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EDUCATION AND SKILLS IN FARMING AND CROFTING. 

Background 

The background is a fast-changing industry, increasingly technical, but still 

underpinned by historic knowledge and skills, with productivity, global 

competitiveness, supply chain pressures, assurance standards, climate change, 

biodiversity, Brexit, tourism, diversity etc all impacting on farmers businesses and 

lives. All this will require new and old skills, and adaptability to change. 

Farming relies on small and medium sized businesses, with over half our workforce 

being family. This is changing, as some farming youngsters choose alternatives and 

with larger farms there is increasing reliance on employed staff. The workforce is 

older, while fewer births compared to people retiring and dying.  Brexit consequences 

on inward migration has added another layer to the issues. 

Nationally the outcome is fewer young people coming onto the jobs market, and 

while Covid-19 has increased current unemployment, this is short lived as the 

economy recovers. We will be competing for skilled staff and funding to attract 

education and skills providers to invest in resourcing our sector. 

Independent academic research1,2 clearly identifies the existing and future challenge 

to the farming sector to attract, train and retain high quality staff. Research suggests 

that while the number employed in the farming sector will not increase, there will be a 

significant requirement to replace staff leaving the sector and to train and upskill.  

 

1 PowerPoint Presentation (skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk) 

2  Farm labour in the UK (exeter.ac.uk) 

mailto:George.jamieson@nfus.org.uk
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/47417/ssa-agriculture.pdf
http://socialsciences.exeter.ac.uk/media/universityofexeter/research/microsites/centreforruralpolicyresearch/pdfs/researchreports/Farm_labour_in_the_UK._Accessing_the_workforce_the_industry_needs_.pdf
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NFUS held 15 Focus Groups, covering all of Scotland’s regions and sectors, to help 

identify the challenges and the opportunities to attract and retain staff. This paper 

aspires to articulate the feedback from the participating farmers, identify and develop 

recommendations and associated actions that the farming sector can implement in 

collaboration with relevant partners. 

Executive Summary 

1. Without the right people, who have the right blend of skills, a thriving farming 

sector will be harder to achieve. The need for this is exacerbated by the fact that 

research indicates that over half of current farm staff are due to retire or leave in 

the next decade 3. All Focus Groups accepted the need to attract and retain staff, 

the relevance of new skills, training, and awareness of the major shift in the 

demands for competitive high-quality food, climate change, biodiversity, tourism 

etc. This was agreed as the key priority for the farming and crofting sectors. 

2. One of the main recommendations of the report is that the farming and crofting 

sector must demonstrate a more positive and progressive image to attract and to 

retain new and existing staff including family.  Current experience emphasises 

that attracting people to the farming sector is difficult. Alternative career paths 

may seem more attractive and assessable.  

3. What could be described as perfect storm of lower birth rates, an aging 

population, Brexit consequences on migrant labour, severe competition for staff, 

with volatile markets and supply chain pressure limiting the ability to compete with 

salaries without the ability to pass on costs down the chain. Cost of employing, 

and time to support young people or career changers, were two recurring issues 

discussed. 

4. Training inexperienced people is an opportunity, but not without concerns.  

Induction, transition, and work experience for school/college/other careers were 

felt to be crucial areas to address as the farming sector moves to the next 

generation of skilled staff. Staff safety and supervision will be priorities. 

 

3 PowerPoint Presentation (skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk) 

 

 

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/47417/ssa-agriculture.pdf
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5.  The Focus Groups, and the knowledge gained by NFUS’s work with other 

stakeholders confirms collaboration is a fundamental prerequisite of progress. 

While the farming sector realises that it must play a leading role to attract people 

and upskill the industry, there is a huge potential for more proactive collaboration 

with key partners, including Government policy makers, Government agencies 

and education and training providers 

6. Feedback also highlighted that the farming sector needs ‘vocademic’ 4 training for 

the next generation of farm staff and managers. The opportunity lies ahead to 

equip the next generation of workers with the right mix of practical skills and 

knowledge (vocademic) to produce high quality food sustainably and to do so 

profitably. The fourth industrial revolution5, with ever evolving technologies, must 

be embraced without losing generations of acquired skills. This 

opportunity/challenge needs to be explained in practical language and actions. 

7. Many strongly believe that schools, and career advisors do not promote the 

farming and food sector, often perceived as ‘last resort’ for those less able or 

academic. The Focus Group feedback was very supportive of initiatives to change 

this outdated attitude. Equally important feedback was the need for the sector to 

modernise their outlook to offer good contract terms, with training and clear 

prospects to develop their careers and responsibilities. 

8. The Farming sector requires an efficient, effective, and user-friendly education 

and skills system, that is responsive to the sectors current and future needs, has 

clear financial benefits and is focussed on the broad and specialist skills and 

aptitudes that farm staff need. Farmers, pupils, and parents are confused by the 

acronyms and jargon of the education system. Well intended government 

initiatives fail to resonate with employers if they are perceived to be complex and 

ever changing.   

 

4 We need 'vocademic' training for the next generation of construction managers - Construction 

Manager (constructionmanagermagazine.com) 

 
5 What is the fourth industrial revolution? | World Economic Forum (weforum.org) 

 

https://constructionmanagermagazine.com/we-need-vocademic-training-next-generation-constru/
https://constructionmanagermagazine.com/we-need-vocademic-training-next-generation-constru/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/what-is-the-fourth-industrial-revolution/
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9.  Employer input is crucial, and the farming sector must find the time and resource 

to contribute as an equal partner. Farmers play an essential role in passing on 

knowledge experience and skills, and this can be maximised by fully collaborative 

engagement with the education and skill sectors, particularly in work-based 

courses, but also within the more academic full-time courses. The course content 

and delivery will be more robust and relevant if Industry can influence from their 

perspective. 

10. Young farmers and the next generation of farm staff have a similar view. They 

would like to see an education and career ‘pathway’ to adapt to individual talents 

and interests. Schools, further and higher education, government agencies and 

the farming sector must consider how to develop and coordinate clear messages 

and signposting. For those with little knowledge or experience of farming, work 

placements while at school and induction and transition from school/college/other 

careers were viewed as good starting points on the ‘Pathway’6 

11. The diversity of the regions and farming sectors, emphasises the potential to 

consider a National Strategy to agree a framework developed by the industry 

involving all key stakeholders, bespoke to the industry, underpinned, and 

personalised by different regions/local authorities and by individual farming 

sectors. Fundamental to success will be the authentic partnership and ‘ownership’ 

of all relevant stakeholders, with the interests of the young people and career 

changers front and centre. 

12.  Rural education has logistic and cost implications. Geography, critical mass, 

accommodation, transport, providers resources all provide challenges. There are 

successful initiatives such as pre apprenticeships, work-based courses for senior 

school pupils, land-based colleges offering school pupils opportunities in schools 

academies, and previous good practice such as sandwich courses which are all 

examples that underline the huge benefits of collaboration and common 

agreement, but cost, accommodation and transport remain problems to be 

overcome by new initiatives and some astute funding, that are available in all 

regions. 

 

6 https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/47780/1120-rollup-banner_agriculture-final.pdf 

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/47780/1120-rollup-banner_agriculture-final.pdf


5 

 

13. A prescient project by Aberdeen University7 explains that a major reason for the 

farming sectors poor health and safety record is due to great extent by anxiety 

and exhaustion due to stress and long hours, often in isolation. Reduced hours of 

work, less reliance on the farmer making all the decisions, by delegating to 

trusted skilled and knowledgeable staff has a valuable role to play. Focus Groups 

acknowledged the benefits of delegation. 

14. There was keen interest in upskilling existing staff, including farmers. The 

feedback was that available courses could be more clearly promoted, and 

accessible, particularly in remote regions. Farmers and staff would benefit from 

an effective point of contact/information with clarity on courses available, from 

whom, where, and the ability to flag up an interest. There was a preference for the 

information to be on one site and the ability to speak to a knowledgeable person 

for initial guidance. 

15. All Focus groups believe migrant workers, seasonal and full time, are highly 

regarded and play a significant role in agriculture. The consequences of Brexit 

and the policy decisions of the UK government must be challenged. The 

demographic challenge of Scotland dictates that farming enterprises have 

become very grateful for migrant workers and for many there is no effective 

replacement strategy.   

16. There is a view that all education and skills providers would benefit the farming 

sector if all the education and skills providers worked more closely and 

collaboratively. Competition can be good, but there is a place for coopetition, in 

sharing resources, and in delivering courses that might otherwise not run. There 

is strong case that there is an opportunity to ‘grow the cake’, rather than fight over 

the existing cake. Most attendees felt that the providers could increase student 

numbers through better collective marketing with each other and industry, with 

clear signposting. 

 

 

 

7 University of Aberdeen tackles 'UK's most dangerous industry' | News | Research | The University of 

Aberdeen (abdn.ac.uk) 

 

https://www.abdn.ac.uk/research/explore/news/15111/
https://www.abdn.ac.uk/research/explore/news/15111/
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Recommendations and actions for consideration. 

Defining recommendations and actions is often hostage to fortune, and these are no 

exception. Fundamental to progress on the challenges of recruitment and upskilling 

the farming sector will depend on many variables, and hence will require genuine 

collaboration between all the key stakeholders. This list is not exclusive, or complete, 

and all the recommendations will rely on each other to make the progress the sector 

needs to future proof the most important resource we have, which is the people who 

work on our farms. 

1. Raise the profile of food and farming as a major sector in Scotland.  

2. Broaden and enhance recruitment and increase staff retention.  

3. Agree National/ Regional/Sector Strategy for land-based education & skills.  

4. Increase the engagement and influence of farmers in education and skills. 

5. Develop a progressive skills policy for migrant, seasonal and self-employed. 

6. Train the trainers, support farmers as employers and mentors. 

 

1. Raise the profile of food and farming as a major, fundamental sector in 

Scotland.  

Increasing and improving farming’s current profile by promoting a positive image 

will benefit from a well-considered ‘campaign’ initiated by NFUS but with 

ownership from all stakeholders in the food, education, and government agencies. 

• At all the NFUS Focus Group meetings there was agreement that to attract new 

entrants and retain our current staff the sector must raise its profile and be seen 

and act as a positive, progressive sector.   

• 80% of Scotland’s land is under the stewardship of farmers, who produce high 

quality, assured food, manage the countryside, enhance tourism, and will be 

influential in mitigating climate change and enhancing biodiversity. 
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• Farming is high tech, modern and progressive. The image for many remains 

outdated from extremes of a romantic image to the negative image of factory 

farming. In addition to promoting farming image through the media, we 

recommend farmers are more open to local people, schools, and tourists. 

Farmers can be proud of their work and with well trained, knowledgeable staff can 

promote their credentials every day.  

• Farmers and crofters must depict and promote their sector as a rewarding place 

to work. Careers in agriculture will become more attractive only if we offer clear, 

attractive career opportunities, competitive terms, and conditions, with education 

and skills enhancements that embrace the opportunities and technological 

advances which lie ahead. 

• This can be challenging as many farmers struggle to break even or invest, and 

this too must be addressed by supply chains, government and society being 

reminded of the value and contribution the sector supplies. Attracting and 

developing high quality staff will improve the profile and the output of the 

business, accepting that the investment may be front loaded and the benefits 

longer term. 

. 2. Broaden and enhance recruitment and increase staff retention.  

Attract and retain the right people, from traditional and more diverse sources, with 

the capability to acquire the right blend of knowledge and skills. Broadening our 

scope to urban as well as rural schools and regions, women, career changers, all 

supported by bespoke induction and development courses, to add to more 

effective recruitment from traditional sources. 

• Competition for staff will remain strong at all levels of skill and ambition. The 

farming sector must match other sectors in promoting a clear and attractive 

‘pathway’ into education, skills, and careers, whether academic or practical, there 

are opportunities beyond the current stereotype. Farmers must match alternative 

careers in job satisfaction and a feeling of being valued, not just in salary but in 

work life balance and a sense of pride in the industry. This effort should be led by 

the farming sector in collaboration with other stakeholders. 
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• A very clear and challenging obstacle which must be addressed is the rural nature 

of jobs and training in rural Scotland. Suitable accommodation and transport are 

major issues in attracting, training, and retaining staff in the farming and crofting 

sector This is a disincentive for young people, career changers and seasonal staff 

as well as education and skills providers. This must be addressed through all 

appropriate avenues. 

• The Skills for Farming Group (NFUS, Skills Development Scotland (SDS), Lantra, 

Scottish Colleges, Scottish Machinery Ring Association, SQA, RHET, Scottish 

Association of Young Farmers, Developing the Young Workforce) is a key 

grouping and should expand its influence to help coordinate clear, accessible 

information and signposting for young people and those considering career 

change. We recommend and commit to cooperation to increase effective and 

clear messaging. 

• Farms cannot function without ‘good’ staff. There are various avenues to source 

staff: family, from school, college, university, career changers, migrant workers, 

recruitment agencies, Job Centre (Department of Work and Pensions.) The 

Farming sector must work with all to ‘market’ our industry, both nationally and 

locally, and develop policies that work for and with our sector. Given SDS8 

research identifies that the greatest challenge will be skilled staff on farm, then 

the focus must be on Work Based education and skills, not at the expense of full-

time education, but in addition to. 

• The common stereotypes of ‘farm worker’ must evolve as job roles have. While 

we still need people with practical skills, and variety of abilities, we now also need 

alternative higher-level knowledge and skills, increasingly technical and 

dependant on and supported by knowledge transfer. We must broaden our 

horizon to encourage more diversity into the farming sector. 

 

8 PowerPoint Presentation (skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk) 

 

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/47417/ssa-agriculture.pdf
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• The farming sector, with partners, must provide the incentive to attract and retain 

people from all these potential sources. Offering clear job roles, contracts that 

incentivise staff to upskill and progress, with prospects, offer comparable terms 

and conditions as other career options, that promote loyalty and sustainable jobs. 

Farmers are legitimately concerned about salary costs and must balance the 

costs/investment against the benefits, and we must work with the supply chain 

including the consumer to value quality, sustainability, and the true value of a 

secure local food supply. 

• Schools, land-based colleges, and other skills providers are central to recruitment 

and retention. Schools are influential in developing interest in ‘jobs’, careers and 

further education. The food and farming sectors must work with and influence the 

school curriculum, promote better uptake of food and farming related subjects and 

qualifications and promote food and farming as an education and career option. 

Skills Development Scotland (My World of Work) Developing the Young 

Workforce, Department of Work and Pensions and Local Authority employability 

are all partners agriculture needs to foster.  

• Colleges/skills providers must be encouraged and supported to offer high quality 

relevant course content and delivery in collaboration with each other and with 

industry in work based and full-time education. Availability and accessibility are 

challenges to overcome in consultation between industry and provider. 

• The apprenticeship system is underutilised by the farming sector and this, with 

less than 1% of new Modern Apprentices (MAs) in Scotland (2019/20) in the land-

based sector 9The Modern Apprenticeship scheme, in conjunction with 

introductory college-based courses such as the National Certificate will attract 

more uptake with effective marketing to increase awareness, supported by 

colleges/skills providers and industry to attract young people. 

 

9 Modern Apprenticeship Statistics, Quarter 4, 2016/17 (skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk) 

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/48104/modern-apprenticeship-statistics-quarter-4-2019-20.pdf
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• As MAs are employed, the overall volume of starts for each MA sector framework 

is determined by employer demand. In 2019/20, the Scottish apprenticeship starts 

target increased to 28,000 - in keeping with the Scottish Government’s 

commitment to increase apprenticeship starts to 30,000 but while farming has 

made some progress there is huge potential to increase numbers in the farming 

sector. Without demonstrating demand, we will not attract new recruits or 

investment by education and skills providers. 

• The focus groups identified an appetite to substantially increase the number of 

Modern Apprenticeships in farming from the current very low level. Given the 

need to find new staff on farm with the potential to develop skills and careers we 

must inform, empower, and support farmers as employers and mentors, attract 

young people to a Modern Apprenticeship in agriculture and work with the 

colleges and providers to support farmers and young people with courses and 

delivery that are outstanding and becomes common practice. In this context the 

Growing Rural Talent pilot has made progress and should be introduced across 

all regions10. 

• The Agriculture Wages Board salary requirements can be a disincentive for 

farmers to employ young people with limited experience. There is a need to 

reduce any disincentive to employ young people or to dissuade an Apprentice 

away from continuing off farm training.   As one able dairy farmer said, ‘the 

difference between profit and loss is my staff’.  

3. Develop and agree National and Regional Strategy for land-based Education 

and Skills.  

Scotland’s land-based sector will benefit from a strategy for the land based/rural 

sector (in our case farming) of a National Framework that develops a clear and user-

friendly education, skills, and career ‘pathway’ with courses from school to university 

that offer opportunities to all people of all ages to enter and progress in a modern 

farming sector. 

 Focus Group feedback recommend that beneath the National Strategy there must 

be regional and specialist farming sector strategies that are guided by the National 

 

10 Growing Rural Talent – Pathway into Agriculture & Forestry | Skills Development Scotland 

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/skills-planning-alignment/skills-action-plan-for-rural-scotland/rural-scotland-blogs-and-newsletters/growing-rural-talent-pathway-into-agriculture-forestry/
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pathway but offer flexibility for the regions specific needs and offers the specialist 

farming sectors scope to develop education and skills to fit their specialist needs. 

• NFUS welcomes the Scottish Government is commitment to a land-based 

learning review (Commission) which will be a root and branch review of learning 

in Scotland’s land-based and aquaculture sectors. NFUS will fully engage and 

work in collaboration with the Skills for Farming Group to maximise the potential 

of this commission and promote actions that enhance recruitment and retention of 

farm staff through an effective system of land-based learning (education, 

knowledge, and skills) that delivers for the sector and the people who work in the 

sector.  

• As some of Governments employment policies have been devolved to Local 

Authorities, agriculture must work more closely with Local Authorities, e.g., the 

Local Employability Partnerships, Developing the Young Workforce, the local 

Department of Work and Pensions, and local schools. 

• A key recommendation based on farmer and ex-students feedback, as well as the 

perceptions of parents, is the advantage of a better understanding of the courses, 

qualifications and ‘pathways’ in education and careers. We propose the 

development of the ‘Growing Rural Talent’ initiative which offers a clear and 

simplified guide to the courses available from school to university and into 

employment. GRT aims to simplify and promote the options including e.g., work 

bases school awards, pre apprenticeships for school leavers, or a college based 

National Certificate award-all option for 16-year-old youngsters. 

• We recommend that all school, college, universities, and skill providers work 

collaboratively and objectively agree a GRT model that is clear and offers a one 

stop guide that can be used by pupils, students, teachers, careers advisors, 

parents, employers and education and skills providers. 

• The ‘pathway’ must embrace work based and full-time education with the 

ambition to deliver courses to cover the knowledge and skills the sectors need. 

The work-based options must be viewed as an alternative, but equivalent to the 

full-time education route and offer Technical and Graduate Apprenticeships for 

progression to more advanced and specialist and professional job roles. 
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• A clear message from more specialist sectors, is the need for high quality 

education and skills relevant to their sectors unique requirements. Accepting that 

a Modern Apprenticeship, National Certificate/Diploma, and degree necessarily 

cover a wide remit, we recommend that education and skill provision includes 

specialist courses even if that means collaboration out with Scotland. We 

recommend that each specialist sector works with the education and skills sectors 

to develop bespoke courses and facilities as an addition to broader core courses. 

We recommend that farmers in specialist sectors engage fully with providers and 

vice versa. 

• A key resource often undervalued is the coordinator who is the catalyst for a 

successful work-based learning experience and advisor to employer, 

apprentice/student, school, and college. We recommend that this is promoted as 

a key resource that is supported and funded appropriately. Equally important are 

the lecturers, tutors, and training providers, and in developing land-based learning 

we must invest to attract and retain these resources, which can be financed by 

increased uptake of courses (growing the cake) 

• The national and local approach is also relevant to education facilities. Farmers, 

staff, and young people prefer access to local providers and colleges. This is not 

merely because of convenience, but also to provide focus, build relationships with 

employers, schools, and colleges. In addition, many farmers and young people 

also see great potential in national ‘centres of excellence’ or specific campuses to 

benefit from more specialist, or sector specific education and skills. We propose 

education and skills providers, supported by government and local authorities 

work with industry to support local access and national centres of excellence in 

our sector.  

4. Increase the engagement and influence of active farmers in education and 

skills. 

There is a lack of employer engagement in the education and skills sectors which is 

recognised but perhaps less easy to address. We believe this is essential to all 

stakeholders and recommend that this be addressed by a greater commitment from 

the farming sector and more tangible effort from government agencies and education 

providers to develop more effective, ongoing consultation and collaboration. 
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• While there is a general agreement that employer’s input is vital to the 

development and implementation of education, in many cases this is not the 

reality, and farming is not an exception. Skills Development Scotland and the 

Scottish Qualifications Authority Accreditation both support the essential role 

industry must play. 

•  The process of developing course content, at all levels, the logistics of delivery 

and the marketing of opportunities is often light on farming input. The review 

process of Modern Apprenticeships, Diploma and Degree courses is often time 

sensitive and often restricted, hence even where there is consultation the short 

time frame and complexity of the paperwork is such that the farming sector is 

limited in its ability to respond meaningfully. 

•  We recommend that employer engagement should be ongoing and routine, 

hence any review is based on farmer involvement based on expert and pertinent 

knowledge. Proposed changes/ enhancements which are already highlighted, can 

be included at the review or if urgent can be implemented before the review is 

due. 

5. Develop a progressive skills policy for migrant, seasonal and self-employed. 

Agriculture has a diverse work force, including seasonal, self-employed, and migrant 

workers, all play a significant role in agriculture. The consequences of Brexit and 

government policy on migrant labour creates challenges.  Feedback from all the 

focus groups was that migrant labour is highly valued across all sectors some more 

crucially than others. This paper will not engage in the politics but does recommend 

that education and skills support should be extended to migrant workers, the self-

employed and seasonal.  

• Focus group feedback supports and adds to the abundant evidence to justify a 

more progressive, less political focus on transient labour. We propose that as a 

minimum we offer relevant courses that upskill and validate skilled status, for 

transient, seasonable, and full-time staff, whether from Scotland or abroad.  

• We propose that for migrant workers, career changers or seasonal workers, there 

should be opportunities for induction and specific skills training available and 

respected.  
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•  We will make the case for collaboration in linking employment with training, 

employers and skills providers coordinating efforts to support people lacking 

experience or skills, seeking a career in the sector.  

• Part time, seasonal and self-employed staff are important to the sector. We 

recommend that policies should consider how education and skills provision could 

support and tailored to upskill these valuable farm staff. 

6. Train the trainers, support farmers as employers and mentors 

Our Focus groups identified that many farmers were not well informed about the 

apprenticeship model and lacked confidence in their mentoring skills, training 

inexperienced staff, and work-based school placements. There was a call for support 

from education providers to ‘train the trainers’ 

• Our recommendations include a more supportive role for Lantra, college 

coordinators, and skills providers staff to offer guidance on how farmers can 

become better mentors to new staff. This is particularly relevant to such as Pre- 

and Modern Apprenticeships. 

• We also propose consideration be given to compensate some farmers who may 

take on MAs beyond his/her requirement but offer a contract that covers the MA 

until qualification who is then empowered to move to an alternative farm. This 

approach had strong support and could be achieve working closely with education 

and skills providers 

• For all work-based courses we recommend that the employing farmer, particularly 

small businesses, and those new to the apprenticeship scheme are fully 

supported and actively involved in the course units the MA will be covering. Given 

the nature of farming businesses, their small scale and lack of HR there is strong 

case for as much support on the administration as is required. 

• The Focus Groups were very supportive of work-based school courses, induction 

and transition courses for school age young people and school leavers and 

inexperienced staff, and we recommend that be priority. 
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• The apprentice model achieves the best results for employer, young person and 

education and skills provider if there is genuine team effort.  A key 

recommendation is that much increased efforts to promote agricultural 

apprenticeships in our schools, and a common and well-established good practice 

in coordinating school, young people, education and skills providers and industry. 

• Where upskilling current and new staff there is opportunity to utilise skills and 

knowledge within the farming community and we recommend policies to identify 

and train such valuable resources to add to the pool of trainers, particularly in 

more remote regions. 

 


