmers 

need technological skills and skills to develop a farm strategy as well as 

entrepreneurial skills – such as marketing, networking, communication and financial 

skills – to keep their farm viable. They are not always aware that they need all these 

kinds of skills. They are used to managing their farm in a traditional way and do not 

see a reason to change. Within the European Union, attention should thus also be paid 

to raising awareness of exchange schemes. 
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Conclusions on the information sources used by young farmers 

Reading and looking for information on the internet, field days or excursions, 

individual advice, fairs or exhibitions, (agricultural) trainings or courses, farmers‟ 

journals and workshops, seminars or conferences are the most important knowledge 

sources for the interviewed young farmers. It is striking that taking part in discussions 

on the internet, online training, e-learning and social media appeared to not be very 

popular among the interviewed young farmers. In some countries this might be due to 

a lack of (fast) internet access. However, the interest for using internet for e-learning 

differs between young farmers. „Older‟ young farmers who are the owners of their 

farms in particular use discussions on the internet, online training, e-learning and 

social media to obtain information more often. This is possibly because it is difficult for 

them to leave the farm for long periods of time. 

Other farmers are the most important information source for the interviewed young 

farmers, followed by farmers‟ associations and agricultural consultants and advisors. 

This might be the case especially in countries where the knowledge infrastructure is 

not so well-organised. 

Conclusions on needs of young farmers for exchange schemes 

Most interviewed young farmers seem to have a positive attitude to exchange 

schemes and a high intention to join one; especially in the new Member States. 

However, the percentage of interviewed young farmers that has participated in an 

exchange scheme is low (22.8% of the interviewed young farmers in EU-15 and 9.4% 

of the interviewed young farmers in the new Member States). According to the survey 

results, lack of time and having no replacement on the farm are the main reasons for 

this in most countries, followed by high costs. A language barrier is also mentioned as 

an important reason in several countries. An intensive language course before the 

exchange (as for example offered by Odyssée Agri) might be a solution for that.  

Other reasons for the low participation in exchange schemes mentioned in different 

countries include the low transferability of knowledge, the practical applicability of 

knowledge, the high administrative burden of joining an exchange scheme, the time 

span (not all young farmers can leave the farm easily for a long period of time. This is 

particularly the case for young farmers who are the owner of the farm. For young 

farmers who work on their parents‟ farm, it is sometimes easier to leave for a long 

period of time), travel distances and mentality (young farmers are sometimes not 

interested in learning about other cultures). 

One important issue to improving the participation in exchange schemes concerns the 

kind of knowledge offered. It is important that young farmers have the opportunity to 

arrange their exchanges themselves so that it fits their specific knowledge needs. For 

some farmers this means that: 

 Exchange schemes should combine theoretical and practical training but should 

be focused on practical training and the acquisition of hands-on experience; 

 Exchange programmes should have a clear focus on how to turn theory into 

practice; 

 The „destination‟ countries/areas should have similar climate conditions and a 

similar farm structure to those in the country from where the young farmer 

comes; 

 Exchange schemes should provide knowledge which is practically applicable for 

the young farmer and which suits his/her specific knowledge needs. 
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However, for other young farmers it is important that exchange schemes should offer 

them the chance to expand their horizons, to learn about other cultures and to 

develop their character. 

Other more „practical‟ solutions which make it easier for young farmers to join an 

exchange scheme are: 

 Availability of replacement on the farm, for example by a reliable farmer relief 

service or farm replacement service;  

 Availability of an interpreter to overcome language problems; 

 Financial support; 

 Clear communication/advertisement about exchange schemes to make young 

farmers aware of the existing exchange schemes they can join; 

 Making knowledge of exchange schemes available in another way, if distances 

are too far to travel in a country, by mentors, for example; 

 Making the choice of a suitable exchange scheme easier by deploying brokers or 

matchmakers who can help to find the right match between the exchange 

student and the farmer offering the exchange; 

 Decreasing the administrative burden to join an exchange scheme (preparing a 

detailed business plan, filling in (online) forms);  

 Encouraging young farmers to take part in international exchange schemes 

offered by agricultural schools or education programmes; 

 Tailoring exchange programmes specifically to the time and financial constraints 

of those interested in participating;  

 Enabling young farmers to join an international exchange scheme after they 

have left school and before they start working at their (family‟s) farm.  

 

Conclusions on the main needs of young farmers 

Knowledge needs are not the most urgent general needs of young farmers within the 

European Union. The availability of land to buy or to rent is the most important 

general need followed by subsidies, access to credits and qualified labour.  

Easier access to land would be helpful for young farmers within the European Union to 

stay in business. Sometimes this is difficult due to legislative issues, issues related to 

inheritance, land prices, institutional issues, etc. 

 

5.2. General conclusions on exchange schemes 

Exchange schemes have existed for more than a century. They play an important role 

in offering young farmers the possibility of acquiring practical knowledge of farming 

and broadening their horizons. For young people, the schemes fill a gap between 

theoretical learning (of mainly technological agricultural matters) and the reality of 

farming in another country. The schemes are easily accessed and offer young farmers 

the network and experience needed to arrange stays abroad and match their needs 

with those of a host farmer.  

According to our research, real alternatives to exchange schemes do not exist. 

Scheme managers, partic ipants and hosts are convinced that they have learned things 

they could never have learned elsewhere. Their argument is based on a different 

approach to learning in which competences are developed and knowledge is acquired 
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through practice instead of theory. The value of learning in the classroom is then 

amplified by applying this knowledge to real-life situations on a farm. 

Educational institutes and young farmers‟ associations play an important role in the 

start-up of an exchange scheme and the definition of its objectives. The schemes are 

often embedded in the agricultural (knowledge) infrastructure and network of a 

country. 

The wide array of existing schemes seems to meet the different needs and demands 

for exchange: from culture to agriculture to supply chain, from single to group travel, 

from 1 day to 1 year, from Europe to worldwide, etc. There is however no such thing 

as a transparent, open market where young farmers can go „shopping‟ to find the 

exchange scheme that fits them best.  

Young farmers feel an increasing need to arrange their exchanges themselves. This 

requires schemes to offer flexibility in terms of specific knowledge needs, length of 

stay abroad and varying combinations of theory and practice. 

Insurance for health and liabilities are a major area of improvement and risk. Several 

schemes have only very soft requirements towards participants in this respect. Very 

few handle it in a formal manner and require young farmers to insure themselves 

adequately or sign documents in which liabilities are clearly defined. 

Despite the broad range of options, potential participants do not always seem to be 

aware of the schemes and options available, indicating a challenge for communication 

and publicity. The internet offers many options for communication, selection of 

candidates, matching participants with host farmers, etc. Only very few exchange 

schemes however use these possibilities extensively. 

The variety of exchange schemes that exist matches the widely differing needs of 

young farmers. The observed need for harmonisation of requirements for participation 

(age, education, language capabilities, driving licence etc.) contrasts with this variety 

of exchange schemes and is therefore not realistic, at least not across the different 

types of schemes. 

Language is a factor that limits the number of potential candidates; offering short 

(technical) language courses also increases the level of satisfaction of the participants.  

The costs of participation, including the replacement costs back home, are a serious  

hindrance to taking part in an exchange scheme in some countries. This reduces the 

number of potential participants and the financial stability of exchange schemes.  

Exchange schemes compete amongst each other. In relatively smaller countries, a 

gentlemen‟s agreement is not to accept outbound participants from foreign countries. 

In larger countries with more active schemes such as the USA, inbound travelling in 

particular is a market of competition. Regulation does not exist: anyone interested can 

start an exchange scheme.  

The degree of success of the schemes (of any type) and the level of satisfaction of its 

participants and hosts varies enormously. Of course, the fact that some schemes still 

exist after many decades may indicate a certain degree of success. On the other hand, 

the emergence of new types of exchange schemes indicates a need for additional 

types of exchange. On the whole, exchange schemes appear to be hugely successful, 

both for participants and hosts. 
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6. Recommendations 

6.1. Recommendations concerning the needs of young farmers  

 Young farmers have different needs, depending on the region in which they live 

(new MS or EU-15), the agricultural sector in which they work (intensive, 

specific), their level of education, their farm situation (owner of the farm or not) 

and the kind of area in which they live (favourable or not). This indicates that 

knowledge offered and newly developed exchange schemes should be tailor-

made and adapted to the specific needs of young farmers in eac h country; 

 Looking at different countries reveals that knowledge needs are higher if the 

education level in a country is lower and the knowledge infrastructure is not 

well-organised. This should be taken into account when designing new exchange 

schemes; 

 Aligning newly developed exchange schemes to the existing knowledge 

infrastructure in a country is useful – and may save a lot of time – if the 

knowledge infrastructure in this country is well-organised; 

 Reasons for the low participation of young farmers in exchange schemes are lack 

of time, having no replacement on the farm, high costs, a language barrier, 

restricted transferability of knowledge, restricted practical applicability, too high 

administrative burden, too long time span, too big travel distances and 

sometimes the mentality of young farmers (not willing to go abroad). Taking 

away these barriers would be useful to stimulate more young farmers to join an 

exchange scheme. One of the keywords to achieve this is „flexibility‟. Young 

farmers should have the opportunity to „design‟ their exchange scheme 

themselves, taking their time and financial constraints into account, in order that 

they can obtain the knowledge and experience they need (this can be on the 

technological or practical level or on the entrepreneurial level); 

 Land to buy or rent is the most important general need of young farmers in most 

EU countries. This is caused by legislative issues, institutional issues, issues 

related to inheritance and land prices. Solving these issues may facilitate the 

entrance of young farmers in the agricultural sector. 

 

6.2. Recommendations concerning exchange schemes 

General recommendations  

 Improve communication and publicity: there are large groups of young farmers 

who are not aware of exchange schemes and what they have to offer. This is 

both a challenge for the exchange scheme, as well as a possible action for 

national governments to present an overview; 

 A transparent and complete overview, open to all and available on the internet, 

could serve as a „market-place‟ where supply and demand for exchanges meet. 

Brokers or matchmakers could be deployed to assist young farmers in choosing a 

suitable exchange scheme; 

 Further research is needed to study the effects and impact of exchange 

schemes. It is recommended to further investigate and scientifically compare the 

outcomes of exchange activities with those of other relevant measures, such as 

farm advisory systems and farm relief services or training strategies. The 

results, if in favour of exchange schemes (which would be the hypothesis based 

on this research), will strengthen the position of exchange schemes and improve 

their chances of support, sponsorship and recognition.  
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Recommendations for governments  

 Optimise the allocation of funds from Rural Development Programmes in the 

Member States to allow the EU funded exchange schemes such as Erasmus for 

Young Entrepreneurs mechanisms to support exchange schemes, especially in 

countries with a low representation of (partner) organisations;  

 Facilitate initiatives to start up schemes for the exchange among (young) 

farmers, taking into account national and possibly regional specific 

circumstances. „Start-up accelerators‟ could even be organised to help initiatives 

get ahead; 

 Strive to remove legal barriers, such as visa requirements and work permits, 

that inhibit the travel and permanence (for prolonged periods, up to a year) of 

(graduated) agricultural students, trainees and young farmers; 

 Offer a reliable farm relieve or farm replacement service to overcome the main 

hindrance that young farmers feel with respect to joining an exchange scheme: 

the lack of time and replacement at their parental farm. 

 

Recommendations for exchange schemes  

 Get to know and make use of the existing knowledge infrastructure before 

starting up an exchange mechanism. Additionally, study the user needs well: this 

research supplies several conclusions and recommendations for EU Member 

States on the needs of young farmers; 

 Improve health and liability insurance standards and prevent cases of uncovered 

medical or legal costs to participants (and hosts); 

 Offer language courses prior to departure to raise the level of satisfaction of the 

exchange participants; 

 Offer more flexibility to participants in terms of specific technical and 

entrepreneurial knowledge needs, varying combinations of theory and practice 

and differing lengths of stay; 

 Make replacements (from one host to another) during the exchange period easily 

possible, in cases of clear mismatches between host and participant; 

 Be aware of the administrative burden of working procedures and offer online 

options as an alternative registration procedure to reduce the administrative 

load. Keep in mind however that not all potential participants have suitable 

internet access; 

 Expectation management is important to make sure that the chosen exchange 

scheme fits the knowledge needs of the young farmer and hosts are satisfied; 

 Pay (more) attention to organising your alumni and use their positive energy to 

recruit new participants, bring in additional sponsors and possibly take up 

managerial tasks. 
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