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Abstract

The concept of Farmer Field Schools was implemented in a group of Danish organic dairy farms in order to support the process of reaching a common goal among the farmers of phasing out antibiotics from their herds. The results from the herds indicate that crucial changes took place during the project period of approximately one year. We suggest that this is due to the combination of the farmer group’s ownership over the common goal in combination with the individual goals of each farmer. This formed a motivation for improvements on all farms. The encouraging process of seeing successful development in colleagues’ farms together with the advice received from the group formed basis for a strong common learning process
.   
Introduction

In Denmark, farmer groups called ‘Experience Exchange (‘erfa’) Groups’ have existed for decades and have been widely used in many ways in the organic farming environment to improve the social network of the farmers, gain knowledge about selected areas of farming and support farmers during the transition period to become organic farmers. In many developing countries, the concept of Farmer Field Schools (FFS) is used for farmers’ learning, knowledge, experience exchange, and empowerment. In contrast to the erfa-groups, the FFSs are based on building up common learning in a context where no formal farmer education existed. The motivation for adopting and adjusting it to Danish organic dairy farms was the need for a common learning process where all farmers in the group were focused on reaching a common goal, which in some respects was controversial (phasing out antibiotics from organic dairy herds), and which could be reached in many different ways depending on local farm conditions.  

Material and methods

A group of 23 organic dairy farmers initiated a project in March 2004 with the aim of phasing out the use of antimicrobial drugs from their herds. In collaboration with the Danish Organisation of Organic Farmers and Danish Institute of Agricultural Sciences, a modified FFS Approach was chosen in order to support this process. Four so-called ‘Stable Schools’ were established among the project participants. Using this method, farmers could communicate about the initiatives taken at each farm in order to reach this goal, and to learn from each other. 

Results: Development of the Stable School concept 
The four ‘Stable Schools’ could be described by the following characteristics: 

· They consisted of farmers from 5-6 organic dairy herds and a facilitator, who were given the task of organising the practical arrangements of the meetings, keeping the agenda at the meeting and writing the minutes. The facilitator in this case was a cattle health advisor with focus on feeding, but he did not act as an advisor at the meetings. He was guiding and facilitating the discussion and seldom interfering in it. 
· The dairy herds in one group were very different in size, housing systems, calving patterns etc. 
· The groups had monthly meetings. They visited one herd at each visit and this herd was in focus, during one year – which means that they visited all participating herds twice. 
· The facilitator and the host farmer made an agenda for the following meeting. One success-story and two problem areas were identified for focus at the meeting. 

· Each meeting took 2½ hours. The first hour was spent in the stable and/or fields among the animals, where the success-story of the herd often were shown and demonstrated. When coming inside the house, the group had coffee and ‘free discussion’ for 5-10 minutes. Then the meeting started, where the problem areas of the herd were in focus. A certain way of handling the discussion by taking ‘rounds’ where the farmer him- or herself was not allowed to respond to the suggestions and discussions of the group was developed and shown to be a good basis for the farmers’ decisions about improvements on their farm. Finally, the farmer was asked to sum up the meeting and tell the group what he would commit himself to in terms of concrete improvements on his farm until next meeting. 
· At the second meeting on each farm, a follow-up was made and replaced the success-story. 
An alternative model to advisory service? 
Since Danish organic farmers are generally well-educated, reflective persons, who have taken many active choices during their farming lives and whose goal about phasing out antibiotic treatments from their herds furthermore demonstrated that they were ambitious farmers, we concluded that the Stable School approach was a forum for common learning among farmers, but it was far from ‘basic education’, like the so-called Farmer Field Schools, which was the original model, from which this concept was inspired and adopted into the Danish organic farming context. In some ways it seemed to replace farmers’ need for traditional advisory service.  

The role of the facilitator

The facilitator sent out an agenda 1-2 weeks before the meeting in the group based on a consultation of the farmer, on whose farm the next Stable School meeting should be held. One success-story and two problem areas as perceived by the farmer were taken up at the meetings. Key data from the herd (from the Danish central cattle data base) were included in the letter to all farmers in order to let the whole group gain insight to the herd in focus, and to prepare them for the discussion. It was also the facilitator’s role to  facilitate the discussion and the process in the group and to make short minutes (one-two pages) basically giving the mutual advices and the main conclusions of the meetings. 

Development in the participating herds and of the farmers
The results reflecting the development within the participating herds in this project indicate that during the project period, the number of antimicrobial treatments was markedly reduced, and selected animal health parameters in the herds remained more or less unchanged or improved. It could be demonstrated that actual improvements of the herd health situation and in some herds quite dramatic changes in the structure of the herd, the housing system and the routines, took place as a concrete and measurable result of the work and learning process of the farmers. In interviews, the farmers stated in final focus group interviews as well as in individual semi-structured qualitative interviews that their consciousness and awareness of animal health and welfare promotion had been improved, and that the Stable School groups had been crucial in this development. 

The importance of working with a common goal  

The types of farm improvements varied widely among farmers. Some farmers built a new housing system at their farm, and others improved the hygiene when milk feeding calves, improved the feeding or changed milking routines. Despite the differences between farms in general and between focus areas for the meetings, all farmers seemed to gain much from the meetings. During all visits by the group in each of the farms, the individual farmer expressed his or her goals for the farm. This was included in the group discussions of the Stable School, which made all discussions relevant for the host farmer. The farmers had the same overall goal, namely to phase out antibiotics from the herd. This was evaluated to be of great importance because it made all discussions relevant to everybody. The combination of a common goal and herd individual goals vividly illustrated how a common goal could be reached in a number of different ways, which again stimulated the innovative thinking in the group. All farmers came from their own complex herd situation, which enabled them to take many different factors into account also when discussing solutions to a specific and apparently limited animal health related problem. In conclusion, the Stable School approach seemed a valuable way to promote animal and herd health in cases, where complex farming situations are in focus and the group of farmers work to meet the same challenge, which in this case was phasing out antibiotics from organic herds. 

Future perspectives and developments of the Danish Stable Schools
After the four Stable Schools ended their first year – which according to the definition in the newly developed concept was ‘the Stable School year’, they all decided to continue as a group with 4-6 meetings per year. A handbook for Stable School facilitators is being published, as well as a farmer handbook with experiences from this and other projects are being published. Two groups of facilitators have been educated in a 2 day course, with approx. 2 months between the 2 days. The basic characteristics of the concept are introduced at the first day, and the second day is allocated to exchange of experience. The concept has been adopted in other contexts also within the Danish organic farming environment, e.g. groups were started for organic poultry producers with the common goal to improve the farms with focus on outdoor access. A group of farmers with small farm shops has started a group with the common goal to make the shops able to survive, and adjusted the concept to their context. In conclusion, the concept of opening up the farm to access from colleagues whom one trusts, contribute to the common experience of the group and experience a common learning process with focus on a common goal in combination with farm specific goals has shown to give much benefit to the involved persons. 
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